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Part One




 THE BOOK OF JUBILEES 



 CHAPTER ONE 
  “Are you okay, Diego?” the priest asked. 
 At first Diego didn’t answer.  He was focused on what would come next.  In truth, he had momentarily forgotten the priest was there. 
 “Diego?” the priest questioned.  When Diego didn’t answer, the priest moved to stand.  Diego noticed the priest from the corner of his eye and came back from his thoughts.  “Are you okay?” the priest repeated. 
 It took Diego a moment to focus.  “I’m fine,” he finally replied.  He saw that the priest was not convinced.  “I’m fine,” he repeated, waving the priest back to his seat.  “I had a sharp pain momentarily in my head but it is passing.”   
 The priest was doubtful but sat back down, observing concernedly but patiently. 
 Diego focused
until he became comfortable with the sensation that consumed him and he could interact with the priest again.  He opened his mouth but the words on his tongue were not delivered.  At that moment, a sense of knowing came over Diego and he apprehended that his friends were dead.  Diego’s face revealed a deep grief. 
 “What is it, Diego?”  The priest rose sharply from his chair.   
 For a moment Diego did not answer.  When he finally answered, his words were flat and whispered.  “They are gone.” 
 “Who…?”  
 “We should leave,” Diego said numbly.  He looked closely at the priest.  “I will answer your questions when we get to where we are going.”   
 “Where is that?” asked the priest. 
 “Somewhere safe.”  He saw the priest’s discomfort at his comment.  “I don’t have time to explain.  We have to go now.”   
 The priest was hesitant but if agreeing eased in remedying Diego’s current state, he would do what he could.  He nodded reluctantly.   
 They left the priest’s private quarters and traveled the hallway to the room that now housed the police.  A couple of the officers glanced curiously at the two men and Diego knew they would question him later on his relationship with the priest.  Diego ignored their looks and the priest and he exited the chapel.   
 “Will we go to the airport?” the priest asked. 
 Diego shook his head.  “They confiscated my passport.” 
 “Then how were you going to travel to America?” 
 “I hadn’t planned on taking a plane.”  
 “I don’t understand.  How were you going to get to America?  Did you plan on swimming, perhaps?” 
 Diego smiled at the mild belligerence of the priest.  He genuinely liked the man and he owed him some truth now that the Ark was gone; plus the priest was part of what was about to occur.  “It may be better if I show you.”   
 Diego did not tell the priest what he was doing but as they walked, Diego placed his hand on the priest’s shoulder.  The priest thought nothing of the gesture. 
 In the time it took for the priest to blink, their surroundings completely changed.  Diego wondered how long it would take the priest to realize they were no longer in Ethiopia. 



 CHAPTER TWO 
 As they walked, Diego Columbus mused on the empty vault.  The priest had taken some convincing in their new surroundings but with that accomplished, his thoughts flowed unimpeded. 
 He had been contacted by the priest that morning to come to the chapel as soon as he could.  When he arrived, the priest met him in the courtyard and let him know the Ark was gone. 
 The police were called and flooded the grounds.  They regarded Diego with cold antagonism, certain his remarks on the Ark of the Covenant prompted the disappearance.  They questioned him for about an hour before collecting his passport so he couldn’t leave the county and moved on with their investigation.  
 The most inexplicable matter was the account of the missing object.  They were not able to ascertain what would make the Ark unique among the other street relics of Ethiopia.  Only the priest and Diego had actually seen the Ark and their description had limitations.  Pictures of the Ark were forbidden and the investigators were not comfortable relying solely on the Biblical narrative.   
 Diego was watching the police search the treasury when the priest pierced the room.  The priest caught Diego’s eye and motioned for Diego to join him but shook his head to indicate not here.  The priest retreated back down the corridor and Diego shrugged and followed the priest.   
 At the end of the unadorned corridor, the priest entered a small doorway.  Diego had to duck as he passed through.  Diego recognized this was the priest’s personal living space. 
 The priest motioned for Diego to sit at the round table in the kitchen as the priest prepared tea for them.  I could use a beer, Diego said to himself. 
 “I am sorry to draw you away from the treasury so cryptically,” the priest said, handing Diego his tea and joining him at the table.  “I could not speak openly to you there.” 
 “Not at all,” Diego replied.   
 The priest nodded and smiled weakly.  “Last night I had a dream.” 
 This took Diego by surprise.  He was not sure what the priest wanted to discuss but did not expect a dream.  Of the many mysteries he had seen over the past five hundred years, a dream was often a precursor.   
 The fact that Diego leaned in assiduously surprised the priest.  He expected Diego to be skeptical of his lead statement.   
 “In the dream, angels came from above and took the Ark.”  He looked questioningly at Diego.  “Why would I dream that?  And why would I dream that the Ark had been taken and this morning the Ark was gone?” 
 Diego thought for a moment.  “Did you mention the dream to the police?” 
 “Of course.  They thought me an old man who had spent too many years alone with my prayers.”  The priest was silent for a moment before looking up at Diego.  “What do you think?  Am I a crazy old man?” 
 Diego smiled.  “You are indeed old.  But not crazy.”   
 The priest exhaled.  He was trying to mask his emotions but felt very anxious; he relaxed slightly at Diego’s words. 
 Even though the priest had not described the angels, Diego knew one of the angels in the dream would be Shamsiel.  He knew the story of Shamsiel well:   
 When the first man and woman were betrayed by the serpent and removed from the garden, Shamsiel was assigned to protect the garden.  The serpent was also expelled but allowed to remain in the Land of Eden.  Shamsiel was verbal in his disagreement of that decision and more, thought the serpent should be put to death.  Word of the disagreement reached the serpent.   
 The serpent advanced upon Shamsiel early one morning at the locked gates of the garden.  “You are Shamsiel?” the serpent asked. 
 “You know I am,” Shamsiel replied. 
 “You are the Guardian of the Garden?” 
 “Again, you know I am.”  Shamsiel grew frustrated at the serpent’s inane questioning. 
 The serpent looked up at Shamsiel with black eyes.  “And as the Guardian of the Garden, you are the voice of God in matters of the garden?”  The serpent did not expect an answer but paused.  “So why does a voice of God’s own mouth disagree with itself?” 
 Shamsiel drew his sword and the sword burst into flames.  He growled at the serpent.  Shamsiel had never killed another creature, earthly or heavenly (it was forbidden) but now felt an anger rising.  Shamsiel was bitter at the decision to spare the life of the serpent and in that moment, the bitterness turned to anger.  If pushed, he decided, I will kill the serpent and abide whatever punishment.  “What’s your point?” 
 “You are a voice of God – God who commands that I be spared – yet with your own mouth have spoken that I should be put to death.”  
 Shamsiel remained silent, offering only an unremitting stare.   
 The serpent continued, “I should be put to death for my betrayal.  Do you not agree?”   
 Shamsiel nodded.   
 “How do you serve a God that allows evil to live?” the serpent asked. “I nearly brought down mankind and yet here I am to plot further on other methods of destruction.” 
 Shamsiel thought on the serpent’s words.  He knew what the serpent spoke was true.  He felt the world should have justice yet justice was not served as long as the serpent lived. 
 The serpent watched Shamsiel’s face and guessed his thoughts.  Satisfied, the serpent pressed more.  “I am not remorseful that mankind no longer lives in the garden.  I am, however, remorseful that I was removed from the garden.  You should see the wonders contained within.”  The serpent knew this would antagonize Shamsiel as none of the angels (including Shamsiel) had been allowed to enter the garden.  “Tell me,” asked the serpent, “why do you guard that which you know not what is inside?  Is the garden still a place of wonder or has the garden decayed now that no one dwells within?  Do you actually guard a rotted tomb?”   
 Shamsiel was livid but the serpent had gained his interest.  “Get to your point,” he commanded. 
 “My point is that you waste your time here.  You command legions of angels yet you stand idle for all time in defense of a gate against me.  Your existence is meaningless so long as you guard this gate and yet I roam free throughout the land when I should have been put to death.” 
 Shamsiel lowered his sword and the flame lessened.  “You speak true.”   
 Shamsiel’s words were barely audible but the serpent heard them clearly.  “I can show you a different way.  Join me.  Renounce your service and join me in creating a just world: a world in which ethereal beings stand above humans, as is our rightful place.   
 “You are supremely loyal, yet a slave.  Mankind was given free will, free to choose that which, if nothing else makes them happy.  In return for that freedom, they turn away so easily.  Join me. Together we will create a world where men recompense for their sins.” 
 Shamsiel was not sure what happened next.  He felt as if in a dream.  He should have killed the serpent.  Instead, the serpent’s words had hypnotized him.   
 He dropped his sword and walked forward to the serpent.  It was then he realized his decision.  It was not too late.  He could have picked up the sword and returned to his position.  But he chose not to return. 
 Shamsiel took his first step in cooperation with the serpent and after a few steps, he turned to look back at the gate.  Standing at the gate with his old sword was Cherubim.   
 Shamsiel had made his decision.  That decision filled him with shame; but also, the decision filled him with hope.  He was now on the path to a just world.  The shame would fade and purpose would take its place.   
 Shamsiel turned his back on the garden and followed the serpent into the Land of Eden. 
 Diego had heard the story many times.  He always thought it was ironic that Shamsiel once cursed the serpent for causing the downfall of man but in the end, chose to follow the serpent, turning his back on God as man had done.  Diego knew that with the Ark (or what was in the Ark), Shamsiel and the Watchers could regain the garden. 
 Diego cursed himself for verifying the existence of the Ark.  He should have known better.  He had lived long enough to know that confidential conversations did not exist.  His comments were instantly cited online and spread from there.  He was positioned in Ethiopia to protect the secrets of that land yet he had freed the most surreptitious of secrets with his own mouth. 
 “What are your thoughts?” the priest asked. 
 Diego looked at the priest.  “It’s not time for this discussion.” 
 “What do you mean?” the priest asked. 
 “We’re going to visit and old friend.  When we get there, I’ll explain everything.” 
 “What do you know?” 
 “In good time, Father,” Diego answered, “In good time.” 



 CHAPTER THREE 
 Juan had a television that he rarely watched; in fact, the television was more to keep up appearances than anything.  He wondered briefly if a baseball game might be on when he heard a knock.   
 He rose from his recliner and was shocked when he opened the front door.  “Diego?” 
 “Aye, Diego.” 
 Juan grinned and embraced his oldest friend.   
 “You act like you’ve missed me.  It’s only been a few hundred years.” 
 Juan laughed.  “Yes, I missed you.  Please, come in.”  It was then he noticed Diego’s companion. 
 “Juan,” Diego said, stepping to the side allowing full view of the priest, “this is my good friend.  I just call him Priest.”  Diego winked.  “He always answers to that so I stick with it.” 
 “Father,” Juan welcomed, clasping the priest’s extended hand. 
 Diego motioned towards Juan.  “I’d like to introduce you to Juan Ponce de Leon.” 
 The priest nodded.  “I’m honored.” 
 “Thank you, Father. I’m also honored to have you in my home.  So,” he said, turning to Diego, “what do you think of my house?” 
 “Small but cozy.  The smell fits you.  Dog owner?”  
 Juan smiled.  “Not quite.  The previous owners had a couple of mutts.  The smell of wet dog will fade with time.  I’m not sure the smell of piss will, though.  Come, won’t you have a seat?”  Juan took the men through the living room into the kitchen where he offered them a glass of iced tea.  Both men accepted.  “I remember when tea was scarce.  Diego, do you remember the trade routes that brought tea to Spain?  Now we buy it at every local grocery store.” 
 They enjoyed a moment of silent reflection while sipping the iced beverage.  Diego breached the stillness.  “How is the fountain?”    
 “Always the same.  I go there most evenings.  During the summer, Cherubim is very still as there are children playing in the fountain. But if I stay long enough, I can see him watching me.” 
 “Can we go there?” the priest asked. 
 Juan had been studying the priest.  He recognized that Diego had told the priest some of their story but not all.  The priest would have many questions and they were in for a lengthy evening.  “Sure, why not,” Juan answered. 
 Juan led the way, walking the two blocks from his house to the park that housed the fountain.  The day had been searing but the evening was now much cooler.  It was early summer and while the temperature fluctuated almost by the hour, the evenings were still relatively comfortable.  They walked past several closed storefronts until they reached the open staircase that led down to the park.  Once inside, the priest was mesmerized by the fountain. 
 Juan led them to the three-tiered amphitheater style seating.  “You know others have died?” Juan asked Diego as they sat. 
 Diego nodded.  “Yes, I felt it.  Do you know what happened?” 
 “Not yet.  But I’m sure we will soon enough.  I would imagine if they were targeted, then we are on that same list.” 
 “It’s been a while since you and I were in such circumstances.” 
 “Yes, it has.”  Juan looked over at the priest.  “Father, what do you make of all this?” 
 “I’m not quite sure.  I know that we are in America yet we did not take a plane.  I would say that’s a bit odd.” 
 Juan smiled.  “Yes, odd is as good a word as any to describe all of this.  Has Diego told you about us?”   
 The priest nodded.  “He has told some of who he is and his work in Ethiopia.” 
 “Do you believe what he says?” 
 “I am a man of faith.  There is much I believe that others do not.  But even so, I would not have believed him to the level I do if I was not sitting here now.” 
 “Why don’t I start from the beginning? You are part of this now.  It’s only fair for you to know that in which you are involved.”   
 Juan inhaled and began his tale. 



 CHAPTER FOUR 
 “Back then, Diego and I were rivals, searching for the land of Bimini.  Neither of us had any idea what the discovery would change.”   
 Juan ascertained what he thought then was an island.  Diego found that same land days later and ordered an attack on Juan’s ships by natives. 
 Juan’s crew survived the skirmish but one of their ships was not so fortunate.  In the process of the attack, they captured three assailants.  It was with those three assailants that the actual story began. 
 Juan recalled walking below deck of the Santiago to speak with the strange men.  As he cleared the stairs, he saw the three warriors chained to the underbelly of the ship.  All three men were swathed in blood from beatings at the hands of Juan’s crew and at least one of the men had broken ribs.   
 With Juan that morning were his three captains and a ruthless sailor name Eduardo.  It was Juan’s intent to extract information from the men by any means.  To press upon the men that his intent was non-negotiable, Juan ordered the death of one of the warriors before he asked his first question.   
 Eduardo smiled grimly and drew his sword, sliding the cold steel into the gut of the closest warrior.  The warrior stiffened and glared at Eduardo odiously but did not cry out.  Eduardo slowly drew the sword upwards into the man’s chest, enjoying the work. A deep grunt escaped the warrior as his organs fell onto the floorboards, yet he remained stoic.  Finally, the blade pierced the man’s heart and the warrior slid forward lifeless. 
 The killing did not impinge on the two warriors.  It did, however reveal to them that Juan had power.   
 He asked his first question in Taino, the language of the native people of Puerto Rico.  “Who are you?”   
 The warriors understood well enough. “Calusa.” 
 “Why did you attack our ships?” 
 The glower in their eyes made it clear that they were not afraid of him.  For a moment, there was no reaction and Juan considered his options.  Then, an unexpected answer came.  “Columbus,” the taller warrior responded.     
 That single word surprised Juan and his face betrayed him.  The tall warrior smiled knowingly. 
 Juan decided to come back to that line of questioning.  “What of the healing waters?” 
 “The Snake River,” the shorter Calusa answered.  He stared unflinchingly into Juan’s eyes. 

The Snake River? Juan repeated to himself.  He questioned them further and learned that the Snake River was a source of power to their people.  Their High Priest knew the path to the waters, having been there many years prior.    
 The river was a month and a half journey to the north.  Can La Florida be this large?  “Tell me of Columbus.” 
 They told Juan that Diego arrived a few days after him.   
 “Why is he here?” Juan asked. 
 “He is here for your power.” 
 Juan pressed them and learned much about Diego’s plan.  He also learned that Diego had help.  With that he left them chained in the belly of the ship next to their dead companion.  He retreated to his cabin and his thoughts. 
 The following morning, Juan ordered one of his ships to set sail back to Spain with Captain Buono helming the voyage.  Buono was ordered to file Juan’s claim to La Florida with the courts; the two Calusa warriors would accompany.  Juan’s expectation for Buono was to learn from them and at the same time, present them to the King as an example of the impetuous people that would be under service of the crown in the new land. 
 During the passage, Buono learned much about Calusa culture.  The two warriors were nobles in the tribe: a distinction attained through success in combat.  Each tribe had a High Priest who performed a ceremony before the warriors partook in battle, consulting with their god of warfare.  No Calusa army would fight without assertion by the High Priest that their god would give surety of victory. 
 Buono was astounded with the complexities of Calusa culture.  Equally, the Calusa were staggered by what Spain presented.  They were taken before the King and added credence to Juan’s claim on the new island (the five thousand pesos didn’t hurt Juan’s cause), just as Juan had anticipated.  The documentation was produced and Juan was now Governor of La Florida. 


 Three weeks into the journey back, Buono watched the morning sky stretch above the sails.  As he studied the firmament for signs of rain, the taller warrior – Antonio came up next to him.  “Buenos días,” Antonio offered.  His Spanish had become quite proficient. 
 “Buenos días.” 
 “We’re sailing back to my land?” Antonio asked. 
 “Aye.  We still have some time to travel but that is our destination.” 
 “I look forward to meeting Juan again, this time not as an adversary.  I am glad he was not harmed in the attack by my people.” 
 “He’s a good man,” Buono agreed.  “I’d die fighting at his side.” 
 Antonio rubbed the scars on his right arm as he thought of the attack on Juan’s ships.  He looked up at Anton who manned the wheel.  Anton had been a fierce in battle which surprised him because Anton was a very thin man and appeared sickly. 
 Buono considered Antonio.  He had been uncertain about Juan’s order to present the Calusa warriors to Spain but was now glad he had been given the opportunity.  Antonio and he had become close.   
 It took some time for the warriors to be allowed free from their chains.  But soon they began to trust Buono and Buono began trusting them.  A month into the journey, the chains were removed. 
 By Spain, they were as civilized as any of Buono’s crew.  Two more interesting men had never been presented to the King. 


 Soon after Buono left to cross the waves of the Atlantic, Juan and the rest of his men traveled north.  The sandy beaches gave way to forests and then to mountains.  
 They had been deep in the mountains for nearly two months when they came upon a valley.  In the northwest corner of that valley, the sun mirrored off a body of water.  From their arrangement on the mountain, Juan’s eyes followed the flow of the water as it came in from the west before disappearing into the far mountains of the horizon.  They had found the Snake River. 
 The moment was very surreal and caught Juan’s breath.  It was Eduardo who brought him back to reality.  “People.”   
 Juan blinked as if returning from the haze a daydream and looked at Eduardo’s outstretched finger.  Juan’s gaze followed to a village on the north bank of the river.   
 Juan paused to gather his thoughts.  “We will rest today,” he decided.  “I know you men are strong but I’m an old man.”  The men laughed. “We’ll rest tomorrow as well for tomorrow we begin traveling by night.” 
 The following evening, the camp was packed and Juan summoned the men around him.  “We’ll march west across the backside of this ridge.  I don’t know what awaits us as we reach the Snake River but we’ll be ready.  We are killers: if we’re discovered and the men of the village below attack, they’ll feel Spain in their guts.” 
 “Aye and in their flanks!” was called out.  The men laughed in approval. 
 Juan smiled at his men.  “We’ll continue until we reach the west inlet of the river.  Eduardo,” Juan called out, “lead them.” 
 Eduardo led the way westward but it was dodgier than they anticipated.  The mountain was treacherous.  The ground offered loose rocks and small crevices that made walking slow.  Two of the men twisted an ankle and one twisted a knee.  Slow as it was, however, they continued to move. 
 During the day they rested and Juan kept his eyes on the village.  One day as he was observing the settlement, Eduardo joined him. “Have you seen dwellings such as these before?” Eduardo asked. 
 “They are unlike any I have seen in quite some time,” Juan replied.   
 The buildings of the village were wood and were long, some perhaps thirty feet, although they appeared to be much narrower in width.  They had only one entrance as far as Juan could tell.  In each roof was a small hole from which a single trail of smoke dissipated.  “I have seen these buildings in the Northlands.” 
 “The Northlands?  You’ve been there?” Eduardo asked surprised. 
 “Aye, I was an ambassador from Spain to those lands.  Very cold as you would imagine.  The men there build great halls similar to those below, although in the Northlands they are larger and inside, the kings host great feasts.  They are a very sturdy and interesting people.  I look back on those years with fond memories.”   
 Juan stared off as he remembered the mighty kings he had known.  Some of the most fearless warriors and most cherished friends he had met there.  Many of them were dead by the time he returned to Spain; the life of a Northman was often cut short by an axe or sword. 
 He realized he had been lost in thought and looked over at Eduardo.  The soldier regarded him with great respect and admiration.  “I believe we would find the men below a remarkable people as well,” Juan commented. 
 “Thank you for your thoughts, sir.  Also, your watch is over.  I have come to relieve you.” 
 “Do a better job of paying attention than I do.” Juan flashed a smile before disappearing down the backside of the mountain. 
 Just before dark, Juan woke to a commotion.  He instinctively grabbed his sword and opened his eyes.  He ran towards the noise and saw the commotion was an animal in the camp.  Some of the men tried to seize the animal as it made its getaway with some of the salted deer.   
 The animal was cornered against boulders and it began gnashing small, sharp teeth at the soldiers, growling its displeasure.  Its bushy tail twitched in anger and the black stripe across its eyes added to the robber mystique.   
 The animal found an escape route and took it: right through one of the soldier’s spread legs.  Then, it disappeared down the mountainside.  The soldier was punched in the arm for letting the animal get away and blushed as the other soldiers laughed.  
 They packed up camp and traveled ten miles that night.  The terrain had become less rocky and the ground flush.  As the morning sun rose, they looked out over a second valley at the end of which loomed a large mountain.   
 They made camp and slept, rising at dusk.  The guard of that day was especially leery as the valley floor offered stretches of slight protection.  They waited for the moon to rise before moving forward.  The plan was to ascend the mountain and approach the river from the backside of that mountain.   
 By midnight they were halfway across and a sense of uneasiness came across Juan.  He was certain they were being observed.  “Quiet!” Juan whispered.   
 The men stopped their march.  They did not unsheathe their swords for fear of the blades reflecting in the moonlight but they gripped the handles and loosened them in their scabbard.  The only sound was the faint resonance of their breathing and the occasional creaking of leather as the men repositioned for a better combat position.   
 Juan looked around, his head on a slow swivel.  They had reached a part of the valley filled with a small groves of trees and there were many places an ambush could happen.   
 The stillness dragged on and the moon broke free of a cloud, flooding the woods with moonlight.  Juan looked to his left as a man stepped out from the trees.  The men drew their swords and Eduardo charged but Juan raised his hand in a command to stand down.   
 The man was very old.  His skin, darkened from the sun, looked black in the night. The moonlight shadowed his wrinkled face, making it look fierce.  His hair was black and almost unseen in the pitch.  He displayed no emotion as he stared at them. 
 Juan and the old man studied each other for several moments.  Neither spoke.  Finally, the old man nodded and the valley was filled with warriors.  Juan cursed at how easily they had been ambushed.   
 The warriors were armed with bows and their faces resembled wraiths.  Juan was not afraid but he could see how a man could be terrified by the sight of these warriors.  If it had been daylight, Juan would have observed that each warrior, including the old man had the same cold gray eyes. 
 No words were said as Juan and his men were taken to the village.  



 CHAPTER FIVE 
 The ascension of the sun over the mountains marked their entrance into the village.  Canoes moved them across the river and they were met by additional hardened warriors.  Juan was intrigued at their uncanny resemblance to one another. 
 They reached the center of the village and the group stopped. There, Juan was separated from his men and the old man guided him down a path that continued beyond the village with three armed warriors in tow.  At the end of that path, a small clearing breached onto the Snake River. 
 In the clearing, time seemed to slow and the sound of the river invaded his awareness.  He closed his eyes and inhaled the scent of the water.  It reminded him of the open sea.  He opened his eyes and for the first time, Juan noticed a small hut.  The other buildings of the village housed at least twenty men but the hut was built for just one.   
 The old man led Juan behind the hut and then he saw it; previously obscured by the hut was a fountain.   
 Juan’s breath caught in his throat.  It appeared as though from some other world or time and was cleverly hidden between the hut and surrounding trees.  It was assembled entirely of stone and amassed around the fountain were chiseled animals also of stone.  Among them was a creature Juan had first seen as an ambassador to the land of Ethiopia: a lion.   
 Juan turned and faced the old man.  He felt very vulnerable and confused.  Then, to Juan’s surprise the old man spoke Spanish, “This is what you seek?” 
 Juan paused for a moment and considered the question.  “Aye.” 
 “Ah,” the old man replied, “so it was foretold.” 
 “Foretold?”  The old man had Juan’s attention. 
 “By your friend,” the old man smiled, “Christopher Columbus.” 
 Juan stiffened and glowered at the old man.  “Christopher Columbus?” he demanded. 
 The old man continued to smile which had a disarming effect.  He gestured towards the hut.  “Please come in.”  Juan looked down the trail they had come.  “Your men will not be harmed.  You are safe here,” the old man assured Juan.  He nodded and the warriors marched back down the trail to the village.   
 “Please.”  He gestured towards the hut again before ducking under the low doorway of the hut and disappearing inside.  Juan followed. 
 Inside, Juan was overwhelmed by the tang of smoke from a single fire.  Pungent leaves were bundled and hung from the walls; the combination of the smoke and sickly sweet leaves left Juan lightheaded.  
 The old man invited him to sit on the earthen floor and began speaking softly.  “Christopher Columbus first came here many years ago.” 
 Juan could not believe what he was hearing.  Christopher had never mentioned anything of the island, the village or the fountain.  The old man waited patiently for Juan to process what he had told him.  “Was it he who taught you to speak Spanish?” Juan asked. 
 The old man laughed.  “Columbus was just as surprised as you that I spoke his language.” 
 “Then where…?” Juan began. 
 “I speak many languages – some men still speak and others died ages ago with their people.” 
 Juan was not sure what to ask next so he solicited a simple question. “What’s your name?” 
 “I have many names.  Perhaps something in your tongue?  Would Abuelo suit you?”   
 “Abuelo will be fine,” Juan replied.  The old man smiled and Juan felt the smile was genuine. 
 “May I ask how old you are?” 
 “You may,” Abuelo answered.  His gray eyes glinted in the fire as he reflected.  “I remember the moon being very young.  I have watched the moon from this village for many years.  But we have not always been here.  We come from a land far from here.  Far even from your land of Spain.  We come from Nod.  Have you heard of this place?” 
 Juan had heard of Nod.  “Nod no longer exists.  It was the land outside of the Garden of Eden.” 
 Abuelo smiled.  “The garden, yes.  That is from where the fountain comes.” 
 “What do you mean?” Juan asked breathlessly. 
 “Perhaps you should ask your friend.” 
 “My friend?” 
 “Christopher Columbus.” 
 Juan had to get out of the hut.  He had to find his men and leave the village.  He would fight all of the warriors himself if needed.  He tried to stand but found he could not.   
 Abuelo watched intently.  “Christopher Columbus is not dead.” 
 Juan was bewildered.  “He is dead!  I was at his funeral!”  He was on the verge of hysterics and shouted the words into the dark hut.  Juan had faced and killed many men in battle; he had fought ships and entire armies.  None of those situations had brought Juan to the point of losing his equanimity.  But here, sitting with an old man in a small hut, his poise dissolved.   
 “Yes, you were at the funeral,” Abuelo agreed, “but Christopher was not there.” 
 “What are you talking about?” Juan screamed at the old man. 
 “Did you see a body?” 
 The words struck Juan and he sobered instantly, thinking back to the funeral.  After a moment, he answered. “No, there was only a tomb.  Are you saying he was not in the tomb?”  Juan stared into the fire. 
 “I am saying that he was not in the tomb.  Christopher Columbus was here with me.” 
 Juan discerned his strength and stood.  He was disoriented but located the door and stumbled outside.  He retched until his guts ached. 
 Through tear-blurred vision, he looked up to gather himself.  There was the fountain. 
 Juan felt himself drawn towards the fountain as if lost in a dream.  He came face-to-face with the magnificent stone lion and waited, apprehensive of his next move.  Motion caught the corner of his eye and he turned.  To his astonishment, the statue of the horse lifted one hoof and then another before stepping from its platform.   
 Juan didn’t know what happened to him inside of the hut but now it seemed he was going mad.  He crossed himself as the turtle and elephant joined the mare. 
 The animals began a tranquil amble, circling the fountain clockwise.  Juan discovered he was trapped inside of their circular movement with the lion and true fear took root when he realized that the immense cat was actually gazing at him.   
 The lion spoke, “You are Juan Ponce de Leon.” 
 The lion waited patiently for a response and Abuelo’s eyes twinkled as he observed the interaction.  “I am Juan Ponce de Leon,” Juan answered, finally mustering the strength to speak. 
 “You seek the waters of Bimini and so you have found them,” the lion confirmed. 
 Juan took a deep breath.  “How is it that stone moves and talks?” 
 “Is that truly the question you wish to ask?  Perhaps a better question is are we truly as we seem?” 
 “Are you, then?”  
 A look came across the lion’s face that Juan interpreted as a smile.  “You know the answer to that.  But I will tell you of us nonetheless.  The elephant, horse and turtle are extensions of me and I am an extension of something much more.  We are part of the true nature of the fountain.  I am Cherubim.”   
 Juan knew the name and was astounded at the mention.  “You are the Guardian of Eden?” 
 Cherubim smiled again.  “You were expecting a flaming sword?”   
 He roared stridently and Juan covered his ears in pain.  The roar sparked Cherubim’s mane and it became fire.  Juan was drawn to Cherubim’s eyes and within the pupil of each was a sword swathed ablaze.  “Do you fear me?” 
 “Should I?” Juan asked.   
 The flames increased abruptly and Juan felt as though his flesh would be scorched.  Then just as suddenly, the flames died out and Cherubim spoke softly.  “You are worthy.” 
 “What?” Juan was uncertain of the words. 
 “The fountain has been here since the beginning.  It was once a source of water for the first people of the garden.  Even after the garden was empty, the fountain remained.  I was set to guard Eden as well as the fountain.   
 “The men of this village are the Men of Nod.  They were created to guard the people who came from the garden, to ensure humanity continued.” 
 Juan’s head was spinning.  “How have the Men of Nod survived?  I have seen no women.” 
 “The Men of Nod were not created in a manner you would understand.  But there were women in the beginning.  It was thought that the original woman would need companionship.  Also, the sons of the first man and woman needed women.  The Women of Nod went with those sons into the world of man.” 
 Juan considered Cherubim’s comments.  His head continued to rotate but he was energized.  His rationale did not want to hear more but interest trumped rationale and he craved the information.   
 Cherubim waited patiently and allowed Juan to gather his thoughts before asking his next question.  “Would you like to see your friend Christopher Columbus?” 
 Juan was unsure how to answer but felt his head nodding. 
 “Come then,” Cherubim offered.  “The true power of the fountain is not the waters.  The true power is where the fountain takes you.” 
 “To Eden.” 
 “Yes, to Eden.” 






 “Was Eden not closed to men?” 
 “The first man and woman were removed from garden because they were no longer worthy.  I am the guardian of the fountain’s power.  Some are worthy of receiving that power.  Christopher Columbus was worthy.  And you are worthy.” 
 Juan was nervous but excited.  “Are you ready?”  Cherubim asked. 
 Juan nodded his head.  Then, he disappeared.   



 CHAPTER SIX 
 Reality set in that the priest was among rare people.  He knew Juan and Diego’s story but hearing it firsthand changed his understanding.   
 He nodded to Juan to continue but was interrupted by the sound of a car alarm.  Then, without warning or explanation, the windows of every vehicle in the parking lot shattered.   
 The windows of the park’s glass carousel house erupted and the projectiles from the detonation acted as shrapnel, striking everyone in the vicinity.  In the distance, more breaking glass could be heard and they knew the windows of storefronts and homes had departed. 
 People began to run, scurrying through the adjacent streets, uncertain and visibly shaken at what they had just seen.  Bloodied people struggled through the park, the glass shrapnel thorough in its damage.   
 Juan called for Diego and the priest to follow him.  They made their way slowly through the carnage, their experience in centuries of warfare enhancing their actions.  People they passed spoke of a bomb.  “Do you think its terrorism?” they heard one person ask. 
 The police arrived and people on the street were frantic.  The tires of their cruisers crunched the glass-laced streets. 
 Through the mayhem, Juan led the way to his home.  He expected the worst but found that his home was untouched. Whatever the blast area was, his home was apparently out of that particular vicinity.   
 They entered, ready to be apart from the destruction outside and were surprised to find someone sitting Juan’s table. 
 “Enoch,” Juan said, recognizing the man at once.  “It’s been decades.”  Juan was wary of Enoch’s presence as he knew with the events outside, he had not come for a social call.  
 Enoch offered a strained smile and confirmed Juan’s thoughts.  “I wish I was just here to visit but I have more pressing matters.  I need the three of you to listen.  You see what’s occurring outside?” 
 “How could we miss it?” asked Diego. 
 Enoch’s smile became more genuine.  Diego’s sarcasm was never lost on a moment. 
 “Pardon me but who are you?” the priest interrupted. 
 Juan interceded.  “Father, this is Enoch – the Voice of God.” 
 “The Voice of God…?”  The priest was confused.  “How can this be?” 
 Enoch regarded the older man.  “Priest, I understand your disbelief.  But now is not the time.  Right now I just need you to listen.”   
 The priest relented and Enoch spoke quickly and to the point.  When he finished, his eyes passed across all three men.  “Do you understand all that I have said?” 
 “Go back to Ethiopia.  Read the Book of Jubilees.  Got it,” replied Diego. 
 Enoch sighed.  “If only it was as simple as that.  And now, you must leave.  The Watchers will know I visited you.” 
 The priest blinked.  Before the blink, Enoch was there and after he was not.  A moment later, the angel Shamsiel filled his vacated spot in Juan’s home.   
  Angels could not be killed but they could be damaged physically in the mortal world.  Juan obliged this anomaly by putting his ancient sword (stored in a panel within his coffee table) through Shamsiel’s face.   
 Although Shamsiel was not actually inflicted, his body reacted as if he were human and the blade split his face.  There was no pain and his wounds healed almost instantly but the force of the blow drove him backwards onto the floor.  He landed on the carpeted floor just as the other Watchers arrived. Their arrival shattered everything glass within the house.   
 Juan used the distraction to leave.  He looked over at Diego and they put their hands on the shoulders of the priest; instantly, they departed Juan’s home. 
 “Do we follow them?” one of the angels asked. 
 Shamsiel was angry but he let the fury pass as he rose from the floor.  “We don’t need them.  Enoch is the target.  He has been here and we will follow him.” 


 “What was that?” the priest demanded. 
 “They are the Watchers,” Juan said warily.  “But we cannot discuss them here.” 
 “Where do we go?” Diego asked. 
 The priest looked around.  “Are we in Axum?”   
 Juan nodded.  “Yes, we are back in Ethiopia.” 
 “I would suggest we go back to the chapel but the police are there,” the priest offered.  “I’m sure they will have noticed my absence and will have many questions for me.  There is a place on this side of town that people sometimes go to be discrete.  The clientele is somewhat sorted.” 
 “That will have to do,” Juan replied. 
 The priest led them through soiled alleyways.  Prostitutes worked the dark passages and more than one body sprawled the pavement.   
 They arrived at a dingy building and Juan and Diego waited outside while the priest took care of the arrangements.  He reappeared a few minutes later with a key.  “I’m not sure the man behind the desk believed I was actually here on church business.” 
 “I doubt the man behind the desk wants you here on church business,” Diego replied. 
 “Point taken.  Anyways, we have a room.”  Juan and Diego followed him inside to a room with one small bed and a scarred desk.  “This is the best I could do.” 
 “It’ll work,” said Juan.   
 After they were settled, the priest implored of Juan to continue with his story, hoping it would somehow explain all he had seen. 



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 A familiar voice crested the background and the feeling of nostalgia enveloped him.  “Hello, old friend.” 
 Juan had not yet opened his eyes but discerned the voice as he would a precious memory.  “Hello, Christopher,” he replied.  He still couldn’t believe it but he had found his old friend Christopher Columbus; the man with whom he had toured the New World, loved as a brother and buried. 
 Christopher first met Juan in a tavern in Madrid.  Christopher had just finished his dinner when a fight broke out.  He was not sure what had started the fight but as the brawl developed, he saw that one man stood against five.   
 The five had the one man pressed against a wall: two held the one man while the other three took turns striking.  The one man’s face was a mess – both lips were split and his eye was nearly swollen shut.  It appeared to Christopher that the episode would quickly come to a conclusion. 
 Then, one of the five screamed.  The one man had been knocked to his knees and Christopher saw his teeth clinched into the screaming man’s thigh.  Christopher could see blood starting to show through the screaming man’s thin cotton pants.   
 The other four grabbed the one man by the shoulders, yanking him backwards but he would not go easy.  Finally, he was pulled free and the screaming man clutched his wounded thigh. 
 Taking advantage, the one man twisted and grabbed a chair and slammed it hard into the head of an adjacent man.  The adjacent man fell to the floor unconscious.   
 The one man turned his attention back to the screaming man by striking him in the stomach.  He grabbed his hair as he was bowed forward and drove his knee into the man’s face, breaking bone. 
 One of the three remaining charged, leading with his fist but the one man ducked and the charging man’s clenched hand slammed into the wooden pillar that supported the roof.  The pillar was two foot-by-two foot of solid oak and the charging man screamed as his hand broke. 
 The one man was grappled into a headlock and in return, he stomped on the headlock man’s foot with the heel of his boot.  Christopher heard the bones crunch.   
 Released from the grip, the one man squared up to face the remaining man.  With lightning speed, the one man drove his fist into his throat and the remaining man stumbled backwards gasping for breath.   
 The Madrid La Policia had arrived during the fight and they watched with amusement.  They moved next to Christopher for a better view and waited until the end before breaking up the melee and arresting those involved. 
 Christopher interceded with the highest ranking officer, who recognized Christopher.  “He’s with me,” he said, nodding towards the one man.  The one man nodded his appreciation at the gesture and the five were arrested.   
 Christopher motioned him over and offered a seat.  “Glass of Spain’s finest?” 
 “Aye,” the man accepted and Christopher poured.  Drinking through busted lips was difficult but he managed. 
 “I am Christopher Columbus.” 
 “Aye, I know who you are.  I am Juan Ponce de Leon.” 
 “I have heard of you as well.  You fought against the Moors in Grenada?” 
 “Aye.” 
 “Well Juan, it’s a pleasure to meet you.  You fight well.” 
 “The Moors were good practice,” Juan agreed. 






 “So it seems.  May I inquire as to the altercation?” 






 “An old sailor’s squabble.  We get into it every so often.  There are not always five.” Juan smiled as he rubbed his jaw. 
 “So you sail as well?” 
 As they spoke, Christopher found himself impressed by what he saw in Juan.  He was especially interested in Juan’s time as an ambassador in service of the King and realized then how impractical he had been: Juan had not needed his assistance in not being arrested.   
 Juan told Christopher of his time in Ethiopia and with the Northmen.  “In fact, the Northmen are the reason the King is sending your voyage.  He wants to confirm their stories of a New World.” 
 They spoke several times over the next week and Juan expressed interest in joining Christopher’s expedition.  The King consented not to the first jaunt but the second if the first voyage was successful. 
 “How is Leonore?” Christopher asked, flouting Juan’s memories. 
 “She is well,” Juan replied about his wife, sitting up from his supine position. 
 “And your son?” 
 “Very well.  He grows like a weed in a courtyard.  And he’s almost as frustrating.” 
 “I hear he’s just as stubborn as his old man.” 
 “As is yours.  Good to see you, old friend.”  He stood fully and they embraced.  “You missed a beautiful funeral.  The mass was long and much too boring to honor one who had lived a life such as you.  The food and drink were exceptional.  Your son spared no expense in that regard.” 
 Christopher laughed but turned serious.  “Ah, my son.  How I long to see him.  I hear the two of you have a bit of a disagreement.” 
 “Aye, a bit.” 
 “Well, let’s not talk further on an empty stomach.  Let me show you around and I’ll introduce you to the best fruit you’ll ever taste.  Then, we’ll recapitulate our lost years.” 
 Juan agreed and followed.  Christopher led them down a path filled with wonders and Juan realized they were creating the landscape.  Whatever was imagined, the next moment became reality.   
 They walked for nearly thirty minutes before entering a grove of trees.  The trees stretched upward so high that Juan could not see their tops and trunks were such that six men could surround the tree with outstretched arms and not be able to touch.   
 The back of the grove opened into a wide space, lit by the sun.  The light came in a broad beam that refracted on a thin brook next to a small shelter – Christopher’s home in Eden. 
 Christopher offered fruit from one of the trees and Juan had never tasted anything so juicy or sweet.  It appeared conceived of honey and sunshine.   
 Juan looked up at the sky and witnessed a deep azure hue.  No clouds scarred the firmament and the temperature reached a comfortable irrelevance.  “Is the weather always this perfect?” Juan asked. 
 “Always.” 
 “It’s incredible.  What have you learned of this place?” 
 “I’ve learned that since the garden was left behind by men, the garden now decays, if you can call this decaying.” 
 “From whom do you learn?” 
 “Abuelo teaches me.” 
 “Abuelo?” 
 “Aye.  He comes here sometimes and we talk.” 
 “And he tells you of the outside world?” 
 “He does.  He has told me of my son and you.  And now, I would like to hear from you.  Tell me of Diego.” 
 Juan hesitated for a moment.  “He’s your son, stubborn and hard-headed.”   
 Christopher laughed at the truth of the statement.   
 Juan looked at Christopher seriously, “He blames me for your death.” 
 Christopher looked back at Juan just as serious.  “I know.” 
 Juan asked the question that had plagued him, “Why are you here?” 
 Christopher started to speak, then stopped.  After a moment he found his words.  “When my wife died, I filled my time with exploring, hoping to fill the void.  But no matter the number of new lands I discovered, the void remained.   
 “Finally I found the fountain – quite by accident I assure you.  Or maybe the fountain found me.  Either way, I arrived in the village and when I saw the fountain, I felt alive for the first time since her funeral.   
 “The fountain brought me here, just as it did you.  I could have left several times but this place is so beautiful.  I felt at peace here and so I stayed.   
 “I should have been there for my son.  He was crushed at word of my death.  I should have gone to him, let him know that I was alive but I was selfish.  And so, I stayed here.” 
 Juan regarded Christopher. “Then let’s go find him and tell him.” 
 Christopher sighed and knew Juan was right.  “Aye,” he said quietly. 



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 “Eduardo owes me two pieces of gold,” Buono declared.  “He bet me you were dead.  I told him we weren’t that lucky.” 
 Juan opened his eyes to familiar faces.  At first he was disoriented and didn’t understand.  Then, slowly he regained where he was and took in his surroundings.  He focused on the face of his old friend and smiled.   
 Next to Buono stood the two Calusa warriors.  “I see the two of you survived the trip to Spain.” 
 Antonio answered in Spanish, “Your cities there are very beautiful.” 
 “You speak Spanish, now?  Good.”   
 He directed his gaze back to Buono.  “When did you get back?” 
 “We arrived in the village two months ago.  It appears this valley is a sacred place to the Calusa and Antonio and Pedro led us here.” 
 “Antonio and Pedro, then.  Whom is who?”   
 The two Calusa stepped forward and introduced themselves formally to Juan. 
 Juan opened his mouth to reply to the two warriors when Buono’s words sank in.  “Wait, how long did you say you’ve been here?” 
 “We’ve been here two months.” 
 Juan was confused.  “That doesn’t add up.  I was only in the garden one day.” 
 “You’ve been gone over a year,” Buono answered seriously. 
  “A year?” he laughed.  Surely Buono was joking but he did not return the amusement.   
 “But I traveled to the garden only yesterday,” Juan said dubiously.   
 “It’s true,” said Christopher walking up with Abuelo. 
 “Christopher, I don’t understand.” 
 “I don’t entirely either but that doesn’t make it any less true.” 
 There were many questions to ask but Abuelo had a more urgent matter to discuss.  “There’s something you should know.  Diego is leading the Calusa here.” 
 “Diego?  How does he know of this place?”  Juan was surprised. 
 “They’ll be here in a week,” confirmed Abuelo.  “He comes with an army of five hundred warriors.” 
 “Five hundred?  How could he have gathered so many?” An experienced soldier, Juan immediately began to search his mind as to the strategies they would use in defense of an army of that size. 
 “There’s more we have learned,” Eduardo offered.  “La Florida is not an island.  It’s a large land that spreads as far north and south as all of Europe and Africa.  I can’t explain how but Abuelo has shown this to us.  We’ve seen frozen lands to the north, deserts to the west and a far-stretching land to the south.  The land south becomes jungles with lush beautiful vegetation and finally turns as frozen as the land to the north.”  
 Juan was mesmerized by Eduardo’s words.  “How can all this exist and yet no man has discovered such a large land?”   
 Juan thought back to the Northmen tales of a wild land to the west.  He had been an arrogant young man as he journeyed with Christopher to explore the so-called New World.  How could a land already full of people be a New World? 
 Spain had only cared about expanding its own empire.  The truth was that Christopher and he were conquerors not explorers. 
 And now Diego was coming as a conqueror. 


 Everything happened quickly.   
 The morning after Diego landed, his exploration party discovered a series of small caves five miles inland.  Three men were ordered to explore the caves and gathered lanterns before approaching the first of the small fissures. 
 There was a slight movement in the vegetation just outside the mouth of the caves; the three men drew their swords but their response was belated.  From behind the surrounding trees, men armed with bows stepped forward. 
 Diego’s men drew and charged but the bowed warriors cut them down.  The remaining men looked to Diego.  He did not sheath his sword but lowered it.  Taking cue, the other men lowered theirs as well. 
 For a moment, soldiers and warriors glared at each other, eyes occupied with hatred.  Then, a commotion began among the warriors and slowly a divide developed in the horde.  Diego watched as a man can forward. 
 “Hello, Columbus,” the voice of the man sneered. 
 Diego could not believe who he was discerning.  He was looking at Diego Velazquez, his Governor in Cuba. 
 “El Toro?” Diego asked, calling Velazquez by his soldier name.  Diego had sent El Toro to Cuba to establish towns as well as make peace throughout the island.  He had sailed with Diego’s father, Christopher on his second voyage to the New World.   
 “Aye, El Toro.”   
  “What are you doing here?  I sent you to conquer the rebel Taino tribes in west Cuba,” Diego demanded.   
 “Accomplished.” 
 “Accomplished?” 
 “Aye.” 
 “And what on earth brought you to Bimini?  How did you find this island?”  Diego was incredulous.   
 “I know of the island the same as you.  You sent me to conquer the Taino and here they stand conquered,” El Toro replied, gesturing his hand at the warriors behind him. 
 Diego took a second look.  He observed that half of the warriors were indeed Taino.  “And Cuba?” he asked. 
 “Cortez governs in my absence.” 
 “Cortez?”  Diego was furious.  “You’ll be hung for this.” 
 El Toro gave Diego a slight smile, “Perhaps.  But first, I’d like you to meet someone.”  He turned his head and nodded and from the gap, another man walked forward.   
 This man was naked and covered in blood.  His hair stood in spikes stiff from red mud, crowned with white dust.  His eyes were the wild eyes of the Spanish bear.   
 Diego didn’t know whether to laugh or take offense as the man began to howl and jump up and down on one foot.  Around his neck he wore a necklace of human finger bones that rattled against each other as he jumped.   
 The other warriors and Taino watched reverently.  Finally, he stopped and urinated on the ground.  Then, he stood motionless for several minutes.   
 Diego started to speak but El Toro shook his head.  He watched as the man howled once more and then dropped to his hands and knees.  He drew a large circle in the dirt before standing with his head lowered. 
 From the same gap that El Toro and the wild man had come, a third man now came.  His body was absent the blood adornment featured on the others; instead he was covered in white dust and naked except for a cloth made of human skin around his waist.  He had a red circle painted on his forehead and he wore a necklace of boar tusks. 
 He approached Diego and offered his hand.  “Hola.” 
 Diego started.  “You speak Spanish?” 
 “Yes, I do and very well.  As do many of our men.  I am Carlos.  I am the High Chief of the Calusa.” 
 “Calusa?” Diego asked. 
 “You have heard of us?” 
 “I have heard the Taino speak of fierce Calusa warriors to the north.” 
 Carlos nodded.  “In our tongue, we are the fierce people.  We are at your service Diego Columbus.”  
  Diego looked at El Toro and El Toro smiled. 


 Diego surveyed the land that they must cross.  Before them was a green ocean of long grass and the wind blew waves across the emerald sea.  Diego was wary of an ambush.  Once he was satisfied, he ordered the final march to the village and saw that Juan was waiting for him. 
 Juan stood in front of his men and would lead them in the onslaught.  His men were hungry for battle. 
 Christopher stood to the left of Juan.  He saw his son but could not gain his son’s attention.  To Juan’s other side stood Abuelo and behind the three men, Juan’s soldiers and the Men of Nod were fixed.  Antonio and Pedro were among their numbers.   
 The Calusa High Priest came forward and began his Dance of Death and the Calusa warriors began beating their spears rhythmically against the earth.  He fell to the soil, writhing as if in pain before rising and urinating a circle on the ground.  Satisfied, he walked back to the front line. 
 Juan sensed the attack was imminent.   
 They had spent the last several days preparing, building defenses.  Trenches were dug around the village and filled with a mixture of petroleum and lantern oil.  Across the river was perimeter of gunpowder and barrels of fire were lit inside of the village within bow reach.   
 A vast earthen wall surrounded the village and was packed with buried spikes.  These spikes were angled downward and placed a foot apart from each other in all directions across the sheer wall.   
 Juan was a seasoned warrior and knew their best defense was not on open ground.  They pulled back inside the village and piled logs in front of the single earthen entrance way to the village.  The logs created a barricade eight foot high and six feet deep and it was a symbol that Juan and his men would not leave the village until the battle was over; either they would be victorious or they would die there. 
 Juan waited until the sentry signaled that Diego’s warriors were on the southern bank of the river before commanding the release of the fire arrows.  Soon, the sky was ablaze.   
 Arrows slammed into the enemy lines and men died scorched and screaming as they fell to the ground.  Several of the arrows reached the intended gunpowder.  Explosions ensued, conveying bodies across the plain.  Severed arms and legs burned on the dawning field of battle.   
 The arrows were unrelenting and warriors continued to die.  Many men were pushed from behind into the river by other warriors escaping the death that fell from the sky.  Those men drowned, detained face down by marching feet in the shallow areas of the river. 
 Despite the mayhem, Diego’s men were seasoned fighters and continued forward.  They had brought rafts with them in anticipation and they were now being rowed towards the village.  A shield wall protected the inhabitants across the front and top of the raft.    
 Ropes were brought across and secured and the subsequent rafts used these ropes as tow lines to pull themselves across.  Soon the river was breached and the first group of warriors reached the outer trench.   
 Flaming arrows were shot into the trenches and the oil ignited.  Men were roasted alive.  They could not pull back from the trench because the warriors behind them pushed ever forward.   
 Many of the flaming warriors ran up the embankment and were impaled on the buried spikes.  The bodies began to pile up at the base of the wall and those bodies, accompanied with the flames and the river made the approach difficult. 
 Warriors crossed the river up and down stream and approached the village from all sides.  The arrows continued and the open plains on both sides of the river bellowed with flames.  Gunpowder continued to explode.  Finally, the wall was breached and the first of the warriors were inside the village.   
 Juan and his men drew their swords.  Steel clashed and bodies fell – normal reflections of the swords in sunlight was diminished by the thick smoke but blood poured nonetheless.   
 A severed head landed a few feet from Buono as he propelled his sword into a warrior’s chest.  He twisted the sword free from the dying body and turned to face his next foe.  He was sodden in the blood of the enemy.   
 Antonio and Pedro battled equally as fierce, fighting their tribesmen with no remorse.   
 The men who had firearms fired their one shot before dropping their gun to draw a sword or using the gun as a club.   
 Buono watched as a Calusa thrust his spear into the throat of one of their most seasoned fighters.  The old soldier slumped to the ground and drowned in his own blood.  Eduardo and Anton avenged his death by slaughtering the warrior.  Eduardo took the warrior’s right arm with his sword and Anton drove his sword into the warrior’s stomach, twisting the sword and ripping it free.  Eduardo kicked the man to the ground and stood on his chest as he drove his sword into the warrior’s screaming mouth. 
 The village was shrouded with death.     
 As the battle raged, Diego came over the earthen wall.  With his sword drawn he surveyed the battle, looking for his target.  In the middle of the village commons, Diego spied Juan.  Now, he would have his revenge.   
 Fighting next to Juan, however, was someone who quieted that rage.  Next to Juan with sword drawn and covered in enemy blood, stood his father.  Diego stared in disbelief.  The shock was so much that he did not notice the arrow that came within inches of his head.  He also failed to notice the High Chief who loped down the hill to the battle.   
 The High Chief fought his way to the center of the battle and found himself next to Christopher.  It was not until he was upon Christopher that Diego saw him.  Diego watched as the High Chief leveled his spear but was helpless to stop him.  “No!” he screamed.   
 The scream was barely audible over the battle noise but Christopher heard his son’s voice and looked up. He saw his son and smiled.  Then, the smile dissipated as a blood-soaked tip of a spear appeared from his stomach.   
 Juan heard Diego’s exclamation.  He looked up to Diego and followed his grief-stricken gaze.  Juan had his back to Christopher and turned and saw the spike protruding from Christopher’s gut.  The High Chief pulled the spear free and Christopher fell forward.   
 Christopher was just another enemy to the High Chief; no one could have known what had just been set in motion.  
 Diego tried to get to his father but the fighting was still too intense.  Warriors still poured into the village.  Juan and his men fought on but were pushed into a tight circle in the village commons.  The enemy had them surrounded.  Juan knew this was the end and vowed he would die a good death. 
 At that moment, however, the Men of Nod cast down their spears and Abuelo stepped forward.  He reached his hands out to the closest Taino warrior and touched him.  Juan’s gasp portrayed his surprise as the warrior fell to the ground dead.   
 The other Men of Nod joined him, each touching an enemy.  Those enemies slumped to the ground lifeless.   
 The Calusa fought back, driving spears into the chests of the Men of Nod.  Juan waited for the screams but none come.  The spears passed through the Men of Nod, leaving them untouched and Juan gaped amazed, crossing himself.   
 His amazement was short-lived as a spear was thrust at his face.  He ducked and drove his sword forward, striking the warrior in the throat and halfway removing his head.   
 The Men of Nod continued to extend death with outstretched hands.  They worked swiftly, making their way over the earthen wall and outside of the village.  The plains around the village were still flaming but the Men of Nod walked through the fires unharmed.  Where those plains once had grass, now there were only bodies.   
 Then, suddenly the fighting stopped and Juan knew they were victorious.   
 The Men of Nod left Diego untouched and he found his way to his father who was in poor condition.  Diego fell to his knees and called for water to bathe the wounds.  No one replied to the call but Diego did not notice.  He had entered a world where only his father and he existed.   
 Christopher felt Diego’s presence and looked up at his son.  “I bet I look terrible.”  His voice was faint and his breathing was ragged. 
 “You’re alive,” Diego said through tears. 
 “I’m alive.  You’ve become a man.”  Christopher coughed as he spoke and blood colored his lips.  He tried to say something else but the words would not come.  Diego cradled his father’s head and listened to his tattered breathing. 
 Juan order that they be left alone. 
 Diego was not sure how long he held his father but just after the sun began to set, Christopher drew his last breath.  Diego recognized his father’s death and wept into his father’s hair. 
 The next morning, Christopher was buried in the village common.  It was a funeral fit for the quality of man he was.  Men prepared a feast for that evening in tribute of those who died.  As the food was prepared, other funerals took place.  Of the many soldiers buried that day, Buono and Anton were among them.  So much loss. 
 Antonio survived the battle but Pedro did not.  Antonio prepared a funeral in the manner of the Calusa and Pedro was buried in honor next to Christopher.   
 After the funerals, Juan showed Diego the fountain.  No words were spoken but each man forgave the other.  They had both lost so much that they could not bear to lose more.  They sat in silence, watching the fountain until the sun lowered in the horizon.   
 They rose to walk back to the village and Juan noticed a movement in the corner of his eye.  He drew his sword but it was too late.  He watched a spear appear from Diego’s stomach, bringing memories of Christopher’s mortal wound only the day before.  The crimson tip withdrew and Diego fell to his knees.  Behind Diego was a Calusa warrior and Juan knew he must have hidden in Abuelo’s hut. 
 Juan’s rage made quick work of the Calusa and he fell to Diego’s side as the Calusa’s body fed the ground blood.  Diego looked up at Juan and tried to speak but instead of words, blood formed. 
 Juan did not notice Abuelo approach his side.  He turned his head and was startled to see the old man.  Abuelo studied Juan carefully before speaking, “He cannot live in this world.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 Abuelo continued to gaze at Juan and Juan realized what he meant.  “The garden.” 
 “Yes, the garden.  There he will heal and here he’ll die.  But if you take him, you will not see your family again.  Time there is not as time here.” 
 Juan was faced with a decision he never expected to have to make.  Leonore was his life.  Without her was only great emptiness.   
 On the other hand, Leonore loved Diego as a son and their dispute had pained her deeply.  Would Leonore allow Juan to sacrifice Diego’s life for her sake?  He wanted to say yes but his heart knew better.  She would choose Diego. 
 Tears streamed Juan’s face as he thought of never seeing his children grow.  But the decision had been made: he would save the life of his best friend’s son.   
 Juan looked up and saw Eduardo next to Abuelo.  “You must tell my family what I did here today.  Tell them I’m sorry.”   
 Eduardo nodded solemnly.  “Also,” Juan said, “you must tell men that I’m dead.  Tell them that I was killed by Calusa warriors on the beaches of La Florida.  Men must not know of this place and of the fountain.” 
 With that, Juan picked up Diego’s weak body and carried him to the fountain.  Cherubim approached them and a moment later, the two men were gone. 



 CHAPTER NINE 
 In the beginning, a small group of angels disagreed with how existence had been created.  Led by the Morning Star, they did not feel that the free will of man was deserved.  The angel Azazel was asked to quell this disagreement.   
 When other angels learned of Azazel’s involvement, they chose sides.  Most chose the side of Azazel but some chose rebellion.  War ensued and those who opposed Azazel were dispelled.  The recalcitrant came to be known as the Fallen Angels and later the Watchers. 
 The Morning Star returned in the form of the serpent and Azazel watched as the serpent corrupted the first man and woman.  As they had been given free will, Azazel was not allowed to intervene. 
 He was angry when they turned their backs on God and was uncertain why they should be allowed to retain that free will.  It was obvious to him they had spoiled their trial.  He did not voice his disagreement aloud but doubted the wisdom of God. 
 Not long after the serpent was dispelled, the serpent approached Azazel.  Azazel was aware the serpent had turned Shamsiel from God so he kept his wits about him.  But in the end, he was persuaded and also became a Watcher. 
 He began teaching men the arts of warfare as well as how to make swords, knives, shields and bodies of armor.  He taught women witchcraft and how to seduce men as a tool of deception.  The weakness of mankind was exposed.  
 The serpent connived and arranged for the archangel Raphael to challenge Azazel. Azazel accepted the challenge and not realizing he was being deceived, was captured.  His hands and feet were bound and he was cast into an opening in existence known as Dudael.   
 As he was taken away, Raphael leaned into Azazel, “It was the serpent who betrayed you.”  Azazel was furious at his own shortsightedness and vowed vengeance. 
          With Azazel gone, the Watchers took advantage of what he had taught women.  They came to earth in human form and enjoyed the seduction of women, rejoicing at the feel of naked flesh beneath them.   
 Women bore sons to the Fallen Angels and those sons were known as the Nephilim; their purpose was to unleashed chaos on the world of man.                 
 The decision was made to reverse the bedlam.  And so, the world was wiped clean by a Great Flood that consumed the world, ridding the earth of the foulness. 
 With the world made anew, the role of the Watchers was greatly reduced.  No longer were there multitudes of people to corrupt, now there were only a few.  And those few were guarded fiercely by the other angels. 
 With little influence, the Watchers faded into the background and bid their time. 


 Time passed and the world once again became populated and corrupt.   
 Shamsiel watched the ancient kings wage war as he plotted.  He was patient and a moment came during one of those battles when he was able to approach and lay a hand on the Ark.  It was only briefly but as he touched the Ark, its power became evident to him.   
 The sword of the archangel Raphael hindered that moment.  Shamsiel cried out as the sword slid into his torso and watched helplessly as the Ark faded.  God would not allow angels to actually kill one another, even the Watchers, but they could be banished to another plane of existence; once this happened, it took centuries for an angel to find his way back. 
 Two thousand years later, the Ark once again lay at Shamsiel’s feet. 
 He pulled the wooden handles from their housing and the ancient seals on the Ark hissed.  Dust wafted and Shamsiel heaved the handles to the ground.  He grabbed the lid and pulled it free of the Ark; it joined the handles on the desolate ground. 
 “The tablets,” a Watcher commented.   
 “The tablets,” Shamsiel agreed.  Then to their surprise, he heaved the tablets against the side of the mountain, ruining the ancient stones.  The Watchers looked at each other nervously but Shamsiel ignored them.   
 He reached into the Ark and plucked the only item of interest to him – the Rod of Aaron.  The serpent hissed as the rod was exhumed. 
 The rod looked no different than any other that had been possessed by men.  The wood was dark and stained in places and the shaft was twisted and rough. 
 The uniqueness of the rod, however was the origin of the wood: the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.  The first man had received the rod upon his expulsion from the garden as a reminder of his downfall. 
 The rod was passed down and finally made its way to Moses. It was Moses who discovered that on the rod was written the name of God.   
 Shamsiel would now use that name to gain entrance to the garden.  But first he needed Enoch. 


 Shamsiel walked boldly through the garden until he reached the Great Hall.  The Watchers were timidly in tow.  The vast wooden doorway barred their way only momentarily as Shamsiel pushed them inward.  They swung open easily enough and Shamsiel entered unimpeded. 
 He strode confidently through hall and into the vast common room.  “Enoch!” Shamsiel called out. 
 The room was shadowed along the outer edges but out of that shadow came a man.  “So it’s Abuelo now?” Shamsiel asked in recognition of the man. 
 “It’s as good a name as any.” 
 “You know why we are here?” Shamsiel asked and Abuelo nodded in response.   
 Shamsiel had known Abuelo and the Men of Nod since the beginning and he was saddened by what he must do next. “Go to your men,” Shamsiel ordered.  “You will die fighting beside your brothers, not here.”   
 Abuelo turned and looked back at the Men of Nod who lined the wall.  They were ethereal but they were not angels.  He knew this was the end. 
 With a battle cry that resonated across the infinite room, the Men of Nod charged forward to join their leader. 
 Shamsiel often thought of that glorious battle.  The Watchers slaughtered the Men of Nod that day but their bravery haunted him.   
 Then, the Watchers moved on to Enoch. 


 Enoch looked out over creation.  He had failed.  The Watchers had altered existence and Enoch had been a pawn in that altering.  He desired that God should overthrow the Watchers, to cast them from the heavens once again but his pleading went unanswered.   
 The Watchers had taken the garden and Shamsiel now led them in creating a new, just world. 
 Enoch knew it was only a matter of time before the serpent usurped Shamsiel.  He watched Shamsiel and wondered if he knew it as well.  Surely he had to be aware.  And when that time came – with the serpent in command, the serpent would challenge God outright. 

It will happen soon, he thought.  The serpent had already begun the groundwork.   
 The recent changes in existence were unnatural and unrest followed.  The Watchers believed that mankind should be held accountable for their actions and during those first few days, any man who committed crimes against the nature of creation (such as murder) was banished from existence – a death for a death.   
 As time continued, smaller offences were punished similarly.  Soon, any offence became punishable.  Shamsiel felt uncomfortable with what was occurring but he had agreed that mankind should be punished and could not go back on his decision; not now.   
 The serpent began whispering among the Watchers, quietly questioning the motives of Shamsiel.  The Watchers felt that mankind should be judged for their actions but now they felt under Shamsiel’s leadership, the punishments had become too severe.   
 The Watchers observed humans discontinuing interaction with one other: mankind began to segregate and soon governments and entire countries collapsed.  On other planets throughout the universe, worlds plunged into anarchy.   
 The Watchers were fueled by the serpent and grew ill-contented with Shamsiel’s decisions and leadership.  Soon, there was dissension among the Watchers.  Finally, the divide became too great and Shamsiel was challenged for his position.   
 He was accused of misleading the Watchers in his vision for a new existence.  He denied the claims but it had already been decided and Shamsiel was banished.   
 He looked at the angels that surrounded him.  “I will leave peacefully.  But before I do, my last action is to release Azazel.  Azazel, my old friend, you are released.”   
 The serpent was taken aback at Shamsiel’s brashness but did not let his emotions show to the group.  
 With Shamsiel gone, a new leader was appointed.  By unanimous decision the serpent assumed control and became the Morning Star once again. 
 He knew it was only a matter of time before Azazel came for revenge. 



 CHAPTER TEN 
 The priest pulled the Bible of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church from the table drawer next to the bed and turned to the Book of Jubilees.  “There are several references of the Nephilim and Fallen Angels.” 
 “What are we hoping to find in the texts?” Diego asked.  “And why does this book keep popping up?” 
 “I’m not sure,” Juan answered.  “But Enoch felt it was important.” 
 “You’re familiar with this book?” the priest asked. 
 Juan nodded.  “Many years ago, the answers in this book allowed us to defeat the Nephilim.” 
 The priest’s eyes widen.  He had many questions but felt it pertinent to stay on task.  “Then perhaps some more back story on the Nephilim would assist me.” 
 Juan inhaled.  “Very well.” 
 It began as Carlos, the Calusa High Chief watched the village of the Men of Nod from the mountains.  After their defeat, they receded and would now begin the long trek home.   
 Carlos broke his gaze and looked back at his father, the Calusa High Priest and then to his men. Of the five hundred who left their homeland, only twenty three warriors now lived.  Carlos’ only son had perished in the battle. 
 He had considered for the past two days what he must do next.  He kept coming back to a decision he did not want to make.  Finally after wrestling with that decision, he realized it was the only decision.   
 He left the ledge overlooking the village and walked back to his men.  There, he sat down in his designated place between his father and his most noble warrior, Dominic.  Each warrior looked at Carlos reverently and with anticipation.  Before he spoke, he turned to look at his father.  The High Priest knew the words his son was about to speak as he had spoken those words to his own father many years before. 
 “I call on the spirits to accept our High Priest into the Land of the Three Gods.  May he go now and battle for eternity with those who came before him.”  Tears filled Carlos’ eyes as he cast them towards his father and the High Priest returned a sad smile.   
 From his pouch, the High Priest unwrapped an ancient knife as he walked into the center of the circle of men.  He knelt and raised the knife above his head while praying to the Three Gods.  He gave one final look to his son and drove the knife into the soft flesh of his stomach above the navel.  He drew the blade upward and remained composed and silent as the knife reached and pierced his heart.  The High Priest’s blood pooled beneath his dying body as he exited the mortal world. 
 When the death was concluded, Carlos walked to his father’s body.  The knife remained in its position of demise and Carlos grasped the bloody handle.  With a firm thrust, both the blade and his hand entered the cavity that had been carved during his father’s Death Ceremony and he used the steel to cut his father’s heart free.   
 He pulled the heart from the body and raised it to the sky, praying to the Three Gods to guide his father.  Then, he bit into his father’s heart, transferring his father’s power to him.   
 He used the same knife to dig a hole in the ground and buried the heart. 
 Carlos stood facing the Calusa for the first time as their High Priest.  He wiped the red circle from his forehead – drawn in blood and the sign of the High Chief – and removed the cloth from his waist.  The High Priest wore no clothing so that there would be no barrier between the Three Gods and him.   
 He removed the boar tusks that hung from his neck and replaced them with his father’s necklace of bones.  “I am your High Priest.  My son would have been your High Chief had he not died honorably in combat.  In the tradition of our people, I now call on the ritual of High Combat to name our new High Chief.”  
 “Dominic,” Carlos announced.  Dominic was the highest noble of the Calusa and all eyes turned to him as he stood.  “You will combat for High Chief against Antonio.” 
 A hush came over the warriors.  Dominic had been chosen based on his nobility.  Antonio was also a high noble among the Calusa but had left them.   
 The Calusa believed a man followed his spirit guide which showed him the path to follow.  Antonio’s path led him away from his people and they did not fault him for that but some examined whether Antonio should be allowed to fight in High Combat.  They wondered why he would he want to return.   
 Their protest remained unspoken as no man dared to question Carlos.  It was decided: the next morning, the Calusa would return to the village where they had suffered much death and a new High Chief would be named. 



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 Eduardo was the first to spot the Calusa warriors.  They came under a banner of truce – the head of their former High Priest turned backwards atop a spear.  Eduardo’s first thought was they had come to avenge their fallen but Antonio clarified the meaning of the backwards head.  “The eyes look backwards and cannot see forward to battle.” 
 The Calusa were welcomed in the village and greeted by Antonio in the village commons.  Antonio and Carlos embraced and as they did, Carlos whispered the words in Antonio’s ear, “You are summoned to High Combat.” 
 Antonio pulled back surprised.  After the words sank in, he lifted his chin to stare straight into Carlos’ face.  “I accept High Combat.”  
 The ritual was prepared and late that afternoon, the Men of Nod joined the circle of Calusa warriors around Carlos, Dominic and Antonio. 
 High Combat would begin with the setting sun.  The ordeal was to be fought by hand and would conclude when one man was unable to continue (there was no submission).  The victor would be named High Chief.  A circle had been drawn on the ground with white dust around Antonio and Dominic and they circled each other as they waited for the sun to set.   
 The sun met the horizon and Carlos began to dance – the bones of his necklace rattling.  The dance continued for several minutes before it ended suddenly with Carlos urinated in the dirt, forming a circle in the center of the chalk ring.  Raising his hands he prayed, “I call on the Three Gods to command the ritual of High Combat.”   
 He turned his gaze to Antonio and Dominic.  “One of you will be our High Chief.  I pray as you fight you call on the spirits of your fathers.”  Then, he moved out of the ring sat down among his people.   
 The tip of the sun dipped below the horizon and High Combat began. 
 Dominic struck first.  He feigned a left hook before driving his right fist into Antonio’s chin.  Antonio was rocked back on his heels.  Dominic came in for an easy kill but came in too fast.   
 Antonio regained his balance and side-stepped to his right.  Dominic’s charge grazed Antonio but most of the force was averted.  Instead, Dominic was hurled forward and lost his balance, rolling head first onto the ground.  Before Antonio could take advantage of the misstep, however, Dominic rotated and was back on his feet.  
 Antonio charged and drove his forearm into Dominic’s face, lacerating his lips against his teeth.  Antonio continued the assault with a punch to Dominic’s throat but Dominic was able to raise his arms and block the strike.   
 Dominic replied quickly with a fierce uppercut.  The blow struck Antonio on the chin and knocked him backwards onto the ground.  Dominic dove onto Antonio, leading with his elbows to drive them into Antonio’s chest.  Antonio managed to roll away at the last moment and twisted to grab Dominic in a headlock.  He detained Dominic’s head and with his free hand, repeatedly cuffed Dominic. 
 Dominic’s ear began to bleed but it did not faze him.  He countered with a punch to Antonio’s ribcage and the blow affected Antonio enough for Dominic to wiggle out from the headlock.  He threw himself on top of Antonio hoping to pin Antonio beneath him.  Antonio turned slightly but not enough.  Dominic placed his full weight into his knees that pressed hard against Antonio’s shoulders.  Antonio was trapped. 
 Dominic took advantage and drove his fists into Antonio’s face.  Soon blood spurted from Antonio’s broken nose. 
 Antonio was blinded by the blood but groped forward and discerned Dominic’s eye.  He drove his thumb into the eye and pushed hard trying to hook his thumb to rip the eye from the socket.  Dominic screamed in pain and fell back, allowing Antonio freedom from the pin. 
 Dominic did not fully retreat and managed to ignore the burning in his eye.  He used his anger to drive a punch in the area right below Antonio’s exposed armpit, just as Antonio was standing.  Antonio felt the bones give way as a rib broke.   
 Dominic grappled Antonio but Antonio expected the attack and flipped Dominic over his back.  Dominic landed hard on the ground and the wind was knocked from him.  He gasped for breath as Antonio began to stomp him.  Dominic rolled to avoid the blows.  Antonio saw an opportunity to stun Dominic and raised his heel for a blow to the back of Dominic’s head but at that moment, Dominic came up with a fistful of earth.  The thrown dirt hit its mark and Antonio was blinded.   
 Dominic charged Antonio, driving his shoulder into Antonio’s chest and knocking Antonio onto his back.  Dominic regained his formation, pinning Antonio to the ground.  He pummeled Antonio’s exposed face with tired arms and realized victory was near; he would beat Antonio until unconscious.   
 Then unexpectedly, the fury stopped and Dominic slid off Antonio.  The crowd gasped and Antonio was just as surprised.  He wiped the blood from his eyes and looked at Dominic who lay on his side in the dirt next to him.  Antonio touched him and did not understand.  Dominic was dead. 
 Antonio ascended to his feet in disbelief, gazing down at Dominic.  He was uncertain as to what had happened.  The circle of men around them only stared; no one moved to stand or come near the two warriors.    
 Then, Abuelo stood.  His eyes twinkled as he waited for silence to overtake the group.  It was then that Abuelo spoke, “You have become one of us.” 
 Antonio was not sure what he meant.  He started to speak but changed his mind.   
 He thought back to the fight.  He had desired the power to drive Dominic from him but his strength was failing.  As he tried to throw Dominic off him, he clutched Dominic’s leg.  A moment later, Dominic was dead.   
 A vision then came to him and he realized what Abuelo meant.  The Men of Nod killed the Calusa by touch alone during the battle.  Antonio had just demonstrated that power.  He was now a Man of Nod. 
 Abuelo saw the recognition in Antonio’s face and smiled.  “You are now as I am.  All of you are,” he said looking at Eduardo.   
 Eduardo was unsure how to answer.  He was spared his lack of answer as Carlos stood and entered the circle. He carried a boar tusk necklace and placed it around Antonio’s head.  Antonio was now the High Chief. 
 High Combat was over.  Questions remained but no more words were spoken as the evening moved to the prepared feast in honor of the new High Chief.   
 As the men ate, Antonio sat off to the side.  He was not in much of a mood to be honored.  Dominic was dead.  He had killed him but not through traditional methods of combat and he was angry about it.   
 None of the Calusa said anything but he saw them look at him out of the corner of their eyes.  He could tell they feared him.  He did not know if they would now follow him just because he was their High Chief or out of fear.  Antonio did not want to be feared because of something they did not understand; he wanted to be feared because he was fierce in combat.   
 He had fought well but in the end he had won by some strange power.  He did not feel he had earned his position as High Chief.  He felt he had cheated.  Soon his anger would turn to bitterness and that bitterness would become rage. 
 After the feast, Antonio remained by the fire, long after everyone else had retired to their hall for the night.  He heard someone approaching and saw Carlos standing just outside of the light of the fire.  Antonio nodded and Carlos joined him on the packed earth. 
 They sat in silence for a moment before Carlos spoke.  “High Chief is a position of loneliness.  You and I are now the only two men who can understand this.  It’s good to have advisers to have someone to talk to.  Have you thought of who you will name as your military adviser?”  Dominic would have been named his military adviser had he still lived.   
 Antonio shook his head.  “I have not,” he answered quietly. 
 The two men stared into the fire for a few moments.  “You are the High Chief.  You used magic to defeat Dominic and the Calusa respect magic; they will follow you.  They know you are a great warrior.” Carlos nodded at the battle scars on his arms.  “They will follow you.” 
 Antonio knew Carlos was right but he was not concerned so much with what the warriors thought of him as much as what he thought of himself.  His magic in High Combat was not indicative of him as a warrior and did not warrant him being High Chief.   
 He thought for a few more moments before he decided.  He knew what he must do.  “I renounce my authority as High Chief.”  
 Carlos had anticipated Antonio’s decision and was not surprised.  Carlos understood how Antonio felt but he was saddened by the decision nonetheless.  “You know once you do you can never be among us again.  You will be exiled.” 
 “So be it,” Antonio answered. 
 Carlos nodded sadly.  “You were always a good friend to my son.  I miss him.  I shall miss you.”  He rose and placed his hand on Antonio’s shoulder. Then, without another word he turned and walked back to his hall. 
 Long after Carlos left, Antonio remained at the fire.  He was angry at the Men of Nod and bitterness could not be avoided.  His heart grew hard against them and there was only one decision: he must leave the village. 
 Antonio turned his back on the fire and without a word to anyone, he faced west and began walking.   



 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 Antonio traveled for two weeks, holding course west.  He followed the river to be sure of fresh water.  Where he had started in the mountains, the landscape now turned to rolling hills.   
 On the fifteenth day, he began seeing mounds built into the earth.  They grew larger and more prevalent as the day went on.  The trees were thick but there came a point where he reached a clearing and found the mounds constructed much larger in that specific area.  In the distance, the clearing continued and was littered with mounds. It was on the most prevalent of those mounds some miles away that he saw buildings.     
 He expected a sentry from the mound village and almost as if his thoughts were read, he perceived movement to his right.  The man came alone but Antonio doubted that the man was truly unaccompanied.   
 Antonio detected right away that there was something ethereal about him.  The sentry was very tall – taller than him and he was considered tall among the Calusa – and had a scar that ran across the stretch of his forehead. 
 “We’ve been awaiting your arrival,” the sentry spoke in the Calusa language.  Antonio was not surprised to hear his native tongue.  Since he left the village of the Men of Nod, he had begun to seeing images of occurrences before they took place.  It was unnerving at first but over the past two weeks he had become accustomed to the thoughts.  He had seen this moment among the visions. 
 “I am Antonio.” 
 “You’re not surprised that I speak Calusa?”  The sentry asked the question but both knew that no answer was needed. 
 “I would like to see those who await my arrival,” Antonio replied instead. 
 “Come with me Antonio – warrior who would be High Chief of your people.”   
 Antonio nodded and followed the sentry towards the mound village.  As they walked, the mounds grew larger and Antonio marveled at the defensive structures.  It was obvious that many years had been required to develop the height and girth of the earthen works.  The effect of the mounds was intimidating, making the village look larger than it was; the mounds also demonstrated military superiority as they offered a strong defense. 
 Once in the village, Antonio was brought into a great hall.  The hall was filled with warriors, all lofty in stature, dark skinned and adorned with white feathers.   
 An old man stood at the head of the rectangular hall on a platform and waited patiently as Antonio approached. Antonio looked in appreciation at the crown of white feathers atop the old man’s head.  He understood the feathers to be symbols of great deeds much as the scars on his own arms.  The old man discerned Antonio’s gaze on his feathers and waited until Antonio’s attention was focused back on him before speaking.  Antonio’s eyes met the old man.  “I am Rephaim. We are the Nephilim.  You know of us?” 
 “I do,” Antonio answered.  “I became a Christian many years ago and have read Spain’s book of Christianity.  You are the sons of Fallen Angels and the daughters of Cain.  It is said that you perished during the Great Flood of that time.” 
 Rephaim’s eyes twinkled.  “And yet here we stand.” 
 Antonio recalled a conversation many years ago with Buono.  Buono told him of Juan and his travels as an ambassador to the land of Ethiopia.  In that land, he discovered the Book of Jubilees among the books of their Bible.  This book was also called the Book of Division by some of the religious leaders of that land.  It was said that the book was given to Moses atop Mount Sinai and tells of the creation of angels.  Some of these angels were disobedient and were therefore banished and came to be known as Fallen Angels.  These Fallen Angels took wives of the daughters of Cain and their children were a giant people.  You know the giant Goliath? Buono had asked him.  He’s a descendant of these people.  Although he was called an Elioud.   
 The Book of Jubilees mentioned that some of Nephilim survived the Great Flood and their sole purpose was to lead man astray.  Juan brought a copy of the Ethiopian Bible back to Spain with him and Buono had been given a translated edition. 
 “I have also read the Book of Jubilees,” Antonio told Rephaim.   
 Rephaim smiled.  “A book given to Moses, lost in the land of Ethiopia.  A book that also speaks of a fountain.  We are the cousins of the Men of Nod.  You are a Man of Nod, are you not?”  Antonio nodded.  “So we are cousins,” Rephaim finished. 
 “Well, cousin,” Antonio asked, “what do you seek from me?”   
 Rephaim answered by turning his head.  Antonio followed his gaze and in the darkness of the room he saw a man leave his place along the wall.  Antonio recognized the man as he came into the fire light. 
 “Buenos dias, Antonio.” Miguel came to Rephaim’s side.  Miguel had been a member of Buono’s crew and had sailed with them to Spain.  Antonio had never fully trusted the man and thought he had died in the battle at the village.   
 “Buenos dias,” Antonio answered.  “Why are you here?  How do you know of this place?”   
 “You already know that answer, do you not?”  Antonio acknowledged by nodding his head and Miguel continued.  “Do you come to join us?” 
 “I am bound to no one,” Antonio answered. 
 “Are we not brothers?  I would have you bound to me as a brother.” 
 “And where would that brotherhood lead?” Antonio asked.  A vision began forming in his head but that vision was still cloudy. 
 “To the fountain,” Miguel answered. 
 Antonio sensed Miguel’s intentions.  “You know that Diego Columbus still lives?” 
 “Aye,” Miguel answered.  “I will go there and shall avenge the death of my father.”   
 At that moment, Miguel’s tale became clear to Antonio.  Decades prior, Diego had Miguel’s father imprisoned and took his family’s land.  The jailing and taking of land was unjust, which the courts agreed with later but it was too late for Miguel’s father. His father had been beat relentlessly and murdered in prison.  Miguel entered in service under Juan with the aspirations of locating Diego and slowly sliding a knife across his throat. 
 “I know that you see,” Miguel smiled. 
 “Were your loyalties ever with the man who paid you?” Antonio asked. 
 “It was a means to an end.” 
 “And that end drew you here?” 
 “I was drawn here the same as you.  You, I believe are here for another reason.  I was brought here to help convince you to join us.”  
 “Your revenge is short-sighted.  Diego has gone beyond the fountain with Juan.” 
 Miguel’s eyes darkened and a smile came across his face.  “Then that’s where we’ll go.  And you will lead us.” 
 Antonio was surprised.  “How can one go beyond the fountain? The village is guarded by the Men of Nod and the fountain by Cherubim.” 
 “Abuelo travels beyond the fountain as he wishes.  You may do the same as a Man of Nod,” Miguel answered.  “The Nephilim are as the Men of Nod.  Rephaim can teach you to control that power which you now possess.  Will you not join us?” 
 When Antonio did not answer, Miguel stepped off the platform and stood in front of Antonio.  “I know your position,” Miguel lowered his voice.  “They are your brothers.  But you have been betrayed by the Men of Nod.  They have given you their power and in doing so took your honor.  They felt you could not win in High Combat unaided and now you are disgraced.  You are the rightful High Chief yet now you are exiled because of them.”  
 “And what will you do with the garden?” 
 “I will take my revenge on Diego and the garden will be ours to reclaim for men.  Why should we not have all that the garden offers because of the mistake of our ancestors?” 
 “Why should I trust a man who has no loyalty?  You served Juan and yet you abandoned him and here I find you.  You claim to be one of these men now – without explanation as to how you know of this place – and yet how long until you turn on these men?” 
 “He is here because I invited him,” Rephaim answered.  “As for his loyalty, I only ask what each man offers freely.” 
 “How long have you been here?” 
 “We have existed in this land as long as the Men of Nod.” 
 “And you sought out Miguel?  Why him and no one else?” 
 “He is the one who will serve our purpose.” 
 Antonio considered Rephaim’s comment.  “Why would I help you recover the garden, providing I have such ability?” 
 “You possess the ability.  Do not insult me by claiming you do not.  As for our desires, we only wish to set right that which man has taken.  Man was given everything and yet fell short.  Our fathers fought against this injustice but were banished for their stance.  We seek to honor what they started.” 
 “And Juan…what will happen to him?  I do not wish him harmed.” 
 “He will be given an opportunity see the world as we do.  After that, it will be up to him which side he takes.” 
 At that moment, all was seen by Antonio.  He understood the intentions of the Nephilim.  Once it was explained, he knew the Men of Nod had no right to deny their claim to the garden.  He knew his answer was yes.  The men of Nod had robbed him of his heritage and he would not see it happen to anyone else if he could prevent it.   
 He loved his Spanish brothers but as a warrior, those who fought alongside the Men of Nod were his enemy.  He wasn’t sure that he could ever not be a Man of Nod but now he was more – he was also a Nephilim.  They were in the right and he was convinced.  From birth, he realized at that moment, this had been his purpose and now he embraced it. 
 Antonio gave his answer aloud.  It was set.  The next day, they would begin. 



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 Antonio peered down at the fire that smoldered just outside of Juan and Diego’s hut.  Neither man had been found.  The Nephilim arrived in the garden that morning and it took a few hours to track their way to the hut. 
 Antonio looked back at Rephaim, his teacher.  From him, Antonio had learned the origins of the world.  He learned of cultures long extinct and of other worlds.  Those other worlds contained life, some like and some unlike him.  He learned the ways of space and time.  He discovered he could create and destroy with thought which was the way the Men of Nod had achieved victory during the battle. 
 “So, what now?” Antonio asked Rephaim. 
 “This is the first place created for man.  Now man has come back to the garden.  What do you think we should do?” 
 “You were denied the garden.” 
 “We were.  Just as our fathers were denied the heavens,” Rephaim agreed. 
 “You have the knowledge of the Men of Nod but not their power.  Now that I have brought you to the garden, what will you do?” 
 “Each of us has his own intentions.  Miguel seeks revenge on Diego Columbus for the death of his father.  You seek revenge on the Men of Nod for your dishonor.  We seek to avenge the fall of our fathers as angels.”  Rephaim had knelt down by the fire as he began speaking but now rose.  “It’s true we could not enter the garden without the aid of a Man of Nod.  Now that you are one of us, we seek our rightful place in the garden.” 
 “What of the Men of Nod?” Antonio asked.  “Will they not stop us?” 
 Rephaim smiled and his face was full of wisdom and knowledge.  “We have lived in the shadow of the Men of Nod since the first days of creation.  We followed them to each new land, hoping to learn our path to the garden.  Until now, we failed.   
 “Once, we faced them in combat, hoping to force them to show us the way into the garden but found that neither of us can die.  But here in the garden we can die.  So can the Men of Nod.  We hope they come and we will fight them and we will win.  The garden will be ours.” 
 “What will you do with the garden once it is in your possession?” 
 Rephaim exhibited a dark smile.  “Then, we will challenge God.” 
 “Challenge God…?”  Antonio looked at the Nephilim.  Each shared the same dark smile. 


 The morning before the Nephilim arrived in the garden, Juan and Diego were making preparations to roast a wild boar when they looked up and saw Abuelo walking into their camp.   
 “Good morning Abuelo,” Juan said and rose.  “I would hug you but as you can see…”  He raised his arms to show they were covered in pig entrails. 
 Abuelo smiled and nodded.  “No need.  Good morning.  And Diego, good morning to you as well.” 
 Diego nodded back.  He did not yet fully trust the Men of Nod.  The memory of the death of his army was still fresh in his mind. Part of him still feared the Men of Nod and he was careful not to make physical contact with them.  Abuelo nodded back in understanding. 
 “What brings you here on this perfect morning?” Juan asked. 
 “I come to prepare you,” Abuelo said simply.  Something in his tone caused both Juan and Diego to regard him seriously. 
 “Prepare?” Diego asked. 
 “Tomorrow you will be greeted by unwelcome visitors.  Or they may be welcome; that is up to you.” 
 “Who will come?” Juan asked. 
 “Antonio will come.  As will Miguel and others.” 
 “Antonio?  Miguel is dead.” 
 Abuelo smiled knowingly.  “He is quite alive, I assure you.  And he comes with other men.  They are the Nephilim.” 
 “The Nephilim?” The surprise at the name showed in Juan’s voice.  
 “You know of these people?” Diego asked Juan. 
 “Aye, I do.  I read of them while in Ethiopia.”  Juan told Diego what he knew of the Nephilim.  After he finished, he looked at Abuelo.  “So, they’re real then?  What are Antonio and Miguel doing with them?  Why would they come here?” 
 “Each man comes to avenge what he has lost.”  Abuelo told them of Antonio leaving the village.   
 “How would a man with vengeance in his heart be found worthy by Cherubim?” Juan asked. 
 “They do not need Cherubim.  They only need a Man of Nod.”  
 “What Man of Nod…?”  Then, Juan realized the answer.  “Antonio.”   
 Abuelo explained that Cherubim was only the guardian of the fountain because the fountain led to the garden.  The Men of Nod were from the land of Eden and were free to come and go to the garden.  Abuelo also explained that when a man came to the fountain, Cherubim merely determined if that man was worthy, it was the Men of Nod who actually conveyed that man to the garden.   
  “The Nephilim do not have the power to move to and from the garden.  But they do have the knowledge of how that power works.” 
 “Where is their village?” Juan asked. 
 “Their village lies a few weeks to the west of our village.” 
 “You know the location of their village and yet you do nothing to stop them?” 
 Abuelo’s eyes twinkled as if reliving a memory.  “We have battled them before.  While the Nephilim do not have our power, this does not mean they are not similar.  In fact, they might be seen as our cousins; they were created in the beginning just as we were.  Outside of the garden, we cannot die.  Neither can the Nephilim.  But inside the garden we are both mortal.” 
 Diego imagined a battle between two such people.  “So they will come here to draw you into battle and death?” 
 “Yes,” Abuelo replied. 
 Juan thought for a moment before he spoke.  “If they defeat you, who protects the garden?” 
 Juan knew the answer before Abuelo spoke.  “You do.” 



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 Juan and Diego were curious as to the appearance of the Nephilim but couldn’t take the risk of being spotted.  Abuelo explained that the Nephilim, although they had never been to the garden, had memories of the garden passed on from their fathers.   
 Abuelo told them of a location in the garden marked by a gateway.  “That is where the Nephilim will be headed.  You must beat them there.” 
 Juan and Diego headed out and words were difficult to craft to portray all they saw during their two days of travel.  The terrain turned rocky and in the distance, mountains began growing out of the land.  Soon, there was very little plant life and mountains reigned.  The tops of those mountains spewed fire. 
 They began seeing reptiles that increased in size further into the garden.  Some of the reptiles ambled on two legs and their bellows were startling.  Both watched as a vast reptile with an immense neck and tail strode on four legs towards the mountains.  The reptile was at least two miles away but they could imagine the creature up close being larger than the castles of their homeland. 
 Much to their dismay, the first day grew to and end and the sky darkened; they had no choice but to stop for the night. They looked for shelter but found none and were forced to sleep in the open.  Throughout the night, the reptiles growled and called to each other and Juan and Diego could sense them circling their camp.   
 The next morning they woke surprisingly unmolested and after a cold meal of salted pork, continued their journey. 
 Towards the middle of the second day, the land began to change again.  Plants reappeared and the rocky terrain was replaced with weeds that eventually became a full, long grass.  The sky that had been filled with soot now became clear and both men breathed easier.   
 As evening of the second day approached, a grove of trees appeared, spanned by grass to the horizon in all directions. 
 Clouds began gathering directly above the grove as they approached and grew thicker the closer they came.  Those clouds fell to the ground, producing a dense fog.   
 They reached the edge of the fog and noticed a hole in an otherwise congruent haze; the empty space climaxed at twenty feet.  They recognized the hole for what it was: an archway exposing the grove of trees behind the mist.  
 Within the arch stood a man.  He kept his head down making his face indistinguishable.  But as Juan and Diego stepped closer the man looked up and his face and eyes portrayed wisdom and mystery.   
 His hands remained hidden behind him and a final step brought his hands forward. Clutched within his palms was an ancient sword that burst into flames. 
 Diego stood his ground and clenched his jaw but then Juan placed his hand on Diego’s shoulder.  A smile crossed his lips and he nodded at Diego to let him know that this man would not harm them.  Juan allayed the uncertainty with one word, “Cherubim.” 
 “Cherubim,” the man agreed.  He lowered his sword and the flame extinguished.  “I am to lead you to Abuelo.” 
 “Where in the garden are we?” Diego asked. 
 “The garden is vast, vaster than you can comprehend.  This is the oldest part of the garden.  The lands that surround here are ancient, as are the creatures.” 
 “The large reptiles – what are they?”   
 “Have you not heard of giant bones discovered throughout Spain?” 
 Diego thought for a moment and nodded. 
 “All that has ever been persists within the garden,” Cherubim continued.  “Men destroy one another.  Men also kill animals for survival or sport. Those deaths erase histories of people and traces of animals that are now lost to your world.  Yet here they live on.   
 “The garden was created for life.  Death is a consequence of mankind.” 
 “So there are other people that live in the garden?” Diego asked. 
 “Those people live but are now among those you know as the Men of Nod.” 
 Juan entered the conversation, “Where is Abuelo?” 
 “I will take you to him whenever you are ready.” 
 Juan looked at Diego and Diego nodded.  “We are ready.” 
 Cherubim led the way into the arch, inside of which was a gate of some intertwined material: a mix between metal and wood.  Cherubim slid his sword into a hidden lock and the gates parted to give entrance.  Beyond was a path bordered by enormous trees.   
 “This is your path,” Cherubim motioned with his arm.  “On this road, you will find what you seek.  I must leave you now.” 
 Juan and Diego had long ago stopped questioning the garden.  They turned down the path before them and walked for many hours. 
 The light from the sun did not always discern time in the garden and they were not surprised that the sun was still high in the sky despite the hours that had passed.  It should have been night.   
 They reached a place where a single beam of sunlight lit the path.  There stood Abuelo and behind him, the Men of Nod. 
 “I trust your journey was well?” Abuelo offered.  “You do not appear to be in the stomach of some beast.” 
 “You could’ve warned us of the reptiles,” Diego replied. 
 “Would you have believed me if I did?” 
 “Probably not.”  
 Abuelo shrugged and motioned for them to follow.  He guided them to a small inlet off the path where a fire was lit and a dinner of a roasted animal was spitted.  
 They had their fill and afterwards, looked to Abuelo who did not stand but nonetheless seem to grow larger and brought full attention upon himself.  “Your journey has just begun,” he began.  “Both of you play a bigger part in this tale that you realize.  You were chosen not only to find the fountain and the garden but also to be the protectors of both.” 
 “What about you?” Juan asked. 
 “Our time has nearly come to an end.  We have protected the fountain for many years.  Now it’s time for someone else to take our burden.  We will always exist, although not in the form that you currently see.” 
 “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 “We are just the holders.  Diego and you are the keepers.  Plus, more will come and join you.” 
 “Others?” Juan asked. 
 “You will see who I mean in time.” 
 “What about Cherubim?  Doesn’t he protect the garden?” Diego asked. 
 “Cherubim guards the garden but cannot exclude the Men of Nod.  We have the right to be in the garden.   
 “Antonio is one of us and yet, he comes with the Nephilim.  The Nephilim are forbidden to enter; although under the authority of Antonio, they may pass.  
 “Do you know the story of the Fallen Angels?  I don’t mean what you have read or heard, I mean what actually happened?” 
 Juan and Diego shook their heads. 
 “The Men of Nod have always existed in some form, as have the angels,” Abuelo continued.  “Soon after the creation of everything, a group of angels became filled with rage that they were heavenly beings and yet denied the garden.  This is the first part of garden created: you could look at is as God’s laboratory.  Man was created here.  This part of the garden was forbidden to everyone but the Men of Nod.  It was our job to guide the first man and woman.   
 “Envious angels approached us, looking to persuade us to assist their entrance.  We refused.  And thus, their treachery was uncovered and the angels were cast down to live among men.   
 “Their leader was the Morning Star, who later took the form of a serpent.  When the first man and women began to roam the newer parts of the garden, the serpent gained access to them and his influence led to their expulsion from the garden.  We could have stopped it but man was afforded free will and we were forbidden to interfere. 
 “Afterwards, mankind was once again placed into our care to teach them ways of the world outside of the garden.” 
 “So where do we fit?” Juan asked.  “We’re not ethereal beings.” 
 “Why do such moments fall on any man?  Besides, you’re wrong about not being ethereal.”  
 “What do you mean by that?” Diego challenged. 
 “Neither of you can die.” 
 “What do you mean?”  Diego sounded more intrigued than angry. 
 “What do you mean we cannot die?” Juan demanded. 
 Abuelo took a deep breath.  “Just like Antonio, Diego and you have become like us; but you have also become more.  You were chosen as I said, chosen to protect the garden.  That is why I brought you here.  You had to know the garden as it is.  The other parts of the garden are magnificent but here, the origins of the garden, this is this part of the garden that you must protect.” 
 “From the Nephilim,” Juan said. 
  “From the Nephilim,” Abuelo agreed.  “They will come here and they will kill us.  We will fight them but we will lose.  They are too strong.  We’ll meet them at the gate but once we’re gone, you must keep them from entering.” 
 “How?” Juan asked. 
 “You must kill Antonio.  The Nephilim can die by your hand but Antonio is different.” 
 “Different how?” Diego asked. 
 “Just like you, he cannot die.” 
 “Great,” said Diego.  “So if he can’t die, how do we kill him?” 
 “The answer is found in the Book of Jubilees.” 
 “A book?” Diego asked sarcastically. 
 “I have only seen that book in Ethiopia,” said Juan. 
 “Then that is where you must go.” 
 “Well that should be easy,” replied Diego.  “It’s only across the ocean, thousands of miles from here.” 
 Abuelo smiled.  “Diego, you are standing where God created the world.  Do you think that anything here is in the realm of impossibility?” 
 Diego did not have an answer. 
 “Then how?” Juan asked.  
 “The path can take you to where you want to go.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “Of course you do.  The path is no different than the garden.  You simply want to go there.” 
 “Why can’t you just give us the answer?” Diego asked. 
 “That is forbidden.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “Find the book and then you will understand.” 
 “And what happens if we fail to kill Antonio?” 
 “The Nephilim will enter and challenge God.” 
 “Challenge God?” Diego laughed.  When Abuelo remained serious, he added, “They don’t really believe they can defeat God?”   
 “No more questions.  You must hurry; you have two days until they arrive.  We’ll hold them as long as we can.” 
 Juan nodded and turned to leave the alcove, stepping onto the path.  Diego joined him.  It took a few moments to figure it out but their thoughts finally tuned into one another’s.  Their minds jointly focused on Ethiopia and the garden disappeared. 



 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 Secretly, Antonio was pleased Juan and Diego had not been found.  They reminded him of himself: they were great warriors; and they were survivors.   
 He was a survivor.   
 As a child he had been smaller than the other boys.  Often, he found himself at the receiving end of a beating by those bigger and older than him.  The treatment molded him tougher, mentally and physically.  It also nurtured his rage.   
 One day, rage incapacitated him and he attacked the young man who was giving torment.  Antonio beat the man unconscious and after that, the cruel treatment stopped.  Antonio vowed to never be humiliated by another person.   
 That changed with the Men of Nod. They had humiliated him.  But his voyage to Spain had changed that angry young man.  It was the time on the open sea that taught him forgiveness.   
 He had never taken the time to know his enemy’s heart, having been more concerned with cutting it out.  With Buono, he found a man who was his enemy but also a man he could respect.  He had been Buono’s captive but Buono treated him with decency.  Eventually, he came to regard Buono as a brother.  The experience demonstrated that he could forgive and even love his enemy. 
 He thought on the Men of Nod and realized he had forgiven them for what they had done.  He would survive the humiliation.   
 That was his past but it impacted his present.  And his present was astounding: he was with the Nephilim in the Garden of Eden.   
 But while Antonio had forgiven the Men of Nod, there was one constant in his life and that was his word.  He had given his word to the Nephilim that he would lead them to the garden and he could not go back on his promise.  
 He had not however, vowed to partake in the battle that would ensue.  The Nephilim would be given their opportunity for revenge and once that opportunity was presented, it was in their hands.   
 Antonio looked up from his contemplation and saw Miguel watching.  Miguel realized his actions and averted his eyes.  “Forgive me, Antonio, I did not mean to stare.  You just looked at peace and I wondered as to your thoughts.” 
 “No offence taken,” Antonio replied.  “I was thinking of how much I have seen in so little time.  This is truly a remarkable place.”   
 Miguel nodded.  “Do you think Juan and Diego know we are here?” 
 “They know.” 
 “I agree with you.  How could they not know?  Where will they go, I wonder?  I have no idea of the vastness of this garden.  They could be anywhere.” 
 “Rephaim thinks he knows where they will go.  I have seen the place he speaks of in a vision.” 
 Miguel looked at Antonio curiously.  “Where is this place?” 
 “West of here.  It’s the oldest part of the garden.” 
 “Was the garden not all created at once?” 
 “No. This place that I speak of is where creation began.  The Nephilim are forbidden to enter there and that’s why they need me.” 
 “When you say where creation began…” 
 “The place where the first light of creation was spoken.  The birthplace of the heavens and earth.  The place where man first came to be.” 
 “And we are going there?” Miguel asked amazed. 
 “Unless you’d like to stay here warming yourself by the fire.”    
 Miguel looked at him sharply, thinking Antonio was calling him a coward.  Antonio gave him a lighthearted smile and Miguel realized he was joking.   
 Miguel let down his guard.  “I think probably not.” 
 The two men stared into the fire a few moments and Antonio changed the subject, “There is more to life than revenge.”   
 Miguel was surprised by the unexpected comment.   
 “La Florida is a new land with new possibilities,” Antonio continued.  “You could leave all of this behind and do well for yourself in so-called New World.” 
 Miguel considered Antonio words before speaking.  “Sometimes revenge is all that’s left.” 



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 Juan looked around at a land he had not seen in many years.  They were in Ethiopia.   
 The King of Spain had sent him to Ethiopia many years prior as an ambassador and he had followed a great river south while passing through.  The river brought him to Axum, the most sacred village in Ethiopia. 
 Christianity had come to Ethiopia in the 4th Century AD and it was said that the Ark of the Covenant lay within the chapel of that village.  Juan investigated but was not given access.   
 Also near the village were the ruins of a vast palace.  Juan made inquiries but no one knew of its origin.  The elders used the word Sheba in describing the palace but could not explain the significance of that word. 
 Juan finally came to Debre Berhan, the royal capital of Ethiopia and met with the Emperor.  As Spain was also Christian, the Emperor welcomed Juan and encouraged him to learn more of his land.  He stayed in the capital for two months reading over ancient scrolls that gave history of Ethiopia and its people.  It was at the royal palace among the scrolls, that Juan first saw the Book of Jubilees.   
 Juan had a knack for new languages and picked up the spoken language but the written language proved more difficult.  He was pleased to have the assistance of the spiritual leaders in reading the Book of Jubilees, helping with translations as needed.   
 During those months, he read at his pleasure but time came for him to move on.  His purpose was to learn more about the cultures of Ethiopia, not become a scholar.   
 Juan spent two years with the people of Ethiopia but only his time in the capital afforded him reading the Book of Jubilees.  He stopped by Debre Berhan on his journey home but his second stint there was short and mostly formal.  By the time he made his back way to Spain, Juan had forgotten the religious text. It was not until his conversation with Abuelo that the book was recalled. 
 Now, Juan was back in Ethiopia and he engaged his surroundings.  In the distance, the palace of Debre Berhan rose from the dusty plain.  It was there that they would find the Book of Jubilees. 
 “Is that where we’re headed?” Diego asked. 
 “Aye,” Juan answered.  He looked up at the sky at the bright sun. 
 They set out and Juan thought of the Emperor as they approached the palace.  They had been young when they first met and would now both be old men.  The palace guards saw them coming and as Juan and Diego drew near, they were met by five armed men.  Juan had been greeted openly those many years ago but it seemed much had changed. 
 At the palace gates, their swords were taken and they were met by the Emperor’s adviser.  The five guards remained in the room as they met with the adviser who inquired of their purpose.  Juan had not spoken the language in many years but was able to recall the words as he explained who he was.   
 The adviser had been on the Leadership Council years ago and after a moment of silence, his face lit up in remembrance.  The two men embraced before Juan introduced Diego.  To their surprise, the adviser recognized the name Columbus.   
 “How do you know my family name?” Diego asked. 
 “I’ll show you.”  The adviser dismissed the guards and motioned for Juan and Diego to follow.  He led them down several hallways into the armory.  There, a Portuguese cannon was among the weaponry.   
 “We trade with the Portuguese.  They speak of Columbus and the discovery of a New World.” 
 “If this canon is Portuguese,” Juan remarked, “then you better be careful that the barrel does not split when fired.” 
 The adviser was shocked.  Juan kept his face straight for a moment before smiling.  “Can’t trust the Portuguese.” 
 The adviser laughed.  “We have traded with them for many years.  This is the first cannon we’ve acquired.  This is what we’ll use when the Imam returns.” 
 “The Imam?” 
 “He has attacked our land many times.  He hasn’t made it this far inland to the palace but someday he may.  We’ll be ready for his attack.” 
 The adviser turned his attention to more formal matters.  “Would you like to meet with the Emperor?” 
 “Aye, we would.” 
 “Very well.  I shall have you escorted to your rooms.  Your personal affects will be returned.  Tonight we’ll hold a feast in your honor and you shall meet with the Emperor.”  The adviser assigned them servants to attend to any needs and then left them for other business. 
 A few hours later, they were led down into the main hall.  A curious aroma of roasted meat filled the air and Diego inquired as to the fare. “Zebra and gazelle, Ato Diego,” the servant answered.  Both would be a first for Diego but not for Juan, although he had not had enjoyed either in quite some time.   
 Juan surveyed the room and found he recognized several of the men.  One of the men, Ras, caught Juan’s eye and motioned them to join him.  Juan and Ras embraced and Ras kissed Juan three times on his cheeks.  Diego was introduced and braced himself for the kisses but was offered a handshake instead. 
 Diego listened Juan and Ras spoke.  He was surprised to discover he could understand everything that was said, even though they spoke in a native dialect previously unknown to Diego.   
 He listened as Juan spoke of lion hunts.  Ras laughed and reminded Juan of the time they stumbled upon a pack of wild dogs while hunting.  Juan’s leggings had been torn from his body climbing a tree to escape the dogs.  Ras escaped into another tree and the two men waited for six hours until the wild dogs grew bored and moved on.  Diego laughed and Juan regarded him curiously. 
 Ras excused himself to speak with another tribal leader and after he left, Juan turned to Diego.  “You can understand the language?” 
 “Aye.” 
 “I thought so.  I can understand as well, although it has been many years since I spoke or heard the language.”  
 Juan started to comment further when his words were drowned in fanfare.  Drums echoed and they watched as the Emperor of the Ethiopian Empire was introduced.  Juan joined the Emperor and was cheerfully reunited. 
 Dinner was announced and the servants brought forth a basin and an earthenware jug.  Diego followed Juan’s lead in holding out his hands to be rinsed by the water in the jug. 
 Afterwards, the food was brought to the tables and Diego was stunned by what happened next.  He was not sure how to react.   
 Ras returned to the table and began feeding small bites of food directly to Juan.  Using his hands!  Diego would soon learn that this was known as gursa and was a sign of respect for guests.  “Just keep your fingers out of my mouth,” Diego warned Juan. 
 When the meal was completed, the servants came forward and placed pillows on the floor in front of the tables.  Juan and Diego were escorted to the pillows.  “Now what?” Diego asked. 
 “Coffee,” Juan replied.  “My friend, you are in for a treat.” 
 Frankincense was lit and several boys came forward.   They washed themselves and then placed objects over the large fire of the room.  Juan explained that they were roasting the coffee beans and the scent of the beans with the frankincense was strangely intoxicating.  
 When the beans were ready, they were ground and small cups were brought forward to each guest.  In the bottom of each cup was sugar, something that interested Diego.  The ground coffee was placed in boiling water and brought forward to fill the small cups, starting with the Emperor and then to the elders before reaching the guests. 
 “You will receive three cups of coffee,” Juan instructed.  “You must inhale the aroma of the coffee before sipping.  The first serving is called awol, the second tona and the third baraka.  Each time, the grounds are reused and so each serving is weaker than its predecessor.  Remember to sip the coffee slowly.  This is a lengthy ritual.” 
  In the end, Diego found he enjoyed the ritual. 
 When it was completed, Juan asked permission from the Emperor to explore the scrolls in his library.  The Emperor was pleased by the request and honored that Juan would ask.   
 Juan and Diego were escorted to the library and given full access to the documents. 
 “What do you know of the Book of Jubilees that would help us narrow down our search?” Diego asked. 
 “It was once part of the Jewish doctrine and was also a large portion of the teachings of the early Christian church,” Juan answered.  “The Roman Emperor Constantine rejected the book during his reign and the contents of the book were lost to many Christians.  The Ethiopian Empire consequently did not reject the book and it came to also be known as the Book of Division.  The words within the book were given to Moses atop Mount Sinai.   
 “The narrative tells of angels created on the first day of existence and from those angels, a group was dispelled for disobedience and afterwards called Fallen Angels.” 
 “Similar to the story that Abuelo told us,” Diego commented. 
 “Aye,” Juan said and continued.  “The Fallen Angels produced offspring with mortal females to create a people of giants known as the Nephilim.  Among the Nephilim was Rephaim, whose name was Hebrew for giant.  Most of the Nephilim perished in the Great Flood but Rephaim and one hundred of the Nephilim survived.” 
 “That’s quite a story,” Diego agreed.  “But what does it have to do with killing Antonio?” 
 “I’m not sure yet.  Why don’t you keep guard while I read?” 
 Diego agreed.  It was late and the palace was dark; it was an easy opportunity for an ambush by those suspicious of Juan and Diego’s presence.  Additionally, they were warned that attacks from the Imam often came at night and they should be prepared. 
 Juan read the document long after the sun had risen on a new day.  And as he read, he learned of a new kingdom that would be realized on earth.  The kingdom would be made of men who had begun a transformation back to the original nature of man: man before leaving the garden.  Through this transformation, all pain and sin would disappear from the hearts of men and the earth.  Mankind would live in peace for one thousand years and then all would die and live forever as immortals in the spirit world. 
 Juan looked up after reading of immortality.  Could this be what the Nephilim seek, to live immortally in the spirit world?  They would be as angels again…or gods.”  

 He looked up at Diego and explained what he had just read. 
 “Does it say how we kill Antonio?” 
 “Either I haven’t gotten there yet or I missed it.” 
 “Keep looking.  We have until dusk.”  Diego glanced out the window at the sun that slowly climbed towards its noon position. 
 Juan nodded and turned his attention back to the parchment.  From his reading, he learned that Enoch was the first man initiated by the angels in the art of writing and therefore wrote down the history of the heavens and the stars and of the ages of mankind.  Juan recalled from book of Hebrews that Enoch had not received death but had been transferred into the Kingdom of God.  If Enoch has been given the secrets of creation and can somehow be accessed through the garden, the Nephilim can ascertain his secrets.

 He kept reading and knew time was growing short.  The sun passed across the sky and Diego began pacing nervously.   
 Finally, the sun drew towards the western horizon and they both knew it was time to depart.  Diego took a deep breath and turned towards Juan.  He opened his mouth to speak but as he did, Juan looked up.   
 “You have it?” Diego asked. 
 “Aye.” 
 Diego exhaled relief.  “Then let’s go.” 
 Juan agreed.  “Let’s go.” 



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 Juan opened his eyes and saw open sky.  The perfect blue firmament created a sense of peace with an ambience of birds in the background.  I must be back in the garden. 
 But then, the birdsong grew louder.  Only seconds had passed but the birds ceased to be in the background and became ubiquitous.  They were screaming.   
 “Juan!”   
 Juan rolled to his side as a sword blade pierced the ground where he had lain.  The peacefulness of the prior moment passed and Juan drew his sword in a fluid motion as he rose to his feet. The moment his blade was drawn, he was forced to parry. 
 Instinct took over.  He saw lucidly and all his senses heightened.  The cold fear of battle overtook him and then slowly melted with the heat of fury that had always allowed him fight perfunctorily during battle.  The lust for death consumed him and all he could think of was spilling blood on the ground. 
 He looked at the warrior in front him.  The warrior was very tall and resembled a Man of Nod but there was a slight difference.  Juan could not explain the difference but could feel it and he knew he was looking at a Nephilim.   
 Juan slashed at the warrior’s exposed sword arm, hoping to wound the man enough to loosen his grip.  As the blade neared, however, the man moved to his left and Juan only nicked the warrior’s bicep.  But from that nick, the blood flowed and enticed Juan further. 
 They fought for what seemed like ages but was in reality merely seconds.  Suddenly, the warrior slipped on a ground slickened by blood.  Juan took advantage and as the warrior fell forward, Juan angled his sword so the warrior impaled himself.  The warrior’s weight caused him to slide down the sword until his stomach reached the cross guard on Juan’s sword.  Juan kicked the man backwards and his sword was pulled free.   
 Just as the blade released, the next warrior attacked.  Juan could hear Diego behind him cursing the other warriors.   
 Eduardo appeared from the periphery and Juan could see a Man of Nod and he were surrounded by four Nephilim.  They were fighting well but were outnumbered and luck and skill had almost run their course.   
 The Man of Nod raised his sword to thrust but as he did, one of the Nephilim came from behind, driving his sword through the Man of Nod’s neck.  Juan watched the blade exit, nearly taking off his head.  Eduardo remained to fend off four warriors. 
 Juan gave a battle cry and ran towards Eduardo but it was too late.  He watched helplessly as a sword pierced Eduardo’s chest.  Juan continued to run, the rage at Eduardo’s death overtaking him.   
 He was stopped cold when he saw that Eduardo did not fall.  Juan looked on in disbelief.  The blade had passed through Eduardo yet had not touched him.  The Nephilim looked at each other in confusion.  Eduardo, shocked to still be alive, took advantage of the uncertainty to slaughter two Nephilim with a slash and a thrust.  The two warriors fell dead and Eduardo turned his attention to the two remaining warriors.  Eduardo wasted no time in taking one of the warrior’s head. 
 Juan watched the melee and was distracted.  He didn’t recognize he was distracted until he felt the presence of someone behind him.  He started to turn but it was too late.  He watched as a blade appeared from his stomach.   
 He braced himself for the pain that would follow but none came; neither did the blood or organs that usually spilled from such a wound.  The blade was pulled free and Juan looked down at his stomach.  There was no mark.  We cannot die, Abuelo’s words echoed in his head. 
 That recognition gave Juan new confidence.  His rage returned and his fighting intensified.  He killed every enemy he saw.   


 As the two sides fought, one man stood aside from the battle.  He did not fight and would not fight unless attacked.  His purpose in the battle was much larger than the battle itself.   
 He looked out over the field, past the Nephilim and the Men of Nod who slaughtered one another with spears and swords.  Beyond the field of battle was a gateway: his destination.  He had taken an oath to lead the Nephilim there.   
 As he watched from the sideline, Antonio sighed deeply, regretting what must come next but beholden to it nonetheless.  Patiently, he waited for the battle to end. 


 The stench of death filled the air.  Juan and Diego absorbed that smell as they did everything else that went with battle.  The reek of spilled blood and organs was similar to a violin during an orchestra, working in association to create an ambiance of warfare:   
 Juan took a warrior’s arm at the shoulder and then reversed his blade to take the man’s head as well.   
 Diego slid his sword into a warrior’s back and the spine was cut in two.  He twisted the sword, pulling it free from the warrior’s body and the warrior fell on the ground, dead at Diego’s feet. 
 Slowly, death reached both sides until only a few men remained fighting.  That was when Juan felt a hand on his arm and saw that it was Diego.  He turned to where Diego pointed and saw Abuelo traded blows with another ageless man.  Juan recognized that the man must be Rephaim.   
 The remaining Men of Nod and Nephilim lowered their swords to observe their fighting leaders.  Everyone knew the outcome of the conflict would determine the outcome of the battle.  The two men were fully absorbed into one another – each man fighting for what would become of the world.   
 Abuelo parried a thrust by Rephaim before twisting with his wrist and slashing a tight arc, catching Rephaim on his shoulder with the tip of his blade.  Blood ran from Rephaim and his sword arm dropped. Abuelo rushed in and heaved his shoulder into Rephaim’s chest, knocking Rephaim backwards.   
 Rephaim recovered and raised his sword.  Abuelo mirrored and both men circled each other, looking for an opening.  Rephaim stutter-stepped thinking he saw a weakness in Abuelo’s stance but quickly withdrew, realizing Abuelo was baiting him.   
 The standoff continued for what seemed like an eternity.  Abuelo watched intently, eyeing Rephaim.   
 Then suddenly, as Rephaim walked near a fallen corpse, he slipped on a pool of the dead man’s blood.  Abuelo rushed in.   
 Each man present knew what would happen next – they had known since before the battle began.  The observers watched as Rephaim smiled; he had only feigned the slip.   
 Abuelo saw the miscalculation but his body weight drove him towards Rephaim’s leveled sword, which disappeared clean into Abuelo’s chest and reappeared dark red from his back. 
 No one in audience moved or spoke as Abuelo drew his last breath. 



 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 The time of the Men of Nod was at a conclusion.  The time of the Nephilim now dawned.  Their ancestors had been refused but now they would inherit what their fathers could not.  The Nephilim would become immortal and claim their place in eternity. 
 Whatever was to come of humanity would no longer be in the hands of the Men of Nod.  They dropped their swords and prepared for the end.  Juan and his fellow Spaniards rushed forward but were restrained.  The Nephilim responded swiftly, closing in and removing the head of each Man of Nod.   
 Afterwards, Rephaim came forward holding the sword he had used to kill Abuelo.  He stopped in front of Juan and smiled.  Then, he nodded and from the remaining Nephilim came Miguel.  Miguel’s eyes were filled with hatred and Diego knew he came for revenge. 
 Diego was allowed to draw his sword.  He had the advantage: he could not die but was sure that Miguel could.   
 In the end, he decided not to use his sword.  He let frustration be his weapon.  Miguel stepped into his thrust and drove his sword into Diego’s body.  The sword passed through Diego without detriment.   
 Miguel stepped back confused (he had not seen that Diego couldn’t die).  He struck again with the same result. 
 As Juan watched, he wished that Miguel would turn his sword with the same aggression on Rephaim.  After all, Juan was sure they had used him just as they had used Antonio.   
 It was at that moment that the words from the Book of Jubilees came to him: And He sent His sword into their midst that each should slay his neighbor and they began to slay each other till they all fell by the sword and were destroyed from the earth.  

 Miguel would be that sword. 
 “The Nephilim used you,” Juan taunted.  “The Nephilim seek to enter the garden.  Antonio can open the gate for them and they know this.  That’s why Antonio is here.”  Juan motioned towards the man standing off in the distance.  “You were only brought in to convince Antonio to come. 
 “You see that we cannot die and yet the Nephilim let you fight us.  They knew Diego will kill you.  They want you gone.”  He paused to let his words sink in.   
 “You’re in control of your own destiny.  So what will it be?  Do you want to die here today or will you take back your own life?” 
 Juan read Miguel’s face and knew the seed that had been planted. 
 Juan pressed in further, “If you want revenge, make it against those who wronged you much worse than Diego.”   
 Juan pointed to the distance where Antonio stood.   “Antonio knew of this as well, yet posed as your friend.  Kill Antonio and the Nephilim cannot enter the garden.  Kill Antonio and you’ll have your revenge.”   
 Juan watched Miguel’s face, studying him to gauge his belief.   
 Rephaim equally waited for Miguel to make his decision.  He would not hesitate to kill him but would also not attempt to sway Miguel’s verdict.   
 A cloud of doubt crossed Miguel’s face.  “Even if I wanted to kill Antonio, I couldn’t reach him before they killed me.”   
 “We’ll guard your way to Antonio.” Juan called out to his men and they formed circle around Miguel. 
  “If you want him dead, why don’t you just kill him?” Miguel asked. 
 “I wish it was that simple.  It has to be you.  Our Death Circle will move with you inside.  Once we reach Antonio, kill him.” 
 Miguel looked at Rephaim’s raised sword.  He elevated his own to mirror the men that surrounded him. 
 Rephaim reacted immediately, rushing towards a fleeing Miguel.  The Nephilim joined in charging the circle of swords.  Since they outnumbered their opponent, their tactic was to use size and strength to enter the circle and kill Miguel.   
 Once Miguel was dead, they would invite Antonio to join them. 
 The swords of Juan’s men did not make the task easy and the Nephilim were repelled during the initial charge.  Two were killed in that first attack.   
 More were killed with each wave as Juan and his men moved progressively towards Antonio. 


 Antonio watched the circle gather around Miguel.  In the village of the Men of Nod, he had joined Juan in that same Death Circle facing his Calusa brothers.  They had been brave that day – fighting like damned souls being dragged to the netherworld – only this time he was not certain that Juan would achieve victory.   
 Prior to this moment, he had been able to foresee everything: the battle had played out on the blood-soaked field just as it had played out in his mind.  But now his foresight faded and he was uncertain.  It was a feeling that Antonio had not encountered in some time but now the sensation returned; and Antonio welcomed it. 
 As they approached, he in turn walked towards them.  He considered what came next.  He alone had the ability to end what was occurring.   
 He knew the answer but was reluctant.  For good or bad, he knew that decision would end the battle.  He watched the bodies of the Nephilim fall as the Death Circle approached. 


 Juan eyed Antonio warily as they neared.  His thoughts were on Antonio when from the corner of his eye, came movement.  He turned and saw Rephaim running towards them with a spear.   
 Juan had quick reflexes but a spear was difficult to dodge.  He twisted but was not able to move out of the way of the hurled javelin.  The spear reached him and passed through him, leaving him unharmed. 
 His mouth had just begun to grow a taunting smile when he heard a grunt.  He turned and saw the spear embedded in Miguel’s chest.  He then realized he was not the target.  He watched as the blood flowed from Miguel’s skewered body. 
 Moments later, Miguel’s corpse lay a pile of dead flesh at Juan’s feet. 
 Now it was Rephaim’s turn to mock Juan.  “Come, Antonio,” Rephaim said stepping towards Antonio.  “The time has come.” 
 “Yes,” Antonio replied, “it’s time.”   
 The fight left Juan’s men and the Nephilim moved in.  Rephaim gestured for Antonio to follow him, taking the first step towards the gate.  He turned around to gloat and was surprised that Antonio did not follow.  “Antonio,” he repeated, “the time is now.” 
 Antonio looked at his old friends.  He cared deeply about each of them and was saddened at the thought of what must come next.  But the decision had been made.   
 Without speaking, he drew his large hunting knife.  Looking at his friends once more, he drove the knife into his chest with both hands.  He angled the knife such that the blade tilted upward and penetrated his heart.  He looked at Rephaim once more before falling lifeless to the ground.   
 Rephaim opened his mouth to spew hatred but a cry of pain from one of the Nephilim stopped his words.  All eyes moved to him and they saw that Cherubim had returned.   
 Cherubim’s sword flamed as he cut through the Nephilim.  The other Nephilim tried to retreat but Cherubim took the life from them as they ran.  Soon, only Rephaim remained. 
 Rephaim turned towards Cherubim.  He could feel the heat from the sword as Cherubim approached…and took his head.  Cherubim reciprocated the deaths of the Men of Nod and followed suit by relieving the heads from the bodies of the Nephilim.   
 For the first time since creation, the Men of Nod and the Nephilim were no more. 



 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 The priest was mesmerized.  He had countless questions yet at that moment, none came to his mind.  Finally, the most natural of questions came, “What came next?” 
 “Cherubim showed us where creation began,” Diego answered. 
 The priest almost felt blasphemous asking the next question.  “What’s it like?” 
 “It would easier if I showed you.” 
 “You can take me there?” 
 “It wouldn’t be safe right now,” Juan interrupted.  “We don’t know where the Watchers might be.  They’re looking for Enoch and that’s where he’ll be.” 
 “Enoch lives in the original part of the garden?  I thought he was at the Throne of God to speak as His Voice.” 
 Diego smiled.  “Did it not occur to you that the original part of the garden and Heaven are one in the same?” 
 The priest did not have an answer.  He had often wondered where exactly Heaven existed but had no idea it was actually a place that could be reached without death.  The surrealism of the moment placed fear in his heart.  He didn’t understand all that was being presented to him and the eternal nature of it all terrified him.   
 He was used to guarding the secret of the Ark of the Covenant and reaching into his soul to commune with God to learn more of his faith but all of that had become routine.  He realized now the nature of what was occurring and how the ancient prophets must have felt.   
 Since he couldn’t grasp the moment, he used a defense mechanism and redirected the conversation.  “How would the Watchers gain access to that part of the garden?  I thought it was forbidden to them.” 
 Juan explained, “Inside the Ark is the Rod of Moses’ brother – Aaron.  The rod itself looks no different than any other rod: the wood is dark with age and is stained with the blood of animals and men; the shaft is twisted and rough to the touch.   
 “What makes the rod unique, however, is the wood from which the rod was created.  The first man received the rod upon his expulsion from the garden as a reminder of his downfall.  It is made from a branch of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.” 
 The priest was dumbfounded and his face portrayed the emotion.  He had guarded the Ark for decades and had no idea such an item was within.   
 Juan understood his astonishment but continued, “The rod was passed down through the years – through Enoch, Abraham, and finally to Jethro, the father in-law of Moses.  To protect the rod, Jethro buried the rod in the ground.  He knew that hidden on the rod was the name of God and only to those who were worthy would the name be revealed.   
 “Moses visited Jethro and read the name of God aloud, even though the rod was buried under the earth.  Because Moses showed he was a man favored by God, he was granted the rod by Jethro who also offered his daughter in marriage.  Moses accepted both. 
 “Moses knew the name of God because God spoke it to him.  Otherwise he couldn’t have known as the rod is unadorned and the only location where name can be revealed is at the site of creation.   
 “Through the name of God, access to the original part of the garden is granted.  Once inside, the Watchers can use Enoch to claim the Throne of God.” 
 The priest was silent as he thought on what that would mean.  “Can we stop them?” 
 Diego answered, “We’re going to try.  Enoch said we need to seek out the Book of Jubilees.  Well, we have the book.  Hopefully you can help us decipher what to do next.” 
 The priest swallowed hard.  “So this falls on me?” 
 “It falls on all of us,” Juan replied.  “You are one of us now.” 
 “And who are we?” 
 “Enoch calls us the Keepers of the Fountain.  A strange title but an interesting one.  We are here to protect the garden, just as the Men of Nod did for eons.” 
 “What happened to your other men?  Where is Eduardo?” 
          Juan smiled at the mention of Eduardo.  “There are five others and Eduardo is one of them.  We have been placed throughout time as we are needed.” 
          “Time?  What does that mean?” 
          “There is much you do not know about our universe.  Time is merely a location.  Plus, do you really think this is the only planet that God created for man?” 
          “But the scriptures do not speak of other worlds.” 
          “Do they not?  Did God not say let us make mankind in our image?” Diego asked. 
          “I was always under the impression that he was speaking of his Holy Trinity,” the priest answered. 
          “One could see it that way, or one could see it for what it is – other people on other planets.” 
          “And what does God mean by us and our then?” 
          “Each planet has its own version of God.”  The priest was speechless.  Diego helped him by continuing, “It’s the same God, only in different forms.  Do you think God can appear in three forms to us on Earth and not appear in other forms to people of other worlds?” 
 The priest was not able to answer. 
          Juan diffused the moment.  “Why don’t I tell you of the original part of the garden and what we found there?”   
 The priest nodded numbly and Juan narrated: 
 After the beheading of the Nephilim, Cherubim drove his sword into the ground.  As he did, the flame from his sword began to augment.  The heat intensified until his sword was white with flame (any other sword would have melted).   
 Then, a burst erupted from the sword.  It was as if a star imploded and then reversed to discharge light in all directions. The brilliant light blinded Juan and his men.  They braced for the heat to roast them in their skin but it did not come.  In the time it took them to blink, the light was gone and the sword extinguished.   
 As the dark spots cleared from Juan’s eyes, he saw the sword again without flame and admired its simple beauty.  Small ornate designs were formed within the metal; one could say the pattern resembled the entire universe.  Juan found himself staring at the blade, mesmerized.  He was brought back by a hand on his shoulder and saw Diego. 
 “They’re gone,” Diego whispered. 
 At first Juan was not sure who Diego meant.  Then, he looked down at where Antonio had lain.  His body was gone.  Juan looked around the field and saw that they were alone with Cherubim.  The bodies of the Nephilim and the Men of Nod were also gone.   
 “Where’s Antonio’s body?” Juan challenged. 
 Cherubim stood calmly, unflinching.  “Come with me.” 
 Juan balked at Cherubim’s unexpected answer.  The anger he felt was replaced by confusion.  He looked at Diego and Diego shrugged.   
 Cherubim turned and walked towards the gateway, not looking back to see if Juan was following.  Then, Cherubim walked through the gateway and disappeared into the darkness beyond. 
 All looked to Juan for direction.  They had been charged to protect the garden and now they hoped to learn more of that garden.  Juan led them inside and found that Cherubim waited for them.  “What you seek is inside.” 
 “What do we seek?” 
 “Did you not just ask me a question?” 
 “What do you mean?  I asked about Antonio… wait, you mean Antonio is inside?” 
 Cherubim nodded, “As are the Men of Nod.” 
 “But how is that possible?” Juan asked.  “I saw them die.” 
 “This is a place of life.  I did not say they were the same.  I merely said they were inside.” 
 Cherubim had their interest and attention.  He led them down an endless path that ran deeper into the garden.  After several hours, they stopped.  “You will stay here tonight.  In the morning, we will continue our journey.  Tomorrow, many of your questions will be answered.  You will see your old friends as well.” 
 Juan and his men discerned that a fire greeted them and above the fire, a suspended pot gave whiff of an aromatic stew.  The aroma welcomed them and drained the battle-weariness from their spent bodies.  They relaxed around the fire, eating and amusing themselves with stories told at the expense of others.  Afterwards, they stretched out on the surrounding field of soft grass and watched the moon until they drifted to sleep. 
 The next morning, Juan found Diego asleep next to the coals of the previous evening’s fire.  He was careful not to wake him, as were the rest of the men as they woke and joined Juan by the fire.  Finally, as the sun grew over the horizon, Juan saw that Diego’s eyes were open.  
 “How are you?” Juan asked. 






 “How do I look?” Diego replied. 
 Juan looked at Diego for a moment before answering, “You look terrible.” 
 “That’s what warfare does, my friend.  But I can tell you I don’t feel terrible.  It was best sleep I’ve ever had.”  He ate breakfast before asking the obvious question, “Has Cherubim come?” 
 “No, he has not.” 
 “He was waiting for me,” Diego said.  “And he need wait no longer.  I’m ready to continue.”   
 He rose and went to the stream to wash his face.  When he returned, he saw Cherubim sitting next to Juan on a log near the fire. 
 Cherubim waited patiently as the men collected themselves and gathered around.  Diego was the final man of the group to join Cherubim.  “You are ready?” Cherubim asked.  
 Each man replied with, “Aye.”   
 Cherubim rose without further words and rejoined the path.  The path had been dark as they walked the previous day but now sunlight lit the path.  Finally, they reached the end of the forest into a clearing.  In the center was a vast wooden hall. 
 “It’s here that I must leave you,” Cherubim said.  “You will see me again when I’m required.  You need only to summon me.”  He turned and the seven men watched him walk away.   
 When they could see him no more, they turned back to the Great Hall.  The doorway was twenty feet wide and thirty feet tall and the thick door was decorated with carved symbols and words.  Some of the symbols and words they recognized but many were outlandish and looked unlike anything they had seen.   
 The carvings on the door were very ornate and they seemed to tell of the creation of the world.  This story began at the bottom right hand corner of the door and moved to the left and then up.  At the very top of the door, each of their names was carved. 
 “Should we knock?” Eduardo asked. 
 “I would venture to guess that we are expected,” Juan answered. 
 Diego stepped forward and pushed on the door.  He did not know whether the heavy door would stand firm or if it would swing open.  To his surprise, as he placed his hand on the door, his engraved name burned white.  That white spread outward, slowly covering the door.  Soon, the door itself was lit with the brilliant sallow light.   
 The men covered their eyes to shield them.  After only a moment, the light was extinguished and the men opened their eyes to find that the door frame was empty.  The door that had barred their way was no more and they peered into the large hole of the doorframe into the darkness beyond. 
 Juan led the way into the obscurity and as he placed his second foot onto the stone floor, the hall ignited in luminosity.  The illumination surprised them and they instinctively placed their hands on their swords.  They moved past the false alarm and walked deeper inside.   
 They saw that they were in a cavernous room where the ceiling rose fifty feet above them.  Natural light emanated from the ceiling but they could not see any windows.  The room itself was nearly three hundred feet long and the far part of the room was shrouded in shadows despite the lighting.  
 As they came closer to that side of the room, shapes began to appear within the shadows.  They noticed that a dais appeared.  Upon the dais sat a simple chair and in that chair sat a man.  They could not see his face but his hair was white and his beard long.  Two men stood next to him but their faces were hidden as well.   
 They reached the foot of the dais and the two faces revealed Antonio and Abuelo.  Both smiled warmly and stepped off the dais to embrace their friends. 
 After the cheerful reunion, Abuelo turned and motioned towards the dais, “This is Enoch.” 
 Eduardo’s eyes widened.  “The Voice of God.” 
 Enoch smiled.  “I am called that, yes.  And you are the Keepers of the Fountain.  Are you familiar with that name?” 
 The men started to shake their heads but then a vision came upon their minds.  The vision showed them the role they would play in humanity.  It only lasted a moment but in that moment all was explained.  They saw the world as it would be if they failed.  They also saw the world for what it was and why they must protect the garden.  The men of the world would always seek the garden and they must be the gatekeepers. 
 “Each of you now knows what’s expected.  Does each of you assume this responsibility willingly?”  Each man nodded in response.  “Very well,” said Enoch smiling, “Juan, you will return to the village of the Men of Nod.  From this point forward it shall be your village.  You will keep the fountain.”   
 Enoch then turned and looked directly at Diego.  “Diego, you will not return to the village.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “Your role will be different. You will go back to Ethiopia.  There are many secrets in that land and you are to be their keeper.  In fact, I have plans for all of you.  The rest of you will stay here with me for a time.  Now you must say goodbye.” 
 Juan felt as though he should ask some questions but the vision he had been given had revealed all to him.  His visit was brief but in that time, he learned more than he had his entire life – including his time with the Men of Nod.   
 The men said their farewells to Juan.  Lastly, Juan embraced Diego.  “Godspeed, old friend.” 
 Enoch looked down upon the men from the dais, “It’s time.”  Juan offered one final nod at Diego and then the hall disappeared. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 Juan opened his eyes and saw that he was back in the village.  He stretched his back and expected to wince at his tired body but his legs took root under him and he felt invigorated.  In his mind, he could hear a voice that sleep or food or water would no longer be needed.   
 He walked the village and saw that several of the halls had deteriorated.  At least two of the buildings had collapsed completely.  He recognized the damage had been caused by weather and wondered how long they had been gone.  In his mind, a voice came, One hundred years.  Juan recognized it as truth but found the truth hard to comprehend. 
 After he finished inspecting the buildings, he walked up the path to the fountain.  Abuelo’s hut should have been there but sometime during the past century, storms had carried the hut away.   
 He turned from the overgrown ground and walked to the fountain.  There, Cherubim and the other animals still guarded the fountain.  Cherubim did not move yet Juan knew he watched.   
 Juan thought on Cherubim in his true form.  What only appeared to be a stone beast was a being that had beheaded the sons of angels and guarded the most surreptitious secrets of creation.   
 He went back to the village and climbed the earthen wall, looking out over the Snake River; the morning sun reflected off its currents.  I must rebuild the village.  I’ll start by tearing down the buildings, keeping only the lumber that is strong and will build a great hall.  Others will soon come.  As he walked, he wondered when he would see his old friends again. 


 “And so you two have not seen each other since that time?” the priest asked.  Juan and Diego shook their heads.  He looked at Juan, “What did you do alone those many years?” 
 “I was not alone for long.”  Juan told him of all that occurred afterward: 
 Juan first saw the man as he was placing the thatched roofing on hall.  He had been carrying an armload of long grass when a movement in the field caught his eye.  He dropped the grass and rose to his full height, surveying the field.  There in the field was a lone man and Juan instantly set out across the field to intercept him.  
 Juan could tell the man was anxious as he approached, yet he held his ground.  Juan was unaware because he had been around no one else but he had become as intimidating as the Men of Nod to other men.  There was an aura about him that exuded power and wisdom and demonstrated no fear of the world or the dangers within.   
 The man knew Juan had seen him but assumed Juan would only think him a scout and give a wary observation.  To his surprise, Juan left the village and strode confidently towards him.   
 The man’s complexion was dark.  In stark contrast, he wore large white feathers in his black hair and was clothed in blue-died deer skin.  He spoke a language that Juan had never heard and yet Juan understood every word and could speak the language back without flaw.   
 They questioned each other on their intentions for some time and finally Juan invited him into the village.  He offered the man a seat next to the fire and gave him a wooden mug filled with hot cocoa (a gift from Enoch).  The man was pleased and drank his mug quickly, ignoring the temperature of the beverage.  Juan offered him another which he accepted. 
 He introduced himself as Kosati and answered that this was his land (he called the land Tanasqui).   
 “How long have your people lived here?” Juan asked. 
 “We have been here for three generations.  My ancestors lived further south and long ago, my grandfather’s father met a group of fierce warriors called Calusa.  The Calusa spoke of a river to the north and of spirits that lived as men.   
 “My grandfather was told this story and came to this land.  This village was already here but he was afraid to enter.  Our people settled further downriver.”   
 His village was Cvtonunga (which he pronounced Chatonunga).  He explained the name meant dwelling place under the rock and to emphasize, he pointed at the large mountain that shadowed the valley.  


 Several springs went by and Juan began thinking of the village of the Nephilim; he was unsure if the village still even stood.  He decided he would wait until after the spring thaw and then visit the village.   
 The journey west along the Snake River took several weeks but he finally came to the site where the village had been located.  He found the buildings rotted and collapsed; only decaying posts sunk into the mounds remained. 
 Among the rubble were very few clues about how the ethereal men spent their time on earth.  He walked through the site looking for anything that would shed more light on who they were as a people but the village did little to accomplish that goal.   
 He spent a few days in the village before deciding to return to his valley.  He gave the site one more walk through and discovered something he had missed previously: on one of the rotting posts was etched a single word – Elioud.   


 The following decades saw many British and French move into the valley to establish colonies – colonies that infringed on tribal lands.  Where there had been decades of peace, those tribes fought back and massacres occurred on both sides.   
 The level of fighting erupted when Dragging Canoe came to the valley.  Juan met with him and found him to be angry but reasonable.  Dragging Canoe, Juan learned, felt strongly about the intruding settlers and had left his own home lands when his people would not take action against the settlers.  He came to the valley to make an impression.   
 After month in the valley, Dragging Canoe made his first attack on a British settlement.  His success persuaded numerous tribes to band with him and under the leadership of Dragging Canoe, they assaulted other British villages.   
 As new warriors came to the valley, the promise of blood became louder by Dragging Canoe.  “We will drive them back to their own lands.  If they do not go, we will drink their blood over their dead bodies and burn their villages to ashes.”  
 The British responded with five thousand soldiers.  They came peacefully but were armed for much more.  They called for a meeting with Dragging Canoe and the leaders of the tribes.  A meeting was held and conditions were offered; despite Dragging Canoe’s refusal to submit, the other leaders overruled him and secured a treaty.   
 Dragging Canoe was furious and left the valley with three hundred warriors, vowing to continue uniting tribes against the invaders. 
 Juan was thankful for the treaty as the army marched out of the valley into the eastern horizon.  That evening, however, a regiment of fifty men on horseback returned, riding straight to his village.   
 Juan watched the regiment approach and the commander arrive at the earthen doorway of the village.  He dismounted his horse and offered in English, “I am Colonel John Briggs.  Might I have a word with you?”   
 Juan nodded and gestured towards the fire outside of his lodge.  The commander entered the village alone while the remainder of the regiment waited just outside of the wall.  Briggs looked around the village, taking in its defenses and capabilities.  “You are not native to this land?” he asked as more of a formality. 
 “Are any of us?” Juan answered.  “I am Spanish but I have lived in this land for many years.” 
 “Ah, Spanish.  I thought as much.  And yet you speak English well.” Briggs’ eyes continued the observation.  “This village was here when you arrived?” 
 “Aye,” Juan answered.  He knew how this conversation would end.  It was obvious the army looked to establish a fort within the valley to keep an eye on Dragging Canoe. 
 “Do you mind if my men stay here for the evening, in your village?” Briggs asked the expected question.  “We have been ordered to remain in the valley to keep an eye on Dragging Canoe, to see if he will break the new treaty.” 
 Juan did not answer immediately.  He knew that Briggs and his men would stay in the village whether Juan agreed or not.  He had met many men like Briggs before.   
 He rose to his feet and Briggs joined him.  “You knew the answer before you entered,” Juan challenged, “and that answer is you’re not welcome here.” 
 Briggs smiled.  “I thought that might be your answer.  Very well.”   
 He whistled loudly and his men dismounted their horses and came into the village with swords drawn and muskets aimed.  “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” he asked amused. 
 Juan did not answer.  Briggs looked at him and expected to see fear in Juan’s eyes.  Instead, he saw a man whose eyes were old beyond their years and that had seen much death; he saw a man who was not only unafraid but confident.   
 The lack of fear confused Briggs.  Juan saw the confusion and smiled, “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” 
 Briggs saw the assurance in Juan’s eyes.  He doesn’t believe he can beat me does he?   
 Juan knew his thoughts and his smile grew.   
 Part of Briggs would have liked to back down at that smile but he knew that was foolish thinking: the thinking of a coward.  Instead, he ordered Juan’s death. 
 The fighting was over quickly.  As the soldiers approached, Juan touched the soldiers and they fell dead.  Their bullets and swords passed through him harmlessly and he was unscathed. 
 He saved Briggs for last and the arrogance died in his eyes as he left the world to the afterlife.   
 After the battle, Juan was remorseful it had come to death but he had protected the fountain.  He looked around at the scattered bodies of soldiers.  Taking it all in, he closed his eyes and upon opening them, the bodies of the soldiers and their horses were gone. 


 The years passed and the valley became part of Tennessee.  Tennessee then became part of the new nation that was called America.   
 Men settled nearer to the village and the community grew until his village became encompassed.  The earthen wall around the village was removed and the village became a central part of the town now called Chattanooga.  All the while, the fountain was hidden in plain sight. 
 Juan told them it was a gift from the French. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 During those years of relative solitude, Juan wandered the lands that had become a united nation.  The city had grown around the fountain and there was little threat to a fountain that hid in plain sight, used by children to cool themselves in the summer heat. 
 He exploring the young nation that continued to expand.  On one occasion, he made his way west to New Mexico, charmed by the mountains and their barren quality.   
 Feeling drawn but not able to explain the sensation, he entered the small town of Cimarron, New Mexico at the base of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.  He had seen for himself the mountains turning red in the sunset, resembling the flowing blood of Christ.   
 Cimarron was rumored to harbor outlaws.  There were stories of shootouts in the saloon of the local hotel but Juan found the stories were told mostly to draw notoriety; the town itself was actually peaceful. 
 He checked into the town’s hotel, his first real bed in some time and slept well.   
 Rising before dawn, he found the hotel restaurant had a decent cup of coffee.  As he sipped, he glanced up at the ceiling.  It wasn’t quite riddled but there were certainly several bullet holes; perhaps some of the stories were founded.   
 He questioned a man at a neighboring table and the man explained that occasionally, shots were fired at the ceiling by someone who had exceeded his alcohol limit, hoping to unnerve those sleeping upstairs.  “Don’t worry though, the ceiling has a double layer of hardwood that keeps bullets from making their way through.” 
 He sipped his third cup of coffee and picked up a discarded local newspaper.  He read until he drained the last bit of his coffee and then set the paper back down for the next patron.  Feeling invigorated, he walked out into the morning sun. 
 Outside of the hotel was his first encounter with the Taos Pueblo.  “You should get yourself a gun,” the Taos Pueblo offered unprovoked. 
 “How’s that?” 
 “You don’t have to worry about me, amigo,” the Taos Pueblo said with his hands raised to show he meant no harm.  “I’m only speaking out of concern for your safety.  All seems calm but there is violence in this town.”   
 Juan studied the man.  They were similar: same size, same dark hair, dark eyes and dark complexion.  But that’s not where the similarities ended: Juan knew there was something inimitable about the man. 
 “What is it you want?” Juan asked. 
 “People around here laugh and say: Who was killed at the hotel last night?  I don’t see the humor but some do.  It’s also said that the hotel is inhabited by spirits.” 
 “Ghosts?” 
 “Call them what you will but people claim to have seen them.  I don’t suppose a bullet would work against them.” 
 “What is it you want from me?” Juan repeated. 
 “You’re new in town and I figured you could use a friend.” 
 “I don’t need a friend.” 
 “Everyone needs a friend.  Especially when you’re new in town.  I would think a friend of the Cherokee would know that.” 
 Juan turned and faced the man fully, “How do you know I’m a friend of the Cherokee?” 
 “You were followed west and the one that followed you came to us last night after you arrived.  He said you could use a friend; and here I am.” 
 “Who would have followed…?”  Juan closed his mouth.  He knew.  “Is he still with you?” 
 “No, he left this morning back to his people.  He said his journey was complete.” 
 Juan nodded.  “So, you know who I am.  And who are you, amigo?” 
 “I am Jose.  You will come with me.  You are a brother to the Cherokee and so you will be a brother to my people.”   
 Juan accepted. 


 The miles of desert between Cimarron and Jose’s village reminded him of Kansas.  Kansas was barren.  It was a desolate place of sod homes and scrub brush.   
 But while this land was equally forsaken, it also had an enchanted splendor about it.   
 They reached the Taos Pueblo village just before the sun dipped below the horizon.  The people of the village were setting their evening meal and even though food was no longer necessary for him, the aroma made Juan’s stomach growl. 
 Jose took care of the horses while Juan washed his hands and face for dinner.  When he was done, he entered the courtyard of Jose’s home where he was introduced to Jose’s wife and five children.   
 His wife served a dinner of corn tortillas and beans.  It was simple but Juan couldn’t have asked for a better meal.   
 Afterwards, they sat watching Jose’s children play while his wife took the plates back to the small kitchen area of the house.  Jose laughed as his youngest son picked up a stick to hit his older brother for picking.  “That little one, he takes nothing from his older brothers and sisters.”   
 Jose sipped his coffee.  “Tomorrow, I need to go back into town for a few supplies.  They didn’t have them today but promised they would arrive in the morning from Raton.  Would you like to come with me?” 
 Juan said that he would and they drank the thick, dark coffee, watching the stars appear overhead.  Just before darkness invaded the land, Jose lit a fire.  Juan noticed that he did not use matches, only his hands. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 It was late.  Juan could hear Jose snoring from another part of the house but other than that, nothing stirred. 
 He was restless as he thought on what would come the following morning.  He could think of nothing that would change the outcome and it saddened him. 
 Before the sun welcomed a new day, Juan rose from his place beside the fire to find Jose already awake.  Juan was offered hot coffee, which he readily accepted and he two men enjoyed their coffee in the early morning silence.  
 Juan turned his attention to the mountains in the horizon and Jose noticed his gaze.  “The mountains are beautiful, are they not?” 
 “They are indeed.” 
 “I have lived my entire life under these mountains and yet I do not grow tired of their beauty and strength.  You have mountains where you are from?” 
 “We do.  They’re not as large as the mountains here but they are peaceful.” 
 “Do you miss your home?” 
 “I miss my friends,” Juan admitted. 
 Jose was somber.  “You are very unusual, amigo.  But at the same time, I think you and I are much alike.” 
 Juan considered what he had seen with Jose starting the fire only with his hands, “You may be right.” 


 They made their way to Cimarron and were in the hotel’s restaurant when a man entered.  Juan didn’t notice him at first but he should have.   
 Without speaking, the man raised his pistol and fired twice.  The first bullet hit Jose in the chest and propelled him backwards.  Juan took a step forward and the man’s gun rang out again.  The second bullet passed through Juan’s right shoulder.  He was so preoccupied with Jose that he forgot to feign being shot which would have slammed him backwards at such a close range.   
 The man squeezed his trigger again.  This time the bullet passed through Juan’s head.  More preoccupied with the shooter, he didn’t notice the crowded room witnessing a man shot twice with no impact. 
 The shooter retreated out of the restaurant with a static grin.  Juan started to give chase but then looked down and saw Jose; there was little doubt of his death.   
 It had all happened so fast but he got a look at the shooter.  At first the face meant nothing.  Then, it dawned on him and he knew who had attacked.   
 Even before they entered the town, Juan knew that Jose would die but the circumstances of his death were unclear.  With the recognition of the shooter, the reason behind the death became palpable. 


 The next week was as Juan had expected.  He had lived among native tribes before.  In Tennessee, he had spent much time among the Cherokee and although they had different customs, their approach to death was very similar.  The rituals and ceremonies of the Taos Pueblo reflected their loss.  But they also reflected on Jose’s leadership, courage and strength in life.   
 Jose’s family would now be cared for by the entire village.  Juan was content knowing that Jose’s sons would be mentored by the men of the village, constantly reminded of what a great man their father had been. 
 Juan met with the elders of the village many times and each time they questioned him, gauging the involvement of the people of Cimarron in the death of Jose. 
 “So you know the man who killed Jose?” 
 “I do,” Juan answered.  “He goes by the name of McKale.” 
 “Why did he attack you?” 
 “It’s complicated.  He is a man of great rage.” 
 “Well,” the elder spokesman said, “he has disappeared.  We have our scouts looking for him but so far they have come back with an empty trail.” 
 “It’s not likely that you will find him.  He truly has the ability to disappear.”   
 “We shall see.  In the meantime, you are welcome to stay with us as long as you would like.  You said you were not wounded by this McKale and so you are fortunate.  Perhaps your spirit needs rest.” 
 Juan thanked them and returned to Jose’s home.  There, he was faced with his own questions.  “What do I do now?  Do I risk him coming here and harming these people?  Is it time return to the fountain?” 
 He decided that he would leave the village and shared his decision with the elders the following morning.  Then, he mounted his horse and was gone. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 “McKale? Is that who I think it is?” Diego asked. 
 “It is.” 
 “Who’s McKale?” the priest asked. 
 “That’s not an inconsequential answer, Padre,” Juan answered.  “But I’ve spent too much time with my story and the answer will have to wait.  Now we must turn back to our present.  We can’t stay in this room forever. 
 “Diego and I have both studied the Book of Jubilees but you have dedicated your life to sharing what is within.  What does the book say of the Ark?” 
 The priest considered for a moment.  “It tells of the Seven Laws of Noah which are similar to the laws that Moses received.  The book says that Enoch delivered these to Moses.” 
 “I thought God delivered these in the form of fire?”  Diego asked. 
 “God did show himself to Moses in the form of fire.  But Enoch, the Voice of God, was the one who spoke those laws to Moses.” 
  “I don’t understand,” Diego said to Juan.  “If you and I are supposed to be all-knowing, why don’t we know this?” 
 “We know what we’re allowed to know,” Juan replied.  “If the Watchers have found Enoch, they now shape creation and we fall under the guidelines they set.” 
 “So we’re at the mercy of a band of renegade angels?” 
 “It appears so.” 
 “Can they change what we are?” 
 “That remains to be seen.  I would think they have more on their mind than us at this moment.” 
 “What makes you say that?” 
 “We’re still here.” 
 “Good point.”  Diego turned to the priest.  “Does the book say anything to you that stands out as unique?” 
 “There is mention of something that I always though fascinating.  The book tells of the Elioud, the sons of the Nephilim.  Juan, that’s the same name you saw written in the village of the Nephilim, correct?” 
 “Great,” Diego interrupted, “so this is never really going to end, right?  We just have to keep fighting the sons of those that we killed?” 
 Juan ignored Diego’s sarcasm.  “Please continue, Padre.” 
 “The book also tells of Enoch.  In the book, there are two accounts of a man name Enoch.  The first is the great-grandfather of Noah.  The second is the son of Cain.” 
 “So Cain had a son named Enoch?” Juan asked. 
 “He did.  And that would make him a brother in-law of sorts to the Nephilim.  That would also make him a distant cousin to our Enoch.” 
 “What happened to Cain’s Enoch?” 
 “From him came a line of sons, several of which were similar in name to the sons of Seth.  From Seth came Methuselah and from Cain came Methusael.  Both lines produced a son named Lamech.  Cain’s Lamech wrote the Song of Swords.  He is also the first known polygamist.  The Book of Moses ascribes that he entered into an agreement with the Fallen Angel known as the Morning Star.” 
 “The serpent,” Diego commented. 
 “Yes, the serpent.  In the texts, Irad, the son of Cain’s Enoch and Lamech’s great-grandfather uncovers this agreement and exposes Lamech.  Lamech kills Irad to silence him and is banished with his two wives for the murder.   
 “Lamech had a son named Tubal-cain – again a name similar to another Tubal from the line of Seth, the son of Noah.  Tubal-cain was a metalsmith who worked with iron and bronze to build swords and spears.” 
 “Perhaps he was influenced by Azazel?” Diego suggested. 
 “Perhaps,” the priest agreed. 
 “Tell me more about Tubal-cain,” said Juan. 
 “That’s it.  Nothing is said of his descendants.  What’s interesting is that he had two half-brothers and one-half sister.  His two half-brothers – Jabal and Jubal are attributed as being the father of their craft, just as Tubal-cain was the father of weapons of warfare.  Jabal is known as the forefather of all shepherds and Jubal the forefather of all musicians.” 
 “All of that’s interesting,” said Diego, “but let’s get to the question behind all of this.  We know that Cain’s descendants were cousins to the Nephilim and the Elioud.  So what do Cain’s descendants and the Elioud have to do with one another?” 
 “I don’t know,” answered the priest. “But I do know that while we speak very little of the Elioud today, there was a time when they were spoken of as a warning to people.  The Elioud were described as wicked people and their stories were told by the priests of the First Temple.” 
 “By First Temple you mean…” 
 “I mean King Solomon’s temple.” 
 “So maybe we should go there and then we can hear the stories of the wicked Elioud,” Diego commented, his sarcasm returning. 
 Juan smiled.  “Diego, despite yourself, you may have come up with our plan.” 
 “What do you mean?  Are you seriously suggesting we go there to learn more of the Elioud?” 
 “You yourself said it.  Perhaps those stories will shed light on the sons of Cain.” 
 “We can certainly go to where the temple is reported to have existed but I don’t see how that will help us,” said the priest. 
 Juan recognized the priest did not quite grasp his meaning.  “I’m not suggesting we go to the present day site of the temple.  I’m saying we go the actual temple.” 
 The priest was confused.  “I don’t understand.” 
 “There is little that you know of existence.  Everything that has existed and everything that will exist is on a single plane.  The key is to navigate this plane.” 
 “So you’re saying you can travel through time?” 
 “I’m saying that time is not as it seems.  We look at a clock and see the sun rise and set and to us that is a measure of time; that’s the human measure of time.  What I’m talking about is how time actually exists.  When one understands that, it’s as simple as walking down the street.” 
 “So we’ll just walk to Solomon’s temple?” 
 Diego smiled.  “Exactly.” 
 “And what does that mean for me?  Do I just go back to the chapel and act as if nothing has happened?” 
 “My dear Padre, you’ll be coming with us.” 
 “I don’t understand.  How can I travel in time?  I’m just a man.” 
 Juan looked at the priest seriously.  “Not anymore.” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 Daniel stood on the summit of the Hill of Tara and looked out over the lush green landscape.  He had lived in Ireland for many centuries (he was born in the 2nd Century AD) and while most of the structures around the hill no longer existed, there was a small passage tomb that remained.  This tomb was known as Dumha na nGiall, the Mound of the Hostages, built nearly four thousand years prior to Daniel’s birth. 
 To the north was Ráith na Seanadh, the Rath of the Synods, a small ring-shaped fort protected by three banks.  His father had been among the men who had built, fought and died inside of the fort.   
 It had been built to protect their village from the Roman invaders who threatened them; but in the end, the fort was ineffective against the waves of Roman warriors that trod through their lands. 
 Crowning the hill was Lia Fáil, the Stone of Destiny.  A warrior who sought to become High King of Ireland must travel to the hill.  If found worthy, the stone would cry out to the people of the land announcing a new High King had ascended.   
 In later years, some doubted the honesty of the story: that stone could speak.  But Daniel knew it was true; he knew it was true because he had placed the stone as a marker for Enoch. 
 He first met Enoch in the town tavern after the death of his father.  He was wary of Enoch as a stranger and Daniel was concerned that Enoch was a Roman spy.  Enoch knew Daniel’s thoughts and smiled, “I am no Roman.” 
 “So you say.  But who can be sure?” 
 Enoch looked at Daniel.  “You know what I say is true.”  Daniel did know and he nodded as such.   
 “You have heard of the Christian god that some of the Roman armies worship?” Enoch asked. 
         “Aye, I have heard of the Christian god.”  Daniel was a pagan. 
 “And you have heard of the writings of the followers of the Christian god?” 
 “I have.” 
 “Some of these writings are very old.  They tell of the time before the crucifixion of the Christian god.  They speak of a garden and the people that lived and came from that garden.  From those people came a man named Cain.  He is your ancestor.” 
 Daniel did not know the stranger and did not like him speaking of his family.  Daniel stood up and as he did, he hit the side of the table with his hip, spilling his drink.   
 The others in the tavern turned towards the commotion.  The men were accustomed to fighting and readied themselves for a brawl.  But to their disappointment, the fight did not happen.  Instead, Enoch placed his hand on Daniel’s arm.  As he did, a vision came to Daniel and he saw that of which Enoch was speaking.  The vision only lasted a moment but it quelled Daniel’s anger and he sat back down.  Instead of anger, confusion crossed his face.  “What did you do to me?” 
 “I gave you the knowledge that you seek.” 
 “What do you want from me?” 
 “I’d like you to come with me.  There are others.  You must build a way for them to find you.”   
 Daniel didn’t understand but he found himself agreeing.  Then, as if in a trance, he stood and then the two men walked together out of the village.   
 “You must leave your village,” Enoch instructed.  “You will come back but when you do, nothing will be as it was.”  Enoch paused. “Are you ready?”   
 Daniel gave a final look around the village and as he did, his head cleared.  He knew this was his purpose in life.  “Aye,” he agreed and the two men disappeared. 


 Daniel thought of that day as he looked down at the stone.  Much had changed within himself and the world since that encounter.   
 He had learned from Enoch that there were other Sons of Cain and he would now use it to call them to the Hill of Tara.  They did not know who they were but soon they would.   
 The serene beauty of the hill was deceptive as this was the last time the stone would be used.  He paused for a moment to enjoy the land of his ancestors before touching the stone. It was cold beneath his palm but at his touch, began to warm.  A low hum sounded and grew higher pitched as the stone began to vibrate.   
 The vibrations grew faster until the stone pulsed so rapidly it seemed not to be vibrating at all.  An intense heat began to rise from the core of the stone, which Daniel ignored. He slid his hand to the crown of the stone and instantly, the vibration stopped, shattering the stone.  But as it did, the jagged stone shrapnel did not discharge outwards; rather the stone imploded and a voice cried out.  It was not loud and only few in existence could even hear or comprehend the words.   
 It was intended for the Sons of Cain; and they responded. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 “Have you been to Ireland before?” Diego asked the priest. 
 “I have not.”  He inhaled.  They were still several miles from the sea but he could smell the salt on the air. 
 “This is the Hill of Tara.  We’re being called.” 
 “What do you mean by that?” 
  “I can’t explain it. I can only tell you that it’s something I feel.” 
  “Does it feel as if one’s soul is humming?” 
 Juan looked sharply at the priest.  “You have that feeling?” 
 The priest nodded.  “I have felt it since before Diego and I left the church.  What does it mean?” 
 “It means you are one of us.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “Neither do I, but it appears your pairing with Diego was not coincidental.  Are you sure you never met Enoch previously?” 
 “I would remember.” 
 “Very well.  It’s not surprising that you would be one of us.   After all, you guarded the Ark of the Covenant for many years.  There are few in history who have been given that immense responsibility.” 
 The priest looked around.  “The land is beautiful.” 
 Diego agreed.  He scanned the area, taking in the deep green but paused and noticed something amiss.  He took a long look and finally realized what was missing: the stone that capped the hill was unseen.  That’s strange.  Did someone move it?  

 They came to the base of this hill and noticed that a small crowd had gathered.  Diego surveyed the group and someone familiar caught his eye.  He watched Daniel weave through the throng towards them.   
 When he reached them, Diego clasped him in embrace.  “Glad you could make it,” said Daniel.  “Thanks for taking your time.” 
 Diego laughed.  “We’re very popular people.  Everywhere we go people want a photo, people want an autograph; it’s a wonder we can make it down the street.  Yet, here we are.” 
 “I’m surprised they let you through customs.”  Daniel turned to Juan.  “Good to see you gain, old friend.”  
 Juan embraced Daniel and then turned his attention to the priest.  After introductions were made, Diego spoke solemnly, “So, the time has come.” 
 “It has come,” Daniel agreed sadly. 
 “You know about the deaths?” Diego asked. 
 “I do.  I felt it when they died the same as you.”   
 “They will be missed,” Juan reflected.  He started to speak further when he noticed a familiar face.   
 “Eduardo!” 
 Diego turned and saw their old friend approaching.  A few steps behind him were the other Keepers of the Fountain.  “Gentlemen!” Juan exclaimed. 
 Eduardo growled, “Watch that gentleman talk.  You’ll ruin my reputation.”   
 Then, a smile replaced the scowl and his face lit up.  Embraces commenced and they began the business of catching up.   
 The priest stood quietly listening to their tales.  The company he now kept was difficult to believe.  If he had not seen the angels himself, he would have dismissed the entire ensemble as mad and returned to Ethiopia. 
 “I see the aliens are here,” Diego said, reflecting on their surrounding company.  He was referring to those who had been assigned to protect the secrets of other planets (some were native to those planets). 
 Daniel looked at Diego.  “She is here too, you know.” 
 “Who do you mean she?” 
 “Don’t play dumb.  You know exactly who I mean when I say she.” 
 Diego did know exactly who he meant.  She had been assigned to protect the secrets of a tribe on a planet that space probes and telescopes had not yet seen.  “If only circumstances were different.” 
 “Unless you’re killed by a Watcher, you’ll live forever, mate.  Surely a more appropriate circumstance will come.  But I think you’re just posturing.”  
 “Perhaps,” Diego said softly.  He lifted his eyes back to Daniel.  “And thanks for the vote of confidence against the Watchers.” 
 “I hate to interrupt this special moment in your relationship,” said Eduardo, “but why are we here?  What happened to the stone?” 
 “I had to destroy the stone to call you here,” Daniel answered.  “We’re here because we must change existence back.  The Watchers will destroy the universe and only the people on this hill can stop them.” 
 “I don’t understand how we can stop them.” 
 “Juan knows how to stop them,” Diego replied.  All eyes turned to Juan. 
 “Well, not exactly.  Enoch mentioned the Book of Jubilees has the answer.” 
 “Isn’t that the book you used to defeat the Nephilim?” 
 “The same.  Only now I’m concerned about the sons of the Nephilim.  They are called the Elioud.  More, there is a lineage from Cain that I fear may have something to do with this.” 
 Daniel suppressed a smile.  He had held the secret for a long time.  “You’re right, the Sons of Cain do have something to do with this.” 
 Juan was surprised at the comment.  “How do you know this?” 
 “It’s very simple.  We’re the Sons of Cain.  All of us.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Well, Cain had a son, and that son had a son, and that son had a son, and so on.  It’s called reproduction.  We are all descendants from the same man: Cain.” 
 “Even if that’s true,” Diego questioned, “why have we been chosen?  I thought Cain was a murderer and his line was cursed.” 
 “He was cursed and so was his line.  But it is said that line ended with the Great Flood.” 
 “So had the line of the Nephilim, supposedly.” 
 “Some people of faith claim that Cain was not the son of the first man, rather he was the son of a Fallen Angel,” said the priest.  “Some scholars say that Fallen Angel was actually the serpent.” 
 The comment piqued Juan’s curiosity.  “Do you believe that?” 
 “I do not.  If that were true and we are the Sons of Cain, that would mean we come from the serpent.” 
 “I guess that’s always possible but I don’t believe that either.”  Juan turned to Daniel.  “So what you’re saying is that from the daughters of Cain came the Nephilim and from the sons of Cain came us?” 
 “And from the Nephilim came the Elioud.” 
 “So we’re all related,” Juan confirmed. 
 “Does that explain why we are the way we are?” Diego asked. 
 “Perhaps.  It also explains why we were drawn to the Men of Nod in the first place.  I’ve often thought on how opportune it was that of all in the vast American continents, we ended up in their village.” 
 Diego still wasn’t sure he believed everything that Daniel was saying.  “Are you sure we’re the Sons of Cain?” 
 “So Enoch says.  And when has the Voice of God spoken incorrectly?” 
 “Then why are we on the opposite side of the Watchers?  If we’re all from the same family, why aren’t we fighting on their side?” 
 “Perhaps Cain’s curse was lifted at the time of the Great Flood, allowing those who survived to choose their own path,” Daniel replied. 
 Juan looked at the priest.  “What do you know of the Elioud?” 
 “I know only what the scriptures say: that they are children of the Nephilim.  There are accounts of them having six toes and six fingers but I can’t say what exactly is true.” 
 Juan considered for a moment.  “We must keep an eye out.”   
 Diego looked to Daniel.  “Well, you called us.  Now what do we do?” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 The first man tried to dissuade the feelings of anger and resentment he had for his wife but it was difficult.  He couldn’t lay the blame entirely on her; he had been a willing party.  But to think – banished for eating fruit.   
 Now they faced a foreign landscape.  Where all had previously been green and lush, rocks and a wide desert now ruled their view.  He turned and gave one last look at his birthplace.  The image lasted only for a moment before the garden disappeared. 
 Gripping his staff formed from the forbidden tree, they made their way into the Land of Nod. 


 Shamsiel thought back on that day.  He had watched them walk away, the man clutching the rod that would someday change everything.  What did I do?  He had turned his back on everything for nothing. 
 “There is another way.” 
 Shamsiel had been surprised by Cherubim’s words.  “What other way?” he asked warily. 
 Cherubim regarded Shamsiel with dark eyes.  “The Watchers have grown arrogant.  They ignore what they perceive as insignificant because they have achieved what they believe is an ultimate victory.” 
 “We…” Shamsiel started to reply defensively and then realized that he was no longer a Watcher.  He paused for a moment to gather his thoughts.  “You’re speaking of the Sons of Cain?” 
 “I am.” 
 “How can they defeat the Watchers?  We defeated the Men of Nod and the Sons of Cain will be no different.” 
 “You mean you slaughtered the Men of Nod.” Cherubim glared at Shamsiel.  “There was no honor in your victory.” 
 “We did what was necessary.  It was no different than you beheading our sons. 
 “Your sons deserved death as much as the Watchers.  You see where necessity has led you.” 
 Shamsiel had been humbled and he was alone but he was not without resolve and he grew angry.   
 Cherubim saw Shamsiel’s anger and smiled.  “You are tenacious.  You have always been tenacious.  That’s why you were first chosen to lead the legions.”   
 Shamsiel was taken off guard by Cherubim’s compliment.  He had been prepared to defend the memory of the Nephilim but the conversation had taken a turn.   
 “That’s why the serpent needed you,” Cherubim continued.  “The serpent knew you would lead the Watchers to victory.  He knew you would not impede and that you would be loyal to your cause.  He also knew that loyalty would blind you to his intentions.” 
  “You speak in circles, Cherubim.  Speak plainly.  You spoke of another way.” 
 “There are those among the Sons of Cain who are of great importance if we are to restore existence.  Two of these men are also known as Keepers of the Fountain.” 
 “Juan and Diego.” 
 “Juan and Diego,” Cherubim repeated. 
 “What do they have to do with usurping the Morning Star?” 
 “They can change what has happened.”  Cherubim described what they must do. 
 Shamsiel considered the simplicity of the plan.  “What about the Elioud?  They will try to stop them.” 
 “The Elioud have become so deluded with humans that they barely know who they are.  But where we will send Juan and Diego, the Elioud are strong and they’ll be dangerous.” 
 “But won’t the Watchers see what Juan and Diego are attempting?  They will not let them be successful.” 
 “Then you must distract them.” 
 “Me? What can I do?  How do I distract so many eyes?” 
 “You will not be alone.  I will come with you, as will those I command.” 
 “Your legions.” 
 “Your former legions.  They followed you once and they will follow you again.  I have given the order.  You will share command.” 
 Shamsiel looked at Cherubim in astonishment and then slowly began to smile.  He tasted warfare.  “Why do you do this for me?” 
 “I’m not doing this for you.  You are a worthy being although for a time you strayed from your chosen course.  Now’s the time to right what you wronged.  But to do this, there is something else you must do.  Your rage will not be enough to defeat the Watchers.  There is one other you will need.  You have freed Azazel and now you must get him to join you.” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 “What are you thinking?” Diego questioned Juan. 
 “I’m thinking this is our only shot.” 
 “Yeah, well I’m thinking this is crazy.” 
 Juan chuckled but he didn’t disagree.   
 Shamsiel had appeared to them at the Hill of Tara.  Their first instincts were to fight but then Cherubim appeared beside him.  Together they explained to the Sons of Cain what must be done.  Juan and Diego would be tasked with a saving creation while the others joined Shamsiel and his legions against the Watchers.   
 When they were done explaining, Diego summed it up, “So what you’re asking is for Juan and I to go back and visit King Solomon and ask him to give up the Ark of the Covenant.  In the meantime, Shamsiel will learn the whereabouts of an unstable rouge angel to ask him to join our cause.  Once he finds him, the two of you will lead an army of ancient angels against another army of angels who just happened to have taken over all of creation.  Does that sound about right?” 
 Cherubim was his usual stoned-face but Shamsiel offered a slight smile.  Diego’s sarcasm was not lost on him.  “That’s what we are proposing.” 


 Daniel and Eduardo stood upon the crest of the Hill of Tara watching the sun depart.  “I have known this hill for many years,” Daniel commented.  “I wonder if this will be the last sunset I see here.” 
 “If so, it is one of the best I have seen.” 
 “Do you think Shamsiel will find Azazel in time?” 
 “If not, we’ll lose.” 
 “Maybe, but we’ll give those ethereal birds a bloody good fight.”   
 Daniel had spent the majority of his life fighting with spears and swords; only in the past couple hundred years had warfare moved to guns.  Old habits die hard and at that moment he longed for the feel of steel in his hand.  Bullets took lives but there was nothing like the recognition of death in a man’s eyes.  Daniel closed his eyes and could feel the warm blood flowing down a spear shaft onto his hands from a dying man’s chest.  There was honor in dying that way – as a warrior. 
 It was at that moment that they were called.  Daniel and Eduardo exchanged a look.  “It’s time.” 
 All at once, the Sons of Cain disappeared. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 Solomon gazed at the hand-sewn banners that told the story of his rule.  They adorned his throne room along with the flowers he insisted be picked fresh daily, just as his late wife had always done.  The pain of her loss was too much and he wept.  After some time, the physical tears dried but his soul continued to weep and he remained solitary in his throne room.  It had been ten days since his beloved Makeda passed and his was not sure he would ever recover. 
 As their father mourned, Menelik and Rehoboam hunted the lands surrounding their father’s house.  With the death of their mother, Menelik was getting used to the idea of being King of Sheba, his mother’s kingdom. 
 Rehoboam carried the ibex he had killed earlier.  He had removed the long horns to make the carcass easier to manage and the horns were now displayed on his belt.  From those horns, he would carve trumpets and they would be blown by Israel’s high priests at his mother’s funeral to announce that her soul would be arriving in the afterlife.   
 Menelik carted the meat from the other animals they had killed during the hunt.  Only the ibex was left undressed as it would be presented as a sacrifice and they did not want the creature’s body desecrated before it was offered.  They would do this in honor of their mother and the sacrifice would to send smoke to the heavens, allowing her soul to find its way.   
 “Good hunt today.  One ibex?  Not bad for your first time,” Menelik taunted his brother. 
 “Not too bad yourself today for someone who does not shoot an arrow straight.  Good thing I was there to actually hit the animal for you.” Rehoboam moved the ibex to his other arm and punched his brother in the shoulder with his free fist.  Menelik could not retaliate without dropping the meat. 
 Soon, their father’s house came into view.  The fields were empty as their father had ordered the entire kingdom to mourn.  Not everyone in the kingdom would stop working but those in his household had been ordered to mourn without working for ten days; this was the tenth day.   
 Because of this command from their father, they were surprised to see two men standing in the field.                 
 As Menelik and Rehoboam neared, they placed the ibex and the meat at a tree and covered their store with leaves.  Then, they drew their swords and approached the two men.   
 The two men had time to flee but they did not.  It won’t do any good to run, Rehoboam considered.  We’ll unleash the dogs on you.  The dogs had been trained to wound but not to kill so their prey could be captured alive.   
 As they approached, the men stood their ground and did not seem afraid which made Menelik and Rehoboam nervous.  They suspected an ambush but saw nothing to give that thought life. 
 For a moment, there was only silence.  Then, the older of the two men spoke, “You are Menelik?” 
 Menelik studied the two men.  Their complexion was dark unlike the people of Israel but not as dark as the people of Ethiopia, which meant they were outsiders.  Despite this, the older man spoke in their language.  His eyes seemed much older than his face.   
 “Yes, I am Menelik.” 
 The older man smiled.  His face was warm and welcoming.  “I expected so.  I am Juan.  This is Diego.  We seek your father.” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 The Sons of Cain had all heard stories of Azazel but none had ever seen him.  They were curious as to his reaction with Enoch as it was Enoch who ordered him imprisoned in Dudael.  
 They looked on at Azazel and Shamsiel, two of the oldest and most powerful beings in creation standing side-by-side. The sight was imposing, and even more so when Cherubim joined them.   
 Cherubim had always known this time would come.  The Morning Star had not created evil as evil existed as a choice of free will; he had merely been a catalyst of evil because of his jealously of the first man and woman.  There would always be struggle as long as there was free will.   
 Cherubim knew that no matter what path was chosen by man, the path must be chosen in dissidence.  Free will was the basis of creation.   
 He looked out at those who had gathered.  Faces were grim as their charge was to occupy the attention of the Watchers allowing Juan and Diego time.  Their survival was not guaranteed and more realistically, not likely.  This was the only way, however, and each accepted that.   
 Cherubim smiled as an old flame rekindled.  It had been many years since he faced combat.  He relished in the memory of beheading the Nephilim.  Now, war was upon them once again.   
 He felt the lust for battle coursing through him and that lust was infectious.  Soon others felt it.  It spread to the angels and war chants began.  Cherubim gazed on them with eyes of fire. 
 He drew his sword and it burst into flames.  He thrust it forward into the doorway of the Great Hall and it entered an unseen lock.  Thunder clapped as the vast doorway was opened.   
 And the army entered.  


 The Morning Star felt their arrival but he was not concerned.  The legions of angels could be bent to his will.  As for the others: the Sons of Cain (the name tasted bitter in his mouth), they would die easily enough.   
 He thought back on Cain and recalled how he had easily he corrupted his heart.  Some people believed he was the true father of Cain.  That was not true but he would have enjoyed seducing the first woman.  In fact, he would have if God had not intervened.  Even now, the thought of her virgin flesh caused a deep lust. 
 He had hoped to completely turn the first man and first woman away from God.  It was not enough that they had been removed from the garden.  He needed them to know that God would no longer keep them.  He was convinced that when their eldest killed his younger brother, bitterness would consume them and they would cease to worship their creator.  As such, he filled Cain’s heart with jealousy and drove him to the point of murder. 
 But his plan failed.  Not only did the first man and woman continue to follow God, Cain later repented of what he had done and his descendants were blessed.  His line continued and the descendants of that line had just entered the hall.   
 The Great Hall – the place where all men came as death took them.  The so-called Pearly Gates.  There, the deceased met with Enoch who told them what must come next. 
 The Morning Star sneered as he thought on the religion of man.  God had promised man that whatever they bind true on earth shall be also bound in Heaven.  For that reason, men designed their own fate.  They approached death in various ways depending on what they believed in life.  But in the end, they had all faced Enoch.   
 Only now they faced the Morning Star. And in the time he had occupied the throne, he had sent more souls to Dudael than not. 
 Men described Hell as a place of fire and torment.  That amused him as pain from fire and torment was a physical aspect and the existence of the deceased was far from physical.  But there was one aspect of the human-described Hell that did intrigue him.  It was the depiction that Hell was a place void of God.  He knew that God was ingrained in everyone and everything – his mark as one who created, much as a painter who signs his name.  The absence of God was an impossibility.  Even in the Great Hall, with the Morning Star on the throne, God’s presence was felt.   
 God could not be eliminated.  But the Morning Star also knew God would always permit free will.  Ironically, because of free will, the Morning Star now sat at the head of creation.  He could rule that creation, even in the presence of God.   
 Once the Sons of Cain were defeated and the rebellious angels silenced, he would give man their definition of Hell.  God would not be worshiped.  In turn, God would become neutralized.  The Morning Star would shape the afterlife to fit the depiction that man had of him: Satan, Lucifer, Beelzebub. 
 The Morning Star looked up at the commotion.  He smiled.  They were here.   


 The Sons of Cain approached with want of combat and the Morning Star stood entertained, watching their arrival.  In front of him on the dais, sat Enoch in a lonely chair.   
 The Morning Star almost laughed when the dejected look on Enoch’s face turned to hope at the arrival of the opposing army.  Instead, the Morning Star kept his composure and rose to his full height.  He looked down on those who refused him as he spit and cursed.  The other Watchers rose from their place behind him and followed suit.   
 This was the dance and they all knew it.  Modern warfare may be more efficient in killing more people quickly but it took the humanity out of battle.  There was something to looking in the eyes of the enemy.  The Morning Star had always appreciated the ancient forms of warfare and he relished the moment.  The other side responded equally, inviting the Watchers to attack. 
 To allow Juan and Diego the necessary time to complete their task, the Sons of Cain would have to delay combat as long as possible.  There were many ways to accomplish that but the one that would provide the most time was obvious.   
 Daniel stepped out between the two armies.  “I call for Council!”  
 The Morning Star hissed but knew it was customary for two sides to meet in Council before combat.  Many of the Watchers were very traditional and the Morning Star knew if he refused Council, a rift might surface among the Watchers.   
 He consented and three other Watchers joined him to meet with Daniel, Eduardo, Shamsiel and Cherubim.  Enoch watched on. 
 “Of what do you wish to speak, boy?” the Morning Star sneered at Daniel.  “I suppose you’re the leader of this pathetic army.” 
 Daniel smiled.  He would not be goaded into a fight.  As a young man, often two opposing armies would spend an entire morning drinking and hurling insults back and forth across neutral grounds at each other.  Finally, one army would be drunk enough to fight.  “I am here to demand you step down.”  Daniel smiled intentionally.  “Do you think we come to hold hands and dance around the throne?” 
 The Morning Star scoffed, “I will crush you like the Romans did your father.  As I recall, he pissed himself as the Roman’s poured over your town’s feeble attempt at a fortress.  Do you wish to hear what they did to your mother?” 
 Inside Daniel raged at the comment but he refrained from showing emotion.  The Morning Star could feel Daniel’s rage and a wide grin drew across his face.   
 Daniel returned the insult, “And I will cast you aside as God did.  It is said that you cried like a nursing baby to a tit in being sent away.” 
 The Morning Star feigned anger but inside he continued to smile.  Secretly, he had always liked Daniel’s spirit.  But that would not keep him from killing Daniel when the time arrived.  “Shall we fight or will you continue to wail as your mother did when the Romans ravished her?” the Morning Star asked. 
 The two continued back and forth for quite some time. As they did, the others watched in amusement. 
 Several times the insults became very personal and those present thought that battle was imminent.  It came very close when the Morning Star referred to Eduardo as Juan’s toy that he bent over in the evenings.  

 Finally, terms were reached and the two parties went back to their armies.  It was agreed that they would meet for combat as the sun rose on the Ma'adim Vallis of Mars. 
  “Baraqiel!” the Morning Star called out and the giant angel came forward.  “They think we’re fools. They’re stalling.  There are two men: Juan Ponce de Leon and Diego Columbus.  You will go to them and you will kill them.  Once they’re dead, there is nothing anyone else can do.  We’ll be free to rule creation.”   
 Baraqiel nodded and vanished. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 As they walked, Juan’s mind went back many years.  Perhaps it was the nostalgia of it all. 
 He thought on his twelfth day in the newly discovered land, the island he had only recently named La Florida.  They discovered footprints and as Juan was studying the prints, he heard a scream to his left.   
 He drew his sword and turned to see the leg of Ramirez, the eldest member of his crew, drenched in blood amid a protruding tibia.  Juan ran to Ramirez and saw the leg was caught in a trap. 
 He was concerned.  They had seen no signs of people outside of the footprints, yet someone had set the trap.   
 Juan surveyed the woods and had the feeling they were being watched.  He saw no one and so turned his attention back to Ramirez.   
 The trap was removed and the bone reset and splinted.  Ramirez cried out as the bone was pressed back into the gash and Juan continued to survey their surroundings anxiously.  If their presence was unknown before, it certainly was now.   
 With the leg set, Juan praised Ramirez’s resilience in not passing out from the pain.  The old man smiled weakly before passing out. 
 They built a stretcher and Juan walked next to Ramirez as they continued on.  Every time the stretcher was jarred, the old man’s eyes flew open in excruciating pain.  He had drunk half a bottle of rum but it only served to get him drunk, not deaden his agony.   
 “You’ll do anything to avoid work,” Juan joked.   
 Ramirez attempted to say something back but instead turned his head to the side and passed out again.   
 They finally made their way back to the beach where the ships were moored.  They were weary and everyone looked forward to a hot meal on board their own ship. Instead, they looked to the seas in horror as their ships lay blackened in the bay.   
 The Santa Maria was scorched from fire, its burnt sails hanging in tatters.  The San Cristobal was sunk completely with only its masts seen above the water.  The hull of the Santiago was scarred from axe blows but was fortunately still afloat and seemed intact.   
 The ships, originally anchored a half mile out were now less than one hundred yards from the shore.  They watched as a rowboat was set from the Santiago and approached the beach.   
 Juan ran to meet the rowboat as it landed and saw a grimed faced Eduardo at its head.  “What happened?” he demanded. 
 “We were attacked by natives.” 
 The answer surprised Juan but also roused his curiosity.  They had been on La Florida for two weeks and had seen no one; but it was obvious from the trap that had injured Ramirez that the island was inhabited. 
 “We were approached by man – a Taino who spoke Spanish.” 
 “Spanish?” 
 “Aye, sir.  But he was definitely a Taino.” 
 “How can you be sure?” Juan asked. 
 “I know the Taino, sir.” 
 Juan assessed Eduardo.  He was very tall, well over six feet.  He was dark complexioned, dark eyed and had a large scar that ran down the left side of his face from the hairline of his dark hair to his chin.  Juan nodded for Eduardo to continue. 
 “This man claimed he came on behalf of his High Chief who he said would like to meet with us.  We agreed and waited.   
 “An hour later, twenty canoes came from the north.  They attacked but,” he nodded at the ships, “we were able to repel them.  We killed a slew of the bastards and captured three.” 
 “Who ordered the ships brought closer to shore?” Juan asked. 
 “I did, sir.” 
 As second in command of the flagship, Eduardo had been left in charge.   
 “They were ordered brought in on the third day for minor repairs,” Eduardo continued.  “Then, the natives came back.  There were more canoes than we could count.  I ordered all men to the Santiago.   
 “First, they attacked with arrows.  Then, they used axes to cut away at the Santiago but the hull was too thick.  They climbed up the anchor line to the San Cristobal and they must have found the crates of lantern oil and used those to burn the ship.   
 “We pulled the anchor on the Santiago and backed away from the other ships.  They lit the Santa Maria but the fire, other than scorching the ship and burning the sails did little damage to the hull.  The hull is sound.”   
 Juan nodded; at least some good news.   
 “Finally we killed enough of them and they withdrew.  If they are anything like the Taino, they believe in magic.  I think they believed their magic was bad and they stopped attacking.” 
 Juan gave a half-hearted smile.  “You did well, Eduardo.  How many of our men are dead?” 
 “Of our thirty, sir, nineteen dead.” 
 “Nineteen?” Juan repeated, astounded.  He wasn’t sure if he was relieved that only nineteen men were killed or shocked by the reduction of his army by that number. 
 “There’s more, sir,” Eduardo added. 
 “More?” 
 “Aye.  One of the nineteen was Avispa.”   
 Juan cursed the thought of losing a warrior such as Avispa (the soldier’s real name was Hernando but he was called Avispa which mean wasp).   
 “He suffered an arrow to the chest but he didn’t die right away.  He fought until the battle was over before collapsing.  He called for me.  As he died, he spoke one word.”  Eduardo paused before speaking the one word, “Columbus.” 


 Diego and Juan were connected in many ways.  As such, he could sense the thoughts that momentarily consumed Juan.  He knew Juan was thinking of their sorted past.  
 Diego had discovered the fabled island of Bimini because of the man Avispa.   
 Avispa had been involved in many skirmishes with the Taino in Cuba and word of his fighting skills reached Diego’s ears.   
 Juan also heard of the man’s prowess and approached him in the tavern.  He offered him a flask of rum which the man accepted.   
 Juan questioned him about the sea and found he was also an experienced sailor, having worked on ships off the African coast.  Juan told him of his upcoming expedition and offered him a position with the crew of his flagship.  The only position unfilled, however, was in the galley.  “If you can cook half as well as you fight, we’re in for a real treat.”   
 Avispa accepted. 
 Diego waited and watched outside of the tavern as Juan left.  Juan was followed by a man who approached Diego and told him all he had overheard.  Diego dropped a coin in his hand and entered the tavern. There, Avispa stood at a table.   
 Diego joined Avispa and offered him a flask of rum as well; only this rum was of finer quality than that of Juan.  “I hear you are to sail with Juan Ponce de Leon?”  Diego asked. 
 “Aye.”  Avispa knew who Diego was and had no reason to lie to him. 
 “And I hear you are to work in the galley?” 
 “Aye.”  He was curious of Diego’s intentions. “I do what I’m paid to do.  It appears news travels fast.” 
 “It’s a small island.  Now let me ask you – how would you like to triple your pay?” 
 “Triple?” 
 “Aye, triple.  You will sail with Juan as you have been paid to do.  All I ask is that you dump the empty rum crates into the sea.  As you do, you will indicate the direction you sail by carving that information on the bottom of the crates before sending them overboard.  For that you will accept Juan’s pay and I will also double that pay.  Do we have a deal?” 
 Avispa considered.  He was no fool.  He wanted the money but also wanted to make sure he was not being short-sighted.  Men did not pay that well if there was no risk involved.   
 In the end, he weighed through the options and found the arrangement agreeable.  “We have an agreement.”   
 Two days after Juan set sail, Diego left in pursuit. 


 Juan and Diego came back from their thoughts as they neared the house of Solomon.  The home was not overly ornate but absolute attention to detail created the impact.  The intricate facets were observed in all aspects of the house including the surrounding lands.  Each of the structures on those adjacent lands served a purpose and had been built to maximize that purpose.   
 Juan appreciated a fine home as he appreciated a fine ship.  In fact, the home reminded him of his flagship, the Santiago.   
 He thought with sadness on how the ship had been sold to a merchant in Cuba who was thrilled to have such a prized and legendary ship among his possessions.  The ship was sold again several times over the following years until finally a wealthy businessman had the ship decommissioned and broken apart.  He then used the lumber to build his home and the home became a landmark destination to visitors to Cuba.  
 That home lasted several generations until it was ultimately destroyed by a hurricane and most of the lumber was washed to sea.  The thought that the ship had been returned to the sea at the end gave the story a sort of silver lining. 
 They reached the doors of the house and Menelik motioned that they should follow him.  Rehoboam went inside while Juan and Diego followed Menelik around the backside of the house and witnessed a magnificent garden.  “My father had this built for my mother.” 
  They walked together through the garden and reached an open area where an altar had been fashioned.  “You will wait here,” Menelik said, motioning to a bench on the fringe of the garden.   
 Menelik removed his sandals and carried the ibex to the altar.  He knelt before the altar in prayer and when he was finished, pulled out two knives.  He struck them together and a spark was sent into the bed of tinder that had been prepared within the altar.  Menelik leaned forward and breathed gently and soon a small flame was lit.   
 Menelik prayed again, this time aloud.  
 More wood caught, feeding the flames which soon engulfed the ibex, sending smoke to the sky.  The smell of burnt hair reached Juan and Diego first followed by the aroma of roasted meat. 
 They waited patiently for the ceremony to end that would guide the soul of Menelik’s mother to the afterlife.  It took an hour for the ibex to be completely burnt in sacrifice and at the end of that hour, Menelik said one final prayer and left the smoldering altar.   
 With his sandals back on, he rose and acknowledged his guests. “Thank you for your patience.  Now, you must be thirsty and hungry.  Please come with me into my father’s house.  We have fresh water, hard bread, and cheese.” 
 They entered the home and found Rehoboam waiting for them.  He gave them a formal welcome to his father’s house as a sign of respect for his visitors.  Once the formalities were completed, Rehoboam turned to his brother, “I have just met with father’s adviser.  He informs me that the mourning is finished.  Our father would like to meet with both of us after you have washed.” 
 Menelik nodded and turned to Juan and Diego.  “You will excuse us?” 
 “Of course,” Juan replied, bowing respectfully as was the custom.   
 Menelik called for one of the servants to guide Juan and Diego to their room.  “We will tell our father of your arrival and of your desire to speak to him.” 
 Juan thanked Menelik and then Diego and he followed the servant down several hallways to their room.  They found the room simple yet filled with valuable items.  Just as the house, the room was precisely decorated.   
 The servant closed the door behind him and they settled into the room, choosing to inhabit the chairs by the windows that overlooked the surrounding lands.  Then, they began the wait that preceded being called by the King. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 Solomon gave Juan and Diego a formal greeting to his home and then released them to the care of his sons as he turned to the details of his wife’s funeral.  He promised them a place of honor in the feast to follow.   
 To pass the time, they shared contests of swordsmanship with Menelik and Rehoboam and were also permitted to enter the personal library of Solomon.  Solomon’s home was peaceful and the wide lands gave opportunity for hunting.   
 One evening, as they were sitting in the quiet of Diego’s room, Diego asked Juan to finish his story of McKale. 
 Reflection entered Juan’s eyes as he began: 
 He had been riding nearly three hours and entered a narrow valley when he heard a noise off to his right.  It could have been an echo but Juan wasn’t sure.   
 He dismounted behind a natural rock formation that was split down the center and made his position behind the rock.  From the higher vantage point he had a clear view of his surroundings. 
 He didn’t want to take any chances.  Just because he couldn’t die didn’t mean his horse couldn’t; he was in the wilderness and did not want to be left on foot. 
 He listened intently for several minutes but silence was sovereign.  He began to move silently back to his horse when he was interrupted by a rustling to his left.  He instinctively turned towards the sound but was stopped by a blade against his throat.   
 “You still move slowly,” Juan heard a familiar voice say.   
 The blade released from his neck and he knew who it was before he saw his face.  “Adahy,” Juan smiled turning.  
 “It is I,” Adahy agreed. 
 “Adahy was from the line of Kosati, the scout who approached the village when I returned from the garden,” Juan reminded Diego before continuing: 
 “What are you doing here?” Juan asked. 
 “My name means Lives in the Woods, so why do you ask?” Adahy answered, gesturing at the surrounding trees. 
 Juan smiled.  “I thought you went back east.” 
 “Perhaps my return east was exaggerated.  Why would I follow you all the way here only to leave without speaking?” 
 “Why did you follow me?”   
 “There are tales from my grandfather of how you were old when he was young.  Such an old man needs someone to watch out for him.” 
 “So you’re staying?” 
 “Well, I’m certainly not going to that poor excuse for land your government gave to my people.” 
 “Your village was discovered?” 
 “It was only a matter of time.”   
 Adahy had joined a renegade group of Cherokee that had hid in the mountains when the others were forced on the Trail of Tears.  “So what are you doing out here?” Adahy asked. 
 “A friend of mine was killed by a man who was aiming for me.” 
 “And you’re looking for him?” 
 “In a way.  The circumstances of the shooting unnerved the people of the town.  They didn’t say it but they feel better with me no longer there.” 
 “Knowing you, I can understand people being unnerved.  So now what?” 
 “I’ll continue along the trail.  Are you coming with me?” 
 Adahy nodded.  “You lead and I’ll follow.” 


 They were deep in the mountains and Adahy heard it first: the snapping of a twig.  He turned towards the noise and as he did, a man stepped out from behind an adjacent boulder.   
 Four additional men showed themselves from atop a rock formation armed with rifles.  Juan could have taken them but wasn’t willing to risk Adahy.  Instead, he allowed the men to take their horses. 
 Juan and Adahy were bound and made to walk behind them.  
 For four days they traveled, eventually moving out of the mountains and onto an open plain; Juan knew they had entered Mexico.  
 Finally, they reached a huddle of homes and Adahy counted at least forty men.   
 They were led to a small adobe structure that Juan recognized as a prison.  Shoved inside, they were chained to the wall in a dimly lit cell.  Juan knew they would be kept until they were either sold off as slaves or they died. 
 On the third day of their imprisonment, a new man was brought in among them.  He was given the same treatment as them: he was stripped, beaten and chained naked to the wall.   
 The conditions were deplorable.  They were forced to lie in their own feces and urine and at night, small scorpions crawled around the cell.  Snakes often found their way inside.  Adahy was bitten and the unclean wound had begun to fester. 
 “Why didn’t you escape?” Diego interrupted. 
 “Back then, I didn’t fully understood what I could do,” Juan explained.  “Besides, something inside of me told to me wait.” 
 Juan continued: 
 The new man had obviously been in the wilderness for some time.  His hair and beard were long and unkempt and he was deeply wrinkled as if he had spent his entire life under the abuse of the desert sun.   
 The man kept his head down for the first few days and Adahy thought perhaps the man had died.  Then one morning, the man raised his head and looked directly at Juan, “You are different.” 
 Juan studied the man before replying.  “Some say so.  What do they call you?” 
 “They call me many things: crazy, insane.  My name is Morgan and I am a Shaman.  I was sent here to rescue you.” 
 “I don’t understand,” Adahy said.  “Who would know that we’re here?” 
 “You know that you’re here,” Morgan answered.  “Perhaps you are the one who called me.” 
 Adahy laughed tersely, “Perhaps you are all of those things they call you.” 
 “We should trust him,” Juan instructed. 
 Adahy was surprised.  “You’re serious?  We should trust this insane man?” 
 “I can see his spirit, which is very old.  Much older than the man you see before you.  This man was sent here to help us and we should listen to him.  Look into his eyes and you’ll see what I say is true.” 
 And so Adahy did; and he saw what Juan spoke was true.   
 “I will trust Morgan, as you do,” Adahy agreed. 
 Juan started to speak to Morgan but was interrupted by the sliding of the lock that barred their cell.  At the open doorway stood the man responsible for their imprisonment: McKale. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 “My people once had a village on this land,” Morgan said in the quiet of the night.  “We’ve been here for generations beyond memory.   
 “When I was a child, the army came north and took our lands.  This jail was built on top of our temple.  The caves that ran under our temple are still there.” 
 The comment garnered the attention of Juan.  “Are the caves still accessible?” 
 “The entrance is a hole in the store room of this jail.  The cold air from the caves keeps the store room cool.” 
 “Where do these caves go?” Adahy asked. 
 “There are a series of caves that come out many miles to the north.” 
 “Why are you just now mentioning this?” Juan asked. 
 “Because you were not ready to leave.” 
 Juan left the comment alone and turned focus back to the layout of the caves.  They discussed until Juan was comfortable with the plan, which was to make their break the next morning and with the first light of the new day.   
 The guards came just after dawn to administer the first round of that day’s beatings.  As the first guard approached, Juan touched him and his body fell lifeless to the ground.  The other guard came to his aid and met the same fate. 
 They stole the keys and clothing from the guards and moved stealthily to the store room were they found a third guard; Juan disposed of him as well.  Inside the store room, just as Morgan said, was the hole. 
 The store room contained several barrels of dried corn and salted meat and they filled their pockets with as much as they could carry.  Juan lifted a lantern hanging from the wall and followed Morgan and Adahy into the caves by way of a crude stairway of rocks that jutted from the cave wall. 
 Light from the lantern illuminated the burial tombs of Morgan’s people: a half a mile of clothed skeletons lined the walls on both sides.  From there, the ground began to slope downwards and they found themselves going deeper into the ground. 
 “Morgan, how long do these caves go on?” Juan asked. 
 “They stretch for nearly forty miles.  They exit near an old village site of my people.” 
 They ran for four hours and Juan estimated they had traveled at least half the distance of the caves.  “We’ll make camp here.  We need to find water if we’re going to survive.”  They searched and gathered water dripping from the roof of the cave.  They were not certain the water was good but had little choice. 
 They settled in around the frigid cave to get some semblance of sleep.  “Who is McKale?” Morgan asked Juan. 
 “He’s not who he says he is.  And he’s very dangerous.” 
 “What does he want of you?” 
 Juan half-smiled.  “He would like to kill me.  But that is not likely to happen and he knows that.  Instead, he chooses to make life difficult for me when he can.” 
 “Why does he want to kill you?” 
 “He and I are alike in many ways.  But while I only kill when absolute necessary, he kills because he can.  I’m a challenge for him.  And so, he will continue to try to kill me; just because he can.” 
 “Why don’t you kill him?” 
 “I have more to worry about than killing McKale.  Besides, it’s complicated.” 
 Morgan let it go at that and drifted off to sleep. 
 The next morning, they began their trek not knowing the time of day or if they were pursued.  They walked for several hours and soon sunlight began to fill cracks in the ceiling.  The air began to smell fresher.   
 The cave narrowed and up ahead, they noticed a bend to the left.  As they made their way around the bend, brilliant sunlight blinded them: they had found the mouth of the cave.   
 They waited for their eyes to adjust to the light before exiting, not wanting to leave the cave and fall into a ravine.  With their eyes restored, Adahy crept to the mouth of the cave and looked out.  He did not see anyone but could not be sure.  The land surrounding the mouth of the cave was mostly flat desert but there were several rock formations and clusters of scrub brush where one could hide. 
 They waited a few more minutes and surveyed their surroundings.  Finally, Morgan commented that they could not stay in the cave forever and they left the cave, come what may. 
 They walked out into the open and found the land around them deserted. 
 “Do you know this land?” Adahy asked Morgan. 
 “It has been many years since my people lived in these lands.  I was only a boy when we left.  There is an ancient village near here but little is left.” 
 “If one direction is no better than another, then I suggest we travel north,” Adahy offered.   
 Juan agreed and they set out. 
 They traveled slowly, keeping an eye out for people as well as animals.  Jaguars were prevalent in the area and they did not want to fall prey. As they traveled, Adahy seemed to grow weaker. He never complained and worked to not slow them down but in truth he was.   
 Juan was confused.  Adahy was normally vigorous but now grew lethargic.  They hunted for mule deer and Adahy’s spear bounced off the shoulder of the deer.  That’s not like him, Juan thought.  Adahy was one the best hunters he knew. 
 Then, Juan remembered the snake bite Adahy received in the prison.  Juan pressed him to see it and at first, Adahy refused; but at Juan’s insistence, Adahy relented.  The unclean wound oozed with puss and the skin around the wound had begun to turn grey.  “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Juan demanded. 
 “I was sure we would come across plants that would heal the wound but they have not yet been seen.  I cleaned the wound with water in the caves but it did little good.” 
 Juan looked at Adahy seriously.  “We need to get you somewhere where we can clean the wound properly and keep it clean.”   
 Adahy agreed and the following day, they came upon a ranch.   
 Juan approached the house and as he did, he heard guns cock.  He kept his hands in plain sight. 
 “Who are you, stranger?” a voice from the house asked in English. 
 “My friends and I are looking for a place to lie up for a few days.  My friend is injured and sick.  He needs to rest.” 
 “Where did you come from?” 
 Juan saw little point in lying.  “We were taken prisoner by some vigilantes to the south.  They’d planned to sell us off as slaves but we escaped.” 
 “How many of you are there?” 
 “There are three of us.” 
 “What’s wrong with your friend?  Why is he sick?” 
 “He was bitten by a snake.  Not a poisonous snake but the wound was not cleaned properly and now infection has set in.” 
 “How do you know we won’t take all three of you back to the prison where you came from?” 
 Juan smiled.  “Because you’re a good man.” 
 The voice didn’t answer at first.  “I’m John Weathers.  You can call me Cotton.  Welcome to my home.” 



 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 “From there, we rested a week and then headed back to Tennessee,” Juan finished his story. 
 “Did you see McKale again?” 
 “We did.  We saw him again in Missouri.  He killed Adahy and there was nothing I could do about it.  He just appeared and with the death, he was gone again.” 
 Diego was familiar with the methods of the man who sometimes called himself McKale.  “I’m sorry about Adahy.  He sounded like a good man.” 
 Juan nodded sadly at the memory.  “He was a good man.  He didn’t deserve to be slaughtered by a coward.  I knew it was going to happen but I couldn’t stop it.” 
 “What did McKale say to you at the prison?” 
 “Nothing important.  He stared at Adahy for a long time and I knew he was considering how best to kill him.” 
 “What about Morgan?” 
 “He stayed to make sure that Adahy was well and then traveled south back to his people.” 
 “Do you know who his people were?” 
 “I think they must be descendants from some of the other great people we have met.  Whoever they are, I’m sure they are a mysterious people.” 
 “More mysterious than us?” 
 Juan’s smile broke his seriousness.  “There’s no one more mysterious than us.” 
 “What did you do after you returned to the village?” 
 “There I lived and have remained.  The war was over and people of that area needed help.  The war had damaged the economy and families were deeply affected by the death of those they loved.  There were many people for me to assist. 
 “Over time, the world slowed and then grew fast again.  We traveled to the moon and technology took over our lives.  I kept up with everything and embraced the changing culture but stuck to the fountain.  It was at the fountain where I found peace.” 
 Diego let Juan’s words linger for a moment before changing the discussion.  “Why don’t we head to the gardens while we wait?  It would do us both good to get outside.” 
 Juan agreed.  In the previous days, they had spent many hours in the serenity of the gardens surrounding Solomon’s house and it was in these gardens that Juan did much of his thinking.  He knew what must be done and continued to carry out the conversation with Solomon in his mind.  All of the created universe relied upon that conversation going as planned. 
 They left the house and entered the gardens where they remained for several hours.  Footsteps broke the silent peace and they saw Menelik approaching.  “I’ve been looking all over for you.  If you’ll come with me, my father would like to speak with you.” 
 They were led to the throne and as they approached, gave the required kneel and rose to face King Solomon. 
 “Welcome, one again.  I apologize for the delay in us speaking further.” 
 “Thank you for seeing us again, King,” Juan offered. 
 Solomon looked closely at Juan and Diego.  “I am very interested in your land of Tarshish.  I have been to the land of Tarshish, albeit many years ago.  Remind me, what brings you so far from home?” 
 “We are here with a purpose, King,” Juan answered. 
 “Under whose application?” 
 “The King of Tarshish.  He asks we serve as ambassadors to your land to learn more of your mighty kingdom.” 
 Solomon looked at Juan and Diego suspiciously.  “What does your king hope to learn?” 
 Juan opened his palms as he spoke.  “He has heard of your great deeds from those who travel and trade between our lands.  Our king wishes to learn from such an able ruler as to how he might better Tarshish.” 
 Solomon studied Juan for a few moments.  Juan was convinced that his words had pleased Solomon but was forced to wait for the verdict.  As they were studied, Juan could also feel the eyes of the Solomon’s advisers and warriors that lined the side of the rooms.  Juan knew that with a simple nod, both Diego and he would be struck down there in the court.   
 Instead, Solomon smiled.  “I will be happy to host you in my home a while longer.  Is there anything else I can offer you while you are here?” 
 Juan knew this was the moment to progress on their intentions.  “We thank you for your generous hospitality, King.  If we may be so bold, we would also ask that we be allowed to look upon the Ark of the Covenant.  The stories of the Ark have inspired many and those stories have made their way to our land.  It would mean much to our king if we were allowed to pray in the presence of the Ark.”  Without giving Solomon an opportunity to rebut, Juan finished his request, “We would be honored if you personally show us your temple and the Ark.” 
 Solomon studied Juan for a long time.  He could tell that the true intentions of the men from Tarshish had been left unsaid.  Juan had spoken sufficiently to be allowed view of the inside of the temple and the Ark.  The Ark, after all, was not his but God’s.  He was merely the keeper of the Ark and it was not his place to deny such a heavenly gift to any man.   
 All the same, he did not want to be made a fool in his own temple.  He was not concerned with Juan and Diego stealing the Ark as the temple was heavily guarded.  He was not worried about either man harming him.  I may be old, he thought, but I was once the greatest warrior in Israel.  I can take on these two men until my guards join my side.   
 After some time considering, he realized that the only way to discover their true intentions was to go along with their request.  “Very well.  Tonight you shall dine with me and in the morning, we will go to the temple.  There, you will be allowed to pray to God as you see fit.” 
 Juan and Diego thanked Solomon for his graciousness and were dismissed.   
 Juan was anxious but also eager.  He would use that evening’s dinner to get to know Solomon and erase the doubts that Solomon had about them.   
 After a short period of time, tailors came to their room to fit them in new clothing for the evening: gifts from Solomon.  Within an hour, their new wardrobe was complete and Rehoboam knocked on their door.  He took a few moments to make sure they were satisfied with the style and fit of their clothing and when he was confident all was in order, he asked them to follow him.   
 He led them to the Hall of King Solomon where dinner would be served and where they would begin the process of convincing the king to assist them in changing the future. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 
 The aroma of roasted meat ensnared Juan.  They spotted the table that hosted Menelik and Rehoboam motioned to the empty seats next to him. Menelik waived them over.   
 The table before them was an assortment of food with the centerpiece a roasted ibex surrounded by a range of roasted nuts and fruits.  “I see we finally found you some decent clothing,” Menelik commented as they were seated. 
 “These are very fine. Thank you for your hospitality,” Juan replied and Menelik nodded appreciatively.  “Where is your father?” 
 “He likes to make an entrance,” Rehoboam answered.   
 Juan looked out at the room that seemed to buzz with a life of its own.  The men were dressed in a variety of styles which reflected their region of the kingdom.  Women in loose silk garments served the food and expertly avoided the wondering hands of the drunken attendees. 
 One of the women brought over mugs of ale crafted from honey.  Juan took a drink and reflected back on the similar ales of the Northlands.  “My compliments.” 
 “It’s Rehoboam’s own recipe,” Menelik noted. 
 Diego drained his first mug and a second mug was handed to him before his empty mug hit the table. He nodded appreciatively at the woman and she returned a smile that Juan had seen other women give Diego before.  
 Diego watched her walk away before turning his attention back to the room.  If nothing else, feasts were always good for a few brawls and he expected this one to be no different.   
 No weapons were permitted inside of the banquet room but that did little to prevent men from being severely hurt or even killed.  Diego knew that an ale mug could make an efficient weapon.  So far, however, men were content to idle in conversation (or they weren’t drunk enough to fight). 
 After some time, horns blew announcing the arrival of King Solomon.  Rehoboam leaned towards Diego, “I told you he likes to make an entrance.” 
 Solomon slowly made his way around the room and ultimately to the table that contained his two sons.  To be king was also to be a politician and Solomon made sure no hand was unshaken and no comment left unanswered.   
 Finally, he arrived and looked at his sons.  “If one wants to be an effective ruler, one treats dignitaries with hospitality.  You must learn from me and take care of those who are guests at your table.  That said, where’s my ale?”  
 Menelik smirked.  “I’m afraid that Rehoboam’s ale is too strong for one as old as you.  We do have some goat milk that may not be so hard on your stomach.” 
 Solomon smiled at his son.  “You have learned much.  Now let me teach you what happens when one disrespects his elders.”  Solomon reached out with unbelievable speed and grabbed the mug of ale from Menelik.  Within moments, the mug was properly drained and Solomon called for another.  The King’s beverage was ushered and Solomon wasted no time in draining the second mug as well.  When he was done, he looked at the four men.  “Am I caught up yet? I do not prefer to fall behind in the Game of Drink.” 
 “You are doing quite well, King,” Juan answered.  He was enjoying this side of Solomon, outside of the formalities of the throne room.   
 They drank and conversed until Solomon’s top adviser signaled it was time for the speeches to begin.  It was customary that the King would give the first speech, followed by the person the King mentioned in his speech.  The second person would then give a speech mentioning someone else in the room and then that person would give the next speech.  This would continue for hours.   
 The purpose was to obviously embarrass the subject of the speech (which is why the King went first as no one wanted to embarrass him).  Often, the stories had been heard before but many of those were very good and the crowd didn’t mind.   
 One particular favorite was of a noble who found himself naked inside of a chicken house.  The actual situation was overall harmless but the story had become so embellished that the particular noble would cringe when he was brought up; which was all the more reason to bring up his tale in the first place. 
 The speeches continued for hours until the audience was quite intoxicated.  At that point, a story would get too personal for someone and a challenge would be issued.  That challenge would be returned and then the fighting would begin.  Juan and Diego had been to dozens of feasts and no matter what country or culture, they all ended the same. They were pleased that this feast was no different.   
 A tale had just been told of a young man who was mistaken for a woman.  That particular young man did not look back on that moment so lightly and challenged the speaker to a sword fight.  When the intoxicated young man realized he did not have a sword, he grabbed the leg bone of an ibex as a club and the first fight of the night began. 
 As the evening moved into night and the night moved into early morning, the drinking and fighting slowed and eventually came to a halt.  Men passed out in their chairs or wherever they could find a place.  The fires died down and the room, with the exception of drunken snoring, grew silent.   
 The window showed a pink morning sky and Juan found that Solomon and he were the only ones still awake (with the exception of the king’s personal guards who stood soberly against the wall).   
 Solomon had been talking to one of the elders from a nearby village when the elder’s chair fell over backwards dragging him with it.  Juan expected the elder to rise up in embarrassment but instead he remained where the upturned chair placed him.   
 “Either he’s dead or he passed out.  I guess we’ll see in the daylight,” Solomon commented and motioned for Juan to join him.   
 Juan brought his chair with him and planted it next to Solomon.   
 “You can handle your ale,” Solomon said approvingly as Juan sat down.   
 “As can you, King.  Men such as us did not reach the age we are without being able to outlast everyone else.” 
 “How true,” Solomon laughed.  “So, have you enjoyed your time in my kingdom?” 
 Juan thought for a moment before answering.  He knew that precedence called for a standard gracious answer.  He also knew that Solomon was one who did not care much for people telling him what he wanted to hear; he respected men who spoke their mind.   
 “The land is beautiful,” Juan answered honestly.  “The people of the kingdom, however, are what make a nation.” 
 Solomon appreciated that Juan was willing to speak outside of the customary.  “And what do you think of the people?” 
 “Many years ago, I was an ambassador to people who lived very far to the north.  The people of this land remind me of these people.” 
 “You have fond memories of these people?” 
 “I do.  They were a great people.  Some of my best years were spent among them.” 
 Solomon looked at Juan for a moment and then turned his head to stare off into the dying fire. He was silent for a brief period.  “Why are you here?” he asked turning back to Juan.  “You spoke what needed to be said at my throne to appease those in presence of our conversation.  But I know for a fact that the King of Tarshish does not worship the same God and the Ark means nothing to him.   
 “Now, it’s just the two of us.  So tell me, why are you here?” 
 Juan inhaled and knew this was his moment.  “We are here for the Ark, as I said.” 
 “You wish to take the Ark?” 
 “We do not.  We wish for you to hide the Ark.” 
 Solomon studied Juan.  “You already know I plan to send the Ark with Menelik to his new kingdom?” 
 “I do.” 
 “You are asking me not to send the Ark with him?” 
 “I am.  I cannot think of how to explain this to you other than just tell you.”  Juan paused for a moment, ensuring he had Solomon’s full attention.  “You are a man of God?” 
 “I am.” 
 “I am as well.  Now, there are those in history who are chosen by God to serve a purpose.  Your father was such a man.  The effects of that service impact all of creation.  I am also one of those people.  Diego is as well.  We have come here as part of that service.” 
 “I’m not sure I follow.” 
 “You know of the struggle between good and evil?” 
 “You are speaking of good and evil as it pertains to God?” 
 “I am.”  Juan’s expression became serious and Solomon noted the change.  “There will be a time that God will allow the free will of man to decide the outcome of existence.  The struggle between good and evil will reach a climax.  It will be placed upon man to choose which side will be victorious.” 
 “The Ark has something to do with this?” 
 “It does.” 
 “How do I know what you speak is true?” 
 Juan looked at Solomon.  “You know it is.” 
 Solomon looked into the fire.  He paused for a moment before speaking.  “There are many legends and stories of my life.  Some are true and some are not and some did not happen exactly as they were written.   
 “I am considered wise by many but in truth I’m just a good listener.  Most of the wise decisions actually come from the person making the request.  They speak and I listen.  At the end of the conversation, they have discovered the answer for themselves but because it came in my presence, I am given the credit.  The actual advice I do give comes from trusting my instinct.  I know certain items about people.  I’ve had those from far-off nations tell me that an aura exists around each man.  If this is true, then I can see and read a man’s aura.  I tell you this because I can read your aura.” 
 “What does it say?” 
 “It says you speak the truth.  It says that I can trust you and that what you desire more than anything is to serve the greater good.”  Solomon looked at Juan.  “Now that you have my trust, what would you like me to do with the Ark?” 



 CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 
 “Have you seen the Ark before?” Solomon asked.   
 “I have seen the Ark but not in a physical sense,” Juan replied. 
 The answer confused Solomon.  “Who are you really?  Are you an angel?” 
 Juan smiled.  “I’m no angel.  And I don’t see how anyone could mistake Diego for an angel.  I’m a man just like you.  But at the same time, I’m not a man.  I’m not an angel but I guess you could say I’m similar.” 
 “Who sent you?” 
 “That’s kind of hard to explain.  It wasn’t exactly just one person…” 
 “You’re rambling.” 
 Juan looked sharply at Solomon.  The directness of the accusation surprised him but he realized Solomon was right and his gaze softened.  “We were sent here by Enoch.  The Morning Star has taken over creation and we’re here to change that.” 
 Now it was Solomon’s turn to be taken aback.  He searched Juan’s face to ascertain the truthfulness of what he said.  He found Juan’s face to be somber and honest.  “What must we do?” 
 “First, I need to see the Ark.” 
 Solomon nodded and led him to a surreptitious room within the temple.  The doorway to which was a statue in a corner of the temple which slid to reveal a stairway.  Those stairs led to the room that held the Ark. 
 Juan followed Solomon down and in the center of the small room was the Ark.  There was an eternal presence about the Ark and Juan was mesmerized.  Within were the stones with words hand-carved by Moses. 
 Although touching the Ark was forbidden, Juan placed his hand on the Ark.  Solomon held his breath waiting for the Wrath of God to fall upon his visitor but nothing happened. 
 “I’m going to tell you something that you will not understand,” Juan said.  “The fact that you do not understand doesn’t matter.  What matters is that at the end of what I’m about to tell you, you will listen and do as I ask.  If you do not, evil will prevail over good.” 
 “God will be defeated?” Solomon asked.   
 Juan did not answer the direct question.  Instead, he began telling Solomon his personal story.  “I was born twenty-five hundred years from now.”  Solomon sharpened his gaze at Juan but did not speak.   
 Juan told of his discovery of the fountain, of his time in the garden and of the defeat of the Nephilim.  “You have heard of the Nephilim?” 
 “I have.  It was said they were killed in the Great Flood.” 
 “Many were but some survived.  Now they are all dead.”  
 Juan spoke of the New World and the founding of a great nation.  He told of the Ark many years from Solomon’s time and of the Watcher’s taking the Ark, resulting in their ascension.   
 When he finished, he looked at Solomon.  He expected skepticism.   
 Instead, Solomon looked at him soberly.  “How do we stop this?” 
 “You must build two more Arks.  Exact replicas of the original.  Inside you will place the same items contained within the original Ark.” 
 “When do you need them built?” 
 “We need Menelik to take one with him to Sheba.” 
 “Will his kingdom be blessed without the Ark?” Solomon asked, deep in thought. 
 Juan looked at Solomon with a reassuring smile.  “King, your son will build a lasting nation.  His line will continue for nearly three thousand years.” 
 Solomon smiled at that thought.  “My son leaves tomorrow.  How can an ark be built in less than a day?” 
 “You must promise to build the two arks.  Menelik’s ark will not be completed when he leaves but he will leave with his ark.”   
 Solomon shook his head to show that he did not understand.   
 “I will explain later,” Juan said. “Don’t worry about Menelik’s ark.  I will make sure he has an ark to take with him. You must promise to build the ark or there will not be one for him to take.” 
 Solomon still did not understand but he let it go.  “What of the original Ark?” 
 “We will take the original Ark with us.” 
 Solomon thought about Juan taking the Ark.  “You mean to hide the original Ark so that it cannot be found?  When Menelik’s ark is found by the Watchers, it will not be the original and will undo what has been done.” 
 Juan smiled.  “King, your reputation as a wise man is warranted.” 
 “Why am I making a second ark?” 
 “The second ark will be a decoy.  That ark will travel to many lands and generate rumors.  The Watchers will be angry once they realize Menelik’s ark is a fake and they will come searching for the true Ark.  With the legend of the Ark spreading through many cultures, that will keep them distracted.” 
 “And I’m to make sure the second ark travels the world?” Solomon asked.   
 “It will be the responsibility of your House.” 
 Solomon thought about all that had been said.  It was a great task but he agreed. 


 The next day, the first replica ark was sent with Menelik to Sheba.  Only Juan, Diego and Solomon knew the truth. 
 The second replica ark was placed under the protection of Rehoboam.  Solomon asked him to travel the known world, wielding the ark as a demonstration of the power of Israel through God and the faith of their people.  
 Afterwards, Juan, Diego and Solomon gathered in the room the held the original Ark.  Juan started to ask Solomon about the Elioud who were spoke of in the Book of Jubilees, but before he could, Baraqiel appeared in the room.   
 “They found us!” 
 “Go!” Diego shouted and Juan disappeared with the original Ark.  Diego followed, leaving a dazed Solomon in an empty room. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 
 He had not always been called Priest.  Certainly that was not the Christian name his mother gave him.  But that had been his name now for many decades.  In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time someone actually used his first name.  Even when the police interviewed him, they called him High Priest. 
 He had been filled with doubt on several occasions.  But nothing like this.  And not for the first time since this trial began did he ask, “Where is God?  Why doesn’t he stop this?” 
 His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Diego and the priest had to admit he had interesting timing.  He recalled back to the first time he met Diego:  
 He had been sitting at his desk when a bell rang inside of the small chapel he called home.  He went to the front door and faced Diego, whom the priest was expecting.   
 Diego had called days prior to arrange a meeting and offered to provide unique information on the Ark.  The priest was curious as to how he knew so much when no one else except him had been near the Ark. 
 Diego and he spoke for many hours and the priest invited him back the next day.  After Diego left, the priest decided he would like to know more about the man who was so well acquainted with the Ark.   
 He started his computer and searched Diego Columbus.  There were very few articles about Diego and all of the social media one would expect did not exist.  Diego was not noted for publishing anything and there was no mention of any credentials.  In fact, almost all of the information on Diego was provided by someone else. 
 He searched images and found only a few pictures of Diego.  As he scrolled down, he noticed most of the images were of the son of explorer Christopher Columbus, Diego Colon Columbus.   
 One image in particular the priest found striking was a painted portrait of Diego Colon Columbus from the 16th Century AD.  He had always been interested in famous explorers which is what caught his eye in the first place.  
 He followed the link and read on the life of Columbus.  The article detailed the tumulus relationship between Columbus and Juan Ponce de Leon, something he had not previously known.  The portrait of Columbus was as the top of the page and showed him in full armor complete with a plumed helmet. 
 He studied the portrait and something about the eyes made him pay closer attention.  The man in the portrait was very similar to the Diego Columbus he had just met. 

Could it be that his ancestry is tied to Christopher Columbus?  
 He changed direction and searched Christopher Columbus Ethiopia.  The search did not yield anything on Christopher but Columbus and Ethiopia brought up articles containing quotes from Diego Columbus on various historical matters in Ethiopia.   
 The articles were fairly recent.  All except one – an article transcribed from an editorial dated December 12, 1922.  In this editorial, a Diego Columbus had been interviewed on the finding of King Tutankhamen’s tomb.  There were no photos.  It was odd to the priest that two local historians were named Diego Columbus.  He assumed that the 1922 Diego Columbus had been Diego’s great-grandfather.   
 For the next several hours, he browsed through other articles.  Finally, he came across a forum on Ethiopian history in which someone had scanned a century-old newspaper article.  In the article, a man named Diego Columbus had been interviewed on February 5, 1897 about Ethiopia’s defeat of Italy to maintain their independence.  This article included a photo of Diego Columbus.  The picture was old and slightly fuzzy but as the priest looked closer, the man in the photo had an uncanny resemblance to Diego.   
 The priest printed the photo from the 1897 article and then went back to the painted portrait of Diego Colon Columbus.  He printed that image as well.  Lastly, he open the photo of Diego and him on his phone from that morning and printed that.   
 He placed the three photos next to one another and looked in disbelief.  The three images appeared to be the same man over a period of four hundred years. 
 Looking back on that moment, the priest understood now what had seem improbable before.  He looked at Diego and wondered where exactly he had been.  He knew Diego’s task and hoped his appearance was a positive sign. 
 To Diego, the moment was surreal.  Only hours before, he had been pleasantly intoxicated in the arms of a naked woman.  Then, Juan entered the room and told him he must come and help with preparations for the Ark.   
 Diego had paused to gaze at the woman and she conflicted his duty by sliding the blanket down to expose her full breasts.  Diego turned to tell Juan that he needed a little while longer but knew by Juan’s expression that any discussion was fruitless.  Reluctantly, he slid from the bed and told his affair that he would be back, even though he knew he wouldn’t. 
 Now, he had returned to face the Watchers.  As he took in his new surroundings, he hoped Juan was okay. 


 Enoch stood to the side and watched the approaching army.  As the Voice of God, he knew many things; he had known this time would come.  What he didn’t know was how it would end.  The free will of man had the ability to change everything or keep everything the same. 
 He spotted the priest in the crowd and knew his doubts.  If Enoch had been in the priest’s shoes, he would have wondered the same thing: Where is God?   
 But Enoch knew the truth.  God could end the Watchers but that would eliminate free will.  It had to come down to free will. 
 Enoch turned his attention to Diego.  Diego was always the instigator in a skirmish and Enoch expected no different now.  Diego did not disappoint; he caught Enoch’s gaze and winked. 
 Diego drew the sword given to him as a gift by Rehoboam and charged the throne.  As he ran, his soul awoke and he called for blood and death. 
 He reached the Morning Star and smashed into him.  The others took Diego’s cue and attacked.  Swords and spears were thrust and thrown and the air was filled with the resonance of combat.   
 Soon the sounds of dying men joined the timbre as the Watchers began to slaughter the Sons of Cain.  Shamsiel and the angels slowed the human carnage with their ire.  Enoch was mesmerized, watching the waves of opposing angels colliding into each other.  Until this moment, he had never seen another angel die.  God had always forbidden the killing of angels but it seem the Watchers had changed that. 
 The result of an angel’s death was unique: the body would simply evaporate back into the matter of existence.   
 Even so, Enoch knew it would not be enough.  Total victory fell on Juan and Enoch knew he couldn’t do it alone.  He made sure the Watchers were distracted and disappeared. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 
 If Juan was going to lose Baraqiel, it would have to be in Dudael.  Plus, as long as the Morning Star was distracted by Diego, Juan could move and conceal the Ark deep within Dudael as planned. 
 Baraqiel arrived a moment after Juan.  Juan had prepared for Dudael and knew the direction he would take the Ark but would delay so Baraqiel couldn’t follow him.   
 He watched Baraqiel and waited for the disorientation to set in.  Baraqiel came towards Juan, his face twisted with rage and of a single murderous notion.  Then suddenly, Baraqiel stopped and the expression of rage turned to confusion.  He meandered aimlessly, unsure of his setting and purpose.   
 That is exactly what Juan anticipated.  Dudael was a prison for angels so Juan was not impacted but Baraqiel definitely was.  He walked towards Baraqiel and motion caught his eye.  He turned, prepared to face more Watchers but saw Enoch instead.   
 Juan smiled at Enoch; they had accomplished what was necessary.  Now Juan could take the Ark where it would not be found.  He picked up the Ark and changed direction towards Enoch. 
 Baraqiel watched Juan approach. He was not expected to be lucid but Baraqiel effectively sold that he was disoriented; Dudael was beginning to take effect but not as quickly as he feigned.  He let Juan reach him before he brought his sword up from the ground.  With a swing of his arm, Juan was ripped open from his left shoulder to the middle of his right side.   
 Nearly cut in two, Juan dropped the Ark and slid sideways to the ground.  His blood poured onto the ground and flooded the discarded Ark. 
 “No!” Enoch screamed helplessly. 
 Baraqiel smiled tauntingly at Enoch, thoroughly enjoying Juan’s death. He raised his sword and the blood of Juan dripped from the sword onto the ground.   
 Baraqiel’s smile ignited a deep, ancient rage in Enoch.  Enoch rose into the air and transformed into the archangel Metatron.  He reached out and grabbed Baraqiel by the throat and squeezed.  As he squeezed, he looked at Baraqiel and briefly considered imprisoning him in Dudael for eternity.  Then, he changed his mind and instead of sending him into eternal bondage, Metatron slaughtered Baraqiel.  He felt no remorse.   
 He turned and looked back at where Juan’s body had fallen.  He went to his side with a glimmer of hope but it was for naught.  Juan was dead. 
 Metatron picked up the blood-drenched Ark.  As he did, he recalled all the bloodshed that the Ark had brought through the millennia.  Juan’s death confirmed it was time to end what had occurred. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 
 Diego knew Juan was dead and the thought struck him with deep grief.  He looked at the Morning Star and placed blame; in doing so, the grief transformed to a deeper rage.   
 He was exhausted from fighting the Morning Star but the rage renewed his strength.  He had almost given up several times but the thought that Juan needed him to keep fighting kept him going.   
 Now, it was more than that: Juan’s death gave him the ire to fight.   
 He lowered his shoulder and ran into the distracted Morning Star.  The Morning Star recoiled slightly but recovered and swatted Diego.  Diego was hurled to the side.   
 Diego raised his sword and attacked the Morning Star again but the Morning Star connected with a left hand and Diego was sent flying.  On his third effort, the battle-weariness was too much and Diego’s sword was knocked from his hand.  He knew this was the end and he looked up at the Morning Star, waiting for the final blow.  
 The Morning Star grinned in such a way that only battle lust can bring.  Juan was dead and without Diego, the others would give up.  Mankind would have no more champions.  Men would lose hope and free will would turn their worship to him.  The revolution he had started eons prior would come to a climax and he would be victorious.   
 He raised his hand to strike Diego with the blow that would end his life.  But before he struck, he gave out a call of victory that echoed throughout existence.  He wanted all to know that creation had moved past God and that it was the Dawn of the Morning Star. 
 Diego watched the Morning Star raise a fist to end his life and prepared himself for the conclusion; but it did not come.  Just as the Morning Star’s arm started forward, Azazel intercepted, reaching out and seizing the Morning Star’s arm.   
 Azazel’s rage was too much and the Morning Star could not sever his hold.  He turned to face Azazel and gave up Diego in the process.  The two angels grappled as Diego rejoined the battle. 
 Only a moment before, the Morning Star was sure of victory. Now he began to see that victory slipping away.  Azazel would not relent and as such, his victory over the Sons of Cain was unsure. 
 The Morning Star managed to get his arm around Azazel’s neck and started to squeeze when a new force entered.  The Morning Star recognized the victory that had seemed imminent was now complicated with the appearance of Metatron.   
 Diego’s eyes widened.  He had only seen Enoch become the archangel once before and the consequence was terrifying, even to his allies.   
 The Morning Star shoved Azazel away and turned his full attention to Metatron.  Diego then saw something he had not seen before in the eyes of the Morning Star: not quite fear but a silent respect.   
 Metatron moved towards the Morning Star and Diego saw that Metatron wielded a sword.  Metatron swung so hard that the gust blew Diego backwards.  He did not see the sword strike but at the moment of impact, all became dark and silent. 
 At first, Diego was not sure what happened.  He became disoriented and squeezed his eyes shut to fight the nausea.   
 Once the feeling subsided, Diego opened his eyes and saw that they were back at the gateway to the garden.  Faces revealed that everyone was just as confused as he.  Then, clarity came and the Sons of Cain understood; it was over.   


 Creation returned to the way it was before the Watchers found the Ark.  They still found the Ark, only it was the replica forged by Solomon.  The replica was useless for the Watchers’ purpose and sat lifeless among the survivors.  Without the true Ark, the Watchers had accomplished nothing. 
 The Morning Star, all observed, was once again merely a serpent crawling through feces. 
 Standing before the remaining Watchers, Metatron called for Shamsiel and Cherubim to join him.  They did and the legions of angels fell in behind.  With his face betraying the fury of the universe, Metatron looked out over the Watchers and declared, “Your sentence is death.” 
 The legions of angels came forward and commenced the slaughter.  A few of the Watchers feebly attempted to defend themselves but most accepted their fate and were consumed by the fire that came from the swords.   
 The serpent was untouched, forced to watch the death of those he had led.  It was not until the bodies of the Watchers filled the ground with lifelessness that Metatron approached the serpent. 
 The serpent looked up at Metatron and could feel Metatron’s rage.  Where before the Morning Star looked in respect, now there was a true fear.  Without speaking, Metatron drove his sword into the head of the serpent, ending his treachery once and for all. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 
 With a weary parting, what was left of the Sons of Cain journeyed back to their respected place in the universe and Diego returned with the priest to Ethiopia.   
 All of creation had experienced the Watchers but it seemed only a distant memory, as if everyone had shared the same bad dream that they just couldn’t recall.   
 When Metatron hid the Ark, undoing all the Watchers had done, he also undid time.  His striking down the Morning Star was merely symbolic; plus, he had very much enjoyed the moment. 
 In the physical world, less than a day had passed.  Diego and the priest returned to the cathedral and met with the investigators about the stolen Ark.  The investigators were cagy and visible shaken but they could not explain their current state.  They informed the priest that they had found no trace of the missing artifact but they would keep the investigation open and would inform them if they found anything.  The priest thanked them, offering them a cup of coffee for the road and then closed the door behind them. 
 When the grounds were empty, Diego and the priest settled around the small table that occupied the kitchen area of the priest’s quarters.   “Seems strange,” the priest commented, staring into a half-drunken cup of coffee. 
 “What seems strange?” Diego asked. 
 “It seems strange that it’s over.  It’s over and mankind will never know.  We have just experienced the end times, only it is not the end times.  And I must go on preaching on the subject as if it will someday happen, even though I know it already has.” 
 Diego looked at the priest.  “You are a man of faith.” 
 “Of course, I am.” 
 “Then your faith should be enough.  Mankind is searching for meaning in life.  So your spreading of faith is more important than validating a story from a religious text.” 
 “You’re asking me to validate lying and discount the Bible at the same time.” 
 “Not at all.  The Bible and other books of religion are important for passing on consistent messages about God.  But in the end, they are merely words on paper.  It is the application of those words in life that create true worship.   
 “I’ve always enjoyed reading about the end of days but it was much less enjoyable to live that out.  Not everyone can handle knowing what you and I know and they do not need to know.  What they do need is faith.  Now that you know the truth of existence, you are the person to bring that to them.” 
 The priest considered Diego’s comments.  “And I thought I was supposed to be the spiritual leader with all of the answers.” 
 “Perhaps,” Diego said smiling.  “But, I’ve lived longer.” 


 In the following months, time passed and people moved on as they always do.  The common dream that all of creation had experienced faded and the world became a cheerful place.   
 Diego stayed with the priest and they often spoke until the late hours of the night.  But as the world moved forward, Diego thought more and more on his past.  He did not share his deeper thoughts with the priest but the priest could tell that a depression was growing on Diego. 
 As time grew, so did Diego’s depression.  He began to withdraw and the late night conversations grew less frequent.  Diego began taking long trips and would often be gone for several months at a time. 
 Then one day, everything changed.  Diego had been gone for six months and when he returned, the priest welcomed him back as he always did. Only this time, Diego seemed lighter.   
 That evening as they sat around the table, Diego was more talkative.  Diego had been very congested about his feelings but that night shared his thoughts with the priest. 
 “I have lost everyone in life that I care about,” Diego started softly.  “My father died in my arms in a battle caused by my greed.  During that same battle, I was mortally wounded and Juan, who had been my sworn enemy, saved my life by taking me to the garden.   
 “While in the garden, my wife died and my children were left without a father.  Again, because of my greed, in order to save my own life I had to abandon my family.  I looked in on them but too many years had passed and I didn’t know how to approach them.  It almost seemed better that they thought I was dead.”   
 Diego paused and looked up; the priest could see the tears in his eyes.  “Juan is dead.  Most of the people I knew for centuries are dead; killed in a battle that was meaningless.  Again for greed.  I am the last Keeper of the Fountain.  And while I continue to guard its secrets, I have lost everything in doing so.” 
 The priest opened his mouth to speak but Diego raised a hand to silence him.  “You have become very dear to me.  For many years it was just me and I had no one with which to share my true thoughts. I have enjoyed this time with you but now I must leave.” 
 The priest was shocked.  “Why?  Where will you go?” 
 “Father, you and I are on separate paths.  You have a congregation to tend to and I have another path.” 
 The priest did not know what to say.  He opened his mouth to speak several times but the words fell dead.  Finally, he looked directly at Diego.  “You have found your path?” 
 Diego smiled.  “I have.” 
 “I’ve been worried about you for some time now.” 
 “I know.  But worry no more.” 
 “If I can’t be concerned about you, who will?” 
 Diego did not speak for a moment.  Then, his smile returned.  “There is someone else.” 
 The priest considered to who else Diego could be referring.  Then it hit him.  “Her?” 
 “Yes, her. We are to meet in the morning.  We’ll make our way back to her planet.” 
 The priest laughed out loud.  “I’m happy for you, old friend.  But I still don’t know what she sees in you.” 
 “I’m not sure I do either.” 
 The priest looked as if he had something to say but then looked away. 
 “Are you okay?” Diego asked and then realized that tears filled the priest’s eyes. 
 The priest looked back at Diego.  “I shall miss you.” 
 “And I shall miss you.” 
 “I guess I still have Daniel,” the priest said as his tears dissolved into a smile.  “He has a better disposition than you.” 
 Diego nodded in agreement.  “I will come and visit; perhaps not as often as you would like but I will come.” 
 The priest wiped the tears from his eyes.  “We should get some sleep.  You have a busy day tomorrow, traveling to another planet and all.” 
 “You know, Father, I’m not all that sleepy.  How about a final evening of cards over coffee?” 
 The priest looked at Diego and feigned a yawn.  “You do know that I meet with the bishop in the morning?  And he likes to come early.”  
 Diego looked somewhat disappointed and the priest shrugged.  “I guess the bishop will just have to deal with a cranky old priest.”   
 Diego smiled.  “I’ll put on the coffee.” 



 CHAPTER FORTY 
 They waited until Diego was gone before approaching.  They knew he would recognize them for who they were.  The priest was the same as Diego but his knowledge of creation and his experiences in the entirety of existence was still somewhat infantile.  They knew he could be deceived. 
 Three of them came to the cathedral as simple people of faith who would pray to the God that had long ago turned from their ancestors.  It was true that they were not as ethereal as their grandfathers or even their fathers for that matter; they were definitely human but aspects of them were ethereal.   
 The three took the road to the church and left behind hundreds that waited in the shadows, waiting for the moment to show their selves to the world. 
 Some of their kind had turned their back on who they were, choosing to fall into the human way of life (or other ways of life depending on the planet).  Others had forgotten who they were entirely.  But they could not stall their plans hoping to lure the lost back onto the path that was destined for them. 
 They waited for creation to calm back down.  The death of the Watchers was unknown to most people except in their deepest subconscious.  All of existence knew something had happened but could not recall what it was.  What they did know was that as the veil of fear lifted, they found life better than it had ever been.  The tensions between peoples of various worlds shifted and for the first time in perhaps ever, there was a peace among creation.   
 Those in the shadow waited for everyone to overlook the dangers that lie in the forgotten realms.  Now that only a few remained who could stop them, it was time for the revealing. 
 It was late when the priest walked into the chapel.  Before he went to bed he would visit the chapel to make sure all was well and that fresh candles were placed for the following day’s prayers.  It was not unusual to see people in the later part of the evenings but it was nearly midnight when he entered the chapel and saw three men spread among the pews.   
 It struck him odd that the three men would be there so late but it struck him as more odd that they were spread out.  He found it unlikely that three men who did not know each other would come to the chapel so late.  He detected something was not quite right. 
 “Do you gentlemen require anything?” the priest said aloud.  “Stay and pray as long as you like.  I’m here to make ready for the morning but please don’t let me disturb you.  Let me know should you require me.” 
 None of the three men turned towards him.  
 The effect of being ignored sent a chill through him.  These men were dangerous.  And although he knew because of who he had become they could not harm him that did not belay any of the fear that was slowly creeping towards his heart.   
 As if sensing his fear, the three men turned towards him.  The priest saw them clearly and recognized something familiar about them.  They stood and began walking in unison.  He backed out of the chapel towards the front doorway and his hand felt the doorknob.  With a twist, the door was open and he turned to step outside. 
 Outside in the courtyard were hundreds of people, all very similar in height and build and all with a unique but analogous appearance.  He started at the unexpected mass and did not notice that the three men had come up behind him.  He felt their presence and turned to face them. 
 The man in the middle smiled at the priest.  “Don’t worry, Father.  We only want what you want.” 
 The priest summoned his courage.  “And what is that?” 
 “Why, to rule over creation, of course.” 
 This angered the priest.  “How dare you!  Of course I don’t want that.” 
 The man widened his simper, exposing straight white teeth and tilted his head as if he was considering the priest’s words.  If possible, the smile grew.  “It’s a shame.  You would have been welcome among us.” 
 “Who are you?” 
 “You already know that answer, Father.” 
 The priest drew a blank but then a name came to him.  He knew who they were.  “You are the Elioud.” 
   

Part Two




 MORE ANGER THAN SORROW 
   



 CHAPTER ONE 

Baltimore, Maryland – November 1921

 She saw the blood.  Through the tears that blurred her vision, she could barely discern the crimson but it was there; the blood in her eyes was the foundation of her tears.  She tried to cry out but a sturdy hand over her mouth only caused the words to release in a low muffle. 
 Jack had kidnapped President Libby Williams without as much as a single shot being fired.  He took her to a remote location, just outside of Baltimore.  He knew he had some time.  The public alarm would not be raised as quickly as with other abductions because the White House handlers would not want the general public to know. 
 The blood lust ran deep as he looked into her frightened eyes.  The steel in her eyes just below the fear – the steel that also ran through her spine, allowing her to serve successfully as President – pushed that blood lust over the edge.  It was almost sexual.    But he did not have plans to assault her in that way.  If any part of him was to violate her, it was the blade concealed in his pocket. 
 When he finished, he looked down at his work (something of which he was always proud, like Van Gogh staring at his completed canvas).  The work was optimum and the thought of the horror it would inflict upon others was almost too much for him to contain.   
 Then, something changed.  His thought, I wonder how history will judge this, slowly dissolved and was replaced by a thought foreign for him.  As he looked down at the slaughter that used to be the body of President Williams, his thought became, what have I done?

 It didn’t make sense as he had killed many people throughout the years but at that moment, he felt sorrow.  Then, that sorrow turned to regret and soon became disgust.  The horror that he had intended for others was now conveyed upon him. 
 He looked down at the body of Libby Williams and tears came to his eyes and he retched.  He retched until his stomach was empty and yet he still heaved, stomach acids burning the back of his mouth.   
 He looked down at his hands and saw the blood and the remnant of gore from her intestines.  He tried to wipe his hands on the grass but the blood and tissue would not wipe clean.  He was frantic but in the midst of those frenzied thoughts, clarity came to him: he recognized the time that had passed since he had abducted Libby.  He knew that the sweep of the White House would prove fruitless and the various agencies would span their search to Washington, D.C. and then to the outer cities.  It would still be some time before they began searching his current location but if Jack had learned anything from Bagster Phillips it was not to press his luck. 
 It was time to leave. 
 He stood up and turned his attention to his next location and time.  Only this time, nothing happened.  He had done it so often and it had become such a part of who he was that he thought at first that perhaps he was just tired.  He tried again and nothing.  And then, again.  It was not working. 
 For the first time in many years, he was fearful and not sure what to do.  Why can I not go?               
 He tried twice more and it didn’t work.  Then, his survival instinct kicked in and he knew he had to run.  He wasn’t sure where he would hide or exactly where he would go but knew he had to leave.  To stay longer was to test chance and he didn’t want to face questioning on the murder of the President.  He didn’t think that would go too well since he was covered in her blood. 

He found his way to a row of houses on a rural road.  The house on the end was dark and after further examination, he determined the home was vacant and he gathered the courage to go inside.  The back door was easy enough to navigate open and inside he found the home empty with the exception of a few boxes.  To his fortune, the boxes contained men’s clothes.  They weren’t a perfect fit but they were close enough.  


He went to the kitchen and filled the sink full of water, washing the filth from him.  When he was clean, he wiped away all traces of blood (he intentionally used some of the clothes to wipe up the blood and mixed those clothes with his own soiled garments) and exited the house with the bloody clothes in tow.  He put those bloody clothes into a trash can behind the home and disappeared into the night.


Two hours later, the body of President Libby Williams was discovered.  The area and body were examined and marked and the body was removed before the press arrived.  But no matter how much they scrubbed, the agents couldn’t remove the blood from the scene.  


Her husband found out right away and the rest of the world found out by telegram and radio soon after.  


The bloody clothes were found by a nosy neighbor who thought it was suspicious that someone would take trash out in the middle of the night.  The owner of the house where the bloody clothes were found was brought in and questioned and soon after vilified.  It turned out the owner of the house was a felon (armed robbery) and had only recently been released from prison.  He had taken a drive out to the bay where he had camped alone for the night, which gave him no solid alibi.


Jack read the newspaper the next morning and the feeling of regret came over him again.  What’s wrong with me? he asked himself the first of many times to follow.


He never saw the man lurking in the shadows.




 CHAPTER TWO 

London, England – December 1897

 Jack was a renowned physician.  He cured diseases and performed miracle surgeries that were unheard of in London or anywhere else in the world.  He received nobles, royalty and America’s wealthy.  The result was outright fame.   
 Jack was not modest in the least and used this fame to access private engagements, build wealth and quite often, to bed women of noble class.  It was rumored he had slept with one of the daughters of the Queen but he would not comment on the anecdote.   
 Aside from the parties, appearances and sex, Jack’s true passion in life was murder. 
 He had just returned from such an excursion when he heard a knock on the front door.  It was unusual that someone would knock at this late hour but he was not expecting anyone.  In his experience, late night calls were rarely well received, even when they involved a woman. 
 He peered out from a small opening in the drapery and saw a uniformed police officer standing on his front steps.  What does this mean? Jack cursed. 
 He was uneasy but his exterior exuded the confidence of an aristocrat of that time as he opened the door.  The officer’s insignia indicated he was from the East End.  “Good evening, officer.  To what do I owe this pleasure?” 
 “I beg your pardon, sir, at this late hour,” the officer began. 
 “Not at all.  I have full accessibility for an officer of the law.  Especially one so far from home.” 
 “Thank’ee sir,” the officer replied. 
 “What it is I can do for you this evening?” Jack asked. 
 “I am from the station in the East End, sir.  I have come at the request of Dr. Bagster Phillips.  He sent me to fetch you, sir." 
 His stomach was turning but he maintained his confident exterior.  “Did the good Dr. Phillips mention why?” 
 “He did not, sir.  He only mentioned that he required your assistance.” 
 “Very well.  Please, let me gather my cloak and I shall be with you directly.  Won’t you come inside as you wait?” 
 The young officer shivered in the cold and looked up at the sky from which snow fell onto the London streets.  He nodded and accepted the refuge, temporary as it was. 
 Cloak in hand, Jack exited the house with the officer, tossing the cloak across his shoulders as he hit the night air.  Outside a carriage awaited emblazoned with a shield of the police.  Twenty minutes later, Jack strolled into a police station in the East End to meet with Phillips.  His heart pounded with each step. 
  “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.  I apologize for whisking you away in the dead of night,” Phillips said to Jack as he entered the room. 
 “Not at all.”  
 “Again, I thank you for your offer of service.  I often read about your miracles in the daily.” 
  “Not miracles at all, really.  Merely proper research, keen science and swift medical execution.” 
 Phillips nodded.  “I see.  At another time, of course, I would very much enjoy hearing more of your methods.  But at this moment, we have a situation most urgent.”   
 Phillips was uncomfortable with the arrangement.  It was not typical to summon one of Jack’s stature and class without an appointment, let alone in the middle of the night.  But the situation was not typical and he desperately needed Jack’s assistance. 
 Jack sensed that Phillips was uneasy and was glad of it.  As long as Phillips was not at ease, he would not have the opportunity to grow suspicious of Jack.  Jack let the unease set for a moment more but knew he needed to move the evening forward so he finalized the pleasantries. 
 “Dr. Phillips, you know that I spent twenty years in America?”   
 Phillips nodded and Jack continued.   
 “During those twenty years, I saw scenes that would make a gentleman’s stomach turn and make him seem very ungentlemanly.   
 “The government there drove the native tribes from their homes.  I witnessed firsthand the aftermath of native villages burned; the inhabitants slaughtered – men, women, and children.  Many of these acts were by men who were supposed to be acting on the behalf of the people but instead took the law into their own hands.  I cannot tell you how glad I am to back in a land of laws.  I appreciate what you do in support of those laws.  I will do whatever I can to assist you.” 
 Phillips smiled.  “Thank you.  And I hope not to take too much of your evening.” 
 “What is it I can do for you?” 
 Phillips looked at Jack seriously.  “As you know, many years ago I worked on the Ripper case.  We were never able to find the murderer.  As you also may know, the case was officially closed in 1892.  That is the official closing of the case but not necessarily for me.”   
 Phillips looked at Jack to see if he was following him.  Jack nodded his head in understanding and Phillips continued.   
 “The Ripper case has been most puzzling.  I won’t go into details but he wrote me several letters.  Each letter portrayed someone whose enthusiasm for murder was mounting.  Then, without explanation the murders stopped.  Others have thought for some time that the Ripper perhaps died which is why he stopped killing.  I do not believe that.” 

Why is he looking at me like that?  Does he know who I am? Jack asked himself as he listened to Phillips. 
  “We never had an official suspect although we questioned many people,” Phillips continued. 
 “Including Jack Pizer,” Jack interrupted, cautiously joining the conversation. 
 Phillips smiled.  “You know the case well.” 






 “How could I not?  Although I lived in America, the murders were international news.” 
 “There have been no other murders that resemble the methods of the Ripper since.  For over nine years, there has been nothing.  Until now.”   
 Jack raised his eyebrows to convey surprise.   
 “You may remember at one point we suspected a man named George Chapman.”   
 Jack nodded that he remembered.   
 “Chapman matched the description of a male seen with several of the murder victims.  That man was described as very tall and broad and Chapman matched this description.  The man was also clean shaven.  Although Chapman now has a moustache, at the time of the murders he didn’t.  We brought in Chapman for questioning but we were never able to quite make our case.  Now, Chapman is a suspect in another murder.” 
 “Really?” Jack asked.  “And this is what you wanted to see me about?”  He was not sure what to make of the conversation. 
 “It is.  The latest murder victim was not mutilated like the others.  And this victim was associated with Chapman – she was his wife.  We believe that she was poisoned but so far nothing we have done has been able to prove that.” 
 Jack thought he knew where this was leading.  “So you think that perhaps I have some method of detecting the poison?” 
 Phillips nodded and smiled.  “You should have been an investigator.” 
 “Perhaps,” Jack said and thought for a moment.  He of course he could detect poisons but was wary of showing Phillips his methods.  The processes he used had not been invented in 1897.  “I shall have to do it at my office.  Everything that I need is there.  Can you arrange to have the body brought over?” 
 Phillips agreed that he could.  “Thank you.” 
 “My pleasure,” Jack replied.  “By the way, why do you think this murder is connected to the Ripper murders if the method is not the same?” 
 “Just call it a hunch.” 
 “Very well,” Jack replied.  “And when should I expect the body to arrive?” 
 “Will tomorrow morning suffice?” Phillips asked.   
 Jack agreed that the following morning would be fine.   
 Phillips thanked Jack for his time and two minutes later, the carriage carried Jack the way he had come. 



 CHAPTER THREE 

London, England – December 1897

 The next morning, Jack opened his front door to Phillips.  “Good morning, doctor,” Jack offered. 
 “Good morning, doctor,” Phillips returned.  “I hope I do not come at an unexpected hour?” 
 “Not at all.  I have been up for hours.  I am quite ready for the purpose which you have come here this morning.  Shall we?”   
 Phillips nodded and Jack trailed him to the carriage.  Seated, they journeyed the short trek to Jack’s office. 
 The previous night’s snow had stopped but the wind had not.  The carriage belonged to the police force and was built more for functionality than comfort.  The walls of the carriage were not as thick as he was accustomed and Jack shivered and pulled his cloak tighter to his body.   
 “A day such as this makes one want to hole up in a tavern next a fire with a pint, eh?” Phillips suggested. 
 “Very much so,” Jack agreed.  “Perhaps when we finish you will join me at the Golden Goose as my guest?”  The Golden Goose was a gentlemen’s pub nearby.   
 Phillips nodded appreciatively.  “It’s hardly appropriate for you to offer me as your guest.  After all, it is I who asked you to attend to the body.  But if you wish, I would like to invite you to join me at the Golden Goose as my guest, my indulgence.” 
 “The Golden Goose has fantastic warmed ale.  It would be my pleasure to join you as your guest.” 
 “It’s settled then.  But first, unfortunately we must attend to the matter at hand.” 
 As they rode, Phillips asked Jack about American baseball.  Jack had only begun to speak when they arrived at his office.   
 “Perhaps we’ll finish this conversation over our pint?” Phillips suggested.  Jack agreed and entered his office ahead of Phillips who ordered the body brought in. 
 Once the body was on the table, Jack asked Phillips if he would mind being left alone with the body.  This was often customary for medical cases but this was a murder investigation and Phillips had to decline the request. 
 “Very well,” Jack said.  “Before I begin, you must realize that the methods I use are common in America.  I have instruments that you will not recognize.  As you know, America is a sundry of cultures.  Medical methods employed there are brought in from all over the world.  I’m saying this because you may not understand what you see here today.” 
 Phillips acknowledged Jack’s concerns and asked him if he wouldn’t mind proceeding.   
 Jack nodded and went to a wooden cabinet in the examination room to pull out a small black bag.   
 Phillips glanced at Jack’s profile and something from his past came forward.  It was only a half-thought, one that he could not quite grasp.  He knew it would come to him in time so he let it pass and focused on the task. 
 From the black bag, Jack pulled out a syringe.   
 Phillips was unsure of the foreign object.  From his perspective, it seemed a long tube with a thin, hard piece of metal protruding from the top of the tube.   
 “Was she drained of all her blood?” Jack asked.   
 “Her blood was drained during the autopsy.  I have a sample right here,” Phillips answered pulling a small jar from his pocket.  The blood inside was coagulated but Jack could make it work.   
 Jack put the syringe away as he would not need it.  In its place he pulled out a cotton-tipped swab and gathered the sample of blood.  He paused briefly and admired how the red of the blood was stark against the white cotton.  He glanced sideways at Phillips and wondered how his blood would look spilled upon the tile floor.    
 Putting the thoughts away, he pulled out the equipment he would use to detect the poison.  He wiped the blood sample onto a slide and screened for foreign compounds.  He found traces of antimony potassium tartrate or emetic tartar, a compound similar to arsenic.   
 “How many days ago did she die?” Jack asked Phillips. 
 “She died on Christmas day,” Phillips answered. 
 “She’s been dead for five days,” Jack observed, “yet her body is well preserved.  There was nothing done to the body other than the autopsy?”   
 Phillips shook his head.   
 “This woman was murdered by emetic tartar,” Jack said to Phillips. 
 “You’re sure?” Phillips asked.   
 Jack showed Phillips his kit and showed him how he read the results of the test.  He also reminded Phillips of what he should have seen but had missed.  “Unassisted preservation of corpses over a long period of time reflects the presence of the compound.”   
 Phillips of course knew the effects of emetic tartar and felt imprudent that he hadn’t seen it first.  “Her slow death would have agonizing.  She claimed vomiting and diarrhea for many days prior to her admittance to the hospital.  Her death was ruled as complications from her exhausted state.” 
 “She suffered,” Jack agreed, “just the like the Ripper victims.  Perhaps Chapman grew bored of slaughtering women and enjoyed watching them die slowly as he watched?” 
 “If Chapman is the murderer, of course.  He’s obviously the lead suspect but we have no evidence.” 
 “You have a motive.  Satisfaction.  If Chapman is the Ripper, he killed the women for gratification, just as he killed his wife.  She would have suffered as much as the women with their throats slit.” 
 Phillips looked at Jack.  There was something about the way that Jack mentioned the slitting of women’s throats.  It was almost as if the thought excited him.   
 Phillips studied Jack closer and observed that Jack was calm.  He noted that Jack had been tranquil the entire time.  It’s strange how his temperament never changes.  He had no reason to be suspicious of Jack but he was used to investigating crimes and something about Jack generated apprehension. 
 Phillips decided to push Jack a little further to see if anything he said stood out.  “What else do you know of the Ripper murders?” 
 Jack detected Phillips interest and decided to be coy.  “Only what I read in the papers in America.  They were ghastly.  Several of the American papers showed pictures of the victims.  Also, the papers printed letters from the Ripper.  Imagine bragging of cutting off body parts before the murder and then doing so.  The Ripper is a monster!  The fact that he mailed the police one of the body parts shows what a monster he is.” 
 Phillips agreed.  “He is indeed a monster.” 
 “Well,” Jack said changing the subject, “are we done here?”  
 Phillips indicated that they were.   
 “Well, then,” Jack said, “if the officers would take the body back to your station, you and I have an engagement at the Golden Goose.” 
 Phillips thanked Jack for his time and his valuable information.  “You may be asked to attend court to present this evidence if we can prove that Chapman administered the compound.” 
 “Of course.  I’m happy to assist.” 
 The two accompanying officers folded the bag around the body and loaded the body into the carriage.  Jack and Phillips watched the carriage’s return to the East End until it disappeared around a bend in the road.  When it was gone, Phillips looked at Jack.  “Shall we?” 
 “Indeed, we shall.” 
 Both men pulled their cloaks tighter against the wind as they walked towards the Golden Goose.  As they walked, Phillips kept thinking back to the feeling he had inside Jack’s office.  He hadn’t noticed at first but as they walked he recalled how smoothly Jack had transitioned the conversation from Jack the Ripper to ending the inspection and then to the Golden Goose.  Again, he had no reason to suspect Jack of anything but the feeling in his gut was still there.    
 The Golden Goose was three blocks from Jack’s office.  At the entrance to the pub, Jack held the door for Phillips but Phillips insisted that Jack go first.  Jack entered the doorway and had to duck to avoid hitting the upper doorframe with his head.  For the first time, Phillips noticed how tall Jack was.  He has to be the tallest person I have ever seen. He looked down in the snow at Jack’s footprints.  The print was vast.   
 He followed Jack inside of the Golden Goose and the two approached the bar.  It was obvious that Jack was a regular as many of the men inside knew him, including the bartender.   
 “Morning, Charles,” Jack said to the bartender. 
 “Good morning, Jack,” the bartender replied.  “You’re in a little early today aren’t you?” 
 Jack smiled.  “It’s never too early for ale, my good man.”  Jack turned and looked back at Phillips.  “Charles, may I present to you Dr. Bagster Phillips with Scotland Yard.”   
 Phillips removed his cap at the introduction and moved to the bar, shaking hands with Charles. 
 “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” Charles said to Phillips.  “You do not have an envious job but I for one appreciate your willingness to take such employment.  You are to be commended for the work that you undertake daily.” 
 Phillips bowed and thanked Charles for his kind compliment.   
 “Two warmed ales please, Charles.” Jack said to the bartender after the introductions were complete.  Charles winked at Jack and then Jack led Phillips to the back of the pub near the roaring fireplace.   
 The Golden Goose was thinly populated that particular morning and Jack was able to find two chairs next to the fire.  Between the chairs was a medium sized table upon which Charles set the warmed ales. 
 The two men sipped their ale in silence for a few minutes, enjoying the warmth of both the ale and the fire.  “Nothing quite like fire and ale, eh?” Jack asked Phillips breaking the silence. 
 “Indeed not,” Phillips said.  He took a moment to look around the room of the pub.  “This is a fine pub.  I have not had the pleasure of visiting before but I have heard others speak of this place.” 
 “To the Golden Goose,” Jack said, raising his glass in a toast. 
 “To the Golden Goose,” Phillips repeated raising his glass as well.  Then, both men drained their glasses.   
 They set the empty mugs on the table and Jack looked at Phillips.  “Would you like another?  After all, it is your coin.”   
 Phillips shrugged indicating why not?   
 Jack called out to Charles and when he had Charles’ attention, he pounded on the table twice.  Charles nodded and drew two more pints.   
 As they waited for the ale to arrive, Jack turned and looked into the fire.  Jack had done nothing unusual but something about Jack caused Phillips to stop and take a better look.  Jack’s profile caught his attention.   
 Jack didn’t notice the stare and Phillips took a good look.  Something from his past came to him but then fled.  It nearly came to him again but before it returned, Charles arrived with the ale. 
 “I assume you’re running a tab?” Charles asked directing his question at Jack.  Jack smiled at what was apparently an inside joke and he nodded at Phillips. 
 “Yes, I would like to run a tab,” Phillips replied.   
 Charles pointed his finger mockingly at Jack, at which Jack laughed.  
 Jack took a sip of his ale and then turned his attention back to the fire as Charles returned to the bar.  Jack assumed that Phillips was watching the glowing embers and paid him no attention.   
 As Phillips peered at Jack, his mind was drawn back to a certain night many years ago.  At first he couldn’t place the night or the location but then suddenly it came to him.  As he was looking at Jack, he saw the same profile he had seen nine years ago at the police station.  It was the same night that the mystery man had appeared and disappeared twice in front of him.  Phillips took a minute to make sure and then he was sure.   
 As that night flooded back to him, he remembered the large shoe print he found not only in the station that night but also the print near the home of Mary Kelly the night of her murder.  Jack had very large feet.   
 He also thought on Jack’s unique skills as a doctor.  Jack’s use of the medical equipment was done with precision and a steady hand.  His gut told him that Jack would possess similar surgical skills.   
 It was then that what Jack had said earlier struck him:  Jack had mentioned that one of the body parts of the victims had been mailed to the police station.  This was true but this information had not been shared with the public.  So how did Jack know that?  Could he have learned it from an officer that he treated?  He wasn’t entirely sure.   
 Ten years prior, there was a man who had disappeared during his attempted arrest.  Phillips remembered not believing the account from the officers at the time.  But since that moment was so unique, Phillips recalled the description of the man they attempted to arrest.  Looking back, he realized the description matched the description of Jack.   
 At that moment, he had only loose evidence and the virgin idea was only just becoming real but he knew he was drinking ale with Jack the Ripper. 



 CHAPTER FOUR 

London, England – October 1888

 Phillips couldn’t explain what he had just seen.  Then again, maybe what he saw explained everything.   
 He was in the filing room probing through the personal belongings of Liz Stride and it was late.  He turned his back only for a moment, walking across the room for an item, when he witnessed something unintended: one moment, there was only a table with the belongings of Liz; the next moment, a man appeared next to the table.   
 Phillips didn’t recognize the man and hadn’t heard him enter.  Phillips was mostly concealed by the shadows the room (the only source of light was from the lantern on the table) and he went unnoticed by his visitor.  Phillips started to step out from the gloom and address the man when something inside of him told him to stay silent and hidden. 
 He watched as the man reached down and collected all of the items on the table.  This was more than Phillips could take as an officer of the law and he started forward but as he did, the man and all of the items disappeared – not walked out of the room but disappeared.  A moment later, the man reappeared with all of the items.  As he reappeared he spread the items back across the table.  Then, the man disappeared again and did not return. 
 Phillips stood motionless for quite some time, unsure of what he just observed.  He was not sure that he actually saw anything.  He blinked a few times to wipe the image from his mind but didn’t work.  The image of the man appearing and reappearing was emblazoned upon him.  Am I coming down with illness?  I’ve been rather hard at it.  Perhaps I have not taken as good care as I should have of myself over these past weeks.


Or perhaps, he said to himself half-serious, there is a phantom stalking the station.  He considered the idea of a phantom for a moment.  If I believe there is a phantom in the station then I must be mad.  He knew there must be a rational explanation but he couldn’t think of an elucidation at that moment.   
 He walked nervously back over to the table.  At first, he was hesitant to look too closely but realized he was being foolish and picked up one of the items.  On that particular item, it appeared something had been scraped away.   
 He picked up another item and noticed there was a white powder that had not been there before.  He was uncertain as to what all of this meant.  While it was possible that he was exhausted and therefore saw a man appear and disappear, it was not possible that one moment the items before him were untouched and another moment the items were altered.     
 Phillips left the items where they lie and picked up the lantern.  He sat the lantern on the floor and then got down on his hands and knees and examined the floor carefully.  He was not sure for what he was looking; he was playing a hunch.   
 He was about to stand when he saw something.  In the area where he had seen the man standing, there was a wet imprint of a shoe.  The outline was very faint but it was there.  It was unlike anything he had seen before.  Rather than a heel and sole, the shoe appeared to be solid and rather than a square toe, the toe was rounded.  In fact, the entire shoe was contoured, similar to the shape of an actual foot.  Within the imprint was a series of wavy lines that interconnected with one another.  
 Before the wet imprint could disappear, Phillips rushed to grab a sheet of paper and set the paper on top of the shoeprint.  He lifted the paper carefully and saw that the shoe imprint was fully visible.  He knew that the water would soon dry on the paper so he went back to the desk and took out a bottle of blue marking powder.  He sprinkled the powder on the paper, let it set for a moment and then gently shook the excess powder off the page.  What was left was a blue impression of the shoeprint. 
 He filed the shoeprint with other documentation and thought back to the strange man.  The man had been tall and stocky and his clothes had been very unusual – made of a simple dark cloth that clinched the man’s body at his neck, waist, hands, and ankles.  He tried to picture the man’s face in his mind but the man had appeared and disappeared so quickly.  Coupled with his own shock, he couldn’t conjure the face.   

Could he be some sort of magician? he asked himself.  He didn’t believe in magic personally but he had been erroneous before.  He wasn’t sure if the man was a magician or not but something inside of him told him that, however improbable, he was on to something. 
 He thought on the man longer and began to recall some of the statements of people interviewed after the murders.  Several people had mentioned seeing a man in the area that was outsized.  Then, a new thought came to him.  Was that the Ripper?   
 The thought worried him.  If the man was the elusive killer, he had an advantage unlike other men.  At least it would explain how he is able to kill at will undetected in a matter of minutes and then disappear, he thought.   
 He picked the lamp off the floor and set it back on the table.  When he was done putting each of Liz Stride’s items away, he blew out the lantern and walked out of the police station to catch a late dinner and determine what must be done. 



 CHAPTER FIVE 

London, England – December 1897

 Jack noticed Phillips watching him intently.  Jack started to speak but something in Phillips’ face warned him against saying anything.  It had been a risky endeavor to accompany Phillips to the Golden Goose but the gentlemen that existed in him (at least in public) called for the encounter.   
 On a number of occasions, he had the notion that Phillips was on to him but then Phillips would change the subject leaving Jack with a paranoid disposition.  This time was different.  He knows, Jack said to himself. 
 Jack thought quickly on what he would do next.  He had established a fine life in 19th Century London and was content to live out the rest of his life there.  Now that was in jeopardy.  I could disappear.  And when Phillips leaves the pub, I’ll drag him into the alley and slit his throat, Jack thought.  The longer he waited for Phillips to react the more superior he thought this idea.  He didn’t receive the opportunity to test it. 
 To his surprise, Phillips asked him a question.  “Will the snow return tonight?”  Jack wasn’t prepared for such an awkward question and as it rolled through his mind, his thought slipped from time travel.   
 Phillips deliberately used the question as a distraction and the ruse worked.  He saw confusion pass across Jack’s face and used that moment to act.  He pulled his gun from his shoulder holster and leveled it at Jack’s chest.  He could have killed Jack but wanted Jack alive so he could question him.   
 Jack knew Phillips wanted him alive and instead of surrendering, he reached down hastily and pulled a burning log from the fire.  He burned his hand but barely noticed.  With one fluid motion, Jack hurled the flaming log across the table at Phillips.  Phillips ducked just in time and Jack used that as an occasion to run towards the exit.   
 Phillips recovered and located Jack running towards the door.  Phillips yelled at Jack to stop but Jack kept running.  Phillips had no choice – he squeezed off a shot and the bullet hit Jack in the back.  Phillips had aimed for Jack’s shoulder, just enough to slow him and perhaps knock him to the floor so that he could catch him but at the last moment, Jack had twisted and Phillips shot hit the middle of Jack’s back. 
 Jack fell face-first and Phillips rushed to his side, rolling him over.  The exit wound in Jack’s upper right chest was bleeding copiously.  Phillips cursed.  He turned to Charles who stood behind the bar with a stunned expression.  “Go get the police!” Phillips commanded Charles.   
 Charles stood there motionless and it took a second command for him to snap out of it and do as he was instructed.   
 Phillips turned his attention back to Jack whose life was slowly bleeding out of him.  Phillips cursed again.  He needed Jack alive so that he could find out more details.  Was he really the Ripper?  If Jack died on the floor of the Golden Goose, the true identity of the Ripper would always be shrouded.   
 Phillips took off his cloak and placed it under Jack’s head.  Then, he took off his outer jacket, folded it and pressed it into Jack’s open wound.  It was not the best dressing but it was all he had at his disposal.   
 Phillips grasped that Jack was fading rapidly.  He knew he didn’t have much time to gather information before Jack died.  “Are you the Ripper?” Phillips asked.   
 Jack didn’t answer.   
 “Are you the Ripper?” Phillips repeated louder.   
 Again, Jack didn’t answer and Phillips screamed the question in Jack’s face a third time.   
 This time, Jack responded by smiling weakly.   As he did, he coughed and blood appeared on his pale lips. 
 Phillips prepared to ask Jack the same question a fourth time when Jack went into a coughing fit.  The fit turned violent and Jack’s entire body shook.   
 Phillips heard a noise behind him and he turned and saw that Charles had returned with two uniformed officers.  They looked to him for answers but instead Phillips diverted his attention back to Jack.  He watched helplessly as Jack gave one final cough before laying his head back.  A long breath escaped.   
 Phillips looked at Jack and waited for something else to happen.  Nothing did.  Phillips reached down and checked Jack’s pulse but did not feel one.  He cursed again, this time out loud.  It was too late.  Jack was dead; and with him the secret of Jack the Ripper. 
 Phillips ordered the body taken to the station for autopsy.  There, Phillips ordered the body of Jack onto the table and cleared the room.  He turned his back to make preparations for the autopsy but when he turned back around to begin, he discovered something that should have surprised him but didn’t.  The table was empty.  Jack’s body had disappeared. 



 CHAPTER SIX 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – June 2124

 Jack woke up in the hospital.  He did not know exactly what year it was but he did know that he was alive.  He had lost a lot of blood after being shot by Phillips and had lost so much that his body went into shock.  His pulse became very weak as he neared death.   

Phillips could have detected the pulse if he had not been so emotionally involved. Jack smiled weakly.  His breathing was so shallow that it was barely discernible.  He had passed out due to blood loss and shock and when Phillips didn’t detect Jack’s feeble pulse, Phillips pronounced Jack’s death.  
 Jack remained unconscious as he was placed on the autopsy table at the police station.  It was not true unconsciousness and a moment after Jack was laid on the table, his awareness transitioned from darkness to a world of indistinct shapes and subdued sounds.  The transition was only momentary and he was on the verge of passing out again when something inside of him pressed to maintain consciousness.  Perhaps it was the inner-desire to survive.  That most basic of instinct kept him conscious long enough to remember that he could travel through time.   
 Jack didn’t know where he would go.  He thought back to his old life.  In that world there were doctors that could fix him, keep him alive.  But also in that world was Jasper.  He wouldn’t risk being discovered.   
 He focused on one of the hospitals in Chattanooga but deliberated a time one hundred years in the future.  He didn’t know if the hospital or even Chattanooga would still be there but he did know if he stayed in London, he would die. 
 The next thing he remembered was waking up in a white room surrounded by unfamiliar machines.  He waited for his eyes to adjust and when they did, he attempted to sit up.  He grunted and managed only to raise his head; the effort provided him the knowledge that he was in a hospital.  A screen on the wall revealed the date to him: June 8, 2124.  Jack smiled and then groaned at the pain in his shoulder.   
 “You shouldn’t be trying to sit up,” he heard a voice say.   
 Jack looked and saw a nurse rushing towards him.  “Where am I?” he asked. 
 “You’re in a hospital.”  
 Jack nodded his head.  “How long have I been here?” 
 “You’ve been here for about an hour.  You lost a lot of blood.  The surgery was successful and we should have you out of here in about thirty minutes,” the nurse replied. 

In and out in less than two hours for a gunshot wound? Jack said to himself.  He looked at the nurse.  There was a soothing quality to her and he could tell she cared about her work and her patients.   
 She went over what had happened to him and how they had never seen a wound of that nature.  The doctors weren’t entirely sure how the injury occurred.   
 Jack started to tell her it was gunshot wound but wasn’t sure if guns even existed in 2124.  Instead, he kept his mouth shut and listened to her talk. 
 As she continued, Jack tuned her out.  Inside, a familiar feeling came over him.  Jack smiled inside as he felt the coldness begin to spread.  He watched the nurse as she spoke but he didn’t hear a word she said – all he could think about was how much he wanted to kill her. 
 He followed her home that evening (he first confirmed that she lived alone and there was no significant other to surprise him) and had his way with her.  At the end of her ordeal, her blood covered Jack and he relished in the feeling of macabre.   
 Afterwards, he used her shower to clean up (he was not worried about his prints being on file a hundred years in the future).  He dropped his wet towel on her disfigured face and walked around her apartment naked, letting his body dry in the cool apartment air.  Then, he laid down on her bed and slept until late the next morning.   
 In the morning sunlight, he stretched and rubbed the night from his eyes and walked into the living room to check on the corpse.  His creation was even more stunning in the daylight than it had been under the moon that radiated through the skylight.       
 He made coffee and drank it while admiring the body of the nurse who had the day before, tended to him as he recovered from Phillips’ gunshot.  He stayed there until that night, enjoying a leisurely day.  At midnight, he broke into a neighboring apartment and stole some clothing.  Then, he left the complex and melted into a new world. 
 It didn’t take him long to realize he didn’t belong. 



 CHAPTER SEVEN 

Anderson, South Carolina – August 1897

 The future wasn’t the place for Jack and with his proverbial red carpet in London drawn, Jack had to look elsewhere.  As such, he recalled that in the late 1800’s, a town in South Carolina was one of the only cities in the nation with continuous electricity: Anderson - The Electric City.  The town had several textile mills which would give him an opportunity to blend in with other newcomers to the area in search of jobs.  He had never been there but knew it was as good a place as any.   
 Shortly after arrival, he landed a job at one of the mills and also offered his medical skills.   
 “Whatever you say,” the mill operator grunted, either not believing or caring that Jack had any type of medical education.  “Anyways,” the miller continued, “you’re a big’un.  You ought to fit in jus’ fine with the work and all.  You jus’ keep that doctorin’ to you’self and we’ll all get along jus’ fine.  Do you have a place to live?” 
 “Not yet.” 
 “Well, there’s a few bunkhouses back behind the hotel downtown.  You can ask the man behind the desk.  The houses are for some of what he likes to call the unsavory folk so that they don’t keep folk out of his hotel.  I say most of the people in this town are scoundrels but who am I to say?” the miller grinned a rotted-tooth smile.   
 “The bunks are mostly filled with them Scottish boys.  Long as you don’t have anything against Scots, and I don’t know why ye’ would considerin’ you talk just like ‘em, you shouldn’t have any problems here.  Plus, a boy your size should be able to do some damage to a couple ol’ boys if you need to.”  The miller took in Jack’s large stature.  “Well, I better get back to it.  The name’s Murphy.  You come back in the mornin’ and we’ll get you goin’.” 
 “Thanks Murphy, I appreciate it.  The name’s McKale.” 
   


 Living in South Carolina was not like living in London.  He had lived an upscale life as a physician in London and was now a rural mill worker.  It was hard work but it grew on him. 
 After a few months, he earned enough to buy a small home just outside of town.  With the privacy of his own home, he decided it was time to pick up some old habits. 
 It was summer of 1898 when Jack made his first kill in South Carolina.  He followed a woman walking home on a late afternoon from one of the rural country stores.  She was probably heading home to prepare supper for her husband and children.  Jack waited for her in the tree line and when she reached him, he took her by the arm.  She was too surprised to scream. 
 When she finally realized what was happening, she started to yell out but by that time Jack’s hand was across her mouth.  He knocked her out with a hard fist to her temple and then gagged her mouth so she couldn’t scream once she woke up – and she would wake up very soon.  Then, he went to work. 
 The man who found her the next morning puked when he entered the small grove of trees.  He first noticed the pack of dogs and thought maybe they were eating a deer.  He, as well as others in the area, didn’t want wild dogs roaming about so he pulled his pistol and shot it into the air, running at the dogs to scare them away.  It worked. 
 He entered the trees expecting to see an animal carcass but he saw a blue dress instead.  Then, he saw the blonde hair saturated by blood.  The sight was gruesome and the work was one of Jack’s best. 
 The man emptied his stomach of his breakfast. 
 The killing of the woman had awoken something inside of Jack.  He had not killed in several months and the old joy of killing came back to him.  He realized that he had missed it.   
 He also realized, however, that the murder of the woman didn’t satisfy him as it had previously.  He felt almost as if the single death was too small.   He realized at that moment, his thirst for carnage had grown. 
 Some of the greatest unsolved murders throughout history followed that moment:   
 In 1809, Benjamin Bathurst, a British diplomatic envoy disappeared in the German town of Perleberg.  Andrew and Abby Borden were killed in 1892 and the primary suspect was their daughter Lizzy.  In 1931, Julia Wallace was killed in Liverpool, England – her husband was originally convicted but that was later overturned; the murder was described as an impossible murder because the evidence indicated that no one could have physically pulled off the murder.  In 1947, Elizabeth Short, better known as the Black Dahlia was found severely mutilated with her body cut in half.  All of these were done by Jack. 
 The most famous of his murders, however, were some of the world leaders throughout history.  And the first time he saw President Libby Williams, he knew he would add another. 



 CHAPTER EIGHT 

Cimarron, New Mexico – August 1864

 McKale was the name Jack used to travel.  He was fascinated in the Old West where violence was often the law and murder was much more accepted than in the east.  It was during the nights after a shift in the mill that Jack would travel.   
 One evening, under the guise of McKale, Jack traveled to New Mexico.  He had originally gone there to seek out young outlaw named Jesse James and was surprised to find an old nemesis instead.  Juan, the name tasted bitter in his mouth.  It was ongoing game of chess and Jack took his turn by killing Juan’s friend in the hotel in Cimarron. 
 Jack followed Juan as he left the town but lost him in the mountains.  It would do no good to hunt him in the dark so he made camp with a small fire.  He woke about an hour later to the sound of guns cocking.   
 Jack started to reach for his pistol but recognized his situation and retracted his hand. 
 “We’re coming in,” a voice said from the darkness.  “If you go for your gun, we’ll shoot you where you lie.” 
 Jack stayed still to show that he understood and waited for the men to come.  His campfire was small and he couldn’t see further than the area illuminated by the fire.  Slowly from the edge of that darkness, two men appeared.  He couldn’t be sure how many others were left in the darkness to watch but he guessed at least one more. 
 “Who are you and what are you doing on our land?” the man to the left asked Jack. 
 “I’m just passing through.  I got turned around in the dark,” Jack answered with a slight Southern American accent. 
 The man to the right looked at him closely.  “Where you from?” 
 “Missouri.” 
 “Missouri, huh?  You fight in the war?” 
 “My older brother left for the war and it was just me and my Ma,” Jack lied.  “I took care of her until she died of pneumonia.  Then, I set out to find my kin.” 
 “So what are you, out here looking for your brother?” 
 “My brother’s dead.  He was killed by the man I’ve been following since Missouri.” 
 “So you’re gonna kill ‘em, that it?”  The man looked at Jack closely.  “You sure you’re not here to squat our land?” 
 “As I said, I’m just passing through.  Where I end up depends on the man I’m following.” 
 “We own all the land around here.  There’re some villages south of here in Mexico.  Maybe your friend went there?” 
 Jack smiled.  “Maybe he did.” 
 “There are some bad men in these parts.  If they find him before you, you might not have to worry about him.” 
 Jack considered the comment.  “If they were to find him, what would they do with him?” 
 “Most men captured by banditos are sold off.  If that happened to your friend, he’d be better off if you just killed him.  Now, that’s enough talking.  We’ll leave you here tonight.  Don’t let us catch you around here tomorrow.” 
 Jack nodded and watched them disappear back into the darkness; he listened intently for several minutes to make sure they actually left.  He knew they would leave at least one man on watch to make sure he left in the morning. 
 As he laid back on the hard ground, he considered the deaths that he had caused in his life.  The thoughts soothed him and he drifted off into peaceful sleep. 
 The next morning, he moved on, heading south.  He rode back sitting high in the saddle of his stolen horse, feeling so good that he even whistled while he rode.  A few days later, he found the banditos and stood leering at their latest prisoners. 


  “Well, it’s good to see you awake,” Jack said to Juan.  “What’s the matter, I thought you’d be happy to see an old friend?”   
 Juan did not answer.   
 “Have it your way,” Jack continued.  “You don’t have to talk.  But you do have to listen.”  Jack moved the stool closer to the cell until he was sitting just outside of the bars.  “You have one option.  I can let you be sold off into slavery.  Now, I know you could free yourself but your Indian friend here won’t be so fortunate.  Is his life worth it?” 
 “What do you want?” 
 “I want your secret.  I want to know why you can’t die.  Do that, and maybe I can convince them to let you go.” 
 Juan laughed.  He couldn’t help it.  “My secret?  Is that what you call it?” 
 Jack tried to keep his smile but it faltered slightly.  Inside, there was no smile at all.  “Maybe I’ll go back to when you were a boy.  I’ll kill you then before you became who you are.  I’ve read the history books.  I know you weren’t born this way.” 
 A smile still lingered on Juan’s face.  “Good luck with that.”  
 Jack was furious but refused to allow Juan to gain any advantage.  Instead, he turned away from Juan and walked out the prison. 
 The next morning, Juan escaped. 
 In his rage, the need to murder consumed Jack. 



 CHAPTER NINE 

Washington, D.C. – Present Day

 She was one of the most powerful CEOs in the world.  Her company – the one her grandfather started, her father grew nationally and she grew globally – had revolutionized the way people lived their lives. 
 Her next step was a surprise to even her.  The road she traveled to the top of the political scene was unexpected and created a bitter jealousy among others in that arena. 
 Some people thought she was only elected President of the United States because she was a woman.  In an interview prior to the election, she called that a wash – some would vote for her because she was a woman and some would vote against her because she was a woman. 
 It was a very tense time in the country.  Many people were out of work.  Not that the country hadn’t faced similar situations before, it was just that this time there seemed to be a lack of conventional wisdom when it came to getting the country back on track. 
 She was elected as the agent of change.  And in the end she was, only not in the way she expected.  Her platform during the campaign was one of practical economics: finances the way her grandfather would have done it.   
 She ran her campaign similar to her company.  She worked hard, made every effort to be up front with people and made intelligent decisions.  When she referenced her grandfather and his influence over her economic perspective she wasn’t just giving a talking point.  Her grandfather had laid out the blueprint of how a company could be a friend to the community and also be successful financially.  Her father had been ingrained in that doctrine as had she.   
 But in the end, her legacy was not finances, it was war. 
 War had long been part of the world and she knew it would be a part of the world long after she walked out of the Oval Office that final time.  There were those in the media calling it the war to end all wars.  That line had been used before and she wasn’t sure the situation was that dire; but one thing she was sure of – the war was hers to handle. 
 In the years leading up to her presidency, wars among the nations of the world had left many countries in a weakened position.  Previous American Presidents had been content to let this play out as weaker nations often meant they would request the aid of the United States and the American government would thus be in a position to negotiate with those countries with ascendancy.   
 The nations involved in those wars had spent far too much on warfare than they should have.  When prudence called for retreat and negotiation of terms, decisions were made to dig in deeper.  While the resolve of the soldiers was there, the funding was not.   
 In turn, the economy of the world was turned on its end.  The money that had been in reserve was now spilled on forgotten battlefields in the form of spent rounds, rusting tanks and human carnage.   
 The lack of resources depleted the moral and economic fibers of a vast number of the countries around the world.  It had been a gamble previous American Presidents had played with the warring nations as to how everything would pan out.  America was gambling that they could come in as the white knight to help out these nations in their desperation but the opposite happened.  As a result, instead of the United States becoming a nation with influence over several other nations, those nations turned to other forms of assistance. 
 The destabilization of large populations throughout several countries led to desperation among those people.  The promises of men, who had before sounded insane, now began to resonate with entire communities.  These men became the voice of reason and the people of defeated nations flocked to them.  Their words, absorbed in fear, propelled those men to the leaders of the war that now threatened other previously peaceful nations.   
 The United States had gambled that the world would choose democracy.  Instead, the world chose lunacy. 
 The culmination of the growing anarchy was the assassination of one of the world’s most respected leaders.  The people of this nation recognized the attempt to plunge their young nation into chaos.  They called for their allies and those allies rallied to their side.  Old alliances, nearly forgotten, were reformed.  Nation after nation became involved until it seemed as if the entire world was on the brink of war with itself. 
 History repeated itself as it became obvious that the world had learned nothing from the first two World Wars. 
 This left the newly elected President of the United States in a precarious situation.  She did not want to be sucked into the rising storm that was engulfing Europe and Asia.  At the same time, she was often criticized during the campaign by her opponent as being soft because she was a woman.  Her opponent had claimed that in time of conflict she would treat the enemy as any loving mother would, with open arms, full of forgiveness.  She did not want to give critics reason to believe because she was a woman she was incapable of difficult decisions that involved the United States military.  At the same time, she didn’t want to rush into a decision just to prove the critics wrong. 
 President Elizabeth Williams (known to her close friends and family as Libby) did what she had done during tough times in both business and in her personal life – she prayed. 
 After weeks of praying and talking to advisors, she faced both houses of Congress and asked the elected leaders of the country to preemptively declare war.  The vote was nearly unanimous: America was at war. 
 Afterwards, in the residence of the White House, she stared out of the window as her husband rubbed her feet.  He had been an attorney in another life but had given that up to become the nation’s First Gentlemen (he was still not used to the title). 
 “You did great tonight.”  He could tell she was stressed.  It wasn’t his moment to complain but he was also stressed.  He was concerned about his wife who had just convinced the leaders of the nation to enter a global war. 
 “Did I?” she asked.  “I just signed our military up for a long, hard war.  One I don’t even know if we can win.” 
 “What do you mean by that?  We have the greatest military in the world.” 
 “We do if the Commander in Chief can make the right decisions about the war.” 
 He rubbed her feet more intensely.  “Look, you can’t solve it all tonight.  Why don’t we call for some chocolate pudding, complete with whipped cream?  Your favorite.  Who knows, maybe we can find something creative to do with it.” 
 She smiled, slightly annoyed.  “You sure know how to make a girl feel better.  The pudding was a sweet offer; but I’m stressed about the decision I just made and you want to turn the discussion into sex.” 
 He shrugged.  “Is there any other direction to take the discussion?’ 
 She punched him in the shoulder.  “Forget the pudding.  I’m going to bed, Romeo.” 
 He watched her go.  He was worried, too, he just showed it differently than his wife. 
 She went to bed but instead of going to sleep, all she could manage was to stare at the ceiling.  The thought that kept going through her mind was how many of her predecessors had stared at the same ceiling with the same thoughts going through their mind?  
 The night after the vote was the first of many sleepless nights for President Williams. 



 CHAPTER TEN 

Ypres, Belgium – Present Day

 President Libby Williams woke up from a peaceful sleep.  Light filled the room and at first she thought she must have fallen asleep on the couch in the Oval Office.  She opened her eyes expecting the familiar sight of her desk.  Instead, she saw the masked faces of doctors around her. 
 She was confused.  She wasn’t sure why there were doctors hovering above her inside of the Oval Office.  Perhaps because of the level of exhaustion from the past several days, she had fallen into a deep sleep and an aide, noticing that she was slow to rouse concernedly called the White House physician and his team to check on her. 
 The confusion lasted only a moment longer; then the memory of what happened six hours prior flooded her.  She tried to sit up but the doctors pushed against her gently but firmly, not allowing her to rise. 
 “Madam President, can you understand my words?” the masked doctor closest to her asked.   
 Libby nodded.   
 “You’ve been shot,” the doctor continued.  “You’re in the recovery room post-op and need to lie back and rest.  Your wound is fresh.  It is sutured but unnecessary movement could jar the wound and cause you to bleed out internally.  Do you understand?”   
 Again, Libby nodded.  She laid her head back on the pillow and watched as one of the nurses added something to her IV drip.  Libby wasn’t sure what it was but it relaxed her almost immediately. 
 She closed her eyes.  She had been through quite an ordeal and it was all still fuzzy to her.  As she rested, she tried to recall all of the details that led to the hospital bed. 
 She had traveled to Belgium to attend the commemoration of the anniversary of the Allies victory in World War I.  She had just walked onto the stage towards the podium when gunfire went off.   
 Her attention was immediately drawn to a man standing to her left, near the monument.  She could see the metal plating of the gun glinting in the early morning sunlight.  The man held the gun above his head as he was swarmed by Secret Service.  Within seconds, he was relieved of the gun and taken to the ground (with a few kicks and punches thrown in for good measure).  Before the crowd could react, the gunman was pulled from the congregation and shoved in a vehicle that sped off. 
 It all happened so fast she didn’t have time to really take in what was occurring.  She felt something brush against her face.  Instinctively, she touched her face and then held her fingers out in front of her.  She was shocked to see blood.   
 For a moment, everything was quiet and it seemed as if she was the only person in an infinite open area.  It was in that stillness that she felt the burning in her shoulder.  She touched the area and her hand pulled away the color crimson.    
 She was losing too much blood to be taken to Air Force One – she needed urgent medical attention.  She was loaded quickly into the pre-placed ambulance and her caravan sped off on the pre-planned route.  She arrived at the local medical facility two minutes later.  The facility was already cleared and she was admitted directly to surgery. 
 Six hours later she awoke in the Belgium hospital with strange faces leering over her.   
 “You are in the Ypres,” the hospital administrator said to her the next morning.  Somewhere in her memory, she recalled a college professor saying that the city of Ypres was nicknamed Wipers by the British during World War I because the name of the town was difficult to pronounce. 
 She was still weak but felt better than she had since exiting surgery.  “Do you visit all of your patients personally?” she joked with the administrator.   
 The administrator smiled.  “Only those whose care has international repercussions.  Our surgeons have successfully removed the bullet and repaired the damaged artery in your shoulder.  You lost quite a bit of blood but are now stable.  After a few more days of rest you should be able to move around.   
 “You’ll need to be careful as any unnecessary jarring could loosen the sutures and you could bleed out again.  In a few days, your wounds will have healed well enough for you to be transferred back to America.” 
 The Secret Service agents were nervous.  It was obvious to the entire world where the President of the United States was being treated.  The United States had just entered the war that was engulfing the world and now its President was in a country just on the northern tip of the violence, unable to relocate.  American enemies to the south and west of Belgium were in prime position to weaken the United States through an attack on the nation’s leader. 
 American troops were brought in from Germany for additional protection and the airspace over the medical facility was secured by the American military. 
 By the third day, Libby was stable and awake most of the day.  Secretly, the Vice President had been running the country the last three days while President Williams recovered.  That would continue until she reached home and could be evaluated further.   
 She was briefed constantly over the next few days on the business of the United States; and she was filled in on the past seventy two hours which had seen her in-and-out of medicinally-induced states of mind.   
 It was during lunch on the fifth day that she overheard the doctors talk of another American who was there, who had collapsed just before her speech began and was now in a coma.  The doctors were not entirely sure yet why the coma had occurred.   
 Libby told the Secret Service that she would like to see the man.  The Secret Service had begun preparations to move her from the hospital to Air Force One and did not like that their schedule would be disrupted.  Libby didn’t need to insist.  She was going to visit the man; it was their job to make sure the hospital was secure for her to visit another area of the facility. 
 She made her way to the part of the hospital where the man was kept.  The patients in the facility had been transferred to other hospitals in the area but the coma patients stayed put.   
 Her shoulder ached as she walked.  Her scapula had not been shattered, fortunately, but it had been fractured by the bullet and she was told it would take some time for her shoulder to completely heal.   
 She stood above the only other American citizen in the building not with the Presidential party.  She asked the doctor his name and the doctor replied that the man’s name was Vincent Shakespeare. 
 After sitting next to him for a few minutes, she returned to her room where she would wait until she was moved to Air Force One and then back to the White House.  As she waited, she thought on her husband.  He had arrived the night of her shooting and had stayed by her side the entire time.  With news that she would be released that day, he flew back to Washington ahead of her so he could assist with preparations for her arrival.  She had aides that would take care of everything but as her husband he wanted to make sure that he was facilitating her care. 
 She didn’t notice at first because she was lost in her thoughts but slowly she began to realize she didn’t feel so well.  She thought at first she was just tired but then the poor feeling grew deeper and she thought she might vomit.   
 The tried to motion to one of the agents near her but her hand would not rise.  She looked down at her side weakly and realized she could not move at all on her left side.  She tried her right arm and found that she could not move that side of her body either.  She tried to call out but the words did not come. 
 In fear she looked around the room, not understanding what was happening.  Then, her world went black. 



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Washington, D.C. – November 1917

 Libby opened her eyes and saw she was in the Oval Office.  She sighed.  It was just a dream.

 The room was dark but she noticed right off that the room smelled strange.  She was lying down on the couch in her office and stretched out her legs; the couch was shorter than it should have been.  Plus, she realized the couch was leather while her couch had a cotton covering.  Her first thought was that one of her staff members was playing some sort of joke.  We’ll see how funny it is when I find out who it is.

 She sat up and looked around the room, which was very dark, darker than it should have been with the glow of Washington, D.C. shining in from the exposed window.  She glanced over at the window behind her desk and saw only darkness. Is the power out? 

 She walked to the doorway and flipped the light switch.  When the dim lights did come on, they illuminated the deep green walls of the room.  The walls should have been cream.   
 She turned towards the Resolute Desk.  But instead of her desk, another desk sat in its place and she recognized the desk immediately as the Theodore Roosevelt Desk.   
 Confused and angry that the joke had moved to a new level, she exited her office.  She should have come out at the end of the hallway facing the Roosevelt Room.  Instead, she faced the offices down the hallway from the Oval Office. 
 Outside of the room, a Secret Service agent noticed her.  “Sir, are you okay?” 
 “Sir?” she questioned.  She turned and faced the agent squarely.  She did not recognize him.  “Where is Clark?” she asked, referring to the head of her security detail.   
 She paused for a moment after she spoke.  She had a deep voice for a woman but her voice sounded deeper than usual.  She cleared her throat hoping it would help and turned her attention back to the agent.   
 The agent looked at her strangely.  “I’m not sure who you’re talking about, sir.” 
 Libby was angry.  “Enough with the sir.  I want to know who you are and I want to know where Clark is.” 
 “Mr. President, are you sure you’re alright?  You seem…” 
 “Agent, I am certainly no Mr.  Now if you want to keep this position, you’ll tell me where the head of my detail is.” 
 “President Wilson, I don’t understand.  I head your detail and have done so for years.  I…” 
 “Wait,” Libby interrupted, “what did you just call me?” 
 “President Wilson, I’m not sure what you’re getting at.” 
 Libby turned and walked back into the Oval Office, shutting the door on the alarmed agent.  She walked over to the desk and saw a small mirror.  It seemed strange to her that a mirror would be on the desk but she ignored that and picked it up.  Looking in, she was taken aback to see the face of Woodrow Wilson looking back at her. 
 She dropped the mirror and it bounced off the desk and rolled to the floor but the dark green carpet kept the mirror from breaking.  What’s going on? she screamed inside her head.   
 She looked down at the desk and saw a calendar.  It was November 1, 1917. 
 Not knowing what to do, she leaned down and picked up the displaced mirror from the floor.  The simple act delayed the response she knew she would have to deliver.  She couldn’t see how what she was experiencing was real but the feeling inside of her wouldn’t fully allow her to think she was dreaming either. 
 Daily she was forced to make tough decisions that would affect hundreds of millions of people.  She was used to knowing exactly what to do as the moments came.  But now, she was entirely unsure of her next move.  She had no direction. 
 Instead, she looked in the mirror and smiled.  Smiling back at her was Woodrow Wilson.  She showed her teeth and the reflection showed those teeth back.  She couldn’t explain it – somehow she was still herself but seen by others (including herself) as the twenty-eighth President of the United States. 
 A knock on the door distracted her from her thoughts.  She walked to and opened the door and there stood Edith Wilson, the First Lady.  First Lady Wilson was someone whom Libby had always respected.  In 1919, after her husband’s stroke, she opposed Vice-President Marshall’s assuming of Presidential power and took on many of the Presidential responsibilities herself.  As a result, she was nicknamed the Secret President and even the first female President of the United States by others in the cabinet.   
 In 1916, she took over her husband’s scheduling, something that had always been taken care of by the Chief of Staff (called Secretary in those days).  She was a strong woman, similar to Libby and Libby could relate to some of her struggles in politics. 
 Libby was a little taken aback by seeing Edith out of awe and surprise.  Not that she should have been surprised that President Wilson’s wife would be around but she was still grappling with the fact that she had somehow become Woodrow Wilson. 
 “Woodrow, are you okay?”  The concern in her voice was evident.  The fact that she didn’t call him Woody or Tommy as she sometimes did was enough to show that she was worried. 
 “Why do you ask?” Libby answered, realizing once again that she spoke in a deeper voice, which now seemed explained.  
 “Don’t try to fool me Woodrow Wilson, you know exactly what I mean.  Joe said you were acting strange.  He said you asked him some unusual questions and then ran back into your office.” 
 The stress and the unusualness of the situation almost made Libby laugh.  She stopped herself but she couldn’t suppress a smile.  She knew right away she had made a mistake.   
 “Do you think this is funny?” Edith almost shouted.  “Here I am worried to death about you as it is, about you cracking up during a war.  And you show the agents that might be true, yet you think that is funny.” 
 Libby had to put her head down to keep from laughing out loud.  Edith took that as a sign that her husband was worn physically and stressed out.  Libby waited for the reaction that didn’t come and when it didn’t she looked up at Edith.  She could see that Edith’s expression had softened. 
 “I’m sorry to worry you, dear,” Libby repeated the line her husband had said to her many times.  It felt strange.  At the same time, however, she felt equally excited and guilty.  She was playing the role of Woodrow Wilson, a very successful President.  Now that she had come to a very small level of understanding about her situation, she was beginning to embrace it.   
 At the same time, she also felt guilt as she knew that Edith Wilson was living out her life unsuspecting there was anything unusual about her husband.  Edith was living through a stressful period of her life yet Libby was enjoying the moment. 
 Edith looked at her husband with soft eyes.  “Look, I know it hasn’t been easy.  This is the largest war our country has been engaged in since our own Civil War.  But you know that I’m here for you.  We’re in this together.  If you can’t talk to me, I can’t help you.” 
 Libby let Edith embrace her and hoped that the embrace would not be accompanied by a kiss.  She was not sure how she would handle that.  When they parted, Edith looked seriously at her husband.  “Now get yourself together.  You have a cabinet meeting in an hour.” 
 Libby started to ask her why she would have a cabinet meeting in the middle of the night but as she was about to reply, she looked out of the window behind the desk and saw that the horizon has begun to turn pink in anticipation of the rising sun.  
 “I’ll be ready,” she promised the First Lady. 



 CHAPTER TWELVE 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 Vincent woke up on the killing field.  At first, he was not aware of where he was; all he saw was mud. 
 His first thought was that he had been knocked down by the mob.  His last memory was of seeing the President of the United States shot.  The gunfire rang out but the sound came after the shirt of President Williams exploded in red.   
 That was when the pain came to him.  The vision of President Williams covered in blood dissolved into a dull grey.  A throb in his temple became his world before that world turned black; and then there was nothing. 
 The sound of gunfire brought him back.  The first thought that came to him was that the President had been shot again.  Then, the smell came.  His nose was filled with the stench that only death can bring – spilled blood and that which escapes a gutted corpse.  The smell brought him to full awareness.   
 He turned his head and saw the dead all around him.  It seemed the assassination of the President had turned into a full scale assault and everyone in the audience was now lifeless. 
 A large explosion filled the air and he swore it was cannon fire.  The surprising sound almost caused him to instinctively sit up but a deeper sense of survival forced him to stay where he was.  All around him he could hear men screaming – some in fear, some in rage, most in pain.  These screams were accompanied by the boots of men driving through mud, gunfire and something hitting the earth.  He had never actually heard that sound in person but had seen plenty of war movies.  There was no mistake – he had just heard a mortar explode.  
 He exhaled and his breath turned to vapor.  As he gained a sense of himself he realized he was cold and wet.  He turned his eyes to the sky and could see the rain falling.   
 He tried to turn over onto his side but found that he was impaled in deep mud that impeded his movement.  It was like being stuck to a piece of fly paper.  Instead, he settled with turning his head to discover he was lying face-to-face with a man – a boy really – who couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old.  The young man’s stomach had been ripped to shreds by gunfire and his burnt intestines lay on the ground in front of him.  The dead man’s hands lay frozen on his abdomen: his last act in life was to try to push his organs back inside of him. 
 Vincent could feel the vomit burning the back of his throat.  He fought it off for as long as he could.  He was able to turn away from the dead body but at the moment he faced the other direction, he retched until his stomach hurt.   
 When he finally stopped, he opened his tear-blurry eyes and expected that it had been only a dream.  But his opened eyes showed him that he was still in same place, in the same position.  The mud was just as thick as it had been before.  The sounds around him, if anything, seemed more intense.  The rain above him was illuminated by the constant exchange of propelled explosives. 
 Vincent looked around and fully took in his surroundings.  He was still not sure where he was or how he came to be there.  Only moments before, he had been standing in front of the Menin Gate Memorial in Ypres, Belgium.   
 His great-grandfather had been among the unknown buried after the Battle of Passchendaele, whom the memorial honored.  He was not one hundred percent sure that his great-grandfather had died there but was at least ninety five percent sure.  He had spent years doing the research and all of it led to his great-grandfather having fought in the Second Battle of Passchendaele with the British 5th Army.  All of the unclassified field reports indicated that his great-grandfather was among those killed in action during the sixteen day battle, although a body was never officially recovered.   
 On the flight to Belgium he had read an account of the five month battle for the village of Passchendaele.  The Entente forces of Britain, France and Russia attacked the Imperial German Army in July 1917.  The objectives of the attack were to wear down the enemy, secure the Belgian coast and connect with the Dutch frontier.  A hope of the attack was that it would lessen the pounding the French were taking in the Aisne.  The moral there was low and there were many French deserters as a result.  By causing the Germans to reassign troops to Passchendaele, there was optimism that the French army could reorganize. 
 The Battle of Passchendaele consisted of several battles over a period of many months and was finally won by the Allied forces in November as the Canadian Corps joined the fight and took Passchendaele.  The battle itself was fought in the land between Dixmude and the Lys River: an area filled with streams and drainage ditches.  The area, with the heavy rains, became a swamp with deep mud.  The mud caused tanks to become entrenched and unable to move.  Men and horses drowned in the mire. 
  The battle saw the death of 300,000 British soldiers and 200,000 German soldiers.  A note of interest on the battle was that a young Adolf Hitler had fought in the Battle of Passchendaele as a member of the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division. 
 The book Vincent had read during the flight showed several photographs of the battle, including a before-and-after aerial photo of the village of Passchendaele.  The entire village, every building and structure, was destroyed during the battle leaving the village in complete rubble. 
 The photos flashed in his mind as he looked at the bleak landscape – the same mud, the same rain, the same tanks caught by the swampy terrain.  It wasn’t possible and although he wasn’t entirely sure that he wasn’t dreaming, the land described in the book and the land before him were identical.  He had come to Belgium to learn more of the battle that took the life of his great-grandfather and now, somehow, found himself experiencing that same battle. 
 As if someone thought he needed further convincing, he felt a hard kick to his ribs as a man tripped over his abdomen and fell in the mud next to him.  The man did not rise.  After several minutes of clawing through the mud, Vincent was able to make his way to the man.  The mud could not disguise the hole from the bullet that had ripped through the man’s throat. 
 Then, another explosion came right next to him.  He felt something strike his head and he knew nothing else. 
 He woke and discovered it was dark and everything was quiet.  Vincent realized he must have blacked out again.  I feel like an NFL quarterback.  He groaned and clutched his head.  At least I’m awake.  What an awful dream.   
 He prepared to roll out of bed but realized he was stuck.  He turned his head and saw that the soldier he dreamed had kicked him in the ribs was still there.  
 The weather, which had been cold before, was now below freezing.  Vincent looked down at himself and saw that he was in a British uniform.  The uniform was wool and he was somewhat warm but without a coat, lying in the wet mud, he would soon become hypothermic. 
 He turned his head to the right and in the distance through the field of bodies he saw the lines and armaments of one of the forces of the battle.  There was no flag to identify to which side the line belonged – Allied or German. 
 He turned to the left and in the distance, again across a field of fallen soldiers, he saw the other line.  In looking at the bodies, he thought on how death didn’t care which army was the good guy.  Both the Germans and the Allies saw themselves in the right and in truth, perhaps neither of them was right.  Both were fighting to protect their way of life; and in the years to come both sides would give books to their children that taught of the oppressiveness of the opposing side and the valor in which the soldiers of their own country fought against injustice. 
 Vincent tried to pick out the helmets worn by men in their respected trenches but very few men could even be seen moving around – only those pulling the wounded from the field of battle.  The other men knew better than to stick their head above the side of the trench, knowing a sniper could be waiting to put a bullet through that head. 
 With little to go by, Vincent decided to move to his right.  He would know soon enough if his decision was correct.  Maybe if I’m shot by a German all of this will end and I can actually wake up?

 The going was very slow.  The mud was extremely thick.  And although the night’s cold had somewhat hardened the mud, the mud was too thick to be frozen in all areas.  It took him nearly an hour to crawl one hundred feet. 
 Finally, just before dawn, he reached the outer perimeter of the trench that served as the base and temporary home of those who fought on that side.  He looked up and saw two men running towards him with a stretcher in tow.  It was then that he knew he had chosen wisely.  He was at the British encampment. 



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 They took him to the medical area, which was little more than a covered hole in the ground.  A tent was placed over a large dug-out area in the earth.  The walls were reinforced with sandbags that were undoubtedly filled with the same mud that was everywhere.  Vincent reflected that it was definitely not the sterile medical environment of the 21st Century. 
 They laid him on a makeshift table and a physician covered in blood came over to him.  “Can you speak?” the doctor asked with a British accent. 
 Vincent wondered briefly how the doctor would react when he replied back to him in an American accent.  But at the same time he couldn’t not speak.  “I can talk,” he answered, surprised to find he had a British accent as well. 
 “Very well.  So what is your affliction?” 
 “My affliction?” the phrasing of the question threw Vincent for a moment. 
 The doctor appeared to grow slightly agitated but stayed calm.  Vincent could imagine the doctor was exhausted and stressed for resources and assistance.   “Are you shot?” 
 Vincent looked down at his chest and then at his arms and legs.  “I don’t believe I was.” 
 The doctor looked closely at Vincent.  “Which battalion are you with?” 
 Vincent didn’t know how to answer.  He knew that he was more than likely with an infantry regiment but Britain had nearly seventy line infantry regiments during World War I.  Each of those regiments was divided into several battalions. 
 “You seem confused,” the doctor noted.  “Were you struck in the head?” 
 “Howitzer,” Vincent said softly. 
 “What was that?” 
 “I’m with the Howitzer unit,” Vincent repeated, this time a little more confidently. 
 The doctor leaned in and looked at Vincent closely.  Vincent was sure he had named the wrong unit.  Perhaps there was no Howitzer unit at this battle.   
 He watched the doctor’s expression and saw a sadness come across his face.  “I’m sorry to tell you this, chap but most of your unit is dead.  I’ve operated on many of your men today.  I would guess that only a handful of you survived.” 
 Vincent was sad to hear that so many men had died but to pull off the effect he thought of his mother’s death two years ago and let that pain seep into his face.  “I have changed units many times during this war.  It appears I’ll be doing so again.” 
 The doctor nodded.  “We’re fortunate to have men such as you on the front lines.  From where did you come, before the war?” 
 “Birmingham,” Vincent lied, saying the first town that came to his mind.  He waited for the doctor to tell him he was from Birmingham as well but the doctor merely nodded. 
 “Very well, if there is nothing else you require – you have no injuries that I can tell – I bid you good luck.” 
 Vincent thanked the doctor and left the makeshift hospital.  As soon as he walked outside, the smell hit him.  The inside of the medical unit had been somewhat contained by the sandbags and tent but the open air brought the fresh smell of death.  He had been in the open field for many hours surrounded by dead bodies and must have grown used to the stench; now that he was freshly removed and reintroduced to the battlefield, the smell was overwhelming.   
 He risked a peak over the top of the trench and saw that while many of the bodies had been retrieved by the field ambulance unit, many more still remained.  The night ground was filled with the vultures that always pillaged the outcome of war. 
 He walked along a trench and was overpowered by the smell of human waste.  The trenches allowed little privacy and latrines were often an obscure hole dug as far away from the place where the soldiers would sleep as possible.  The stench of human feces was almost worse than the smell of decaying bodies awaiting shipment back to England. 
 He made his way slowly, careful not to take a wrong step off the boards into the deep mud at the bottom of the trench.  The duckboards were laid on the ground allowing men to walk without becoming impeded.  As he walked, he spoke with the men in other units trying to get a feel for everything.  He was not sure which direction to go but the men were friendly enough and guided him to where he needed to be.  He received several respectful nods from the other soldiers when he mentioned he was part of the Howitzer unit – apparently word spread quickly of the deaths that had occurred.  He had expected to see the area where the Field Marshall, Douglas Haig had set up command but he did not recognize a command area as he walked through the trench. 
 Vincent slowly made his way to what was left of the Howitzer unit.  Most of the men he passed in the trench were lying down, sleeping where they could.  There were few blankets and men huddled together next to keep warm.  Campfire would draw the German’s attention and bring gunfire.   
 Vincent learned he was in the fire trench at the forefront of the action.  The trench was well made and nearly the entire way across was lined with sandbags.  Vincent passed many dugouts as he walked: the areas dug into the side of the trench where the officers slept.   
 Finally, he came to the Howitzer unit and saw they were a sad lot.  It was not that they weren’t valiant or noble men; it was the lack of number of men.  The unit was assigned to man the eighteen artillery Howitzers that were heavy to move but were effective in slowing an advancing army.  Vincent only counted thirty men including himself still left with the unit.  He expected others to be reassigned and would soon join them. 
 He spoke briefly with a few of the men on duty and was relieved to find out that he had guessed correctly – he was indeed assigned to the Howitzer unit (he still wasn’t sure how they knew him but they did).  He spoke with some of the other men near him for a brief time and then laid down for whatever sleep he could manage.   
   It was still dark when Vincent was called awake by an officer.  Rising to his feet, Vincent was handed a shovel and ordered to repair a section of the trench that had been damaged in the previous day’s fighting.  He looked around and saw other men refilling sandbags while others were cleaning the Howitzers.  He counted the men who surrounded him and saw that other men had been assigned.  His unit was not large but at least now they had enough men to manage the large guns. 
 They dug for many hours.  It was hard laborious work, work to which Vincent was unaccustomed.  Blisters had formed on his hands and they had already split and begun to bleed. 
 He kept digging but secretly hoped someone would come and save him from the unending mud.  Finally a voice did, although that voice only served to move him from a menial task to a deadly one.  The order came for them to prepare the Howitzers for fire.  There would be a division moving to the front line. 
 “Shakespeare,” the Sergeant called out. 
 At first Vincent was too surprised to answer.  How does he know my name?   
 “Shakespeare, do you have mud in your ears?” 
 “No, sir,” Vincent answered, rising and standing to attention.  He was worried he would do a poor job as a soldier but coming to attention came to him as if he were well versed. 
 The Sergeant stepped forward, narrowing the space between them until Vincent could smell the man’s breath.  “When I speak, you answer.  Is that understood Private Shakespeare?” 
 “Yes, sir, it is.” 
 The Sergeant stared at Vincent for a moment longer, then took a step back and smiled.  “We sure gave those bloody Krauts all they could handle.  They must have knackered you in the head which is why you don’t hear so well.  Get on then, Winston, I’ll be right behind you.”  
 Vincent realized the Sergeant must have been among the few of the Howitzer unit that survived the earlier battle.  Then, it hit him that the Sergeant called him Winston.  Before he could ask the Sergeant about the name or where he was expected to be going, the Sergeant was off yelling at other men to get ready to move.  Vincent was ushered along with other soldiers of the reformed Howitzer unit. 
 Vincent had taken about ten steps when he stopped suddenly, drawing curses from the men behind him.  It dawned on him then why his shirt named him as Shakespeare (his actual last name) and why the Sergeant called him Winston.  Winston was his great-grandfather’s name.  Somehow in this dream he had assumed the form of his great-grandfather during the Battle of Passchendaele – the battle in which his grandfather had died. 
 Vincent turned to the man behind him.  The man was still angry that Vincent had stopped suddenly, causing him to fall into the mud to avoid running into Vincent.  Vincent ignored his anger.  “How many days have we been fighting?” Vincent asked him. 
 “That is what you have to say to me after knocking me into the filth.  The barrel of my rifle…” 
 Vincent cut him off.  “I don’t care about your rifle right now.  How many days?” 
 The soldier looked hard at Vincent but something in Vincent’s eyes caused him to answer.  “We’ve been fighting for ten days.  You were laid up in the mud for a day of it so I’m not sure all those days count for you.” 

Ten days, Vincent repeated to himself.  He knew the battle would last sixteen days, which meant sometime in the next six days, his grandfather would be killed, which meant he would be killed.   
 He was curious about this as he considered that if he were killed, he might actually wake from the dream in which he was obviously trapped.  As he thought of dying, however, an uneasy feeling came over him.  A small thought came into the back of his mind that everything that he was experiencing was real and that if he died, he would die for real.  Vincent dismissed the thought as soon as it came as ridiculous but even as the thought left him, the feeling did not.  In fact, the feeling grew. 
  He looked around at the men next to him.  The soldier he had knocked in the mud started in on his rifle again but Vincent tuned him out.  The soldier stood right in front of him but Vincent looked through the man and saw only the battle before him.  He wondered briefly how many of the other men were aware as he was of what was occurring. 
 Then, the world turned white and he was knocked backwards. 
 He was dazed and the world around him was strangely muffled.  He looked around and saw the sky above him – the rain clouds were moving back in.  He raised his head and saw his boots.  His rifle was still in his hands. 
 He looked to his right and saw that the man who only moments before had been angry was now lying in the mud.  The man was fully covered in sludge, where before it had only been his legs and hands.  In fact, whatever had caused the world to go white had pushed the man deep into the mud.  Vincent looked closer at the man and realized he was also covered in blood.  A large piece of shrapnel protruded from the man’s chest.  The man’s eyes were open and he stared blankly at the darkening sky. 
 Vincent turned his attention back to that same sky.  It was filled with clouds but soon became filled the face of the Sergeant.  Vincent could see the Sergeant’s mouth moving but could not make out the words.  Then, Vincent felt strong hands pull him upwards.  He was standing on his feet. 
 The Sergeant yelled several times until the words finally came into focus and Vincent could make out the word, “Run!” 
 His head was still pounding but he let the command from his Sergeant sink in and instinct took over.  He began to run.  The Sergeant ran next to him, pulling Vincent by his shirt.   
 Vincent could not feel his legs but knew they were moving as he was upright and the world around him was filled with horizontal motion.  He looked down at the rifle clutched in his hands.  He was thankful for that as he was sure he would need it later. 
 He ran several yards before half-falling into an open hole in the ground.  They had reached the next trench.  He was still dazed as he sat down in the muddy gouge; but then the adrenaline that had been coursing through him reached his brain and he was fully aware of where he was and what was happening. 
 “Are you better?” his Sergeant asked him concerned. 
 Vincent nodded.  “What happened?” 
 “Mortar fire.  It took out one of the Howitzers in the last trench.  The shrapnel took out many of our men.  Some are merely injured but several are dead.”   
 Vincent recalled the soldier next to him with the large piece of metal sticking out his chest.  He didn’t speak.   
 “Are you injured?” the Sergeant asked. 
 “I don’t think that I am.” 
 The Sergeant smiled.  “You’re as tough as an old doorknob, you are.” 
 Vincent laughed.  He assumed the expression was a compliment.  “So now what?” 
 “Now we hold the line.  There will be more men that will join us on the front line.  Our job is to make sure they get here.  It won’t be easy.  We only moved one of the large guns up before they began to bombard us.  At some point, we’ll need to barrage them with cannon fire as we move the others up.” 
 “By barrage, you mean attack their lines with one Howitzer.” 
 “We have some mortars but yes, that is the idea.”  The Sergeant looked at Vincent and smiled.  “I never said it would be easy.  But that is our order.” 
 “Then we’ll do what we can to follow that order.  Bite and hold.” 
 The Sergeant smiled viciously.  “Aye, bite and hold.”   
 The Sergeant cuffed him on the shoulder and for the first time, Vincent noticed the pain.  He looked at his right shoulder and saw blood on his uniform shirt.  He examined closer and saw a tear in the sleeve.  Then, he saw the small piece of shrapnel stuck in his shoulder.  It wasn’t deep and as he pulled it out his first thought was, I’m glad my tetanus shot is up to date.  

 He stopped.  The blood and pain were real.  He considered for the first time with full realization that all he was experience might not be a dream after all. 



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 The moments that make up life are often brief.  Some moments draw on for years and seem insignificant in retrospect.  Other moments are over before one realizes they are over.  It was in one of those short moments that the future of the entire world was altered.  The movement of a single finger saved the lives of countless people but at the same time created death for countless others who otherwise would not have been affected. 
 Vincent was given the order to fire and even though he had never been in combat before, he obeyed that order without hesitation.  He had only shot a firearm a few times in his life but internally the training that had been given to his great-grandfather, the form he now assumed, took over and he knew what must be done.  He began firing in short bursts spread out in predetermined areas across the battlefield. 
 As he was firing, he noticed a familiar face move to the front line of the German forces.  His realized his great-grandfather had seen this man but had paid no particular attention to him, rather following orders: delivering concentrated bursts of gunfire to keep the enemy in their trench allowing the cannons to be brought up the lines. 
 But Vincent knew something about the man in front of him that his grandfather had not.  Because of this, Vincent went against his training and focused his sight on the man across the line from him.  He had a good look at the man’s face and there was no mistaking the man. 
 Vincent had never killed a man but none of that mattered now.  This man would be his first and he would be doing the world a favor even though no one would ever realize the impact.  Once this man was dead, everything the man would become would die with him. 
 Vincent pulled the trigger and watched as the man’s chest exploded.  The man fell backwards and Vincent knew his shot had been true.   
 “What are you doing, Shakespeare?” his Sergeant shouted at him above the gunfire.  “We’re here to take out their ability to fire, not pick off one bloke at a time!  That’s why we have sharpshooters.” 
 Vincent allowed his training to kick back in and began firing in short bursts as he had before he shot the young German.  Ten minutes later, after several rotations of men firing, the Howitzers were in position and Vincent, distracted, momentarily forgot what he had done. 
 Across No Man’s Land from the British forces, the young officer lay in the mud, spitting blood.  The shot he had incurred did not kill him right away.  It punctured and exited his right lung.  His lung had collapsed and now his own ragged breathing was his world.  A doctor had come to his side in the trench but after seeing that the young officer would not make it, he made the man comfortable and then moved on to others whom he could save. 
 Another soldier sat by his side, keeping him company until the end, which he knew now would not be long in coming.  He barely knew the man beside him.  He had seen him a few times but the man was enlisted and not an officer and so there had been very little interaction between the two of them.  He had many friends in the unit and it was ironic that he had given his life to military service and the other officers had become almost a family to him; yet even so he was dying next to a stranger. 
 What Vincent didn’t know was that the officer that he had shot would have killed him within the next few minutes if he had not shot the officer.  His great-grandfather had been killed on that front line by that officer but now Vincent had changed that. 
 The man that Vincent shot finally died.  It took several agonizing minutes – agony that was well deserved but not near long enough to justify the pain he would cause others; but now that man was no more.  The world would never know the significance of that death and the favor that Vincent had done for humanity that day by pulling the trigger.   
 The officer who was shot that day was Adolph Hitler.  And now he was dead. 
 Vincent thought later that night on what he had done.  The gunfire had wound down and now only the mortar shells pounded the earth – a sound to which Vincent had grown accustomed.  In the relative quiet and peace (as peaceful a moment during warfare can be) under the Belgium night sky, Vincent closed his eyes.  What he saw within was unexpected. 
 When Vincent first arrived, he had felt like an intruder, like he had possessed his grandfather’s body.  He didn’t notice the change at first.  But now with his eyes closed, he once again became aware of himself.  Only now he no longer felt that he was trapped in someone else’s body.  He felt the body was his own.   
 He opened his eyes.   
 Across No Man’s Land, another set of eyes was open as well.  These eyes were peering across the waste trying to decide what to do.  It was fortunate for Vincent that that man in the German trench decided not to come over to the British side (which he could have done very easily and without being caught).  Vincent was free to live for a while longer as a result of that decision. 
 Vincent didn’t know that the man in the opposite trench had killed countless people compared to his one.  And now Vincent was a person of interest to Jack. 



 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 Jack had long been an admirer of warfare.  One could say that he adored such occasions.  The carnage that resulted from the antagonism was almost sexual to Jack.  He felt an ecstasy in observing a wide field of dead bodies; an ecstasy that rivaled any orgasm he had ever experienced.  The smell of death was more carnal than the scent of any woman and the blood created a lust deeper than any act of sex.  
 That lust for blood and corpses brought Jack on vacation from his other time.  If the wars of history were a range of mountains, World War I was his Mount Everest, and the Battle of Passchendaele was his summit. 
 As such, Jack found himself in the German trench, looking down at the officer dead at his knees.  History would suggest that he was the one who killed the officer but he did not – although normally he would have relished the idea.  No, this officer was different and even he knew better than to kill a man such as him. 
 He motioned to the men carrying stretchers that the man had died.  The bodies of fallen soldiers were sent back through the lines to be conveyed to Germany. 
 “What is his name, did you get it?” the first transport soldier asked. 
 Jack rubbed the mud off the front of the officer’s uniform for effect.  He of course knew the man’s name but it would have looked strange if he hadn’t done so.  The name was partially covered with spilled blood but he could make out the name of Hitler. 
 “I know him,” the transport observed.  “His name is Adolf Hitler.  Another son of Germany shot down.” 
 Later that evening, when the fighting had slowed, Jack entered the makeshift morgue and looked down at the dead future dictator’s body.  He knew that everything had changed.   
 Just like it had changed before for him. 
 He left the morgue area and walked back to the front trench.  There, he looked across No Man’s Land.  It was dark and on the wind he could hear movement on the other side of the blood-stained field.  Most men would be on edge this close to death in the unknown of dark but the tension in the air calmed him.  It cleared his mind so he could think. 
 Hitler was targeted, of that he had no doubt. 
 He had not been standing next to Hitler when he was shot; he was about ten feet away.  The British had opened fire in short, scattered bursts – just the type of gunfire that made it difficult to rise above the top of the trench and fire back effectively.   
 As he was listening to the bursts, he noticed a change in one of the firing patterns.  The bullets that had been firing over his head in a specific pattern stopped.  The gunfire around him was still occurring but the gunfire targeted to his area in the trench ceased.   
 He risked a look over the trench wall and saw a British soldier taking specific aim.  With the discharge from the barrel of the soldier’s rifle came a grunt from beside him.  He had heard that grunt so often that he barely noticed it.  But then he saw from whom the grunt escaped.   
 And he knew that grunt changed everything. 
 He couldn’t go immediately over to the fallen soldier as the British soldier who made the shot fell back in to his short, scattered bursts.  But as he looked to his left, down at the body of man who had been shot - Adolf Hitler - he knew everything that Germany might become was now gone. 
  When he finally made his way to Hitler’s side, just in time to watch him die, several thoughts went through his mind.  Most of the other soldiers knew little of Hitler.  He, however, knew much.   
 He recognized that the death of Adolf Hitler may or may not be noticed by others.  In the end, as far as Germany was concerned, there were thousands dying in the war and the death of one soldier was of little importance. 
 He knew the war would soon be lost.  The Allied forces were just too much.  In little more than a year, it would all be over.  The deaths of so many would all be in vain.   
 Hitler was dead.  Now, he would find the man who killed him.   
 He cared nothing for Hitler.  In fact, he thought Hitler a coward hiding behind orders, not brave enough to carry out his desired atrocities on his own.  But the man who killed Hitler - now he would be interesting.   
 It was war but he recognized murder when he saw it.  Hitler had been shot in the heat of battle but the premeditation that he knew existed in the British soldier amounted to murder.  He would just need to learn the identity of the shooter.  
 If he had the opportunity during a cease fire, he would leave the trench into No Man’s Land and see if he could draw the man into a fight.  This was a great source of amusement and both sides would watch as the two men fought, cheering their countrymen on.  When it was finished, the men would return to their own side and the shooting would begin again. 
 He wouldn’t kill the man.  Not yet.  He just wanted to find out what he knew.   
 And how he got there. 
 If that opportunity did not arrive, when the war was over he would follow the man back to England and there he would question the man and find out what he knew.  The Germans had men on the other side and he had the money to find out whatever information he needed. 
 He would learn more of the man who had changed the world’s history.   
 Before all of that, however, he needed to eat.  He saw a group of men sitting in the mud and came up next to them, joining them in the mire.  “Where’ve you been, Hans?  You nearly missed this fine food,” a German said laughing.  The food consisted of slightly moldy bread and cheese that had once been extremely hard but was now soggy due to the rain. 
 “I’ve been out seeing what sort of trouble I could find.” 
 The German laughed.  “Well, there’s plenty of that.” 
 Jack smiled back.  And not just because of the joke.  In fact, the joke was on them.  Soon they would all be dead.  Whether by gunfire or his knife across their throat, they would be dead.   
 They knew him as Hans but his real name was Jack.  History knew him as Jack the Ripper.   
 As Jack pulled out his knife, the man in the shadows watched and smiled. 



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Washington, D.C. – November 1917

 Libby felt the change.  Everything was different.  She couldn’t explain the difference, she just knew the world had changed.  She was sitting in the Oval Office when she felt it.   
 At first it was just an uneasy feeling – like she was coming out of a dream but not sure whether she was still dreaming or awake.  Reality seemed to alter itself and she felt as though she couldn’t put her finger on what was actually real. 
 She felt a sinking feeling in her stomach and was concerned that she might be sick.  She walked to the restroom, pausing momentarily at the sink.  With her head down, she placed both hands on the counter on either side of the basin.  She kept her eyes closed, hoping to gain some internal control of the emotions that were running inside of her.  She ran cold water and splashed her face trying to remove the flush that she was sure was there.  When she finished, she grabbed the hand towel and dried her face. 
 It had been several minutes since she first felt the sinking feeling and now, although the feeling had not faded, it had changed into something more internally substantial.  She still couldn’t explain what was happening to her.   
 She opened her eyes, hoping there was something that she could see in the outer world to which she could latch, allowing a reprieve of the uncertainty that was running around inside of her.  She felt not herself and yet herself all at once.   
 Her eyes revealed something she wasn’t expecting. 
 Gazing in the mirror, she anticipated seeing the face of Woodrow Wilson looking back at her.  Instead, she saw her own face.  She was stunned.  She shouldn’t have been surprised at seeing the face that for her entire life had reflected back at her but now it seemed alien. 
 She heard a knock on the door to the Oval Office. 
 She didn’t answer and the first knock was followed by another.  She knew she had to answer and so stepped out of the bathroom towards the door.  She started to call out but she didn’t react fast enough.  The door came open and five men entered swiftly with guns drawn.  She would have been alarmed if she had not recognized the man leading the team – the agent from the hallway. 
 “Are you alright, ma’am?” the agent asked after they had swept the room. 
 Libby nodded.  “Y-yes…” she stuttered.  She regained her composure and started again.  “I’m fine.  I’m sorry I didn’t answer.  I was distracted with something I was thinking over and didn’t hear you.”  She turned and faced the agent.  “What is it?” 
 “We’ve come to take you to the airport.” 
 Libby wasn’t sure what the agent was talking about.  She didn’t know the hour but the moon shone through the window behind her.  Woodrow Wilson may have done so but she generally did not have night engagements and she didn’t remember setting any.  She started to speak and then it dawned on her that the agent had called her ma’am.

 “Who do you think I am?” she asked the agent seriously. 
 He started to smile but then noticed the sober expression on her face.  “Are you sure you’re alright, ma’am.” 
 “I’m fine,” she answered impatiently.  “Now, please answer my question.” 
 “You are the President of the United States, of course.” 
 “And how many states are there?” 
 The agent almost smiled again.  “Are you testing my history, ma’am?” 
 Libby realized she seemed hysterical.  She gave a small smile to disarm the agent.  “Perhaps I am.” 
 The agent saw her smile and he did relax somewhat but something inside told him that there was more to her questioning than she was letting on.  The smile was forced.  “There are forty eight states.  Arizona and New Mexico were added five years ago and five years before that, Oklahoma and the Indian Territory.” 
 Libby nodded.  “Okay, last question.  Where is my husband?” 
 The agent looked at her strangely.  “Is this another test?” 
 “No, no test.  Why?” 
 “You’re not married, President Williams.” 
 “What do you mean I’m not married?  I’ve been married for over twenty years.  My husband is Charles and everyone calls him Chuck.  We have two sons.” 
 The agent looked at her with sincere concern. “Are you sure you’re alright, ma’am?” 
 “Why do you keep asking me that?” Libby exploded. 
 “I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s just that I’ve never met this Charles.  And you don’t have any children.” 
 Libby started to open her mouth but found no words would come out.  The agent looked at the other members of his team and nodded.  The other agents understood the gesture and left the room, leaving the two of them alone in the Oval Office. 
 “Libby, look,” the agent said, addressing her by her first name now that they were not in public, “we’ve been together for a long time.  Way back to your Governor days.” 
 Libby was confused and didn’t pick up on the fact that he called her by her first name.  “I’ve never been a Governor.  You mean since my days with my company.” 
 The agent waited a moment before answering.  “I’ve seen you stressed many times but I’ve never seen you lose it like this, especially in front of the other agents.” 
 Libby looked intently at the agent.  She noticed he didn’t respond to her comment about her company.  She chose to ignore that and move on – she would get more answers later.  “Listen, agent…” 
 “Libby, you can call me Joe.  You don’t have to be so formal.” 
 The name rang a bell.  Somewhere in her mind, she could hear Edith Wilson referring to an agent named Joe.  “Joe, I’m not sure what’s happening to me.  I don’t know if I’m dreaming or what but I’m not supposed to be President in 1917.” 
 “I know.  What you’ve been able to accomplish is amazing.  You were the first woman to be elected to any state or national public office.  All this without women being allowed to vote for you.” 
 “What do you mean the first?  Jeanette Rankin was the first to be elected as a Representative from her state.” 
 “Yes, you paved the way for her election last year.” 
 Libby thought on his words for a moment, then looked up at Joe.  “Do you know who Woodrow Wilson is?” 
 He thought on her question for a moment.  “He’s the President of Princeton, isn’t he?” 
 “You mean he’s still the President of the university?” 
 “I believe so.  Didn’t you earn your diploma from there?” 
 Libby smiled.  “I did.” 
 “Would you like to set up a meeting with Dr. Wilson?  I can pass it on to have it put on your calendar.  I’m sure he would be thrilled to accept an invitation to the White House.” 
 Libby nodded.  “Yes, I’d like that.  Make sure his wife is invited as well.” 
 “Anything else?” 
 “No, I’m fine now,” Libby lied.  “Thanks for your concern.” 
 Joe knew there was more she was hiding from him but he let it be.  “Okay.  You should get some rest.  It can’t be easy leading our country in a time of war.” 
 “No, it’s not.  But that’s the country that I now lead.” 
 Joe nodded and walked out of the Oval Office, closing the door behind him.  After he left, Libby looked around the room.  It had changed as well.  The office was no longer the stuffy office of Woodrow Wilson, it had become her office.  The items were the items of the time but she could tell they were selected by her, matching her taste in décor. 
 She sat down on the small couch in the room and wondered what was happening to her.  She hoped she could somehow escape the nightmare and return to a time where she had a family. 



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 Libby landed at the private airfield in Belgium.  She knew what she was doing was extremely dangerous.  She had landed on the front lines of the war in the secret of night.  She had heard of other Presidents doing the same and she had always thought it was something she wanted to do as President. 
 Despite much debate and disapproval by those in her advisory circles, Libby made the call as the President and now here she sat in an empty field, inside of a small biplane waiting for the Secret Service to finish clearing the area. 
 Once all was cleared, she entered the protective convoy that would take her to the command headquarters to meet with the minds behind the battle ongoing in Belgium.  She wanted to surprise the soldiers and show them that not only did the United States support them, as the Commander in Chief she wanted them to see that, just like her country, she was not afraid to go into the enemy’s den. 
 Under deep cover of night Libby was taken to the headquarters building (really not much more than a large tent and sandbags).  There she was met by the British Field Marshal, Sir Douglas Haig.  He very politely gave her a tour of the facility and briefed her on the engagements in which the troops were involved; however, Libby could tell beneath his gentlemanly exterior he was not thrilled that she was there. 
 “It is fortunate that your plane was able to arrive,” Haig said to her once she was seated in the area that served as the map room.  “The rains have not come for the past two days, which is most unusual.  It has rained here seemingly nonstop for some time.” 
 Libby nodded in agreement.  “I am most fortunate.”   
 She had known that the past three days would be rainless.  She also knew that on the following day, November 6 that the 1st and 2nd Canadian Divisions would move up to the front lines and the next phase of the battle would begin.  The objectives of that final assault would be met three hours after the battle began.   
 She mentioned the battle plan to Haig and he seemed surprise.  He had given her minor details, more of a glossing over than anything and was pleased that she was so knowledgeable to his plan. 
 “You have done your homework, Madam President.” 
 Libby smiled.  “I have indeed.  Would it surprise you if I said that I have absolute faith in your plan and that I expect that the village of Passchendaele be captured entirely by your forces within the week?” 
 Haig smiled back.  “If it were not my plan, I would be surprised indeed.  I am pleased to see that the Americans have such a committed Commander in Chief.  If you support your generals then the Best of the British is with us.” 
 “Sir Haig, you are very kind.  Well,” she said standing up, “you have a war to wage and I won’t keep you from it.  I would like to meet some of the men, which is my primary purpose here.” 
 Haig stood as she rose and nodded in approval of her wanting to meet with his soldiers.  “Very well.  Our Howitzer unit has been fighting alongside of the Canadians on the front line.  They have been pulled back as the 1st and 2nd Canadians take the forefront.  These Howitzer men are some of my finest and have taken quite a hit.  Many of the men that started with the unit have not survived the battle.  Bloody Krauts.” 
 The Howitzer unit was brought in to the mess and it was Libby’s pleasure to serve them their food.  She scooped the stew for the men, which compared to the meals they had eaten on the front line seemed to them to come from the finer restaurants in London. 
 Many of the men did not know who she was as they had been fighting for several years without much news of the world but she was announced and then given the opportunity to speak to the men.  She thanked them for their service and assured them that the Americans would fight side-by-side with them until the job was done. 
 As she spoke, her Secret Service team began moving into position to transport her back to the plane.  They needed to be gone before the morning and before the rain came. 
 She walked over to Sir Haig, who had joined her in the mess in meeting with the men to say goodbye.  “Before you part,” he conveyed, “one of the men would like to speak with you.” 
 “Of course,” she replied, conscious of the time but wanting to give what short time she had left to thank the men. 
 She followed Haig to the back of the mess.  Other soldiers had begun to enter the mess and the Howitzer unit moved to the back to open tables for the newly arriving men.   
 She arrived at a small table and Haig extended his hand towards the soldier who wanted to speak with her.  She had not noticed the man when he first came through the chow line.  For his part, he was exhausted and although he noticed her upon entering he saw only a woman.  There was something familiar about her but that thought was fleeting – he was just happy to have a warm meal. 
 That changed when she addressed the group. 
 He nearly fell out of his chair.  Some of the men noticed and laughed at him, accusing him of being smitten.   
 He wasn’t sure exactly what was happening but somehow unexplained the President of the United States was standing in front of him.  Not the President from 1917 America but the President from his time. 
 Vincent Shakespeare and Libby Williams looked at each other.  She was just as surprised as he was.  Sitting there before her was the man who was in a coma in the hospital in Belgium with her. 
 Whatever plans she had made to return to the United States had now changed. 
 The Secret Service agents closely watched the conversation between Libby and Vincent.  They were beside themselves as they knew her visit was already outside of the net of safety for the incoming weather.  They wanted to move the conversation along but knew that she would not allow the conversation to end until she was ready. 
 Libby and Vincent had spoken for about thirty minutes when the rain drops first hit the top of the mess tent.  Within five minutes, the downpour was tremendous.  The agents knew they had missed their window.  It would be thirty minutes to the airfield through the thick mud and they knew with the rain deepening that mud there would be no possibility of a flight departing.  The President would be here for some time.   
 When the British government learned of the delay they were just as nervous.  They were not thrilled at the idea of the death of an American President under one of their combat missions.  President Williams was kept well beyond the line of fire but that did little to put King George or Sir Haig at ease. 
 The battle lasted only a few more days when the fighting completely subsided.  And when the combat finally ended, everyone sighed in relief.  Libby included.  The battlefront was not her ideal choice of locations. 
 The day after the victory was secured, Libby sought out Sir Haig.  “I would like to ask your leave of one of your soldiers.” 
 The comment took Haig off guard.  “Whom do you mean, madam?  You see, the battle is over but there will be more.  We are moving out soon enough.  I can’t spare one of my officers for even the shortest time.” 
 Libby smiled.  “Don’t worry yourself.  I’d like for one of the men of your trenches to be offered an opportunity to serve as an advisor to my Generals.  We would ask him to explain trench life here so that our American soldiers will be better prepared.” 
 “I see.  And did you have a particular soldier in mind?” 
 “Shakespeare,” she replied, “from your Howitzer unit.” 
 “Indeed.  Wasn’t it he that requested your audience?  He must have made quite an impression.” 
 “He did indeed.  Now, if you will give him leave he will travel back with me to Washington.  There, he will spend some months with my top military advisors, assisting in developing the methods in which my soldiers will be trained going forward.  This soldier will be imperative in the operation of American military strategy as far as daily life during the war for our soldiers.  What better man to give such advice as one who has lived that life?” 
 Haig considered the request a moment longer.  “I can see wisdom in this request.  I’ll have my man draw up the papers and Private Shakespeare will be placed under your guidance.  Will there be anything else?” 
 Libby said there was not.  “Well, then,” Haig continued.  “I would say that I am sorry to see your departure but we both know that would be untruthful.  I am thankful for your presence but at the same time your people need you back in your country.  I will say the Americans have the Best of the British before them.” 
 Libby smiled, shook Haig’s hand and then was led by the Secret Service back to her airplane.  She was joined by Vincent.   
 There had been little time for them to talk during the battle – he was coming off the front lines but that did not mean he was exempt from duty.  Now that he was on board, the plane left the runway and headed west.  She was thankful that she would have several hours to speak with him once they arrived on the first battleship. 
 Her travel arrangements were less than ideal but it was the most advanced for that time.  Her travel from Belgium to Washington consisted of several plane transits moving from battleship to battleship throughout the Atlantic.  Each plane contained one pilot and one passenger.  The Secret Service agents traveled in planes adjacent to the President’s and Vincent’s followed behind.   
 Once they were on board the first of several battleships, Libby offered Vincent something to eat and drink and he accepted both.  A table was brought in and set between them.  It was still military food but at least it was actually cooked in an oven and the water wasn’t grey with mud and ashes.  Vincent marveled. 
 With everything in place, the room was cleared (to the scowl and disagreement of her lead agent Joe).  With the door closed, Libby looked at Vincent and smiled.  “It’s not quite Air Force One, is it?” 
 Vincent laughed.  “I wouldn’t know.” 
 “I guess you wouldn’t.  I can assure you, even with all of security measures that surround my travel that flying across the Atlantic has never taken me several days.  Now,” she said seriously and looking straight at him, “what is going on?” 
 Vincent shrugged and responded in mock sarcasm.  “Are you referring to the fact that you’re the President of the United States during World War I or the fact that I have somehow taken the place of my great-grandfather during a battle of that same war?” 
 Libby allowed herself to laugh mildly.  “I am referring to both.” 
 “I don’t know.  I can tell you that one moment I was standing beside the memorial in Ypres and the next I woke up a soldier – my great-grandfather to be specific – in the battle that the memorial was honoring.” 
 Libby nodded.  “I had a similar experience.  I remember being shot and then taken to a hospital in Belgium.  You were at the same hospital.  I came and visited you in your room.  You were in a coma.” 
 “A coma?  Wait…you did?” Vincent interrupted.  “Why would you come visit me?  You’ve never met me.” 
 “I guess I wanted to visit the only other American in the hospital there to make sure they were taking care of you.  Anyways, I must have blacked out.  The next thing I remember is me waking up in the White House as Woodrow Wilson.” 
 Vincent was amazed at this.  “You actually took the place of Woodrow Wilson?” 
 “I did.  And let me say it was strange, even more so when I met his wife, a personal role model of mine, and she saw me as him.” 
 “So what happened then?” 
 “Well, I filled the role of the President, something in which I do have a little experience.  But then something changed.  I can’t explain it.  It was like I was waking up from a dream.  The next thing I knew, everything else was the same but people were calling me President Williams as if I belonged there.” 
 Vincent considered her words.  “It just doesn’t make any sense.  If we’re both back at the hospital and we’re dreaming this, how are we in the same dream and how are we interacting with each other in this dream?” 
 “I’m not sure that we are dreaming.  I’d like to think we are.  But I’ve never had a dream span this many days.  It’s like somehow, if it ever was a dream, it has now become real.” 
 “You’re right.  In fact, now that you’ve just mentioned the change in people – that they recognize you as you and they expect it to be you even though we’re in the year 1917 – I’ll tell you I’ve had the same experience.  At first everyone was calling me by my grandfather’s first name.  Then, they started calling me by my first name.” 
 “When did you first notice?” 
 “It was right after I shot…”  Vincent stopped. 
 “What?  Who did you shoot?” 
 “That doesn’t make any sense,” Vincent said to himself, speaking the words aloud.   
 “What doesn’t make any sense?” 
 “This has to be a dream.  When I shot him, it was just part of the dream.  There’s no way anything actually happened because of what I did in a dream.” 
 “What are you talking about?  What did you do?” 
 “Hitler.  I killed Adolf Hitler.” 
 Now it was Libby’s turn to be shocked.  “Hitler is here?” 
 “Yes, Hitler fought in the battle we just finished.  He was only a young soldier but this battle was the beginning of his rise.  He was on the front line and I shot him in the chest.  I didn’t see him die but I don’t see how he could have lived.” 
 “So let me get this right.  You and I are supposed to believe that because you shot Hitler and therefore changed history, that everything actually changed?  Is this some kind of sick joke?  I have to be in some sort of medical coma or something and the medication is causing me to hallucinate.” 
 “Libby, look…” 
 “Don’t call me Libby.”  She was confused and angry.  “You can call me Madam President or President Williams if you like.” 
 Vincent was confused and angry as well but he didn’t let her scolding affect him.  “President Williams, I don’t know what’s going on here either.  What you and I both are saying doesn’t make any sense.  Maybe and hopefully we are both stuck in some kind of dream.  It’s bizarre that we would be here together but who knows, maybe this type of thing happens all of the time.  I don’t know, I’ve never been in a coma before.” 
 Libby knew she had spoken harshly and took a deep breath to calm herself.  If her years in business and politics had taught her nothing else it had taught her never to let her emotions impede a rational decision.  She needed a make a rational decision now and anger at not understanding her current situation would not be beneficial to either of them. 
 “Vincent, I apologize.  I don’t mind if you call me Libby.  You are the only friend I have here right now and you don’t need some pompous middle-aged woman who is not getting her way spoiling that friendship.” 
 “Accepted.  But no, I shouldn’t have called you Libby.  Obviously I knew that your family and friends called you that but I don’t know why that name was in my head.  I have always referred to you as President.” 
 “That’s fine.  Now let’s go through this again.  Tell me about your killing of Adolf Hitler.” 



 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Washington, D.C. – June 1921

 Soon, the Great War was over.  The Treaty of Versailles was signed.  During another life, the United States rejected the treaty stating it favored the British.  President Woodrow Wilson suffered a stroke, inhibiting his leadership ability to press upon Congress to get the treaty passed. 
 This was not the case under President Williams.  She knew that Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts would block the treaty from passing so she began working with him early.  Since Edward House, a close advisor to Woodrow Wilson, was not in the picture, Libby worked with Lodge directly to create the platform she would present as the American interest during the negotiations of the treaty. 
 The treaty addressed many of the future actions of the League of Nations.  Libby knew that the League would not prove ultimately effective but was very familiar with the positive outcomes of the League.  Incorporating these in the treaty, she was able to accomplish something that Wilson had not.  She was able to get the treaty passed by the United States while protecting the interests of the American people.  At the same time she was able to influence the world in the ways that the League of Nations had been able to, without the creation of the League.  On the other hand, however, the absence of the League caused many issues that she could not have seen coming (which eventually led to the United States falling behind Germany, Yugoslavia, and the Ottoman Empire in world politics). 
 While the world did not notice the absence of Adolf Hitler, Libby and Vincent did.  The Italian dictator Benito Mussolini was rising to power but the Libby Williams-version of the Treaty of Versailles had changed the ideology of Europe and Asia.  The ideology behind Communism and Fascism was corrupted and people were not so easily taken in to that type of life.  Dictators who were moving towards that type of thinking were dismissed.  She didn’t know it yet but Mussolini would soon be exposed for who he really was and would never rise to full power in Italy.  
 The Japanese would continue treading their own path but without German or Italian influence.  They would, however, successfully push for full dominance over China and would raise a vast army that would expand the Japanese Empire into most of Russia and into India.  War would eventually push the Japanese back to their own island, freeing the nations they had conquered, including China – but all of this was years away. 
 Germany signed the Treaty of Versailles after World War I and for some time afterwards became a nation in disarray.  As time passed, the government reconciled and was centralized and strengthened.   
 In the years to come, there was no rise of a German Nazi Party.  The country suffered through the Great Depression but eventually righted itself and culture began to flourish in a nation that was once nearly destroyed. 
 In 1933, Albert Einstein decided to visit the United States.  Where Adolf Hitler’s rise to power would have kept Einstein in the United States rather than returning to Germany, Hitler died during World War I and as a result Einstein went back to the Berlin Academy of Science.  He made the same discoveries that led to the creation of the atomic bomb, only this time for Germany.  Germany never entered into war on the side of the Japanese.  The Holocaust never happened and the State of Israel was not created in 1947 by the United Nations partition of Palestine.   
 Germany kept the Russians in check and the Cold War never developed.  Over the second half of the 20th Century, Germany continued to spread its influence throughout the world.  German, rather than English, was the language of business. 
 Other wars that never would have happened did happen as a result of the new history.  People and countries that would have lived in peace were decimated by wars – wars started through new timelines developed because of the death of Hitler.  New countries were created and other countries that had previously ceased to exist such as Gran Columbia and Southwest Africa continued as nations.  The Ottoman Empire did not dissolve and was now the third most powerful nation in the world behind Germany and Yugoslavia. 
 All of this happened because the President of the United States and an American were both at the same monument when the President was shot.  And at a Belgian hospital, somehow both of them had entered the same coma-induced state of existence.   
 But the real moment when everything changed was when Vincent shot a young Adolf Hitler.  Afterwards, somehow the dreamlike reality they shared edged into actual reality and that reality replaced the reality they had known. 
 Now, not only were they stuck in that new reality, they took the place of the people in the dream in which they were filling.  The man who lay in the bed in the hospital in Belgium and the woman who was being prepared for a flight from Belgium back to the United States ceased to exist.  Vincent took the place of his great-grandfather in history and Libby took the place of Woodrow Wilson. 
 What Libby and Vincent didn’t know, of course, was that the reality of Adolf Hitler ruling Germany, the reality that they had known, was also an alternate reality.  Reality had been changed before; many times in fact.   
 Soon they would meet a man who had also previously changed reality.  He was not pleased that everything had changed again.  And he was not alone. 


 In 1920, Libby defeated James Cox and was reelected to a third term as President, riding the wave of popularity that her leadership had provided in making the United States a prosperous nation.  What made this victory so special to Libby was that this election marked the first time that women were allowed to vote.  This was also the first time that election results were broadcast over commercial radio. 
 During the campaign, Libby had done something of which was almost unheard.  In another life, Warren G. Harding with Calvin Coolidge as his running mate defeated Cox and his running mate Franklin D. Roosevelt.  Libby decided to make Roosevelt, the Assistant Secretary of the Navy at that time, her running mate (she would realize later that she had been the one who appointed Roosevelt to that position during her first term).  This was the first time since Abraham Lincoln that a Republican ticket included a Democratic Vice-President. 
 Vincent had moved on from the British military after World War I and was credited for his part in preparing American troops to engage in trench warfare.  Briefly, he returned to Britain to be honored there for his service during the war and for his discharge ceremony.  Afterwards, he returned to Washington where he became a legal American citizen and since he was well versed in history, became a top advisor for Libby.   
 “Even if you had little value at all,” Libby joked, “I would have found some way to make you a top advisor.” 
 In the years following the war, Libby invited Woodrow Wilson to the White House many times.  She found that since he had not served as the President of the United States, his health was good and as his stress level was not influenced by serving as the Commander in Chief, his stroke never happened.  Libby invited his wife as well and she allowed them to come as often as they liked.  She felt some guilt – not that it was her fault or Vincent’s.   She did not understand how or why they had been placed in the same dream; or how or why that dream had become reality.  But the fact was that throughout her entire life, Woodrow Wilson had been the President during World War I and now he would never even serve as the President of the United States.  So the guilt remained.   
 Through it all, their lives continued on.  Neither Libby nor Vincent completely gave up hope that everything they were experiencing was some sort of unique drawn-out dream but as the years went by, those thoughts faded.  They did not totally disappear but they were reserved for late nights alone in their own beds. 
 Libby missed her husband and sons severely at first and fell into a deep depression.  But she finally came to the realization that she may never see them again.  She could seek her husband out but even so, he would not be born for many more years.  She would be quite elderly before he was even born, if she lived that long.  She knew with an unending sadness that her sons would never be born. 
 In early 1921, she made the decision to move on.  She decided that if this was all a dream, she would return to her husband and could chalk everything that happened up to the fact that it was a dream.  She felt shame in this but didn’t know what else to do.  She wasn’t sure she could live the rest of her life focused on a life that may never exist again. 
 1921 was year that Vincent and she became romantically involved.  That summer they were married.   
 That was also the summer that Jack showed up. 
 It was the photo in the American newspaper that gave Vincent away.  The German read the article titled American President Weds and in the picture of the President’s new husband, he saw that man that had killed Adolf Hitler. 
 And Jack was not alone in this revelation. 



 CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 Jack knew the man who killed Hitler did not belong in this time any more than he did.  What he didn’t know was how the man had come to this time.  He also knew the President of the United States, the man’s new wife, was not from this time.  The President should have been Woodrow Wilson. 
 Jack often wondered why he couldn’t let this go.  He had a quiet life in 1897 in South Carolina.  He traveled and murdered without concern and knew he could continue that life uninterrupted until his own death consumed him.  But he couldn’t get the man out of his mind.  How did it happen?  Who was he really?  Jack had to find out. 
 Jack was also curious to what end had Vincent Shakespeare and his wife President Libby Williams (she of course kept her maiden name) changed history?  He didn’t really care it if was for the better or not.  It was changed.  He knew enough about how time worked to know that however well-intentioned the change, there were always consequences.   
 Jack was one of the consequences for Vincent and Libby. 
 As he stood in front of the White House plotting his next move, Jack noticed a car pull up and enter the gates.  The man who exited the car was a man he knew and not just from the history books.  The man, the man who should have been President of the United States, was Woodrow Wilson. 
 Jack smiled as he watched Wilson enter the White House.  Wilson was a man he knew very well.  They had history of their own together.  Woodrow Wilson and Jack shared a secret.  I wonder how President Williams would react if she learned Wilson’s secret? Jack smiled to himself.  Then, he couldn’t help it: the irony was too much and he laughed out loud. 
 As Jack stood outside, Vincent walked into the Blue Room of the White House and saw Woodrow Wilson sitting at the marble-topped table that was the centerpiece of the room.  The table had originally been purchased by James Monroe in 1817.   
 The year was 1921 and in another life, Woodrow Wilson would have only earlier that year finished up his second term as President of the United States.  In this life, however, he was the long-serving President of Princeton University.  He was in his mid-sixties but Vincent couldn’t help but notice the strength of the man.  He had seen some photos of Wilson towards the end of his life (in another life he would die in 1924 but Vincent couldn’t be sure that would still hold true) and he had seemed very frail due to the stroke he suffered in 1919.  During his last years in the White House, he was bound to a wheelchair, blind in one eye and had paralysis on the left side of his body.  This Woodrow Wilson showed none of those ailments.   
 “Dr. Wilson, it’s good to see you again.  I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” Vincent offered, walking forward with his hand extended. 
 Wilson rose and accepted Vincent’s hand.  “Mr. Shakespeare, it’s good to see you as well.  And please, you can call me Woodrow.” 
 “Very well, Woodrow.  And you may call me Vincent.  In fact, I prefer it.  It’s not too often that I get called by my first name.  They’ve taken to calling me The First Gentleman.  Not quite the ring of The First Lady, now is it?” 
 Wilson smiled.  “Not quite.” 
 “Now, to what pleasure do I owe this visit today?  I apologize that my wife is away on duty.” 
 Wilson started to speak but something caught his eye just outside of the window.  There was a man on the lawn and he knew that no one should be that close to the White House.  Then, he saw who that man was.  It can’t be, he almost said aloud.  The man on the lawn was Jack the Ripper. 
 Vincent started to ask Wilson if he had driven down from Princeton or if he was at his home in Washington, D.C. when he noticed the look on Wilson’s face.  “Are you alright?” Vincent asked concerned.  Wilson was looking over Vincent’s shoulder, staring out at the South Lawn.  Vincent turned to see at what Wilson was staring but as he moved, he caught Wilson’s eye and Wilson turned his focus briefly to him.  “Woodrow, are you alright?” Vincent repeated. 
 Wilson didn’t answer, rather turning his eyes back to the window.  Jack was gone.  Wilson knew that wasn’t a good thing.  He stared out of the window a moment more and then turned his focus back to Vincent.  “I’m sorry, what did you say?” 
 The Secret Service agent just outside of the door couldn’t hear their words but had noticed the concern on Vincent’s face through the open door and began to react.  Vincent saw the agent begin to step forward but shook his head waiving him back.  “I asked if you were alright.” 
 “No, I’m fine.  I’m sorry to have startled you.  It looked like there was a man outside on the lawn but now he is not there.  Perhaps I am just tired.” 
 “You think you saw a man on the South Lawn?” 
 “Yes, but…” 
 Vincent cut him off and nodded to the agent.  The agent came in immediately.  “Dr. Wilson thinks he saw a man on the South Lawn,” Vincent said to the agent.  “He’s not sure about this but please check it out.”   
 The agent nodded and spoke into his communication device.  He stood outside of the door until another agent took his place guarding Vincent and then took off down the hallway out of sight. 
 “Again, I’m sorry for the trouble,” Wilson offered. 
 “No, not at all.  If there is a man on the lawn then you have saved us quite a bit of trouble.  So I thank you.  Now,” Vincent said, gesturing at the seats around the table, “shall we sit and discuss what is on your mind?” 
 Wilson nodded.  In another life he had sat at this table many times.  He knew which of the chairs squeaked and which were more comfortable to sit in for long periods of time.  It was very strange for him.  He had memories of a life he had never actually lived.  He had been the President of the United States in another life and could recall that experience vividly. 
 Once they were seated, Vincent called for some coffee.  They spent the next hour discussing various policies on economics that Wilson felt concerned the future of America’s universities.  But that was not the real reason Wilson was there.  He knew that the President would not be there on that day (she was off meeting with the Prime Minister of Canada).  What he really wanted was to have time alone with Vincent so that he could ascertain better what type of person Vincent was.  He was looking for certain clues about Vincent that would tell Wilson how Vincent got there in the first place.  He knew that Vincent was out of place but he did not share any of this knowledge. 
 Vincent took notes as the two of them spoke.  At the end of the hour, just as they were about to wrap up, the agent came back and told Vincent they had done a sweep of the entire property, inside and out, and had found no one out of place.  Vincent thanked the agent for his diligence and then turned his attention back to Wilson.  They spoke a few more minutes before calling for the conclusion of the meeting. 
 As Wilson was getting into his car to leave the White House, he smiled and thought about how welcome he would be in the White House if Vincent or the President knew the truth about him.   



 CHAPTER TWENTY 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 Later, Wilson entered his house in Washington, D.C.  It was dark and quiet.  His wife was away for a few weeks visiting family so he had the house to himself.  Of course, he missed his wife when she wasn’t around but it was nice to have some time to himself all the same. 
 It was night in America’s capital and he turned on a lamp as he entered.  (They were wealthy so they had electricity in their home.)  The illuminated room revealed a man sitting in a chair in his living room. 
 “Hello, Willie,” Jack said. 
 Normally an unexpected person in his living room would have caused him quite a shock.  But he expected the man.  “Hello, Jack.” 
 William Gentry was born in the year 2113 in Atlanta.  It was noticed early in his life that he had a gift for science.  In 2124, at age eleven, he began reading old journals on the science of time travel, especially the early work by a brilliant physicist in the previous century.   
 In the late 21st Century, time travel became a serious science.  But similar to cloning in the 20th Century, there were limitations put on how the science could be used.  The United States Congress passed the Time Travel Restriction Act in 2098 that allowed time travel to only be used for medical exploration, seeing the value in learning from the future how certain diseases and illnesses could be prevented and cured.  The time travel technology was the same that was developed by Jack (the brilliant physicist) a hundred years earlier but the technology had been improved to prevent the unwanted side effects of nausea and personality changes. 
 Jack’s technology had been discovered quite by accident.  After the natural death of Jack’s former associate, Jasper, Jasper’s estate was sold which included several old documents.  The documents were among those that Jasper had intended on destroying but he did not.  Jasper had destroyed most of the research on time travel but these papers had been put into one of his obscure books on his bookshelf and so they were forgotten. 
 The book containing the research paperwork was bought by an elderly woman and her son inherited the book upon her death.  He donated the book to the local university library.  The paperwork on time travel was discovered by a student who took the paperwork to one of her professors.  The professor called on his colleague at a larger, more influential university and Jack’s research was put into motion. 
 In the early part of the 22nd Century, elements of time travel technology began finding its way onto the black market.  Most of these items did not work and others killed their attempted user outright before they could actually travel.  Concerned with what would happen if insurgent nations were able to begin using the technology, time travel was banned by the United States – including for medical reasons – and all research labs were shut down. 
 This did not stop William, called Willie by his parents.  By age twelve, he had begun translating articles from old medical journals on time travel into equations that would explain how time travel could occur.  At age fifteen, in the year 2128, William developed a homemade device that accomplished time travel.   
 Unlike Jack’s technology that had to be embedded in the brain, William’s device was a circular shaped disc that was fitted behind the right ear.  The disc employed the skin adhesion technology of the 22nd Century that was common with reading glasses and sunglasses.  The disc emitted a pulse that interacted with the brain in the same way that Jack’s technology interfaced with the subconscious. 
 Soon after, unknown to his parents or anyone else (or so he thought), William began to travel through time.   
 He took a specific interest in the lives of United States Presidents.  He was fascinated by the day-to-day life that they led.  One of his favorite presidents was one who had once also lived in (and practiced law) in Atlanta – Woodrow Wilson.  William traveled back and studied Wilson and was amazed at the similarities between the President and himself.  Their personalities were eerily similar as was their appearance.  William found a few pictures of Woodrow Wilson as a young man and if he hadn’t known they were taken over two hundred years prior, William would have sworn they were photos of him. 
 William went back and began visiting the campus of Davidson College in North Carolina in 1873 while Wilson was a student there.  When he finally saw him, it was strange, and he couldn’t quite explain it but Wilson looked very similar to the photos that Williams had seen; but Wilson looked different.  

 William befriended Wilson and learned that Wilson had suffered from dyslexia and had not learned to read until he was eleven years old.  William learned of Wilson’s life growing up in Augusta, Georgia and ascertained that his parents had moved to Columbia, South Carolina a few years prior.  Wilson and he started to become good friends. 
 But then something happened in 1874 that William could not explain.  Wilson became very ill and one day as William came by to check on him, Wilson did not answer when William knocked on his door.  Concerned, William entered the room and there found Woodrow Wilson dead in his room. 
 William was confused.  The future President of the United States had just died.  Did I cause this by coming back here? he questioned himself.  Not sure of what do to, William returned to the 22nd Century.  

 The week after William turned eighteen, he was watching the news and saw a story on a new technology that was being developed that would allow the human subconscious be altered, allowing memories to be changed.  This was very controversial and the news reporter told the audience that the technology would be used for victims of extremely violent crimes to help them deal with what had happened by erasing those memories from their mind. 
 William turned off the television.  He had a plan. 
 He traveled to the future, to a time when the technology described on the news had been tested fully and put into place.  In the future, that technology had evolved as the developers realized the subconscious would reject the erasing of memories if there were no new memories to take their place.  The later versions of the technology allowed new memories to be inserted. 
 William stole the technology and traveled back to 1874.  He used the technology on Woodrow Wilson’s family, replacing memories of their son with memories of himself.   
 In 1874, William, as Woodrow Wilson, entered Princeton University and followed history to the White House.  Along the way, however, he also met Jack.  He had also killed Jack.  Or so he thought. 
 “Why, Willie,” Jack said amused, “one would think that you had seen a ghost.” 
 William, who was now of course Woodrow Wilson, smiled weakly.  “Perhaps I have.  Why are you here?  Are you here to kill me?” 
 Jack laughed.  “Willie, if I wanted to kill you, I could have done so many, many times.  No, I’m not here to kill you.  Although my feelings are still a bit sore from when you tried to kill me.  You almost did, in fact.  But you forget I can move where I please and your home century has fantastic medical technology.” 
 Wilson looked at Jack carefully.  “So why are you here?” 
 Jack smiled widely.  “My old friend, why don’t we start with coffee?” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 “So, I noticed you’re not the President,” Jack taunted. 
 Anger rose in Wilson but he restrained it.  Jack noticed.  The underlying anger turned Jack’s taunting smile into a genuine smile.  “Touchy, aren’t we?” 
 “What do you want with me?” Wilson asked. 
 Jack looked closely at Wilson, knowing his momentarily pause would gather Wilson’s attention.  When he had it, he responded.  “I want to help you.” 
 The comment surprised Wilson.  “You want to help me?”  He paused for a moment and looked at Jack.  Then, he squinted his eyes in mistrust.  “No thanks.  I remember the last time you wanted to help me.  I almost ended up dead.  You did, too,” he said looking hard at Jack.  “Unfortunately, the thought of your death was premature.” 
 Jack laughed as if he had anticipated the response. “Others have found I’m difficult to kill.  You have the distinction of living to tell about it.  You have joined very elite company,” Jack said referring to Dr. Bagster Phillips.   
 If Wilson was aware of whom Jack was referring, he ignored it and pressed on.  “And you will find that I am as well.  Nor am I a man who gives blind trust to one such as you.” 
  Jack scoffed.  “A man such as me?  You mean is a monster such as me.  And make no mistake about it, I am a monster.  But at some point in my life, I was merely a man.  And that man lives within me still.  So part of me is not such a bad guy and can be trusted.” 
 Wilson inhaled deeply.  “Shall we continue this circle of bantering?  Or would you like me to humor you and ask how you would like to help me?” 
 “I thought you would never ask.  The couple you just visited…” 
 “The President and her husband?  Well, her husband; she was not there.” 
 “Exactly who I mean.  Do you know them well?” 
 “I know them well enough.  I have made it my business to know the woman who replaced me as the President of the United States.” 
 Jack smiled.  “And there it is: the issue that faces us both.” 
 Wilson looked up at Jack.  “What do you mean that faces us both?” 
 Jack grew serious.  “They do not belong here.” 
 “Any more than we do?” Wilson questioned. 
 “You don’t understand.  You and I chose to be here.  We developed the technology – well, you stole my design – but regardless, we made a conscious decision to move throughout time.  I’m not certain they made that same decision.  Libby Williams should have been the President of the United States during the 21st Century, not the 20th.” 
 “That much I know.  They are time travelers from the future just as we are.  But that doesn’t explain your comment.” 
 “Do you not find it strange that President Williams invites you into the White House?  Does she invite other university presidents?  No, she does not.  So why, if she had traveled here with the intent of taking your place in history would she invite you in?  She should be distancing herself as far from you as possible.  It’s almost as though she feels guilty because she knows history is changed but she doesn’t know what to do about it.” 
 Wilson was intrigued by Jack’s story.  “So you are suggesting that they came back against their will or at the very least were unaware of what was happening?  If that’s true, we need to find out how they traveled and do something about it.  It’s not too late for us to return everything to the way it should have been.” 
 Jack looked at Wilson.  “You still don’t get it do you?  I’m not here to try to get you back the White House.  I’m here because something much deeper has happened.  Something that will affect everything in the future, including me.  Have you noticed anything missing from the newspapers this month?” 
 The month was November.  “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” 
 “That pretty much sums up your academic career, don’t you think?  Two days ago, there would have been a large public meeting in Germany in the Munich Hofbräuhaus.  This meeting was to have been held by the Nazi Party and Adolf Hitler was to be a key speaker.” 
 “I didn’t hear anything about that.” 
 “Of course you didn’t.  That’s my point.  You didn’t hear about it because it didn’t happen.  But it should have.  It’s a well-documented meeting in the history books.  It didn’t happen because Hitler wasn’t there.” 
 “Where is he?” 
 “He’s dead.” 
 Wilson was visibly confused.  “What do you mean dead?  Did you…” 
 “Of course I didn’t.  I may be sadistic and narcissistic but I’m no idiot.  I know better than to change history.” 
 “So how do you know he’s dead?” 
 “I watched him die.  And your friend, the First Gentleman, was the one who killed him.” 
 Wilson didn’t speak for several moments as he considered everything Jack had just told him.  “They changed history.  That’s why President Williams is now in the White House,” he finally said. 
 “They changed history,” Jack agreed.  “And I have been to the future since they arrived.  The United States no longer has a seat at the grown up table.  Everything I worked for is now in jeopardy.  They changed everything.  My concern is that now something could change going forward that would stop me from discovering time travel.  That would affect you as well.” 
 “Why do you think that would happen?” 
 “I’m not convinced that history is done being changed.  I say that because I’m still here but a part of me feels uneasy.  I should feel grounded but I do not.  I feel as though I’m not entirely living out my own life.” 
 “I know what you mean.  I’ve felt it also.  So what can we do?” 
 “If time is not done changing, then that means everything that has happened is not final.  If that’s the case, we can still change everything back to the way it was.” 
 Wilson looked at Jack.  Jack’s story was good.  Very convincing.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to trust Jack.  Not after last time. 
 “You don’t have a good reason to trust me,” Jack pointed out, reading Wilson’s thoughts. 
 “Do you blame me?” Wilson asked. 
 “I do not,” Jack said smiling.  “But whether you trust me or not, I need you and you need me.  That should provide enough even ground for us to move forward.” 
 Wilson considered Jack’s rationale a moment longer and then nodded his head.  “Okay.  What do we need to do?” 


 After the meeting, Jack sat alone in his room.  Wilson and he had laid everything out.  They had compared ideas and created the best solution for returning history to its rightful path.   
 But then a small thought entered Jack’s mind.  The thought excited him but terrified him at the same time.  Once a thought such as that entered his mind, he knew the thought would not rest until it was carried out. 
 His subconscious was very strong.  For the most part he could control it but there were times when deep, dark thoughts that were rooted there boiled up and consumed his mind like raging fire.  The thought was small, only a splinter at this point but it was there; and it had only just begun to fester. 
 Vincent was not the only one who had killed someone famous.  Jack had done it several times.  Now, he was about to add another to his list.  His nagging thought was that he wanted to kill President Libby Williams. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

  “Welcome home, dear,” Vincent said to Libby, taking her coat. 
 She embraced him and looked in his eyes.  “Did you miss me?” she asked with a playful smile. 
 “I did,” he answered, smiling back. 
 “Why don’t you show me how much you missed me?” 
 “Why Madam President, are you suggesting we keep your cabinet waiting?” 
 “My cabinet meeting doesn’t start for another hour.  Why don’t you take me to the Lincoln Bedroom?” 
 Vincent raised his eyebrows.  “Very well.  You are Commander in Chief.  You order and I follow.” 
   Afterwards, Libby lay with her head on Vincent’s chest.  Vincent looked down at her.  “I really did miss you.” 
 “I could tell,” she smiled returning his gaze.  They lay in silence for a few moments, enjoying each other’s company; then Libby asked, “Anything exciting happen while I was gone?” 
 “Yesterday, Woodrow Wilson came by.” 
 “He did?  What did he want?  Was his wife with him?” 
 “No, he mentioned that his wife was off visiting family.  He’s staying at their home here in town.  He just came by to talk about some policies he felt we should look at that might affect secondary education.” 
 “He came all the way here for that?  That’s strange.  I would think a meeting with some of the guys on Capitol Hill would have served him better.  Unless it’s major legislation, I don’t generally get personally involved in early negotiations.  Higher education is important but that’s why I have a Secretary of Education.” 
 Vincent thought briefly on the battle over public education a few years prior.  The Department of Education had originally been created in 1867 but was demoted to a minor Office in the Department of Interior.  The Department of Education under the direction of the cabinet-level position of Education Secretary would not have become a law until Jimmy Carter signed the Department of Education Organization Act in 1979.  Libby pushed for the law and it passed sixty years early. 
 “Did anything else happen?” Libby asked, interrupting Vincent’s thoughts. 
 “Yes.  While Wilson was here, he saw a man on the South Lawn.  The agents investigated but they didn’t find anyone.  They did an entire sweep.” 
 Libby looked alarmed.  “You’re sure they did a full sweep?  The last thing we need is some guy hiding in the White House.” 
 Vincent reassured her.  “They did a full sweep.  They used portable heat sensors to sweep every room for someone hiding.  Plus, they checked the identification of everyone on the grounds.  I don’t know, maybe there was someone standing outside of the gate and Wilson just thought they were inside.” 
 “Does anyone else know about this?” 
 “You mean any of the cabinet?  No.” 
 “Good.  I’d really like to spend the meeting talking about items that matter rather than hashing out a possible security breach.  Speaking of the meeting, I’d better get going.” 
 Libby kissed Vincent and then left the room to brush up before her meeting.  The meeting was scheduled to start in twenty minutes and Vincent knew her aides would be getting nervous that she was not yet present. 
 After Libby left, Vincent straightened the bed in the Lincoln Bedroom and finished dressing himself.  He walked to the private kitchen area of the White House residence.  He could have ordered anything he wanted from the staff but sometimes it was just nice to cook his own food.   
 Libby had arrived before he had a chance to eat breakfast and he was starving.  He cooked two eggs sunny-side-up and made some toast to go with them.  With his plate ready, he moved to the couch where he could read the newspaper. 
 He sat there for about an hour, getting up twice – first to put his empty plate in the sink and refill his coffee and a second trip to fill his coffee a final time.  He finished reading the paper and as he did, he realized that he had lost track of time.  He looked at his watch and saw that it was going on ten o’clock in the morning.  He wondered how Libby’s cabinet meeting was going.  It generally only lasted about an hour but sometimes drug on.   
 Vincent decided he would see how the morning in the White House was going for the staff and took the stairs down to the ground floor.  He had just passed the Map Room when he noticed an agent walking hurriedly towards him.  The agent’s face told him something was wrong. 
 “What is it?” Vincent asked. 
 “The President, sir.” 
 Panic began to creep into the back of Vincent’s mind.  “What about her?” 
 “She is missing, sir.” 
 Vincent felt the panic move to a confused hysteria.  “What do you mean missing?” 
 “She disappeared, sir.”  
 “People just don’t disappear,” Vincent corrected the agent. 
 “I know, sir.  But she did,” the agent answered, obviously struggling to believe it himself. 
 “All right.  Tell me what happened.” 
 “The cabinet meeting had just ended.  The President walked into the hallway and as she did, a man appeared behind her.” 
 “He appeared?” 
 “He just appeared.  There were no doors, no way he could have entered the hallway.  He grabbed the President.  Then, they both disappeared.” 
 Vincent was scared and confused.  “You checked everything?  You’re sure there was no way they could have ducked into a doorway?” 
 “No, sir,” the agent answered soberly.  “She just disappeared.” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

Baltimore, Maryland – November 1921

 Jack didn’t realize what he had done until it was too late.   
 His second life came through the discovery of time travel.  With that came a life of murder under the inauspicious name of Jack the Ripper.  Now that new persona had been stripped away.  His slaughter of Libby Williams now changed everything. 
 Years prior he had been in a similar situation.  He had nearly been killed by his associate Jasper before escaping to 1880s London.  He arrived with only the clothes on his back, similar to the situation he was in now.  He had stolen his way back into a life of luxury and entitlement and had lived a good life for nearly a decade before chance brought Scotland Yard to his doorstep.   
  Now was different, however.  He found himself strangely unfamiliar with what to do next.  Somehow he had lost the ability to move through time and worse, the basic carnal instinct that had driven him for years now escaped him. 
 He had somehow rediscovered his conscious. 
 Jack escaped to a suburb of Baltimore but didn’t know where to go next.  The year was 1921 which was not his home year.  He could go back to South Carolina but two decades later, nothing would be the same and his home may or may not be there.   
 He moved throughout different rural areas for a period of a week, waiting for the manhunt for the murderer of the President of the United States to become not so heightened (the man he had set up was cleared and so the hunt ensued).  Jack moved during the night and slept in old sheds and barns during the day.  While he was doing this, he unknowingly moved steadily southwest back towards Washington, D.C. 
 Jack thought on Woodrow Wilson (whose house he was now traveling towards even though he didn’t realize it) as he walked.  Jack knew that if he had lost the ability to time travel then there was a good chance that Wilson would have lost that ability as well.   
 There were only a few other people in the world who could do what they did.  He supposed it was possible that there were people who could travel through time that he had not yet come across but he doubted it.  Someone from the future could always learn the technology and travel back and forth but generally when they did he was drawn to them.  He couldn’t explain why he was, he just knew that he was.  That was how he first met Wilson.  And how he had been able to confirm that Vincent was indeed the man in the trench who had killed Hitler. 
 Jack had killed most of the people who were time travelers.  Most of the people were harmless enough but he didn’t want to take any chances that those people might change something in history that would change everything for him.  What was ironic was that he had just done that to himself. 
 As Jack was walking, he became aware of the direction he was traveling and he couldn’t help but feel as if something was drawing towards Washington, D.C.  He tried to test this theory by turning north and as he did, he found himself running into trouble.  He was beaten briefly by a couple of thugs until it was broken up by the police.  He ran and found more police in the area.  He turned east and west and had the same result.  It was like there was something stopping him from going any direction but southwest.   
 He tried a few more times and the results were similar.  He was almost robbed going west.  He turned east and a pack of dogs that shouldn’t have been wild but were attacked him.  He escaped unharmed.  Finally, having proven his theory, he gave in to the pull on him and headed towards Washington, D.C. 
 He didn’t realize it but another man was being pulled there as well. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 It was the nights that were the worst for Jack.  The dark hours used to be his favorite.  That was the time when he would create his works of art.  He saw the night as a curtain that hid his art until the sun rose, similar to the curtain rising on a stage performance, sharing what he had done with the world.   
 Now the night only brought memories of what he had done. 
 Jack couldn’t explain how or why his conscience had returned.  It had not been with him for many years.  And if it had been there, it edged him on rather detouring him from committing the murders for which he had become famous. 
 He closed his eyes and he saw Polly Nichols, the first person he had killed.  He saw himself placing his hand over her mouth so she couldn’t scream.  With his right hand, he brought the knife up.  He saw himself touch the knife to the left side of her neck.  Then, he inserted the blade and drew it across her throat, slitting her gullet from ear to ear.  He watched her eyes as the life left them. 
 After she was dead, he switched the knife to his left hand and then mutilated her stomach.  He recalled smiling lustfully as her insides spilled out of the jagged wounds.  He was full of rage and continued to slash, enjoying the act of mutilating the body.  When he finally stopped, he was painted in blood. 
 Jack screamed and opened his eyes. 
 After an hour, he was able to close his eyes again.  This time he saw Elizabeth Stride, known as Long Liz.  He had also covered her mouth so she couldn’t scream and pulled her backwards into the courtyard.  He pushed the blade into her neck and then slid the knife across, severing her windpipe, ending the gash at her artery: he was careful to only barely nick the artery.   
 With her windpipe severed, she could not call out so Jack removed his hand from her mouth.  She reached up and grabbed at her neck, trying in a state of shock to stop what had happened.  Because her artery was only partially cut, she bled but bled slowly.  Jack sat on top of her and watched her take a minute-and-a-half to die.   
 Before Jack could wake, he saw Catherine Eddowes.  He watched as she walked by him with a flirtatious smile.  He grabbed her hair after she had passed, pulling her to the ground and murdering her.  In his dream he saw the large incision across her face from her nose to her right cheek.  He didn’t recall now why he had done it but he nicked each of her eyelids.  He removed part of her right ear and ripped her abdomen open from the middle of her chest to well below her navel; then, he removed several of her organs. 
 Jack woke up sweating with a second scream caught in his throat.  He wanted the scream to escape (it burned his throat) but he was so horrified at what he had done that it would not exhume itself.  He had admitted to Wilson that he was a monster – and he was right.  “I am a monster,” he repeated aloud in the night. 
 Jack had killed countless more people and he could see all of their faces at that moment.  What have I become?

 He knew sleep was pointless.  He would keep recalling the murders he had committed as he dreamt.  Staying awake was almost as bad.  He tried to block out the images but they would not be dissuaded.    
 Finally his thoughts turned to President Libby Williams.  Libby, who had come to a decade in American history where she never should have been.  Libby, who had made the best of a difficult situation but had also changed history. 
 And now she was dead.  By his hand. 
 He had taken parts of her body from her as she screamed.  He did not kill her fast.  He wanted her to experience all of the pain before he finally ended her.  He started by stripping her flesh and finished by opening her stomach and displaying her intestines to her dying eyes.  He remembered retching when he was finished and how confused he had been at that moment.  He had spent so many years as a serial killer – cold and decisive – and now it seemed he was back to the man he had been before he invented time travel. 
 He was full of regret and knew he deserved to die a terrible death but he also knew that everything he had done was not done under his own influence.  The technology he had developed for travel through time had changed him for the worse and had taken the killer that is within all men and brought it to the surface.  He had become what his subconscious desired to be.  Now that part of him had once again become suppressed and he was back to a life of full emotion and consequence. 
 Jack thought several times about taking his own life.  But in the end, he was resigned to the fact that his death would solve nothing (although there were others who would disagree).  He was one of the few men in the world who knew how to make time travel happen and now that he was released from his inner-monster, maybe he could actually do some good with his knowledge.  Perhaps he could recreate the technology in a safe manner – similar to the device that Wilson used – and could go back and stop himself from ever becoming Jack the Ripper.  If he did, everything he had ever done including kill Libby Williams would be reversed. 
 He also knew that many other parts of history would change. 
 He wrestled with the idea a while longer before making up his mind.  In the end, he knew the decision he had to make.  It seemed he had no choice on making a trip to Washington, D.C.  Since he was going there anyways, he would meet with Wilson.  He would take Wilson’s device, fix it if it no longer worked and travel forward in time and stop himself in the future from creating time travel. 
 What he didn’t know at that moment was that history had again been changed, and this time not in the way that he was expecting.  Or by whom. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 Vincent thought back to when he first woke up on the killing field during the war.  The smell of death was so intense that even the cold couldn’t keep the stench at bay.  He remembered emptying his stomach as he puked to the sight of burnt bodies. 
 That experience should have prepared him for what he saw.  Only it didn’t. 
 He looked down at the slaughtered body of his wife. 
 At first it was hard to believe the mess of flesh and blood-soiled hair could be human, but it was.  More, it was the President of the United States – the love of his life.  The clothes and shoes confirmed it was her. 
 The woman that he had held in his arms a few hours earlier was now a lifeless shape of knife wounds.  It was like her body was reversed; everything that should have been inside of her was on the outside. 
 Vincent imagined the fear and pain she must have experienced as she was carved up to the point of death.  Vincent held out hope that she had been killed quickly and that everything he was now seeing was done after she was dead.  But he knew better.  Someone who could do this to another person would want to experience the cries of terror of the victim.  It would be part of the thrill of the murder.   
 Anger seeped into Vincent’s soul.  There was more anger than sorrow. 
 Vincent was not as young as he had been when he first arrived at the Battle of Passchendaele.  He was not quite as driven or reckless as the man he had been when he had shot and killed Adolf Hitler, changing everything.  But inside of him, the rage and quiet determination that existed as he was serving in the Howitzer unit during the Great War was still there.  He could still draw on the raw ire that felt like hot steel when the time called for such action. 
 He would now use that inner-rage and determination that lived within him; he would use these gifts to hunt down whoever had killed his wife.  He would find the man and just as he had killed men during the war – including Hitler in cold blood – he would kill that man.   


 The body of President Williams was taken away to the mortuary and afterwards Vincent was left with only his thoughts and an empty White House residence.  President Roosevelt (fresh off being sworn in) had come by and expressed his deepest sympathy and resolved that they would stop at nothing to find the heinous individuals who had murdered the President.   
 Vincent was not given an official timeline but a week after the funeral, he was gently removed from the White House residence.  It was suggested that he might be more comfortable in his own private home.  Plus, Roosevelt needed his family with him as he went about the business of serving the nation as its President.  As President, the Roosevelt family was now the legal resident of the White House. 
 With nowhere else to go, Vincent went to the home of Woodrow Wilson.   
 Wilson answered the door on Vincent’s third knock.  The hour was late but Wilson didn’t seem to notice or care.  “I’ve been expecting you,” Wilson said to Vincent. 
 With those words, Vincent felt the weight of the last few weeks slip away.  His wife’s death was still heavy on him so it didn’t go away entirely but it was enough for him to relax.  Wilson had welcomed him into his home.  He had a place where he belonged. 
 Wilson showed him inside and took him upstairs to the room where he would sleep.   When Vincent was settled, he joined Wilson downstairs for a very late dinner and a cup of coffee.  Coffee didn’t affect Vincent’s sleeping habits – not that he could sleep much anyways.  Vincent’s entire family had been that way.  They would all drink strong, black coffee at all hours of the day and then fall asleep with little fanfare. 
 “How are you holding up?” Wilson asked Vincent as they were sitting on his front porch drinking the post-meal coffee. 
 “I’m surviving.  That’s about all I can say.” 
 “Well, I admire you.  You’ve gone through something that few people will have to face and you’ve done it with dignity.” 
 “How so?” 
 “You could’ve made a public display of the fact that your wife had just been murdered and now you are being put on the street with nowhere to go but you did not.  You handled it well.  I know it wasn’t easy.” 
 Vincent didn’t response.  He was still numb and had little to say about anything he had been through.  Plus, he wasn’t feeling particularly public-minded.  In fact, for the first time in years he was not worried at all what the public thought of him. 
 The two sat quietly for several minutes when Vincent turned and looked at Wilson.  “Where’s your wife?  I thought she would be back in town by now.” 
 “She went back to our home in New Jersey.  I told her that you might be coming to stay for a while and we weren’t sure you needed to see the two of us together.” 
 Vincent smiled weakly.  “That’s very kind of you but unnecessary.  Just because I’m a miserable person doesn’t mean everyone else has to be miserable.” 
 “She understood.  Plus, sometimes it’s good for men to be around other men when they are grieving, not women.” 
 Vincent nodded.  “I would say that’s probably a true statement.” 
 They were quiet once again, sitting in the silence listening to the sounds of the night.  Wilson thought Vincent had gone to sleep in his chair but when he looked over at him he saw that Vincent’s eyes were open.  In the night light, he could make out the glint of cold anger in Vincent’s eyes.  Wilson wondered how Vincent would react if he told Vincent he knew who had murdered his wife. 
 He was about to start a conversation on the beautiful late fall nights in Washington, D.C. when Vincent looked at him and told him, “Good night, I’m going to bed.  Thanks for the coffee.” 
 Wilson wished Vincent good night as well and sat on the front porch long after Vincent had gone to bed. 


 Four hours later, Vincent heard an argument from downstairs though the door to his room.  Curious, he quietly rose and opened the door and walked downstairs.  In the foyer was a man talking with Wilson whom Vincent had not seen before but something about the man was familiar.  The men were in heated conversation. 
 The stranger noticed Vincent over Wilson’s shoulder.  “What’s he doing here?” he exclaimed. 
 Wilson turned and saw Vincent. 
 Vincent watched Wilson’s face wrestle with a thought for a moment and then saw his face gave way to an expression of resolution.  Wilson looked back at the stranger and then to Vincent once again.  “Vincent, I’d like to introduce you to Jack.  He’s the man who murdered your wife.” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 Vincent thought Wilson was joking.  The joke wasn’t funny. 
 Vincent was still on the stairs coming down but his sudden rage brought him to the bottom and in front of Wilson without self-recollection of doing so.  “Who the hell do think you are?” Vincent snarled in Wilson’s face.  He was not spitting yet but the spit would soon come.  He was angry and he wanted Wilson to know it.  He didn’t care about Wilson’s other guest or how he would perceive his anger.  He was furious with Wilson for pretending to care and then exposing his pain.  “You invite me into your home and pretend to be a friend.  And once in front of an audience, you turn on me and make a mockery of my wife’s death.” 
 “Vincent, you don’t understand.”  Wilson raised his hands in a sign of peace. 
 Vincent knocked Wilson’s hands away.  “I could very well choke the cynicism from your body but I won’t.  I’ll take what little bit of life I have left and I’ll leave you to yours.”   
 Vincent wasn’t sure he could stop himself.  He wanted to wrap his hands around Wilson’s neck and squeeze.  He struggled to keep his hands at his side.  Finally, he managed to turn to go back upstairs but as he was turning, he caught Wilson’s eyes.  Wilson should have shown fear or remorse but his eyes only showed compassion – and truth.   
 Vincent paused.   
 He thought for a moment and made the decision to trust his instinct.  Wilson was telling the truth.  “You’re telling me this man killed my wife?” Vincent asked.   
 Wilson nodded.   
 “If that’s true, why is he here at your house?  And how do you know him?” 
 Wilson looked at Vincent seriously.  “He’s here for the same reason you are.” 
 Vincent looked at Jack.  Jack’s eyes did show both fear and remorse.  “What reason is that?” he asked Wilson. 
 “You’re here because you are lost.” 
 “And you know the way?  Or perhaps your friend here does.” 
 “I’ll explain later,” Wilson answered.  “But first we need to deal with what is before us.” 
 Vincent narrowed his eyes and looked at Jack.  “You mean him.”  It was a statement not a question.   
 “Yes, I mean him,” Wilson replied.  “What do you intend to do with him now that you know the truth?” 
 Vincent thought about this briefly.  And then before anyone could react, Vincent broke off the thoughts and struck Jack in the chin with an uppercut.  Jack’s head snapped back and without hesitation Vincent grabbed Jack’s head with both hands and threw him backwards to the floor. 
 Wilson made no attempt to interfere. 
 Neither did Jack.  His instinct was still there; he had killed countless people and knew how to turn a situation into his advantage – but he chose not to at that moment.  He knew he deserved anything that might happen to him. 
 Vincent began driving his fists into Jack’s face.  On the fifth strike, he noticed that Jack was not defending himself.  The lack of fight in Jack caused Vincent to hesitate and his rage lessened slightly.  “Why don’t you fight back you coward?” Vincent yelled into Jack’s face.  “You were so powerful when you slaughtered my wife but you won’t raise a fist against me.”  The word slaughtered ignited his memory and his rage flared back up. 
 Vincent grabbed Jack’s head in a position that would allow him to snap Jack’s neck.  He knew how and he would do it.  But at that moment, something happened.  Vincent wanted to twist his arms but found he couldn’t move them.  He struggled against what seemed impossible but found that even with the extra effort he could not move.   
 “What’s going on?” Vincent yelled out in rage.  He turned that rage on Jack and tried again to move his hands forward but they would not move.  He finally let go. 
 “It’s the causality paradox,” Wilson said calmly. 
 “What are you talking about?” Vincent snarled.  The hatred in his eyes reached out to Jack. 
 “The causality paradox,” Wilson said again.  “It’s how time travel protects itself.” 
 Vincent wrenched his gaze from Jack and looked at Wilson.  “What are you talking about?  How can something that is not actually something protect itself?” 
 “I can’t explain it.  I can only tell you it exists,” Wilson answered. 
 “What is it?” 
 “It is the concept that the universe won’t let someone go back and change something about their own timeline,” Jack answered. 
 “You’d be better off not speaking to me,” Vincent said, snapping his head back towards Jack. 
 “Or what?  Isn’t it obvious you can’t kill me?  And now that I’ve proven the point, I’ll fight back this time.  You won’t like what you face,” Jack replied with a cold undertone. 
 Vincent turned on Jack and came after him.  Jack, who had not always had a clean kill on his victims, had been attacked many times.  He had always relied on his instinct to guide him in what to do and survive the encounter (long enough to finish the murder) and he had learned much about of what he was capable.   
 Jack leveled Vincent with a chop to his throat.  Vincent underestimated Jack’s speed and the blade of his hand landed across Vincent’s trachea before Vincent could get his hands up.   
 Jack backed away and gave Vincent a few moments to recover.  Vincent coughed almost uncontrollably as he struggled to get to his feet.  After several minutes, the throb in his throat subsided and Vincent was able to stand tall.  He looked at Jack with anger but also with a new sense of respect. 
 “As I was saying,” Jack continued, staring hard at Vincent, “the causality paradox is a natural occurrence, although one that science cannot explain.  Neither Willie here or I can explain either, even with our extensive experience with time travel.” 
 “Time travel?” Vincent rasped. 
 Jack looked closely at Vincent.  “Haven’t you been paying attention?  What you are experiencing is real.  I know that deep down you still doubt that and hope that this turns out to be some elaborate dream but I’m telling you that’s not the case.” 
 Vincent turned to Wilson.  “What do you know about this?” 
 “I know quite a bit.  I am a time traveler as well.  You probably won’t believe this but I was born in the year 2113.  I came back in time to become the President of the United States.  But you see how that worked out.” 
 “I don’t understand,” Vincent replied.  “How can you be from the future?  You were the President of the United States.  Or least you should have been.” 
 “Exactly.  I should have been.  That was before Libby and you showed up and changed everything.” 
 The name of his dead wife brought an instant sadness to his heart that Vincent was sure he would never get over.  He felt the pain but moved through it.  “Well, you’re right we did.  But it wasn’t anything we did in the future.  I’m still not sure how or why I’m here.” 
 Wilson looked Jack.  “We’re not sure either.” 
 Vincent turned and looked at Jack as well.  He hated the man.  “What does he have to do with anything besides being a coward and a murderer?” 
 “Vincent, let me introduce you to Jack the Ripper.” 
 The name caught Vincent by surprise.  “The Jack the Ripper?  But how is that possible?” 
 “Jack is the one who invented time travel.  His original technology, however, had some undesired complications.  It changed his personality and turned him into a killer.  He originally went back in time to with the idea of stopping Jack the Ripper.  Instead, once he got there he found out that he was actually the world’s most notorious serial killer.” 
 “But I’ve changed,” Jack said. 
 “You’ve changed?” Vincent mocked.  “You killed my wife.  I’d say you’re who you’ve always been.” 
 “No, he’s right,” Wilson answered for Jack.  “He has changed.  When he killed your wife, everything changed.  Including the ability to travel through time.” 
 Vincent smiled.  “It serves you right.  If I can’t kill you, at least I can see you stopped.  I don’t know how you face yourself.  You should kill yourself and make it easier on all of us.” 
 “I’ve tried,” Jack replied.  “The paradox won’t let me.” 
 Vincent was still in awe of who Jack was.  “Tell me again about this paradox.  I’m having a hard time taking all this in.” 
 “The causality paradox does not allow one to go back and change their own timeline,” Wilson explained.  “For example, if you went back in time and for whatever reason wanted to kill your great-great grandfather before your great-grandfather was conceived, the universe would stop you because if your great-great grandfather died before starting your line, you would cease to exist.  Thus, the universe protects the future.   
 “Now, if something in the past will affect the future in an unnatural way, then the universe will stop that as well.  That’s why you can’t kill Jack – believe me, I’ve tried myself – and Jack can’t kill himself.  Jack has some importance in the future that the universe would like to protect.  Any attempt to kill him, either through his own efforts, the efforts of someone else or an accident, the universe will not allow it to happen.” 
 “So what possible use could the universe have for someone like him in the future?” Vincent asked aloud to no one in particular. 
 Jack started to answer but Wilson interrupted.  “I guess we’ll see.  In the mean time we should hold tight here.” 
 Vincent looked at Jack before answering.  He wanted to make sure that Jack was listening.  “That’s fine.  But Jack better hope that the universe doesn’t give up on him.  I’ll bide my time.” 



 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

Bourg-en-Bresse, France – December 1898

 Bagster Phillips never forgot his encounter with Jack the Ripper at the Golden Goose.  When Jack’s body disappeared into the future and was lost to him, he was haunted by that moment and he knew he was never going to be able to disremember it.   
 In the following months, Phillips obsessed over what else he could have done.  He managed to move on only slightly but the obsession was so deep that he began seeing the Ripper’s hand in every new crime he came across. 
 It was in those months after Jack disappeared that Phillips took notice of a series of murders in France (through an anonymous letter).  Joseph Vacher, known to the public as the French Ripper, had been apprehended in Ardèche, France.  He had attempted to murder a woman in a field there.  She fought back and her screams alerted her husband and son who came to her rescue.  The two men overpowered Vacher and took him to a local police station.  Vacher, once in custody, admitted to a series of murders including one woman, five teenage girls, and five teenage boys over a three year period. 
 Vacher claimed insanity, using the defense that he had been given a non-traditional cure for rabies as a child that had altered him.  Later, he changed his reasoning claiming he had been sent there by God to make people understand the true virtues of faith.  He was judged sane and after a trail, was sentenced in October 1898 to death by guillotine. 
 Phillips found the case interesting and went to France (although he had retired in June of 1898) to offer his services to the local police.  The police there knew of his work with the Jack the Ripper murders and welcomed his help.  They were not entirely convinced that Vacher had acted alone and were curious if Phillips could help prove this theory. 
 Phillips went back through the evidence and found nothing that would indicate that Vacher was not the lone murderer.  In all, he spent two months going through everything and was about to make his final report when it was pointed out that he had not actually interviewed Vacher.  
 Phillips was more interested in the science of solving crimes and found that people were generally a waste of time.  There were people who studied other sciences who would argue there were methods of determining truth from observing the features of that person, such as their eyes, but this science did not interest Phillips.  In the end, it was curiosity more than anything that encouraged Phillips to meet with Vacher face-to-face. 
 Vacher was isolated as they were concerned for the safety of other inmates and was asleep when Phillips entered the cell area.  He looked down at the sleeping man.  He knew Vacher’s history and found it difficult to believe any man could be capable of such violence and yet look so normal.  Then, he thought of his drink with Jack.   
 Vacher had fallen in love with a woman when he was a young man and that woman did not return his love.  Worse, she mocked him.  He responded by putting four bullets in her.  Afterwards, he turned the gun on himself, shooting himself twice in the head.  He did not die but was paralyzed on the left side of his face.  He was put in a mental institute and despite none of the treatments working, the doctors released him as completely cured a year later.  Now, he was back in custody as a serial murderer. 
 As Phillips looked down at Vacher, he saw something strange behind Vacher’s ear.  “What is that?” Phillips asked the attending officer. 
 “I’m not sure, Monsieur.  I have not seen that before.” 
 Phillips looked closer at the object that was small and round.  Vacher was still sleeping and Phillips took the risk and reached down through the bars.  He removed the item from behind Vacher’s ear. 
 Phillips had just pulled his hand back and was studying the object when Vacher opened his eyes.  He looked up at the men, chose to ignore them and stretched.  He scratched his head and then stopped.  His eyes went wild and he sat straight up. 
 Vacher stood up and locked eyes with Phillips.  In Vacher’s eyes, Phillips could see the dangerous belligerence that reflected the murderer within.  Then, Vacher looked at Phillips’ hand and saw the object that should have been behind his ear.  He erupted in French profanity and threw himself against the bars of his cell. 
 Other officers were called in.  “I’m sorry, Monsieur,” the original attending officer said to Phillips, “it looks as though you will not be able to speak with him after all.  In fact, I am afraid he has lost the rest of his mind.” 
 Phillips nodded in understanding. 
 Two days later, Phillips attended the execution of Vacher on December 31, 1898.  Vacher refused to walk towards the scaffold that held the guillotine and had to be dragged by the executioners.  Phillips pronounced the headless body dead. 
 Phillips retired to his small room and pulled out the item he had taken from behind Vacher’s ear.  It was small and round and didn’t resemble really anything he had seen before.  It was made of a flimsy material that was mildly opaque.  On the backside of the item were several small silver lines.  Phillips considered several possibilities but was not able to determine what the object was or what its purpose might be. 
 Finally, he resigned to placing the item behind his ear in hope that he would better understand the intent.  He found that the item was adhesive, even though when he touched the object there was no stickiness and once placed on his skin, it stayed in place. 
 He felt slightly strange but thought it was anxiety over the case and lack of sleep.  He thought of how much easier it had been when he was younger and had the energy to work long hours on cases without slowing down.  He recalled the first time he walked into Scotland Yard many years prior as a young man – a boy really. 
 That thought triggered the device. 
 Phillips disappeared. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

Bourg-en-Bresse, France – January 1899

  “Can I help you, sir?” a voice asked.  Phillips wasn’t sure where he was.  Perhaps he had blacked out.  He had been in his room in France and now it seemed he was in Scotland Yard – Scotland Yard as it looked many years prior. 
 “Can I help you, sir?” the voice repeated, only this time a little sterner. 
  Phillips looked up and saw the man who was speaking to him.  He would recognize the man anywhere.  The man was his mentor.  Only he looked as he had when Phillips was a young man, not the wasted old man his mentor would become. 
 “William?” Phillips asked. 
 William looked at Phillips.  “Aye?  How is it you know my name?  I have no markings.  Do I know you from somewhere?” 
 Phillips smiled.  “It’s me, Bagster.  Bagster Phillips.” 
 William didn’t smile back.  “Have you been taking the drink, man?  If you’ve taken a nip or two, be gone with you.  We’ve enough to lock up around here without an old man to worry about.” 
 Phillips was confused.  He knew the man in front of him – he almost saw him as a father – but William did not seem to recognize him.  He tried again.  “You are my mentor.  I don’t know how you are here, still alive, perhaps this is a dream?” 
 William grew angry.  “Look, you old fool.  Leave or I’ll take you to the cell, which you don’t want, believe me.  Them are bad men in there and no place for an old man.  Do you have a place to go?” 
 Phillips, in a numb haze, nodded that he did and an image of his home in London pierced his mind.  Scotland Yard disappeared and he found himself sitting in his living room in the present time.  “What’s happening to me?” he asked aloud. 
 He thought briefly of Hanwell Asylum in Wales and wondered if he was lunatic enough to be admitted there.  The next moment he was inside of the walls of the asylum. 
 In his fear, he asked God to be with him and thought of the original chapel of the asylum.  He found himself facing the chapel, not as it looked in his time but as it looked several decades earlier when it had first been built.  The newness of the building unnerved him. 
 He again thought of his home in London and again he was there during the present time. 
 This went on for some time until Phillips recalled the item that had belonged to Vacher that he had placed behind his ear.  He removed the item and the strangeness that he had felt only a moment earlier disappeared.  He thought of the room in France where he had been staying.  Nothing happened.  He thought of some other places he had been over the past year.  Again nothing happened. 
 He returned the item behind his ear and again thought of his room in France.  Suddenly he was in that room. 
 Phillips took the item from the back of his ear again.  He looked at it very closely.  He didn’t know what the item was exactly but he knew it was something very special and something that would change everything for him.   
 He was interrupted from his thoughts by a knock at the door.  He rose from his seat and opened the door to see the Commissaire from the local station.  “Is everything okay, Monsieur?” the Commissaire asked. 
 Phillips was confused briefly.  “Of course I am.  Why would I not be?” 
 “You missed your dinner with the Inspecteur Général.  That is unusual for you, no?” 
 Phillips remembered the appointment.  He was embarrassed.  “Yes, of course, dinner.  I truly apologize.  In fact, it has been quite a day.  I am quite embarrassed to tell you that I am an old man and as a result, I do not have the endurance I once had as a young man.  I fell asleep and have only just now awoken.” 
 The Commissaire smiled.  “It has been quite a day.  Yes, you’ve contributed much.  Your exhaustion is understandable.  Would you like me to extend your apology and reschedule dinner for tomorrow night?” 
 “Thank you.  That would be capital.  I appreciate your time in coming here and apologize you were put in position to check on an old man.” 
 The Commissaire smiled again.  “It is my pleasure, Monsieur Phillips.  Good evening.” 
 “Good evening,” Phillips replied closing the door.  Missing a scheduled dinner was not in his nature and he was sorry it had happened.  Normally it would have bothered him but as he closed the door, he forgot all about the dinner once again.  His thoughts moved back to the item he had taken from Vacher. 
 He sat down in the lone chair in the room and thought more on Vacher.  He realized that Vacher could have escaped any time he wanted to.   He wasn’t sure why Vacher would allow himself to go through imprisonment and psychiatric treatment if he simply just could have left.  Perhaps Vacher actually was insane, he said to himself.  Maybe this item caused that.  I need to be careful.

 He took the night to determine what he would do next, although he was fairly certain what his next action would be.  In the morning, after rest and with a clear mind, he confirmed to himself the decision he had already made the previous evening.   
 Phillips attached the item to the back of his ear and disappeared. 



 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 

Ypres, Belgium – Present Day

 Phillips spent the next few months learning about the item behind his ear.  He learned that he could travel to any place or time he wanted by pure thought.  During this time, he learned to master the device and also became much better at pinpointing exact locations and dates.   
 After much thought, Phillips decided if he was going to use this new ability to make the world a better place – the reason he decided to join the police force in the first place – he would need more freedom to do so, unhindered by other commitments.  He knew he would have to fake his own death.   
 He discussed this with his wife and told her that he would never be able to live a private life due to his work with the Ripper case.  Although she didn’t understand why they didn’t just move without the deception, she agreed.   
 They agreed to move to Cardiff, in Wales, where they would be away from the public eye.  Cardiff was a big enough city where many of the luxuries of London existed, plus the population would allow Phillips to blend in where he could live out a normal life.  They changed their last name to Williams. 
 The newspapers were told that Phillips died from bleeding caused by a stroke on October 27, 1897.  Scotland Yard was involved in the cover up as a plot to draw out Jack the Ripper.  “With me out of the way as far as the public is concerned, Jack the Ripper may gain more confidence and hopefully that will be his undoing,” Phillips explained to his former partner Dr. Percy John Clark.  “His arrogance will allow us to get closer to him.  With my death, I can move in circles that are difficult for me to move among now.  Once I catch him, I can truly retire quietly in anonymity.”   
 Scotland Yard was skeptical that Jack the Ripper was still alive – the case was officially closed; but Phillips, even though he was now retired had been an integral part of the force for many years and so, it was agreed upon and set forth.  


 It would have been easy for Phillips to go back and wait for Jack to show up at the crime scenes and stop him there, but he was nervous about being seen.  It was true he was much older than he had been when the murders first started occurring but he would still be recognized if someone saw him.  He didn’t want the Bagster Phillips who still lived in the past to become the primary suspect.   
 The reaction of Jack the Ripper himself was also an unknown.  Jack’s senses and survival instincts would be heightened during the murders.  He certainly didn’t want to be killed by the Ripper. 
 Phillips was curious about Jack.  The horror he had felt at the Ripper murders had given away to fascination now that the possibility existed that Jack possessed a similar item to Phillips allowing Jack to move through time as well.  How else could Jack have disappeared right before my eyes?  

 Phillips was sixty four years old.  He was not a young as he once was but he had kept himself in fairly good shape.  He believed that as an officer of the law he had an obligation to keep himself not only morally fit but physically fit as well.  He was thankful that he had taken such an approach to life as he would need all the energy he could muster to carry out the task that he had now set before himself. 


 Over the next two years, Phillips followed the trail of murders throughout history, looking for signs that those murders might have been committed by Jack.  He knew what Jack looked like and wanted to confront him if he could determine an area in which he might live.  His plan was to catch Jack by surprise. 
 During those years, Phillips traveled throughout the future and past.  He saw Jack many times but was never able to get close to him.  He knew that Jack had continued to murder at will; but during that time, Phillips had never been able to stop Jack.  He had always gotten there too late. 
 As the years passed, Phillips noticed that Jack’s appetite for killing public figures increased also.  It was Jack who started World War I when he murdered the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria.  It was true that there had been a bombing attempt on the Archduke and it was also true that he had been shot.  But the Archduke didn’t die from the gun wound.  As he was recovering in his bed in the Governor’s residence, Jack showed up and slaughtered the injured man.  When the Archduke’s body was discovered, because of the insistence of the privacy of the Archduke by his remaining family, the death was pronounced murder by gun wound due to being shot by Gavrilo Princip. 
 Phillips knew this but that knowledge alone couldn’t change history. 
 Later, Phillips, sickened that he couldn’t stop Jack from killing Ferdinand (he did try by going back in time and giving several warnings to the men who protected the Archduke but the warnings fell on deaf ears), decided that he wouldn’t let something like that happen again.  Not long after, Phillips learned Jack was planning another assassination and Phillips decided that he had seen enough death. 
 During his years of traveling through time, he had done quite a bit of research on the actual subject of time travel.  In the far future, where time travel had become legal again due to fail-safe mechanisms in the devices that would not allow anyone to change the past, he met some rogue scientists who were looking for a way to override the fail-safe mechanism.  Their plan was to create a separate device that when used in coordination with the time travel device, would generate a time slip or a temporary blending of the last location in time of the time-traveler and the new location in time.  Thus, the time-traveler would effectively be in two places at the same time.  Their theory was that this would confuse the device allowing the user to do whatever he wished to affect history without the device triggering a return to the user’s original time.   
 Phillips purchased the technology from one of the rogue scientists for a hefty sum and then went back in time to stop Jack for good.   
 His original plan was to use the device to confuse Jack long enough for Phillips to shoot him.  With the discovery that Jack was also planning to kill American President Elizabeth Williams, Phillips saw this as an opportunity. 
 Jack’s plan was to incite indirect death on an extremely large scale through one direct murder.  He had already started World War I and now he was looking to accelerate World War III.  Jack would pose as a Belgian citizen and kill Libby Williams at the Menin Gate Memorial in Ypres, Belgium.  The United States had already declared war and this would hasten their military involvement.  Plus, this would draw in other nations who still remained neutral. 
 Phillips knew Jack’s plan would work.  Phillips also knew this was his chance to make his stand against Jack.  The lives of billions depended on it.   
 He reviewed his own plan and it was solid.  He would finally kill Jack the Ripper.  Then, he could go back to his quiet life in Cardiff full time.  To many men, the ability to move through time would be too great an authority to give up.  Other weaker men would crumble under the pressure of this moment.  But not Phillips.  What was driving him was the desire to enjoy a true retirement with his wife.  He lacked the greed and apathy to back down. 
 Everything was planned and would work. 


 Phillips saw Jack fifty feet away at the Menin Gate Memorial.  He moved towards him and was only feet away when a man in the crowd backed into him.  By chance and complete accident, the man bumped Phillips’ head and the device triggered the time slip.  The man that bumped into Phillips was Vincent Shakespeare. 
 As Vincent was sucked into the time slip, he found himself living in two times.   His body and mind couldn’t handle what was happening, so as a safety mechanism to protect itself, Vincent’s mind put his body into a coma. 
 Then, shots went off and Phillips knew the careful planning had gone wrong.  Jack had started one war and now another had just gone full-scale.   
 But Libby was not killed.  It was only slight but because of Phillips near proximity to Jack, the time slip momentarily affected Jack’s device as well.  His shots went wild (with the exception of one).  Libby was shot but would survive for a short period of time.  In the hospital, the doctors would fix her wound but they would miss a very small sliver of the bullet and she would develop blood poisoning.  She would die soon after being released from the hospital.  Phillips knew all of this from his time spent in the future. 
 At the hospital, in order to save her life, Phillips slipped into the hospital and used the time slip device on Libby.  He knew it would put her in a coma.  That would give the doctors a reason to examine her further.  They would find the bullet sliver and save her life.   
 What Phillips didn’t know was that due to the untested nature of the device, the time slip device would place both Vincent and Libby in the lives of others temporarily.  Phillips had no explanation as to why it happened.   
 That state of being in two places at once would come to a close as Vincent created a new timeline by shooting Adolf Hitler. 
 All the while, the man in the background smiled. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY 

Chepstow, Wales – in the Near Future

 Phillips knocked on the door.  He was apprehensive as he stood back, waiting for the knock to be answered.  The man who lived here may or may not be a friend.   
 The knock went unanswered and he knocked again.  He went for a third knock when the door opened. 
 Standing before him was a girl about the age of ten.  “Hullo.  Can I help you, sir?”  She had dark hair and big, matching eyes that looked up at him in curiosity. 
 “Hello to you, young lady.  I was wondering if your father was about?” 
 She nodded.  “I’ll fetch him for you, if you’ll please wait outside.” 
 “Of course, I…” 
 Her shout interrupted him.  “Tad!” she called out as loud as she could. 
 Phillips was startled but he smiled and chuckled to himself as he waited patiently.  He heard footsteps approaching across the hardwood floors of the home and a familiar face appeared in the doorway.  Phillips had never met the man but he had seen his face in many scientific journals. 
 “Yes, sir.  Can I help you?” the man asked. 
 “Are you Jasper?” Phillips asked. 
 “I am.  What can I do for you?” 
 Phillips extended his hand.  “I am Dr. Phillips.  I work for Scotland Yard.” 
 “Oh?  And what is Scotland Yard doing on my doorstep in Chepstow?” 
 Phillips looked down at Jasper’s daughter.  “Perhaps we can talk somewhere private?” 
 Jasper looked curiously at Phillips.  “Of course, we can speak in my office.  Darling, would you please take Dr. Phillips’ coat and close the door?” 
 “Yes, Tad.”  She smiled at Phillips and he could have sworn she stuck out her tongue at him as he was turning to follow Jasper. 
  Both inside of Jasper’s office, Jasper closed the door.  “Can I offer you some tea?  It’s no trouble to put some on.” 
 “Tea sounds lovely but perhaps some other time,” Phillips answered. 
 “Very well.  Now what can I help Scotland Yard with today?” 
 Phillips looked at Jasper seriously.  “I’m looking for an old friend of yours.  I have been on his trail for quite some time.  In fact, it has taken me many years to land here in your office.” 
   “And this friend is?” Jasper asked, already knowing the answer. 
 “Jack.” 
 Jasper swallowed and nodded.  “I haven’t seen Jack in years.” 
 “I’m aware of that.” 
 “You are?  How much do you know about Jack?” 
 “I know he’s a brilliant scientist who disappeared years ago and hasn’t been heard from since.  How does a man so used to the spotlight just disappear without so much as a comment to a local newspaper?” 
 “I’m unsure how you think I could answer that,” Jasper replied, not sure where the conversation was heading. 
 Phillips reached behind his ear and removed the device.  He held it out for Jasper to take which he did.  Jasper examined the device for a few moments. 
 “Do you know what that does?” Phillips asked. 
 “I do not.” 
 “You do not?” Phillips asked suspiciously.  “How is that so when you created this device?” 
 Jasper looked sharply at Phillips.  “Of what are you accusing me, sir?” 
 “I’m accusing you of working with Jack to create a device that allows one to travel through time by mere thought.” 
 Jasper looked at Phillips shocked.  He wasn’t sure he could answer.  He had a difficult time believing he was actually having this conversation and more than that, he didn’t know where he would begin in answering that question.   
 Phillips watched Jasper closely, waiting patiently for Jasper’s words.  Jasper recognized that Phillips expected an answer and did his best to find a starting point.  “I have not seen that device before.”   
 “So how is it that I possess this item and it allows me to travel through time?”  Phillips interjected, not wanting to give Jasper time to control the conversation through denial. 
 Jasper’s mouth fell open.  “You have traveled through time?”  
  “I have, with this device.” 
 “And you got the device where?” 
 “I took it off a man in France in 1897.” 
 Jasper was completely unprepared for this discussion.  He considered how open he should be.  Years ago, he had moved on past Jack.  He decided if he was not going to be imbedded again, he should be frank.  He didn’t get the impression from Phillips that he was attempting to trap him or even accuse him of a crime.  He decided to follow his instincts.  “How much do you know?” 
 “I know nearly everything.  But I have not yet heard your side.” 
  Jasper put his head down.  “It’s true that we used science to create a method of traveling through time.  But that method did not consist of that device.  The item that Jack and I created was implanted into Jack’s brain.” 
 Phillips nodded.  “Go on.” 
 “You said you recovered this device in 1897?  It that your original time frame?”  Jasper thought on this for a moment and a realization came to him.  “Your name is Phillips.  Dr. Bagster Phillips?  You were working the Ripper case.” 
 “I was.  And I still am.  I’m looking for your friend Jack.  Jack the Ripper.  Have you seen him?” 
 Phillips may not be accusing Jasper of a crime in the present day but that did not mean he wasn’t investigating his involvement in the crimes of Jack the Ripper.   Jasper didn’t want Phillips thinking he had something to do with it.   
 Phillips guessed Jasper’s thoughts and smiled.  “You don’t have to worry.  I’m not here for you.  Everything I know about you indicates that you were not part of Jack’s plan to become the Ripper.”  He looked very sharply at Jasper.  “I am correct in saying that?” 
 Jasper looked at Phillips, allowing his eyes to be read.  “You are correct in saying that.  I tried to stop him.  I tried to shoot him.  But he vanished just before the bullet struck and I have not seen him since.” 
 Phillips looked at Jasper a moment longer.  He knew that Jasper was telling the truth.  “I’ve been chasing Jack for many years.  Too many.” 
   “So Jack is still alive?” 
 “He’s still alive.  And he is still killing.  I would like to stop him.  But before I can, I need to know where he is before he gets there.  Every time, I have been too late.  There has only been one time that I was close enough to kill him but I bungled it.  And…” 
 “And what?” Jasper asked when Phillips didn’t finish. 
 “I’m afraid I have involved two innocent individuals in the process.  But that can’t be helped now.  What one can affect is what one does going forward.  I need to get ahead of Jack so I can stop him.  Is there something you can tell me about him that would help with this?” 
 Jasper wasn’t sure what Phillips meant by the two innocent individuals but he let it go.  “There is something,” Jasper offered.  “After Jack disappeared, for many years I would find newspaper articles or handwritten notes inside of my postbox.  They were always about some murder that had occurred throughout history.  I had no doubt they had been left there for me by Jack.” 
 “I see,” Phillips replied, nodding for Jasper to continue. 
 “At first they were about miscellaneous murders.  But the most recent items – they stopped about two years ago – were about American Presidents.  The most current of those focused on Woodrow Wilson.  I think Jack was planning on killing him.” 
 “Why did he leave those for you?  Do you have any idea?” 
 A very sober expression came across Jasper’s face.  “You’ve only known Jack as a man who slaughters the innocent.  I know a different Jack.  He and I have been friends for many years.  He was my best mate.  There was much to like about him before our experiment.  I loved him as a brother.  But then he changed.   
 “I believe that somewhere inside of him, the person that he was is still there.  The new arrogant side of him wanted to brag to me about what he was doing but I also believe the true him was reaching out to me hoping that I could stop what he had become and help him.” 
 Phillips wrote all of this down in his journal.  When he had finished, he rose and offered his hand to Jasper.  “I want to thank you.  This has been very helpful.  I’m sorry about your friend and what I must do.” 
 Jasper took his hand and nodded.  “Both Jack and I understand to what it must eventually come.  Good luck to you.” 
 After he left Jasper’ house, Phillips traveled
to 1921 London.  He knew that from February 21 to March 12 of that year, the city would host the London Conference to discuss the problems that had resulted from the peace treaties that ended World War I.  Phillips knew that as President of the United States, Wilson would be a part of those meetings.  As would many other world leaders.  Phillips deduced that if there was a better opportunity for Jack to kill history’s leadership during that time, he did not know of a better opportunity. 
 Phillips stayed for the entire conference and found no hint of Jack.  He did not pay much attention to the conference itself.  If he had, he would have noticed that Libby Williams, not Woodrow Wilson was involved.   
 Unsure of what to do next, he spent the next several months in his home in Cardiff.  The months slipped by quicker than he anticipated.  He had almost made up his mind to go to Washington, D.C. to just wait for Jack to show up when he received the news that the President of the United States had been killed. 
 He was too late. 
 Two days later, he traveled to the United States.  He had no basis of knowing that he had retained his ability to travel through time while others had lost that capability. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

 Through the haze, he could see people shuffling about.  He could barely discern voices and those voices seemed to be talking to no one in particular.  Their lips moved but their words were garbled, like speaking through a sewage drain and hoping that someone across town could ascertain what was being said.   
 He looked at a stunning woman with red hair and was drawn to her blue eyes.  She was seductive and moved with the intent of portraying sexuality.  He found himself wishing she would come closer just so he could smell her.  He imagined the curves of her body pressed naked against him.  As if reading his thoughts, she turned and stared at him.  That was when the scene changed. 
 She blinked and the pupils of her eyes were altered.  Instead of being round, her pupils became slits and the color of her eyes transformed from clear blue to a hideous, almost pus-like yellow.  Her face became scaly.   
 Despite the alteration, she continued to walk seductively and using one finger, motioned for him to come forward.  He was afraid but at the same time was irresistibly drawn towards her and he felt his feet move.  She opened her mouth slightly and slid her tongue across her bottom lip.  He could feel himself becoming aroused.   
 Her dress slid from her shoulders onto the floor and he could see that her body was also scaly.  He wanted to be horrified but he was mesmerized.  The flesh colored scales that made up her breasts and stomach yearned for his mouth. 
 His eyes continued to flow down her unclothed body but instead of lusting over her slender legs, he saw that the lower half of her body had become a long tail that coiled around.  She was a serpent.  She opened her mouth and he could see her venomous fangs.   
 She wrapped her arms around him and her tail followed.  Only a moment before he had craved her naked body against his but now that fantasy had been altered.  She began to squeeze.  He tried to inhale but as he did, her coils squeezed tighter.  He couldn’t inhale.  He was suffocating.  He had just enough breathe left for one final scream… 
 “Noooo!” Jack screamed and sat up where he lay.  Jasper looked over at him alarmed and ran to his side. 
 “You shouldn’t be sitting.  You need to lie down!  Your vitals are not stable,” Jasper said firmly. 
 Jack allowed himself to be laid down and Jasper looked at the monitors beside Jack’s bed.  Jack’s heartbeat was elevated, which was a concern.   
 “Just try to breathe in and calm down,” Jasper said placing the oxygen mask over Jack’s mouth and nose.   
 Jack breathed deeply and felt himself relax.  He looked around the room.  The woman was gone.  He looked up at Jasper who was monitoring his breathing.   
 “Much better,” Jasper said, comforted by the reducing heartrate.  “How do you feel?” 
 Jack considered the question for a moment.  In truth, he felt very little and everything seemed fuzzy.  “I don’t feel much of anything.”  
 “How’s your head?” 
 Jack started to reach up and Jasper stopped him.  “Don’t touch your head!  I have you closed up but haven’t bandaged you yet.”   
 Jack put his hand down.  “Stop snapping at me.  You sound like my ex-wife.  And since you asked, my head feels fuzzy.” 
 “The anesthetics are wearing off.  Give it about an hour and your head will feel like the worst hangover you’ve ever had.” 
 “Did we restock the pain meds before we began?” 
 “We might have a few aspirin left,” Jasper answered.   
 Jack smiled weakly. 
 “You’re going to be fine.  I put a little something extra in your IV.  It should make you feel as right as rain.” 
 “I hate the rain,” Jack said snarky. 
 “Go to sleep. I’ll bandage you up.  You’ll need to rest for a few days but after that, we should be ready to go.” 
 “Was it successful?” 
 “It was.  You are the proud owner of a time travel implant.”  Jasper looked closely at Jack.  “Do you feel any different?” 
 “I feel like I need a drink.” 
 “In a few days.  I’ve given you something to help your body fight rejection of the implant.  I’ll watch your vital signs to make sure you remain stable.  Now get some sleep.” 
 Jack nodded and closed his eyes.  His recollection drifted back to when they had first met in Albuquerque.   
 They were men with similar ambitions and with the letters PhD and MD following their name.  They found themselves at the same conference and next to each other at dinner.  Conversation ensued and two years later, a business partnership was cemented with a handshake.   
 Aside from their hometowns - Jack was from Nasvhille, Tennessee and Jasper was Welsh, originally from Chepstow – the similarities went beyond their education.  Both men were divorced and neither had children.  Both had put their careers first (something they both now regretted) so it was of little surprise when their wives left. 
 In response, they both consumed themselves with their work which brought them to their current discovery. 
 Jack entered Stage 1 sleep and his mind shifted to his ex-wife.  He woke with a start.  With his waking vision, he saw Jasper. 
 “It’s been twelve hours, mate,” Jasper said.  “Are you rested?”  
 Jack was perplexed for a moment before recognition settled in.  Then, his eyes settled on Jasper.  Jasper looked genuinely concerned which amused Jack.  Jack tried not to smile as he responded, “I’m sorry, Jasper.  What did you ask me?”  
 If Jasper saw the smirk, he didn’t mention it.  “I asked you if you were rested.” 
 “I feel much better, thank you.” 
 Jack took a moment to look around the room that was now their lab.  Briefly, his mind wandered and he thought of Coolidge Park, one of the many local parks.  There were a series of stone animals surrounding a fountain which for some reason always brought a peace to him.  There was something magical about the fountain that Jack couldn’t explain. 
 It was in the calm of that reflection that Jack realized his head was pounding.  He had not felt the discomfort until that exact moment.  “Jasper,” Jack said, “I think I’m ready for that drink.” 



 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

 “Do you want to head downtown for a drink?” Jasper asked the following week.  “They’re supposed to have a good band tonight at our usual pub.” 
 “Pub, old chap?  In America we don’t have pubs.  We have bars.” 
 Jasper rolled his eyes.  “Bar?  What an uneducated-sounding place.  Sure, mate.  We’ll head down to your bar.” 
 “With that settled,” Jack replied, “would you do me the honor of driving to the pub?  Something tells me I may out-drink you tonight.” 
 Jasper bowed and extended his arm.  “After you, sir.”  
 Jasper drove to their favorite restaurant downtown.  It was mid-summer and the streets were bustling.  The local minor league baseball team had just completed a five game sweep and the crowd, in good spirits, headed out to continue enjoying their evening.   
 On the patio of the restaurant, Jack sipped his beer and looked into the distance at the full moon silhouetting Lookout Mountain.   
 “A full moon tonight,” Jasper commented, following Jack’s gaze. 
 “A full moon,” Jack agreed.  “Perhaps I shall assume the role of the wolf and give reason to howl.” 
 “You’re referring to a certain redhead.” 
 “Indeed, I am.”   
 “Ah, young love.  When is she supposed to be here?” 
 “She should be here any time.”  Jack leaned in.  “And she’s bringing a friend.” 
 “Really?  Another friend for poor Jasper.” 
 “This friend is very attractive from what my sources tell me.” 
 “Your sources?  By that you mean a certain female convinced that the colleague of the man she is seeing is incapable seeking out women on his own?” 
 Jack didn’t have time to answer.  He looked up and there was his beautiful redheaded doctor. 
 “Sorry we’re late,” Jasper heard a voice say but it seemed to come from far away.  His world suddenly stopped as he gazed at the woman next to Carmen.  She was dark haired with a dark complexion.  Deep brown eyes surrounded by long lashes watched him.  Her full lips parted into a smile revealing perfect white teeth.   
 Jack looked over at Jasper and smiled.  He turned to Carmen and the two shrugged and laughed.  Jack’s thrown forearm into Jasper’s shoulder brought Jasper back.  “Snap out of it, old chap.” 
 Jasper looked at Jack and then at Carmen and blushed embarrassed.  Carmen saved him.  “Jasper, I’d like you to meet my friend, Marni.” 
 Jasper beheld the angel Marni.  “Your name is beautiful.” 
 Marni smiled.  “It is Israeli.  It means rejoicing.” 
 “Well,” Jack interrupted, “if we’re all acquainted then I’d like to buy you beautiful women a drink.” 
 The four talked over drinks, listening to the band for several hours until the restaurant closed.  Afterwards, Carmen and Marni followed Jack and Jasper to their home.  Once there, Jack and Carmen disappeared upstairs leaving Jasper and Marni alone. 
 The next morning, Carmen and Marni thanked them for the wonderful time and left to go about a new day.  As they left, Jack noticed a kiss between Jasper and Marni. 
 Jack smiled.  “You sly old Brit!” he exclaimed loudly after Jasper closed the door.  “You seduced that beautiful young doctor.” 
 Jasper knew he looked like a boy who had been kissed for the first time but didn’t care.  “On the contrary, she seduced me.” 
 “Kinky,” Jack replied. 
 “A gentleman never tells.” 
 Jack considered the comment but dropped it.  “Well, I’m off to bed.  Some of us didn’t get much sleep last night,” Jack replied, winking at Jasper.  With that, he disappeared up the stairs, leaving Jasper to his thoughts. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

 The day of the Phase 2, Jasper made lunch and took it to the back deck.  The house had a higher elevation than the surrounding houses and from the back deck there was a great view of mountains in the distance.  Sweet iced tea completed the ambiance.   
 He turned on the deck’s television and absentmindedly watched one of the qualifying round games of the World Cup.  Rather than focus on the game, however, his thoughts were on Marni.  He was thrilled to have met her but at the same time he couldn’t help but feel guilty.  He had been in other relationships since his divorce and they had all ended the same way.  At first, they would find his work exciting.  Then, after time, they started to resent his long hours in the lab.  They would ask him why he worked so much and paid so little attention to them.  Finally, they would part ways.  Marni didn’t deserve that. 
 Jasper was still lost in thought when he heard the back door slide open.  “Wales still in it?” Jack asked. 
 “They are.  Your Americans are playing tomorrow.” 
 “Your Americans, huh?  Did you forget you live here, too?” 
 Jasper smiled.  “Soccer supersedes current living conditions.” 
 Jack scoffed.  “Whatever you say.  By the way, did you save any lunch meat?” 
 “I did.  I also made some iced tea.” 
 Jack went back into the house and came out a few minutes later with food and beverage in tow.  He joined Jasper and watched the highlights of that day’s games in the World Cup qualifier.  “So tonight’s the night,” he said more aloud than to Jasper. 
 “Tonight’s the night,” Jasper agreed. 
 The two sat in silence for a few moments thinking about what was to come that evening.  Jasper broke the silence.  “Marni and I had a very interesting conversation.” 
 “Oh, yeah?  And how is Miss Rejoicing?” 
 Jasper suppressed a smile.  “She’s quite well.  Anyways, back to our conversation; it was quite stimulating.” 
 Jack started to speak but Jasper ignored him and pressed on.  “We spoke on Jack the Ripper.” 
 “Jack the Ripper?” 
 Jasper nodded.  “We discussed how interesting it would be to use today’s technology in forensics to solve old crimes.  Both Marni and I agreed that the Ripper crimes would be the most interesting to solve.  There was so much evidence associated with the crimes that with today’s technology, it would have been easy to determine the killer. 
 “Nineteenth century forensics was not completely useless, although nothing like today.  Wouldn’t it be great if we could use our time travel technology to help solve some of the world mysteries?” 
 Jack thought about Jasper’s comment for a moment.  “Perhaps.  Then again, some people may not like the identity of Jack the Ripper discovered.  The Ripper was rumored to be the Duke of Clarence.  That could be very embarrassing for royalty, even today.” 
 “Still,” Jasper said, “maybe someday we’ll decide it’s at least worth looking into.” 
 “Maybe,” Jack agreed. 
 “Speaking of someday, have you decided on a time to which you might like to go?” 
 “All this talk about nineteenth century England makes me want to go there.  Rippers and dead bodies and everything,” Jack said sarcastically. 
 Jasper shrugged.  “I think nineteenth century England would be very interesting.  London had very unique dynamics around the turn of the century.” 
 “I’ll keep it in mind,” Jack said rising from his seat.  “Well, I’m going to take a shower.  I’ll see you later on.” 
 As Jack walked away, Jasper considered the possibilities. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

 “Are you sure you’re ready to test the implant?  We’re on our own time schedule and we can push it back if we need to.” 
 Jack shook his head and then smiled reassuringly.  “Relax.  We’ve crunched the data a thousand times.”  He turned his head to admire the model of the implant on the table next to them.  It had taken them years to develop the research and then contrive that research into this technology.  
 There was nothing remarkable about the appearance of the implant.  They had coated it in silicate glass which was common with other implants.  But while the implant looked ordinary, it was certainly not ordinary in function.  Now that it was implanted in Jack’s brain, the device would allow him to travel through time. 
 Through their research, they had studied the human brain extensively and advanced a theory that the subconscious mind could actually be found.  All of their research led them to the association areas of the cortex that generally control perception, thought and decision making which they determined was the most likely place for the subconscious to exist. 
 That was the easy part.  Their biggest challenge was to cease the laws of physics long enough for time travel to exist.  Using Einstein’s equations on general relativity, they designed the implant to self-generate traversable wormholes.  But to create a wormhole, the device relied on a specific type on energy that science said did not exist on earth. 
 Through years of research, they hypothesized that the human subconscious was the one place that could generate the exact type of energy that they needed for the device to work properly.  
 Previous theories on time travel predicted that there was only a specific amount of time that ran backwards which limited the range of time travel.  By harnessing the subconscious mind and using thought, imagination and memories, Jack and Jasper were able to overcome this projected constraint. 
 In the end, they had built the perfect means of traveling through time.  Of course, everything was still theoretical.  Jack hoped to change that. 


 “How’s your vision?” Jasper asked a few weeks after the operation. 
 “It’s fine,” Jack lied. 
 Jasper looked closer at Jack but didn’t convey what he was actually thinking.  “That’s good.  Do you feel like going out tonight?  Nothing crazy, maybe go to a movie or something?” 
 “Maybe,” Jack answered.  “Is that new movie playing that you’ve been talking about?” 
 “It is.  The next show starts at seven thirty.” 
 “I guess we could go.  Should we invite the ladies?” 
 “They’re both working late.  I though you already knew that?  
 “I guess I just forgot.  I’ll go get ready.”  Jack got up and walked past Jasper.  As he did, a vision flashed through his mind of grabbing Jasper and driving his head through the glass table.  The violent thought scared him a little because it was so foreign and unexpected but he shook it off and went upstairs. 
 During the movie, Jack found it difficult to pay attention.  He had felt strange ever since the surgery.  At first, he was sure it was just the lingering effects of the anesthetics.  Now, he wasn’t so sure.  Everything was hazy.  
 The area around the point of surgery had healed nicely but his head still throbbed dully around the area of his incision.  It wasn’t a white pain but more of a blue flame that gave off a deep heat.  He knew his body wasn’t rejecting the implant because the symptoms would have been different.  He just knew that something wasn’t right.   


 It was almost dusk and Jack was reading a book when Jasper came into the room.  “So, this is it.  I have to admit, I’m more excited than I was before the surgery.” 
 “Speak for yourself,” Jack replied, “you have the easy job.” 
 “I would have gladly traded places with you but you would hear nothing of it.” 
 Jack merely smiled.   
 “So,” Jasper said, moving forward, “you’re sure about the timeline?” 
 Jack had not been sure at first but after their discussion over lunch, he decided he would travel to nineteenth century London as Jasper had suggested.  He wasn’t sure why that time was appealing to him.  He didn’t find that period overly-exciting.  It was almost as if something was drawing him back to that time.   
 “As long as you’re going back, you might as well go to a time where we can study an integral part of history,” Jasper explained, excited.  “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and solve the mysterious identity of Jack the Ripper.” 
 “You can solve the mysterious identity,” said Jack.  “I’m going back to prove that time travel works.  I’m only going back to this particular time and place because of your suggestion.  I doubt that I’ll go back to that specific time again.  Instead, I’d like to go back and visit some of the great physicists of our history.  Imagine having an actual conversation with Einstein.” 
 Jasper sighed disappointedly but perked up at the mention of Einstein.  At that moment, he started to fully understand the possibilities that existed with their technology.   
 “You’re ready then?” 
 “I’m ready,” Jack agreed.  They had spent the last few days reviewing old phonograph recordings from late 1800’s London to make sure Jack had the accent as well as the slang and pronunciations down.  They had also made arrangements for money and authentic clothing from that period.   
 Jasper cautioned Jack that most of the men of that time frame were around five foot six and with Jack measuring six foot one, he needed be careful not to draw too much attention to himself. 
 Jack listened as Jasper went over the procedure one final time.  “You will start by inducing yourself into a state of hypnosis.  This will allow you to tap into your subconscious.  The energy from your subconscious will be released and will activate the chip.   
 “Once the chip is activated, the wormhole will be created.  Because the wormhole is created by the energy from your subconscious, your subconscious will have the ability to affect the wormhole.  You must control your subconscious through the association areas of your cortex.  Because this is the area that controls thought and decision making, you have the ability to make the wormhole exit
in a time and location of your choosing.”   
 Jasper looked at Jack.  “Do you have any final questions?” 
 “No, Jasper I do not,” Jack answered seriously.  “Thank you for your work in making this possible.  I am forever indebted to you.” 
 Jasper smiled in appreciation of the comment. “It’s been my pleasure to work with you.  Now,” he said lightening the moment, “if we’re going to hold hands and make out, let’s get it over with.  If not, let’s move on with the task at hand, shall we?” 
 Jack smirked and nodded. 






 “Okay, now close your eyes,” Jasper said softly. 
 Jack did as he was asked.   
 “Jack?” Jasper said in a slightly louder tone.  Jack opened his eyes and looked at Jasper.  “Be careful,” Jasper finished.   
 Jack nodded and closed his eyes.  He started with the number ten and counted backwards as he initiated the self-hypnosis sequence.  By the time he reached one he had hypnotized himself. 
 Jack inhaled slowly and searched his thoughts until he felt his inner-mind.  He concentrated and felt himself being drawn inward.  He could see flashing as if heat lightning danced across the sky and felt himself continue inward.   
 Finally, he reached a dark, quiet spot in his mind.  He knew this was his subconscious.  He concentrated on the nothingness that was there and soon felt a breeze.  The breeze increased until the wind howled as a lamenting widow.  The winds took on a physical form and slowly began to gather in the center of the nothingness.  Collected, the winds revolved in unison.  Then, a cyclone appeared.   
 The cyclone was thin at first but thickened exponentially.  Before long, the cyclone had grown to such a size that it dominated his sight.  If possible, the winds gained again at a tremendous rate and he felt himself being pulled forward.  He watched as the cyclone churned and he found himself looking down into the heart of the cyclone, resembling an elongated spherical passageway – the wormhole.   
 The winds grasped him fully and he was dragged towards the long emptiness of the cyclone.  The heat lightning reappeared and became violent.  The sound of the wind grew until Jack was confident a train was passing through the center of his head.  He was certain he was not going to be able to withstand the intensity a moment longer when he was suddenly jerked forward and thrust into the cyclone.  He entered the passageway and found the inside of the cyclone was surprisingly calm.   
 Looking ahead, he saw a bright light hastily approaching.  At first he was not concerned but then realized he was being hurled towards the light.  He closed his eyes but the light penetrated his eyelids and entered into the heart of his existence.  He felt blinding pain as if his brain would explode.  The light flashed one final brilliant time and then everything went dark.  He had been traveling at a tremendous speed when suddenly, without warning, everything stopped. 
 He did not open his eyes but could hear sounds of a city around him.  Water was dripping.  People were shuffling their feet as they walked.  Dogs barked in the background.   
 He opened his eyes and as he did, he became instantly disoriented.  The disorientation caused acute nausea and he leaned forward and retched.  He retched again and again until he was dry heaving and slowly the nausea subsided.  Finally, his head quit spinning.  The vomiting spell had caused him to close his eyes again to lessen the perplexity.  He didn’t realize it until he heard a voice off to his right.  
 “Sir,” the voice said.  “Oi, sir,” the voice said again.  Jack opened his eyes slightly and realized he was going to be okay.  He risked opening his eyes fully and turned his head to see who was speaking to him.  His eyes focused on a boy of about twelve.   
 The boy was filthy.  His clothes were filthy, his face was filthy and his matted hair was filthy.  The boy looked at him with concern but smiled as Jack opened his eyes.  The teeth that weren’t missing were rotted and yellow.    “Sir?” the boy continued.  “Are you alright, sir?” 
 “I’m fine, boy,” Jack said.  “Be gone with you.”   
 The boy ran off and disappeared into an adjacent alley.   
 Jack rose to his feet and took a moment to take in his location.  He was in some sort of alley between two buildings.  The passage was putrid – on the ground were pools of urine filled with feces.  Everything smelled like sewage and decay.  To Jack, there was no doubt he had arrived. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 

London, England – August 1888

 Jack walked down Whitechapel Road, soaking in the East End of London.  If everything had gone to plan, it was August 1888.   
 The East End consisted of everything east of the Aldgate Pump, also known as outcast London.  Just under a million slum-dwellers populated mostly single rooms that were rented for the night and it was not uncommon for those rooms to house up to ten people.  The rooms were marked only by a single bed of flea-infested straw stuffed into a sack.  There were no indoor toilets, merely buckets that were frequently left in the room for several days before being emptied.   
 Most of the wood that did not make up the necessary structure of a home was removed for firewood.  Broken windows were stuffed with rags or covered with paper.  The air reeked of rotted vegetables and decaying carcasses of dogs, pigs, rabbits and rats that the inhabitants killed for food. 
 Those who died remained in the room as the family could neither afford to bury the body nor had anywhere to move the body. 
 Mothers, who had no other sources of income, turned their children loose into the streets while they made a living as a prostitute.   
 The women who did not sell their own bodies worked as sweat shop tailors.  Children also worked in those sweat shops and would work as many as seventeen hours a day.  A day’s work in the sweat shop would pay tenpence which was enough for a room for the night and food, thus continuing the cycle. 
 Because of the laborious way of life, women who were pregnant often contributed to complications of their unborn children.  Many children died during childbirth and half of the children died before age five.  The children that survived were malnourished and therefore physically and mentally underdeveloped.  Children who had the opportunity to go to school would faint in their desks from starvation and exhaustion of daily life.  The winters provided little warmth and schools were closed during those months because the buildings were too cold.   
 Whitechapel Road itself was home to eighty thousand people, mostly working seasonal jobs as builders or dockers.  Those with permanent employment made a living by shoveling coal, carrying grain or carting timber.  Everywhere Jack looked, petty street sellers and ramshackle shops filled any empty space. 
 This was the scene that Jack entered.  He had read much about the East End in preparation for time travel but the narrative was a pale shadow to reality.   
 The entire landscape was soiled.  Rotted homes were covered with mold.  Filthy people roamed, often barely dressed and what clothes they wore were caked with the refuse of the streets.  Every time Jack inhaled, he thought he would gag.  Why did I let Jasper talk me into coming here?

 As he walked, he saw children layered in mud sitting aimlessly on the street.  He suspected they waited for their mother to finish with her customer
and allow them back into their room. 
 He passed several police officers who eyed him suspiciously.  His clothes, while dirty, were not nearly as filthy as those that surrounded him.  He towered above every other person on the street.  He began slouching as he walked so that he wouldn’t stand out so much.   
 He came upon a pool of standing water that was half-filled with sediment (he did not want to know what was mixed with the water.)  To fit in better, he reached down and grabbed handfuls of the wet sediment and rubbed it on his cloths and face.  From the corner of his eye he noticed a girl that looked about age six watching him.  He snarled at the girl and she ran back into a hovel. 
 For two hours he wandered the streets and watched people.  He observed how they interacted with each other and watched for similarities in behaviors; anything he could do to fit in better. 
 He turned right off Whitechapel Road onto Commercial Street and noticed someone walked behind him.  He turned his head slightly and saw it was a police officer.  Jack did not want to draw attention to himself but sped up his pace.   
 He glanced back and noticed that the officer was still behind him and had sped up as well.  Great, Jack thought.  He had to ditch the Copper.  He didn’t think he could handle being taken into the police station; there was no way he could answer their questions satisfactorily. 
 Jack quickened his pace again and noticed that White Street intersected Commercial Street just ahead.  When he reached White Street he turned right and immediately ducked into an alley that ran between two abandoned buildings.


 He sat down in the alley and closed his eyes.  With his eyes closed he started counting backwards from ten. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

 At first, there was only silence.  Then, the hum of machinery came from somewhere in the dark.  The hum grew louder and Jack knew he was back. 
 “You’re back!” Jasper exclaimed.   
 Jack looked up and felt the nausea beginning to take hold again.  He held out his hand to stop Jasper from coming closer.  His stomach was empty from retching in London and he dry heaved several times.  Jasper watched concerned but each time he attempted to come closer Jack waived him away. 
 Finally the nausea subsided.  Jasper helped Jack stand and guided him to a chair.  Jack allowed Jasper to help him sit and he looked at Jasper.  “I’m back,” Jack agreed smiling. 
 “Do you need a minute?  How about some water?” Jasper asked. 
 “Water would be great.” 
 Jasper grabbed a water bottle and returned to Jack.  “You smell awful.” 
 “I feel great,” Jack admitted.  His head still buzzed and everything was hazy but he had grown used to his new perception.  His head had been pounding for several days but now the pain subsided – the adrenaline from what he had just experienced drowned any pain. 
  “So how was it?” Jasper asked. 
 “It was filthy,” Jack answered honestly. 
 “As filthy as you?” 
 “Worse.  I was by far the cleanest person there.” 
 “Did you interact with anyone?” Jasper asked. 
 “I scared off a few children.”   
 Jack started at the beginning.  He began with the experience of creating the wormhole and ended with the police officer who had grown suspicious of him. 
 “How long have I been gone?” Jack asked when he finished. 
 “You’ve been gone a little over two hours.” 
 “So that answers that.” 
 They had both been unsure if time in the new timeline would elapse correspondingly with the original timeframe; or if because they were in another time, would leaving and returning be instantaneous? 
 “Tell me about the nausea.” 
 “It’s awful.  Worse than any time I’ve ever been sick.  Worse than that time I had food poisoning.” 
 “That’s something we’ll work on.  That could be an inconvenience depending on what’s occurring when you arrive.  It could draw unwanted attention.” 
 They spoke for several hours on the experience of time travel.  Jasper asked him several times to recreate the experience of the wormhole while recording the interview.  Jasper wanted to be sure he understood everything that had occurred. 
 When they finished with the discussion on the wormhole, Jasper looked at Jack.  “You’ve had a long day.  Why don’t you get a shower and I’ll pull together something to eat?  I imagine you want to sleep.” 
 Jack nodded appreciatively.  In truth, his body was exhausted but his mind was wired.  He knew it would take him awhile to get to sleep but the shower and food would help. 
 After the shower, Jack felt much better.  He had scrubbed his entire body three times and washed his hair twice.  After the third time washing the soap from his body, he finally felt clean.  He dressed and went downstairs to the kitchen and saw meatloaf laid out. 
 “You made meatloaf?” Jack asked holding back a laugh. 
 “Carmen did.  She dropped it off about an hour after you traveled.” 
 Jack nodded. 
 “So what are you going to do about your clothes?  They’re filthy.  And they’re not designed to be machine washed.” 
 Jack thought for a moment.  “I’m stick them in a bag.” 
 “You’re kidding?” Jasper replied, unsure if he was supposed to laugh or not. 
 “No, really.  You don’t understand how completely filthy London was.  When I go back…” 
 “You’re going back?” Jasper interrupted. 
 “When I go back,” Jack continued, “the dirtier I can be the better.  I’ll let the clothes stew in their own foul aroma for a while.  Next time I’ll fit right in.” 
 “So you’re going back?”  
 “Did you not hear me say when I go back?” 
 “Very interesting.  What made you change your mind?” 
 Jack took a bite of his food and held up his finger for Jasper to give him a moment.  After he swallowed, he looked at Jasper.  “Carmen sure can cook a mean meatloaf.” 
 “Yes, Paula Dean had better watch out.  Now, what made you change your mind?” 
 Jack smiled.  “I was thinking back on your idea that we could solve the identity of Jack the Ripper.”   
 Jasper looked surprised.   
 “After all,” said Jack, “you have the case study, do you not?  We know where each murder occurs and we have the general time of each murder.  I can go to that area and scope it out since I know what to look for.” 
 Jasper nodded approvingly.  Then, a strange look came over his face.   
 “What is it?” Jack asked. 
 “Well, if this indeed is the direction we take, it poses the one big question in regard to time travel.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “Do we stop Jack the Ripper and change history or do we allow him to continue his killing, only collecting additional facts and solve the mystery in our present time?” Jasper answered. 
 Jack looked at Jasper seriously, understanding the dilemma of such an undertaking.  “I’ll have to sleep on that,” Jack admitted. 
 The two spoke for a while longer as Jack ate.  After he finished, he said goodnight to Jasper and went upstairs.   
 That night he dreamed he killed a woman.  



 CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

 Jack was done.  He could not take any more questions and could not handle going through his entire experience again.  They had spent the last several days going over, step-by-step, what had occurred before, during and after Jack’s travel.   
 They looked at possible ways to reduce the nausea effect.  They explored ways in which they could decrease hypnosis time so that time travel could be instantaneous, without waiting.  But for the moment, Jack was done discussing time travel. 
 As a reprieve, Jasper suggested they go downtown.  “We should catch a CFC game.”  Both of them enjoyed soccer and neither had been to a Chattanooga Football Club game that season.   
 Jack agreed. 
 Jack drove to the stadium and as he drove, Jasper could not help but notice Jack was much more aggressive than usual.  Jack was usually fairly calm when he drove.  Usually, he drove the speed limit, slowed down in the appropriate areas and didn’t swerve in-and-out of lanes.  Tonight he did just the opposite.  As Jack drove, Jasper caught Jack glaring at other drivers, something he never did.   
 “Are you okay?” Jasper asked.  “You look tired.  Do you want me to drive?” 
 “I’m good,” Jack answered, swerving around a car.  “I don’t know why people have to drive so slow.” 
 Jasper looked over at Jack but didn’t say anything.   


 The game was very close but in the end, Chattanooga pulled out a 3-1 victory.  After the game, Jack looked over at Jasper.  “Thanks, Jasper.  That’s exactly what I needed.” 
 “No problem.  Now give me the keys.  Four beers, I believe is over the limit.” 
 Jack shrugged and handed Jasper the keys.  They were walking to the car when a group of fans of the opposing team noticed Jack’s Chattanooga FC hat.   
 “We’ll get you next time,” one of the fans said to Jack.   
 The comment was lighthearted and everyone took it that way.  But not Jack.  The comment made him livid. 
 “What do you mean by that?” Jack asked. 
 “Hey, I was just kidding,” the fan answered.  “You guys played a good game.” 
 “Don’t backtrack.  I want to know what you meant.” 
 “Jack, calm down, he was only kidding,” Jasper said looking shocked at Jack.  Jack hardly ever lost his cool over something so trivial. 
 Jack ignored Jasper.  “How about I kick that smile off your face?” he asked the fan. 
 It was the fan’s turn to get angry.  “If you think you can, here I am.” 
 Jack didn’t hesitate.  Jasper reached out to grab him but Jack was too quick.  Jack ran at full sprint at the fan.  The guy’s friends tried to stop Jack but were not able to grab him before he threw his shoulder in the guy’s chest, knocking the wind out of him.  The guy fell back onto the concrete, gasping for breath.   
 Jack didn’t wait.  He jumped on top and started driving his fists into the guy’s face.  He had hit him three times before the guy’s friends could pull him off. 
 Jack continued to fight as the guy’s friends pulled him backwards.  Finally, Jasper grabbed Jack around the chest from behind.  “Jack, it’s Jasper.  Stop it.”   
 Jasper was not as stocky as Jack was but he was stronger than he looked.  Jack struggled for a few minutes before realizing it was Jasper holding him.  He allowed himself to relax.   
 When the guy first spoke to Jack, his reaction was the same as everyone else’s.  He started to smile but then something within him came alive and began to elevate.  He was unable to keep it from rising to the surface.  A rage rose from his marrow.  Before he knew it, he blacked out and the rage took over. 
 He looked around and saw the guy bleeding on the ground.  Then, the memories of the past few moments flooded into his psyche.  He was embarrassed.  “Look, I’m sorry…” he started to stay. 
 “Just get out of here.”  
 Jack retreated and followed Jasper to the car.  Jasper started the engine and they rode in silence for a few minutes.  Finally, Jasper broke the quiet.  “Wow, Jack, thanks for the nice, relaxing evening.” 
 Jack stared out the window.  “I’m not sure what happened,” he said softly. 
 “Well, I know what happened.  Some guy congratulated you on our team’s victory and you nearly took his head off for it.” 
 “I blacked out.”  He looked down at his knuckles that were still red.  “I can remember what happened now but didn’t know as it was happening.” 
 Jasper pulled over.  “Has it happened before?” 
 “Not the blackouts.  But I’ve had thoughts lately that have been unusually violent for me.” 
 Jasper looked at Jack seriously.  “How long has this been going on?”   
 Jack didn’t answer.   
 “It’s been since the surgery hasn’t it?”   
 Reluctantly Jack nodded.   
 “And you weren’t going to tell me?”   
 Again Jack didn’t answer.   
 “Jack, if there is something going on, I need to know about it.” 
 Jack sighed deeply and then looked over at Jasper.  “Ever since the procedure, everything has been hazy.  My head hurts as well.” 
 “Where I drilled into your skull?” 
 “All over.  Not a sharp pain; more of a dull throb.” 
 “Any dreams?” Jasper asked. 
 “They’ve been violent as well.” 
 “So you haven’t been sleeping well?”  Jasper asked. 
 “Not especially.”   
 “It’s common for people who haven’t slept well over a period of time to become irritable.  This would also explain headaches and the haziness you described.  Do you think it’s more than that?” 
 Jack thought about Jasper’s observation for a moment.  It made sense.  “It could be the hole you drilled in my skull.”  Jack smiled and paused for effect.  “But it’s probably what you said.”   
 “Well,” Jasper said ignoring the sarcasm, “we need to work on the headaches.  Plus, we should have something that’ll help you sleep.  We’ll start there and see what happens.  We certainly need to hold off on any more time traveling until we understand what’s happening to you.” 
 Jack nodded in reluctant agreement.  He was not happy about the decision but knew Jasper was looking out for what was best for him.  He turned and stared out the window as Jasper pulled back out into traffic and watched the buildings and houses pass by as they made their way home. 



 CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 

Chattanooga, Tennessee – Present Day

  Is there something we missed? Jasper asked himself.  We looked at thousands of variables and undesired effects and narrowed them down by the likeliness that each would actually occur.  What did we miss?

 He was concerned about his friend.  His diagnosis was that Jack just needed more sleep; and while it was possible that was simply what was wrong with Jack, he was concerned there was more. 
 Jasper reassessed the recorded sessions before and after Jack traveled through time.  He compared Jack’s personality pre and post operation.  He seemed fine.  The only difference Jasper could detect was that Jack now seemed very distracted.   
 “Of course,” he said aloud, “that could be because of the anesthetics.”  He paused and realized he had spoken to an empty room.  He shrugged it off and turned and looked at the clock: 3:15am.  I’ll look for a few more minutes and then go to bed.   
 He watched with droopy eyes and within a few minutes, he was asleep. 


 It was time to make another trip.  Jack had displayed no further signs of complications.  Jasper looked for signs of an underlying aggression but found none. 
 “You’re ready?” Jasper asked. 
 “I’m ready.” 
 Over the past two weeks, they had merged several medications to procure a pill that battled both the dull, throbbing headache that Jack was experiencing and the nausea.   
 They also studied additional methods of self-hypnosis.  Through much reading, they found an Old World European method that created instant hypnosis.  Jack didn’t believe the process would actually work but decided to give it a try.  The first few times it didn’t work.  Then, as Jack practiced, he actually hypnotized himself.  After more practice, he found that he could hypnotize himself very quickly.  It wasn’t much longer afterwards that he found he could hypnotize himself instantly. 
 They intentionally waited until a day after it rained for the next trip so that the ground was muddy.  Jack stripped down completely naked and rolled in the mud, covering his body.  Once the mud dried, he used a towel to wipe off as much as he could.  This left his skin and hair coated in dirty streaks that was caked in some places.  Next, Jack used a chewable non-toxic dye tablet to discolor his teeth.   
 When he was thoroughly filthy, he opened the bag that contained his reeking clothes from his last trip.  He finished dressing and looked at Jasper.  “Do I look ready for the ball?” 
 Jasper nodded while holding his nose and doing the best he could to hold his breath.   
 “Come on, Jasper, it’s not that bad.  Just one dance?  Please?” 
 Jasper laughed and regretted it as soon as he did.  He inhaled the aroma of Jack and almost gagged.   
 “Are you gonna make it?” Jack asked. 
 “Barely.  Now, shall we get started?” 
 Jack nodded. 
 “Okay,” Jasper said, “first you need to take your pill.  In fact, I’ll be surprised if you even feel dizzy after you arrive.” 
 “That will be a welcome change.”  
 As Jasper spoke, Jack studied him.  Jack wondered if he actually had Jasper fooled.  Over the past few weeks, he worked to control the anger that he felt deep within.  He learned he could coexist with the rage.  He also learned he could hide the rage from his face when it took over.  But one thing he couldn’t hide was his eyes; if Jasper had actually studied Jack’s eyes, he would have seen someone possible of great violence. 
 “Jack, are you listening to me?” Jasper asked and Jack snapped his focus back to the man before him. 
 “Sorry, I was thinking about my arrival.”  
 “You’re sure you’re ready?”  Jasper’s voice was filled with concern.  
 Jack nodded.   
 “Okay, then,” Jasper continued.  “You’re going back to 1888 London.  The first murder of Jack the Ripper happened on Friday, August 31 of that year.  The first victim was found dead at 3:45am and was last seen alive around two that morning.  The body was found on Buck’s Row just off Brady Street.” 
 “So that’s where I’ll go,” Jack agreed. 
 “Just remember what we talked about.  You are there to observe and nothing else.  The last thing you want to do is be a suspect in a murder.”   
 Jack nodded.  “I’m ready.” 
 “All right.  Relax your mind and do as we rehearsed.” 
 Jack closed his eyes.  For a moment, he concentrated on the location of where he wanted to go.  Then, he focused on the year, then the month and date and the time.  Coming home was easy; a specific corner of two streets in 19th Century London was not. 
 A moment later he was gone.            



 CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 

London, England – August 1888

 Jack took in the view along Whitechapel Road.  There was only a smattering of windows that showed light and outside of that, everything was dark. 
 He felt no nausea.   
 He was not sure of the time or date but by the gloom and lack of movement along the street, he was sure that it was late. 
 A sign revealed he was on Brady Street which meant that Buck’s Row was one block north.  He slouched as he traveled the road, trying to blend in; he was alone but did not want to draw attention to himself to anyone who happened by because of his prevalent height, especially this late at night.   
 He also kept a watchful eye for patrolling officers.  Beats tended to be a few blocks which took an office roughly fifteen minutes to complete.  He could not know at what stage of that round an officer might be. 
 Jack took a left at the corner and was faced with a wall of a warehouses that spanned the entire length of the block.  At the far end of the street, a single gas lamp revealed several houses in low light.  Jack moved towards them in the eerie ambiance and discovered a gate that marked an unlit path. 
 Jack entered the gate and as he walked, his nerves slowly overtook him.  If he had arrived at the correct time, Jack the Ripper was in the area.  He realized as he stood there that he had not thought through the entire situation.  What if he was attacked by the Ripper? 
 He was drawn back from his thoughts by a sound: footsteps.  He crouched down and hid in the shadows and watched as a police officer appeared.  The officer didn’t notice Jack and continued on his beat.  Jack stayed hidden and followed his audible steps until they faded from earshot. 
 Jack started to stand when he heard another noise behind him.  He recognized a different set of footsteps – lighter than those of the officer – that came closer until they were right next to him.  In the moonlight, Jack saw a woman; he took the risk and rose, walking out of the shadows as if he had been taking a late night stroll.   
 The woman was startled but it didn’t take her long to relax.  “’Ello ‘andsome man.” 
 “Good evening, madam,” Jack answered. 
 “What brings you out ‘ere on this late hour?” 
 “Just clearing my head.”  
 “A lover’s quarrel, then,” she said with a harsh, knowing cackle.  “Well my ‘andsome man, are you looking for a woman to take your’n mind off tha’ lassie at ‘ome?” 

She’s a prostitute, Jack said to himself.  If he had actually been from that time, meeting a prostitute on the street wouldn’t have daunted him.  But as he was from a different time and a more conservative area of the country, he was not used to being approached in such a way.  He was taken aback. 
 “What’s a’matta’?  Are you afraid of wha’ I ‘ave under my skirts?” she teased, raising her dress to show her naked body underneath.   
 Jack had been nervous only a moment before but her teasing changed that.  He now felt his anger beginning to rise deep within him. 
 “Do you like wha’ you see?” she continued.  “I’ll ‘elp you forget your lady for a small coin.  ‘Ere,” she said lying on the ground with her dress raised higher, “I’ll make i’ easy on you.”  She looked at Jack with a smile that was more taunting than sexual. 
 Jack didn’t move.  He tried to push the anger down but he felt himself losing control.  He looked at the woman who teased him with her nakedness.  
 “Come to Polly,” she continued.  “What’s a’matta’?  Don’t you like me?  Oh, I know wha’ i’ is.  You can’t get i’ up can ye?  Let Polly help.  She can make any man into a proper man.”  She rose onto her knees in front of him. 
 Jack no longer heard her words.  All that he could hear was his heartbeat: it sounded like thunder.   
 Jack reached into his pocket and his hand was surprised to touch something sharp.  He realized there was a knife in his pocket, although he didn’t remember placing it there.   
 He wrapped his fingers around the wooden handle.  The blade felt natural in his hand – almost like it was a part of him.  He tightened his grip and grinned. 
 Jack looked down at Polly and she misinterpreted his smile.  She thought she was going to be able to turn a quick trick and make enough to at least buy food for breakfast.  She reached up and rubbed the front of his pants.  When she felt him react, she undid the buttons that held the front of his pants closed.  
 Jack removed the blade from his pocket, making sure Polly did not see the knife.  He reached down and touched her face and joined her on his knees.  She took the cue and leaned back on her elbows before lying fully on her back and prepared to turn the trick.   
 Jack leaned forward and placed his body on top of hers.  He could feel her discomfort at his weight and it only added to the feel of the moment.  Jack looked into her eyes and saw her for who she was – a woman trying to make it in a tough world.  He would ease that suffering. 
 He placed his hand over her mouth.  Then with his other hand, he brought up the knife.  She saw the knife and tried to scream but Jack’s hand was too tight over her mouth. 
 Jack touched the knife to the left side of her neck.  He paused slightly, enjoying the fear that emanated from her soul; then, he pushed the blade into her neck and slid the blade across, slitting her throat from ear to ear.  He watched her eyes as the life left them. 
 After she was dead, he mutilated her stomach, spilling her insides onto the ground.  He was full of rage and didn’t stop there, enjoying the act of mutilating Polly’s corpse.  When he finally had his fill, he was swathed in blood.  He rose from her body and stepped backwards, admiring his achievement. 
 The moment was interrupted by footsteps.  He didn’t hesitate.  He thought of his next location and disappeared from the East End. 



 CHAPTER FORTY 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 Wilson couldn’t sleep.  It had been a long series of days.  He still wasn’t sure how everything was going to turn out but he was sure of one thing – he was tired of thinking about it. 
 He wasn’t worried about Vincent.  Vincent was a good man.  Vincent’s sadness and grief had only exposed his hard resolve even more and Wilson knew he was someone he needed on his side. 
 What made him nervous was Jack.  It was true Jack had changed.  But for how long?  Jack had changed history when he killed Libby; so what if one of them did something to change history back?  What if their devices became active again and Jack’s device began to affect his subconscious?  Would they be aware it was happening?  Jack had already tried to kill him once.  He had no doubt that the old Jack would love to give it another shot. 
 Wilson shut off the questions in his head.  He was exhausted.  He knew he had to sleep if he was going to retain a mental capacity that was necessary to react to the unknown of what they were experiencing.   
 He closed his eyes and thought of his wife who was at their home in New Jersey.  He had told her he was going to visit some friends in the Capital and that he would see her in few weeks.  She was concerned for him after the death of the President as she knew they were on friendly terms and had offered to come down.  He told her not to worry and that Washington, D.C. was not the place for her to be right now with an assassin on the loose.  
 But he was mainly worried about Jack.  How would Jack be around his wife?  Right now, she was safe in their other home several states away.  But if Jack got it in his mind to harm her, Wilson knew Jack wouldn’t stop until he did just that.  Jack wouldn’t be able to help himself; his subconscious wouldn’t let him. 
 Wilson had to keep his wife away from Jack.  Eventually he had to go back to New Jersey, which meant he only had a short time to decide what to do with Jack.  He didn’t want to send him away because then he couldn’t watch him.  He couldn’t kill him because the universe wouldn’t let him.  He wasn’t sure what he would do. 

Right now I need sleep, Wilson said to himself for at least the twentieth time since he had lain down.  He closed his eyes once more and this time it worked.  The world that was full of colors changed to white and then to gray and then to black.   
 Wilson wasn’t sure how long he had slept when he was awoken by a sound.  It had been night when he had gone to sleep and it was light outside now.  Wilson opened his eyes and looked around his room.  He was sure he had heard a knock. 
 Through the haze of the morning came another knock.  He opened his eyes fully and lifted his head off his pillow.  His body followed and he rose from the bed and went to his door.  His opened door revealed Vincent. 
 “Vincent,” Wilson slurred, “good morning.  What time is it?” 
 “It’s eight thirty.  I…” 
 “Eight thirty?  Well, I slept for six hours at least.  I feel better.”  Wilson looked at Vincent in full focus for the first time since opening the door.  He could tell something was wrong.  “What is it?” 
 “It’s Jack.” 

Of course it’s Jack, Wilson said to himself.  It’s always Jack.  What now?  Did he kill one of the neighbors?  Are the police on their way here?  What will that mean for me?  Surely the neighbors will have seen him around here with me.  How do I explain that I am housing a murderer?  What will Edith say?  What will the university say?

 Wilson thought all of these things in a matter of seconds.  All the while, Vincent stood in front of him waiting for his response.  “What about Jack?” Wilson asked aloud.  “What did he do this time?” 
 “Jack’s gone.” 



 CHAPTER FORTY ONE 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 The bloated body of Jack the Ripper was found floating in the Potomac River.  Bagster Phillips had seen to it personally that the body ended up in the water.   
 Now that it was done, Phillips wasn’t sure Jack’s death filled the great need inside of him: the satisfaction wasn’t there.  After years of hunting down Jack, his actual death was rather anticlimactic.  Despite that, he was mostly satisfied and that was enough for the moment – enough to move on with his life. 


 Phillips had shown up outside of the home of Woodrow Wilson.  It was early morning and Phillips was just another elderly man walking down the street.  There was a bench across the street from the house and Phillips sat there for some time in observation.   
 Jack had awakened with a feeling that he couldn’t explain.  It was a kind of déjà vu.  He rose from his bed and saw that it was early – around five thirty in the morning.  The rest of the house was asleep.   
 He went downstairs to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee.  As it brewed, he reflected on all that had happened.  Outside of the memories that haunted him, he felt great.  His concentration was sharp.  He felt true kindness and love for the first time in many years.  The anger that had consumed him was not gone (mainly because of the memories) but it had lessened.  He had been very stressed following his change and had fallen into a mild depression.  Now he was coming out of that and he felt truly alive.  He had thought the thrill of murder brought him alive but looking back on that, it was more euphoria than a sense of actually living. 
 When the coffee was ready, he poured a cup and went to the front porch.  Wilson had a wide-opened porch filled with miscellaneous chairs; Jack’s particular favorite was a rocking chair built in the 1880’s.  The craftsmanship was superb and it seemed to mold to his body as he settled in.   
 In the chair, he sipped his coffee and looked out over the street in the dim early-morning light that filled the world just before the sun came up.  Across the street sat an old man on a bench.  Old men sitting on benches was not something unusual in Wilson’s neighborhood.  It seemed to Jack that the entire community was filled with the elderly and they all walked and talked and sat with each other on benches.  Jack waived at the old man and the old man waived back.  Then to Jack’s surprise (even though it wasn’t unusual either), the old man got up from the bench and walked towards him. 
 Jack watched him approach and thought the man looked familiar.  Jack sat on the front porch drinking coffee most mornings and saw many old men come and go.  He assumed the man was one of the many neighbors.  When the man reached the foot of the steps to the porch, that opinion changed.  Jack knew the man.  He also knew why the man was here. 
 “How are you here?” Jack asked. 
 “Hello, Jack.  It’s been a while,” Phillips answered. 
 “How are you here?” Jack asked redundantly. 
 “Jack, it’s not the how it’s the why.” 
 “Look, I know what I’ve done.  But I’ve changed.  I…” 
 Phillips interrupted.  “I’m sure you have.  Men like you always change.  Then, you change back.  I am here to end it.”   
 Phillips pulled a pistol from his pocket.   
 “Your shot will wake the house and the neighbors.  You won’t get away.  In the end you’ll be just like me.” 
 “Jack,” Phillips smiled, “you’re wrong about that.  I’d like you to come with me.” 
 “And if I don’t?”  
 “I’ll kill you here.  It makes no difference to me.” 

He’s old.  I’m younger, Jack said to himself.  If I can distract him, I can take him out.  It will be self-defense.

 Phillips noticed Jack’s hesitation and smiled as he read his thoughts.  “You might think it’s been twenty years for me as well.  That’s not true.  I arrived
here the same way you did.”  Wilson pulled the device from the back of his ear and showed it to Jack.  “I’m not as old or as slow as you think I am.” 
 Jack recognized the device.  He didn’t know how Phillips acquired the device and honestly it didn’t matter.  He had it.  He could travel through time.   
 “Come with me,” Phillips said firmer.  “You wouldn’t want any of your new friends to get hurt.” 
 Jack set down his cup of coffee and rose to his feet.  He walked across the porch to Phillips.  Phillips stepped back giving Jack space so he wouldn’t get too close.  Jack noticed and admired the move.  “Where are we going?” Jack asked. 
 “I’d like to see the Potomac.” 
 “It stinks.” 
 “I’ve smelled worse.  Now get moving.” 
 They walked towards the river and Phillips questioned him as they walked.  The questions were all about the Ripper murders.  Phillips wanted the answers that had eluded him.  Jack, to his own surprise, was eager to talk about it.  He had held in the guilt and shame of what he had done and it felt good to release it.  Several times the tears nearly came but he held them back.  He wouldn’t give Phillips a false sense of satisfaction that he was breaking down in the end. 
 When they reached the river, Jack turned and looked at Phillips.  “Now what?” 
 Phillips answered by raising the gun and shooting Jack in the chest.  Jack fell backwards and sprawled onto the ground on his back.  Blood spurted from his chest where the bullet had nicked his heart.  Jack looked up at Phillips in disbelief.  He tried to talk but only blood bubbles came from his lips.   
 In a moment, he would be dead.  Jack had killed enough people to know the symptoms at the end of life.  He was displaying all of them.  He looked up at Phillips once more and saw Phillips raising the gun.  He watched Phillips squeeze the trigger.  Then, there was nothing else for Jack. 
 Phillips shot Jack in the head for good measure and then rolled Jack’s body into the river.  With Jack dead, he touched the device behind his ear.  He thought of his home in Cardiff and disappeared. 



 CHAPTER FORTY TWO 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 “We don’t have much time,” Wilson said, gazing intently across the table.  “Jack was killed and it’s only a matter of time before they track him back to us.”  The morning newspaper had included a photo of a body found in the river.  Body Found in the Potomac was the headline.  The swollen face in the photo belonged to Jack. 
 “How can you be sure of that?” Vincent asked.  “He won’t have identification.”   
 “His photo is in the newspaper,” Wilson replied, “and the people who live in this neighborhood will recognize him.  Jack was very public while he was here.  He sat on the front porch every morning waving at anyone who came by.  There’s no way he won’t be identified.  And the question is – what do we do then?”   
 Vincent shook his head.   
 “And to make things worse,” Wilson continued, “not only do we have to answer how a murdered man last seen with us ended up in the river, we also have to assume that at some point Jack will be discovered to be the murderer of President Libby Williams.” 
 Vincent looked up.  “What makes you say that?” 
 “The White House has video cameras that can be turned on for surveillance doesn’t it?” 
 Vincent started to ask how Wilson knew that when he remembered that in another line of history, Wilson had been the President and although it had not actually happened, Wilson still had the memories.  Vincent nodded instead of speaking. 
    “Those cameras would have begun filming once the alarm was sounded and they would have caught Jack taking Libby.”  Wilson started to move on with the conversation but then he remembered to whom he was talking.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have brought that up.” 
 “Don’t worry about it.  Yes, you’re right.  Jack will have been caught on film.  And that means they’ll know he is the one killed my wife, just as you said.  I can guess who their primary suspect will be in his murder.” 
 “Since you’ve been seen with him here, you,” Wilson answered, pausing for effect.  “So that leads us back to the first question.  What do we do now?  We can’t just leave.  We’d be admitting guilt and seen as running from the crime before we were caught.” 
 Vincent pounded his fist on the table.  “I just don’t get it.  How could Jack have been killed given the causality paradox?” 
 “Maybe the person who killed him was historically supposed to kill him.  Maybe it’s the universe’s way of correcting what was previously changed.  I wish I could go back and see what happened.” 
 To Vincent’s surprise, Wilson disappeared. 
 A moment later he was back.  “I just traveled!  What about you?  Does yours work?” 
 Vincent was happy for Wilson but the discovery did not benefit him.  “I can’t do what you can.  I’ve never been able to.  I came back to this time but I don’t know how it happened.” 
 Wilson looked at Vincent.  “You’re sure that you’ve never traveled through time before coming here?” 
 “I’m sure.  Other than an occasional sense of déjà vu, I ‘ve always lived in the same line of history.” 
 Wilson looked at Vincent and smiled.  “I’ll be right back.”  Wilson disappeared.  He returned swiftly, almost as if he hadn’t left.  “Here,” he said holding out his hand to Vincent, “this is for you.” 
 “What is it?” Vincent asked looking at the small round object in Wilson’s hand. 
 “This device is how I travel through time.  This one’s for you.”  He showed Vincent where to place the device and explained how it worked.  
 They discussed time travel and how it worked for the next thirty minutes, when Wilson realized what he had forgotten to tell Vincent about Jack.  “I saw Jack’s death.  I went back to when he was killed and I saw him led away at gunpoint and then shot and thrown into the river.” 
 “Who was it?” 
 “I’m not sure.  I didn’t recognize the man.  I have no doubt it was someone who Jack had come across throughout his travels.  I’m sure the death was warranted.”  
 “Why don’t we go back to that moment in time and stop it from happening?” Vincent suggested, not believing what he was saying. 
 “Do you realize what you’re asking?  We’re better off with Jack dead.  The world is better with him dead.” 
 “I know that.  He murdered my wife.  I know it as well as anyone.  But I don’t see a way out of this for us, do you?” 
 Wilson considered Vincent’s idea.  “I think we should continue to look at our options.” 
 “I know what you’re feeling.  Finding out that Jack was dead was a kind of closure for me in the death of my wife.  Every day I looked at him and all I could think of was my wife suffering at his hands.  I’ve wanted to kill him every day since I found out he is the one who did it.   
 “Believe me, if there was any other way, I would say let’s take it.  I’m not willing to start running.  The main reason is that history would remember me as a murderer and I’m not willing to let Libby’s place in history be darkened by what others thought I had done.” 
 “So what you’re suggesting,” Wilson returned, “is that we go back and save Jack from being killed.  And how would we do this?  Kill the man who killed Jack before he actually kills him?”   
 Vincent nodded.   
 Wilson continued, “And what if the universe won’t let us kill him?” 
 “Then I guess we’ll know.” 
 Wilson considered Vincent’s comments for several moments.  Finally he spoke.  “I don’t like it but I agree with you.  We need to at least try this.” 
 Over the next two weeks (which only amounted to a matter of seconds in their original timeframe), they made preparations.  Vincent learned how to travel and became very proficient at arriving at exact times and destinations. 
 Over that two week time, he also learned how he had come back in time originally.  He traveled to that day in Belgium multiple times and observed a man bumping into him and him going into a coma.  He knew the man had to be the one who caused him to go back in time.  He just didn’t know how. 
 He did some research on why the man would be there in the first place.  His first thought was that the man was there for Jack.  It turned out he was right.  History showed the man to be Bagster Phillips who was involved with the Jack the Ripper investigation. 
 Vincent returned to Belgium again and watched Libby speak on stage.  Seeing her alive again brought him to tears. 
 He watched as Jack shot Libby (something he hadn’t known and that inflamed his rage again).  He cried out helplessly.  Jack was taken to the ground, beaten and then taken to a car.  He watched as Jack disappeared in front of a group of stunned Secret Service agents.  Then, he watched Phillips disappear.   
 Vincent went back several times to try to save Libby but each time the causality paradox stopped him.  At first, he was deeply depressed.  But then, he decided to redirect his feelings and use the anger to drive him to determine what he could do about the man who had sent him back in time.  If he could stop him, then perhaps he could keep Libby from going back as well.  Then she would live. 
 He couldn’t clarify how Phillips had brought him back in time but he did know that the coma had to be part of the process that caused his time travel.  There was no other explanation. 
 He observed the scene over and over and detailed all to Wilson.  He was hoping he would be able to shed light on how the coma had actually been induced and how it sent him back into time.  He had a theory but no concrete evidence on how something like that would occur based on his experiences. 
 After much talk on the subject, they decided to leave it where it was.   
 “We’ll deal with all of that later,” Wilson decided.  “At the present, we still need to go back and fix Jack’s death.  The one thing we do know is that the same man who caused you to travel back in time is the same man who killed Jack.”   
 Vincent looked at him surprised.  “How do you know that?” 
 “I traveled back and saw Jack get killed, remember?  The man you described as Phillips is the man I saw leading Jack away and who shot Jack and shoved his body in the river.”   
 Vincent thought on this.  “So what does this mean?” 
 “It means Jack is dead.  Our only way to save ourselves is to save him, just as we planned.” 
 “So who will do the killing?  Neither of us are killers.” 
 “But both of us have killed before.  It was self-defense for me and you killed during war.” 
 Vincent inhaled deeply.  “I’ll do it,” he said calmly. 
 “You’re sure?” 
 “I’m sure.  The war did something to me.  I’m not the man I was before, that’s for sure.  I killed Hitler in cold blood.  There’s no reason I can’t do it again.” 
 Wilson looked closely at Vincent.  “Would you do this if you were the only one on the hook here?” 
 “Yes.  But I’m also doing this for you.” 
 “That’s selfish of me don’t you think?” 
 “Perhaps, but I’m not asking for your blessing.  I’m doing this.  Besides, if anyone is going to kill Jack, it’s going to be me.  Not someone from another time who has an issue with him.” 
  “I’m coming with you,” Wilson replied.   
 “Thanks,” Vincent agreed.  “So when would you like to go back?” 
 “How about now?” Wilson suggested.  “Every minute we spend in the present time brings us closer to being confronted by someone looking into Jack’s death.  Perhaps that will end up being one of the neighbors.  Either way, it won’t end well.” 
 “So we’re agreed?” Vincent asked.   
 Wilson nodded.  A moment later, the kitchen table around which they were sitting was empty. 



 CHAPTER FORTY THREE 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 He stood back in the shadows of the trench, watching.  Hitler was not his visual target; his target was Jack. 
 He listened for the shot and grunt that would signal the end of Hitler and watched as Jack made his way to Hitler’s side, just in time to watch him die.  He could have changed that moment but there was no reason for it.  Hitler was a small, despicable man and he was glad he was dead. 
 He watched the medical unit haul the body of Hitler away.  He knew the next morning, Jack would go out into No Man’s Land and challenge the other side.  The Allies would refuse to send a man, having suffered much loss to their Howitzer unit and not being in much of a mood to entertain.  Jack would leave soon after the unanswered contest.   
 That’s what he did know.  What he didn’t know was how or when those who wanted to save Jack’s life (he still had a hard time accepting that) would actually make the move.  He knew who they were; he just had to stop them.  One advantage he had was that they didn’t know who he was.   Plus, they had no idea that he was trying to stop them.   
 It wasn’t personal.  In fact, even though he had much reason to want Jack dead, it wasn’t personal with him either.  It was just that Jack no longer had a place in the world. 
 Satisfied that nothing had changed, he prepared to leave.  But before he did, he took a good look around at the mud and death around him.  His breath turned to vapor as he exhaled and the cleanness of that act was deceptive.  The vapor was clear and pure, although the lungs that had just exhumed that vapor were filled with smoke caused by burning flesh.  The smell of dead men combined with the reek of dead horses.  Men and animal alike drowned in the mire of mud and rain and those bodies were blackened by exploding mortars.   
 All around him he could hear men screaming.  Men were still on the battlefield, begging to be taken to the hospital.  Men screamed in the hospital as their legs and arms were amputated.  Men lay on gurneys holding in their intestines as the doctors watched, waiting for their death so they could move the dead bodies out to make room for the hundreds of wounded. 
 The rain fell as men stuck in the mud tried to rise but were not successful.  One man looked over at his arm that had been severed by a mortar.  The man tried in vain to move through the thick mud to reach his arm before he died.  He bled to death on the battlefield before he could capture his lost limb. 
 Other men around him retched as the smell became too much.  The sight of their friends tore to pieces before them impaired their ability to control their stomachs as they vomited their last meager meal. 
 He took all of this in before he left.  He had once been a man who was interested in curing death.  Now he was a man who relished it.  He inhaled and took in everything.  The smells were wretched but they add to the ambience of death staged in the war theater. 
 He smiled.  Now that he had his fill of true human sacrifice, he was content.  The urge to kill was settled, at least for the moment.  He wanted to save the executioner that lived within him until he came face to face with those who wanted to save Jack and thus supplant his own place in history. 
 Satisfied, he thought of his next move.  He had no need to follow Jack as he knew all of Jack’s moves going forward.  What he needed to do was protect the man who would kill Jack.  That meant going back to when Bagster Phillips was still working for Scotland Yard in London.  That would be the most likely time that those who wanted to kill Phillips would take him out.   
 Phillips had gained the ability to travel in time.  He knew that and he knew that the others knew it as well.  None of them, himself included, were sure when Phillips had gained that ability.  The only way to be safe was to go back when Phillips was working the Ripper case.  He knew if Phillips had the ability to travel during that time, he would have followed Jack’s patterns, killed Jack and the investigation would have been closed.  That led him to the conclusion that Phillips would be unaware of time travel during the murders of Jack the Ripper and that would be the best time for him to be approached by the others to conclude his life.   
 With one final inhale, he disappeared from the shadows of the trench.  It was as if he had never been there. 



 CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 

London, England – October 1888

 Phillips sorted through the personal belongings of Liz Stride.  The murder scene had been horrific and he shuddered at the recollection.  Her items were spread out across the table so he could take another look.   
 He turned his back only for a moment, walking across the filing room to get a pencil and piece of paper from the desk but when he turned back around, he saw something he was not expecting: one moment, there was only a table with the belongings of Liz; the next moment, two men appeared next to the table.  Phillips didn’t recognize either of them. 
 Phillips started forward but as he did, another man appeared.  The two men were obviously not expecting him.   
 Phillips watched as the new man raised his hand and in the dim light of the room, metal glinted.  The man had a blade. 
 The man drove his hands forward twice; Phillips had never seen anyone move that fast.  The room exploded with blood as the man’s blade pierced the throat of the white-haired man.  He fell to the floor and his warm blood began spreading across the floorboards.   
 The man then turned on the remaining man.  With his blade hand he swung at the remaining man.  (Blood from the dead white-haired man splattered on the table as the blade moved through the air.)  The remaining man threw up his forearm, intercepting the blow before the blade could strike.   
 The two men wrestled for possession as Phillips watched, stunned.  Only moments before the room had been quiet and still; now it bustled with rage. 
 Then, the companion of the white-haired man disappeared.   
 The man with the blade stepped back in surprise before turning to look at Phillips.  Phillips wasn’t sure of the man’s intentions and he reached for the wooden club he kept in the room with him (he was a man who put away criminals after all and one could never be too careful).   
 The man looked at Phillips and smiled.  Then, he reached down and touched the corpse and both of them disappeared. 
 Phillips stood motionless for quite some time.  He was not sure what he had just seen.  He knew there must be some sort of rational explanation but he couldn’t think of an explanation at that moment.  He tried lying to himself that it had all been an illusion but the blood on the floor and table demonstrated that it was not. 
 He walked back over to the table, nervous as he walked.  He reached the table and looked down at the items, just trying to focus on something.  Then, the world began to spin.  He leaned forward, supporting himself on the table.   
 The moment caught up with him and he retched until his sides and throat hurt.     
 When he was done, Phillips wiped his mouth and absentmindedly picked up the lantern that had illuminated the scene.  The lantern was something real.  Something he could literally touch and feel.  He needed that at the moment. 
 He turned his attention back to the items of Liz Stride.  Blood now decorated some of them and he decided he was not in much of a state of mind to do anything further.  He placed the items back in their envelope and blew out the lantern. 
 On his way out of the police station, he told one of the officers that he had spilled a jar of blood from a previous autopsy (he didn’t mention the vomit).  The officer assured Phillips that he would see to it that it was cleaned.  Phillips thanked the man and exited the station through the rear. 
 He wandered his way home, deep in thought.  He had lived in the same home in Whitechapel for many years and knew the journey quite well.  That was fortunate for him as he was so lost in contemplation of what had happened that he didn’t realize he was home until he arrived at his door.  How did I get here? he asked himself as an afterthought. 
 After dinner, he stoked the fire and sat down with a drink in his favorite chair.  His wife, Eliza, had already gone to bed for the evening.  She wasn’t overly tired but could tell something was bothering her husband.  She had seen him that way many times and found it was always best to just leave him alone.   
 Phillips stared into the fire and sipped his brandy as he considered what he had seen.  The men were strangely dressed.  Their clothing reflected a style with which he was unfamiliar.   
 They appeared right in front of him.  He thought long and hard on that aspect.  He was trying to think of something rational so that he could rule out that he was losing his mind.  It was dark, he said to himself.  Perhaps they slipped in among the shadows.  The moment was certainly shocking.  Perhaps in my surprise I did not notice them leaving.  The mind can play tricks at night.

 He told himself this many time before he even slightly believed it. 
 In the end, he decided there was nothing more he could do about the men tonight.  He finished off his brandy and headed to bed. 
 He just hoped they wouldn’t come back. 
 What he didn’t know was that if the men hadn’t shown up, five minutes later he would have seen Jack appear, looking for Liz Stride’s items.  As it was, Jack appeared after Phillips had left and saw the blood on the floor.  Jack was bemused. 



 CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 

London, England – October 1888

 The courtyard was empty and the darkness was thick.  Not thick enough, however, to suppress the surprised scream of a woman.   
 The man came up behind her and placed his hand over her mouth.  He was not quick enough as a scream escaped her lips but he remedied a second chance at the vocal alarm with a blow to the side of her head.  The strike was not intended to be gentle and she went down to the ground.  He wasted no time in following her there. 
 She was not sure of his intentions.  Would he simply rob her or was he after more than that?  She knew if he wanted her body, he was strong enough to take that from her.  At that point, the thought that she would escape alive still lived within her.  Then she saw the knife. 
 Just at the moment that the knife was pulled from his pocket, the moon slipped from behind the dense midnight clouds.  It was as if a single ray of moonlight shown down on nothing in the area but the knife in his hand, causing a glint that refracted into her frightened eyes.  The moonlight gave away the fear that was locked within her.   
 He knew she was afraid – he could feel it emanating from her – but until that point he could not get the full effect.  He saw the complete terror she felt in the moment and it excited him.  It was almost sexual in the way he was aroused but he did not intend to violate her in that way.  It would not be his body but his blade that tortured her. 
 He paused for just another moment to enjoy her dread before placing the knife against her throat and pushing.  The blade entered her skin as easily as an egg shatters between two bricks.  Her blood sprayed across his face and dripped into his mouth and in that moment, he became a god.  He had the power over life and death.  He could create life by letting her live and he could create death.  The knife that sawed into her sealed that decision. 
 He accepted her blood as an offering to the god that he had become.  The blood renewed his sense of being just.  He had never felt so scrupulous.  He was ridding the world of those who dared to stand in his way of creating history. 
 He slid his knife slowly across her neck, severing her windpipe and ended the gash at her artery.  He was careful to only nick the artery at the end of that stroke of genius.  With her windpipe cut, she could not call out and he finally removed his hand from her mouth.  It was almost a game at that point – to watch her mouth move in wrenching pain but with no sound in the still night.   
 She reached up and grabbed at her neck, trying in a state of shock to stop what had happened.  He nearly laughed at her futility.  Only his seriousness with himself as the sculptor of a masterpiece stopped the laughter before it came.  Because her artery was only partially cut, she bled but bled slowly.  He sat on top of her and watched her the full minute and-a-half it took her to die.   
 When he was done, he returned to where he had left Jasper in the alley.  Jasper had insisted that Jack bring him the next time he traveled.  After much debate, Jack reluctantly agreed. 
 The stench of the time hit Jasper the instant they arrived.  “Will you stop whining?” Jack ordered at Jasper’s squirming.  “You’re in London.  You should feel right at home.” 
 “I don’t know how you’ve stood the stench this many times.” 
 “I guess you get used to it.” 
 “Maybe.  So where are we exactly?” Jasper asked. 
 “We’re on Goulston Street.  Just down the street across from Miller’s Court is where Mary will be murdered.” 
 Jasper took a moment to take in the view.  He had seen old pictures of London but they were generally taken of the aristocracy in London and on their side of town.  He had seen a small number of photos of the East End but the photos paled in comparison to the experience. 
 They walked together down Goulston Street until they reached the location at which the murder would occur.  “Now what do we…?” Jasper started to ask but was stopped short.  He felt something collide with his head; then, he blacked out. 
 Jack felt a pang of regret as he picked up the wooden axe handle.  With Jasper’s back turned to him, he raised the handle and brought it down hard on Jasper’s head.  The handle was solid oak and Jasper collapsed onto the wet ground; his face pressed into the filth scattered upon the street. 
 Jack grabbed Jasper under his arms and dragged him into a small alley.  He hid him behind some broken wooden boxes and arranged him in such a way that if anyone came by, they would think that he had become drunk and passed out.   
 That done, Jack walked across the street to the home of Mary Jane Kelly.  He knocked on her door and waited for her to answer.  She answered and saw him with money in his hand.  The message was clear – that he would accept her body in exchange for his coin.  She came towards him, not knowing that by the time he left he left her side, she would be dead.   
 When he was done, he returned to Jasper and found him still out.  He pulled Jasper’s body back out into the open area and then grabbed the axe handle once more.  Gripping the handle, Jack hit himself in the side of the face making a mark that filled with blood under the skin.  The pain was excruciating but he was still full of the adrenaline of the murder and remained conscious.  He hit himself once more, this time opening a gash across his forehead.  As he bled out, his blood mixed with Mary Jane Kelly’s blood, which would dissuade the questions from Jasper.   
 He dropped to his knees next to Jasper and as he did, Jasper began to stir.  Jack placed his hand on Jasper’s chest and the two traveled home. 
  “What happened?” Jasper asked.  He had come to and realized they were back in their lab.  His head felt like it would split in two.  Jack appeared to not have fared much better. 
 “I’m not sure.  One moment you and I were standing across the street from the site of the final murder and the next everything went black,” Jack answered. 
 “Did you see who it was?” 
 “No.  I caught a glimpse of someone in a dark suit but that was all.” 
 “So the murder took place?” Jasper asked.   
 “I would need to reference the Ripper files we have to see if anything has changed but I would assume that the murder took place that night.” 
 Jasper thought for a minute.  “Can we go back again?” 
 Jack looked at Jasper.  “If we go back, the same thing will happen.  Whoever hit us knew we were there.” 
 “How could somebody know that?” Jasper asked. 
 “I don’t know.  Maybe the Ripper saw me prowling around the murder scenes and grew suspicious.  Maybe he decided to hang back this time to see if I might show up, and when I did, he decided to take me out in case I caused any problems for him.” 
 “But why would he single you out?  Have you really…” 






 Jack interrupted Jasper.  “Jasper, I don’t really know.  What I do know is that you were knocked out.  Luckily, I regained consciousness in time to bring us back here before something really bad happened.” 
 Jasper considered Jack’s words.  “Well,” Jasper said, “however he knew we were there, he did.  And that raises another question.  If the Ripper knows about you, perhaps the police know about you.  If they see you, they just might arrest you on the spot.  That could change history.  And it could scare off the Ripper.  Think about it – if the Ripper went underground for a while, he could pop back up at a later date and kill many more times.” 
 Jack nodded his head in understanding.  “So we need to stop him.”   
 Both men reflected silently on the situation before Jack broke the silence.  “How close are you to getting back the DNA results?” 
 “They should be here in the next few days.” 
 “So we need to wait and see if that incriminates any of suspects that I so efficiently collected DNA from.  Have you decided on a way to inform the police of that time on the true identity the Ripper?” Jack asked. 
 Jasper shrugged.  His shrug revealed a small of level of frustration.  “I really haven’t.  I thought that it would be easier to come up with a way to transpose the evidence to mesh with the forensics of that time but I haven’t been able to.”   
 “What if I go back and plant some of the Rippers’ personal items at the crime scene?” 
 “That would change history and might confuse the investigation.  We don’t know the extent that change could bring.”  Jasper put his head down and sat silent in thought for a few minutes.   
 Jack gave him time to think without interrupting.   
 Finally, Jasper raised his head.  His eyes were opened wide and Jack knew Jasper had thought of something.   
 “What is it?” Jack asked. 
 “We know when each murder will occur and where, correct?” 
 “We do,” Jack answered. 
 “Then we need to send a letter to the police.  We could make it from the Ripper.  In the letter, we would do some sort of riddle as if the Ripper was playing a game.  The riddles would indicate what night, what time and what location the murders would take place.”  
 “Won’t that change history?” 
 Jasper nodded his head.  “Yes, it will.  I know we have gone round and round about this but it seems to be our best bet.  We can offer assistance to the truth and let the officers of that time do their work without our interference.  If the police figure out the riddles, they’ll catch the Ripper and the murders will stop.  If they don’t solve the riddles, then nothing will change.  The Ripper will kill his seven victims and history will remember Jack the Ripper as we always have.” 
 “Do you think the police will buy it?” Jack asked. 
 “We have a copy of the letters from the Ripper.  We’ll use similar handwriting and similar language.  I read that Phillips was quite the riddle solver.  We’ll send the letters to him. 
 “I’ll write the letters.  But I’ll need your help with the riddles.  You have actually seen the places where the murders occur so I need you to describe them to me so I can leave hints about each.”   
 Jasper wrote four letters in all.  When he finished, Jack took them back and delivered them to Phillips during different times in 1888 London.     
 After Jack left, Jasper went upstairs and gazed at his poor reflection in the bathroom mirror.  He looked almost as dreadful as he felt.  He took a hot shower and afterwards, felt almost human again.   
 The next morning Jasper opened his eyes.  He looked over at his clock and saw that it was not quite five in the morning.  “Just a dream,” he whispered aloud in the morning darkness. 
 He sat up in bed and the disorientation of the dream left him.  The dream was still fresh but recollection of that dream fleeted in the morning air.  He concentrated on the images in his mind that desperately tried to dissipate.   
 Then, it hit him.  It was not just a dream, he said to himself.  My memories of the night in London are coming to me.  The blow must not have knocked me out entirely but was enough to cause me to suppress my memories of what I actually saw. 
 Jasper was excited.  The figure in the darkness was not revealed but he knew if he was patient, the reminiscence of that night would come to him.  He knew the man he saw in his dream had to be the Ripper leaving the last victim.   

Perhaps I saw his face, he thought.  Then, he thought on Jack for a moment.  If I saw the man, then maybe Jack did also.  I’ll have to remember to ask him.




 CHAPTER FORTY SIX 

London, England – in the Near Future

 He had never killed anyone. He had never been a hunter and had never really wanted to be as he had no interest in killing something else.  Then, the encounter with Jack happened and the feelings he held of killing changed.   
 He never thought he had the ability to kill anything.  But at that moment he knew that he possessed that ability.  He could definitely kill.   
 Many years prior, he had traveled with Jack to 1888 London.  There he had been hit in the head and had blacked out, but only for a moment.  Then, he came out of it just in time to see Jack for who he really was.  It took some time for the memories to revive in his stricken head but eventually they returned. 
 “You’re Jack the Ripper,” Jasper had accused Jack. 
 Jack had tried to interrupt him but he would not be disrupted. 
 “Jack, I saw you.  You came from the house covered in blood.  You’re the Ripper.  You killed those women in London.” 
 He knew he had to stop Jack.   
 He didn’t let Jack react to the accusation.  Instead, he leveled the handgun in his hand and fired once.  The gun was aimed at Jack’s chest.  He had time to aim steadily.  He was angry and yet he was calm.  As he pulled the trigger, he knew the bullet would fly true and would hit Jack in the chest, exactly where he had aimed.   
 He looked at Jack as he pulled the trigger.  He saw the shocked expression as Jack watched the gun rise and the trigger being pulled.  But Jasper didn’t see the one reaction for which he had been hoping.  He didn’t get to see Jack’s face as the bullet hit his chest, killing him.  The moment that he pulled the trigger, Jack disappeared.



 Over the next few years, he was aware that Jack had come back periodically.  Jack would leave newspaper clippings of the murders he had done or handwritten notes of murders he was planning. 
 After some time, Jasper moved back to his hometown of Chepstow, England.  He married Marni and they had a daughter.  It was there that Bagster Phillips visited him.   
 “Are you Jasper?” Phillips had asked opening the conversation. 
 That conversation had reawakened something inside of Jasper.  For weeks he tried to shake the feeling but it wouldn’t go away.  “I can’t give in.”  The temptation seemed harmless enough but the consequences were too great.    
 He made it three months before he succumbed.  He told Marni that he needed to get away for a period of time to work on something.  He wouldn’t explain what it was only that his meager laboratory in Chepstow didn’t have the capacity for the type of research he would be doing.  That afternoon he made the trip to London. 
 He spent the next six months redeveloping the technology for time-travel.  He had destroyed all of their notes and therefore completed the new device by memory and experimentation. 
 He was mindful of the complexity of Jack’s troubles with the time-travel device and was determined not to repeat those mistakes.   
 He almost got it right. 
 The new device was one that did not have to be implanted in the brain as Jack’s device had been.  The new device resembled a small hearing aid.  
 After months of work, Jasper tested the device and found it worked.  It was not perfect as he later discovered.   
 In the end, the device captured his subconscious just as their original device had imprisoned Jack’s subconscious.  It was not as severe as Jack as Jasper had made some improvements on the device but it took the primitive instinct of murder that was exposed when he tried to shoot Jack and exploited it. 
 The effect didn’t take place immediately as it had with Jack.  It took just long enough for Jasper to convince himself that he was okay before the rage set in.  
   Jasper did not kill right away.  His process began as homicidal thoughts.  They started as dreams and then worked their way into everyday thought.  The dreams terrified Jasper at first but soon he became used to them.  It wasn’t long before he was enjoying them. 
 Jasper toiled with time travel for many months and learned how to do it well.  As the six month timeline arose, he made the decision he would not return to his family.  He knew he had become a monster and there was just enough love left in his heart to not want to share who he had become with his wife and daughter.  He knew he would break their hearts but wasn’t sure how he could avoid that. 
 In the end, the love for Marni and his daughter gave him the rational thought that he could spare their pain (even though it would cause them great pain in the beginning) by doing what many other men who had traveled through time had done.  He staged his own death. 
 A few days later, his wife and daughter received a visit from two police officers.  The men told the crying Marni and their ten year old daughter that the laboratory Jasper had been using exploded.  Jasper was last seen inside and after the fire was contained, a body was found.  The remains of the body were so damaged by the fire that identifying the body would be difficult without DNA testing.   
 The test was done (Jasper arranged for the records to reflect that it was indeed him) and Jasper was pronounced dead.  He would regret later that his daughter had to experience the loss of her father but at that moment, he felt the decision he had made was done in the best interest of everyone. 
 His next step, he decided, was to find Jack.  He would finish the job he had started in their kitchen – the job that was interrupted before the bullet had the opportunity to finish its task.   
 Then, who knew?  Time was limitless. 



 CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN 

London, England – August 1888

 Jasper went to Whitechapel Road just before the moment Jack arrived the first time.  In the shadows, Jasper observed Jack as he retched upon arrival.  He almost laughed at the memory of Jack’s device originally causing extreme disorientation followed by nausea. 
 Jasper followed Jack for two hours as he wandered the streets of the East End.  After some time, Jack disappeared, returning back to his own time to explain everything to an excited Jasper. 
 It was strange watching Jack.  This was the Jack that he had once known, before Jack became the Ripper.  He was intrigued with the prospect of watching that process.   
 Jasper went back to Jack’s second trip to London.  He hung back and could feel the exhilaration of the moment.  He knew this particular trip was the one in which Jack learned he was the Ripper.  The thought of watching Jack transform into that legendary person was euphoric. 
 Jasper turned north and followed Jack down the street.  They reached Buck’s Row where the first victim of Jack the Ripper would be found. 
 Jack reacted as if he heard something and turned sharply.  Jasper knew he could not see him as he was tucked away neatly in the shadows.  Jack opened the gateway and Jasper followed him slowly down the path towards the stables. 
 Jasper was elated.  This was the moment: this is when Jack would become renowned.   
 Jasper watched Jack crouch down in the shadows between the house and the school near the gateway.  He was absolutely still for a moment.  Then, both Jasper and he heard the footsteps.  Jasper knew who it was but Jack had not seen her yet. 
 The footsteps came closer, until they were right next to Jack.  In the moonlight was a woman.  Jasper was mesmerized at the surreal moment. 
 Jack rose and walked out from the shadows.  The woman saw him and Jasper could tell he had startled her but then she relaxed and smiled.  That’s when Jasper first heard the voice of Polly Nichols. 
 Jasper watched as the scene progressed and witnessed the crescendo – Polly’s murder.  Through the act, Jasper gained a greater understanding of Jack, as well as a new respect for him.  
 Jasper changed his mind about killing Jack right away.  His direction in life had changed.  First, he would learn from Jack.  Then, he would kill him – and replace him in history. 



 CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT 

Washington, D.C. – November 1921

 Vincent was lost.  He had just seen Wilson killed in front of him – his throat slashed swiftly before he even had time to react.  They had gone there to kill Phillips.  Instead, Wilson was now dead, killed by a man whom Vincent did not know. 
 It was more than the causality paradox.  It was more than coincidence.  The man who appeared just after they did knew they were going to be there.  He knew who they were.  But how?  Did he know why they were there?  Why else would he have killed Wilson? 
 Vincent needed answers.  Only he didn’t know where to get them.  Not only that, he didn’t know where to go. 
 He had thought of Wilson’s home and had gone there but he knew he couldn’t stay.  It was bad enough that the police were investigating Jack’s murder.  How would he be able to explain that since he had begun living there that one man in the house had been murdered and the owner of the home had disappeared?  Two men from one household would be way beyond coincidence.  Wilson’s home wouldn’t be safe either.  The man who was there with Phillips obviously knew who they were and so would know where Wilson lived.   
 He didn’t know where to go.   
 The man was a time traveler; that much was certain.  The man had appeared which gave evidence enough.  But as Wilson had told him – those who could travel
were drawn to one another.  He could feel the man’s presence.  It was something Vincent could not put into words but that didn’t mean the natural connection between them didn’t exist.   
 Vincent had no idea from where or what time the man came.  There was really nowhere safe.  If the man knew they were coming to the police station what else did he know?  Did he have a way of tracking them?   
 Vincent didn’t know what was real.  He was a man without a time and without a place to call home.  But one thing was sure: he had to leave.  He would figure it out later.   


 If Jasper could have seen Vincent at that moment, how he would have laughed.  The joke was that he was behind all of their discomfort.  Jasper knew the exact moment when Jack would kill Libby Williams.  At the moment of her death, Jasper turned on the device he had created himself – one that blocked time travel.  His device tampered their devices, stopping them from working. 
 Jasper did nothing to affect Bagster Phillips’ device as he wanted Phillips free to travel at will.  He wanted Phillips to find and kill Jack.  In fact, Jasper was the one who had arranged for Phillips to receive the device from Vacher in the first the place.   
 Jasper had met Vacher in his cell in the quiet of night.  Vacher was surprised and enraged at first and came at Jasper but Jasper simply disappeared and reappeared until Vacher finally calmed down.  Once Vacher was compliant, Jasper gave him the device.  He told Vacher that the device would help him cheat death at the guillotine.  Jasper further explained that he was an angel there to deliver Vacher from the sufferings of humanity.  Vacher, who actually was quite insane, believed Jasper. 
 It was Jasper who sent Phillips the letter that he should look into the Vacher case, knowing that Phillips would investigate thoroughly and find the time travel device.  When Vacher woke and found the device missing, fear overwhelmed him and he went into a violent fit as he knew he no longer possessed the means to stop death from coming. 
 Everything else was real.  
 Jack’s conscience did come back after he killed Libby because his time travel device was disabled.  Vincent and Libby were both caught in an unstable time slip and entered the lives of other people in history as those people.  Jack and Vincent were drawn towards Wilson’s home during their time of need for each other (Jack’s issues when he tried to turn a direction away from Washington, D.C. were orchestrated by Jasper). 
 Jasper was content with what he had accomplished.  He had killed Jack, as well as every other time traveler with the exception of Vincent.  And now, as far as Jasper was concerned, it was in Vincent’s hands what came next for him.  If Vincent chose to leave time travel behind and try to make a new life for himself in a time and place of his choosing then Jasper could leave him alone.  Jasper would go on with his life and all would be well. 
 But, if Vincent chose not to follow that path, if Vincent decided he needed to avenge the deaths of those he had lost, then Jasper would be there.  If Vincent couldn’t leave the past
alone, then Jasper would make sure that Vincent was reminded that he should have made a different decision. 


 Vincent decided he would try to move on.  But without a target in mind he had no idea where to begin.  After much self-deliberation, he chose to go back to Belgium during what had formerly been his present day.  He knew that Libby would be dead and that the life he had grown to love would not be there for him but it was what he knew.   
 He would start in Belgium and work his way across Europe.  He knew it would be dangerous.  He had no idea what the world would be like.  When he had left, Libby had been the President and World War III was underway.  Since the timeline had changed and Libby was no longer the President during that time, he was uncertain as to the landscape of warfare in the world.  He had nowhere else to go.   
 Then, just before he was about to travel, an idea came to him.  He had changed everything by killing Adolph Hitler; what if he went back and saved him?  He couldn’t believe he was suggesting such an action but he was alone and desperate.  He knew it was a very selfish decision.  He was choosing his happiness over the happiness of millions of people who would die in camps and in combat because of the Nazi regime.  I have to do something about that also, Vincent justified to himself. 
 He vowed he would work to stop the Holocaust at all cost (except for Libby).  He had changed history once and would do it again.  Only this time Libby wouldn’t die.  She would live.  She might never be his wife but she would be alive and that would be worth everything to him.   
 Once she was alive and safe, Vincent would use all of his knowledge and resources to stop the senseless killing of Jews by Nazi Germany. 
 Vincent had made his decision and he disappeared. 



 CHAPTER FORTY NINE 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 Jasper had remotely downloaded a tracking application onto Vincent’s time travel device.  The technology was quite complex but it worked.  Jasper looked at his monitor (which to the untrained eye was a series of lines and waves) and expected to see Vincent return to his original time in Belgium.  That was the safe bet for Vincent and Jasper saw no reason that Vincent would take an alternate approach. 
 Jasper was wrong.  He looked down at his monitor and was shocked to see that Vincent had returned to the Battle of Passchendaele.  He was furious. 

“How dare he try to undo what I have done?” Jasper shouted to an empty sky.  “So he thinks he can stop Hitler from being killed and that will change everything back?”

 Jasper was tempted to laugh off the anger, considering briefly that Vincent’s actions were futile but then uncertainty entered his mind.  What if stopping Hitler’s murder actually did undo everything that had happened?  Jack would still be alive and would continue to murder his way through life.  Phillips never would have shown up at his doorstep (in which case Jasper never would have went back in time, making arrangements for Phillips to find the time travel device in the first place). 
 Jasper thought on his old life.  How commonplace.  Deep down, there were feelings of anguish at how much he missed his wife and daughter but these emotions were masked by the rage that now consumed him.  He felt the pain of their separation but he mistook the emptiness for anger.  There was more anger than sorrow in his soul. 
 Jasper had to stop Vincent.  He could not let everything go back. 
 The ironic aspect of Jasper’s new life was his time travel device.  He could have switched his newly created time travel device for one of the devices from the future that Vincent and others used.  Switching devices would have regulated his personality, removing the killer.  He still could have traveled through time and enjoyed the benefits of that without the added aspect of having murderous tendencies.  But he didn’t and it seemed the causality paradox wasn’t finished. 
 He felt he could not go back and be a slave to a common, everyday way of life.  But he was already a slave.  Jasper didn’t know it but once his subconscious took control, there was no turning back voluntarily.  His subconscious mind made Jasper powerful and his subconscious liked that self-awareness.  His subconscious would not willingly give up that authority or let anything alter Jasper’s new existence – especially the removal of the device that made it all possible. 
 Jasper was changed.  And unless someone helped him change, he would remain as he was.  Controlled by emotion.  Controlled by rage. 
 The three strongest emotions were fear, love and hate.  These three mixed together, unchecked, resulted in the rage.  Fear led the way.  Love gave him passion for what he was doing.  Hate gave him scorn for who he was and what he was doing.  These raw emotions all in sundry caused him to hate everything including himself.  His passion drove that hate.  The fear caused the paranoia of change and was the glue that held the other emotions together. 
 Jasper, with his unchecked rage, thought only of stopping Vincent.  With that, he also thought of Ypres, Belgium during World War I.  He focused on the last days of the Battle of Passchendaele and disappeared. 


 Vincent, unaware that Jasper was able to track him and was on his way to Belgium, arrived at the Battle of Passchendaele.  The scene before him was as atrocious as he had remembered.  The death, the filth, the mud and rain – all mired by the blood that was spilled and the flesh that was burned – made those memories spring to life.  He was quickly placed back into the persona of a man at war, which was good as he would need that instinct to survive. 
 The moments that make up life are often brief.  It was in one of those short moments that the future of the entire world was altered again.   
 Vincent arrived in the German trench.  He knew that across No Man’s Land he existed in his grandfather’s form.  He knew in few moments his Other Self would be given the order to fire.  His Other Self would then begin firing in short bursts spread out in predetermined areas across the battlefield.  Only this time in his direction. 
 Vincent knew that at any moment, his Other Self would notice a familiar face move to the front line of the German forces.  
 Jasper arrived at that moment.  He knew that his Other Self was also there.  Jasper’s Other Self had attended this moment to enjoy the death of both Hitler and the bereavement of war in general. 
 Jasper scanned the German trench.  He saw the shadowed corner where his Other Self was viewing the panorama of the war theater.  He saw Jack.  He saw Hitler.  Then he saw someone who shouldn’t have been in the German trench with them.  He saw Vincent. 
 Vincent saw both Jack and Hitler in the German trench.  He knew it was only a matter of seconds before Vincent’s Other Self pulled the trigger, the bullet exploding Hitler’s chest and changing the world.  
 From the corner of his eye, Vincent saw Jasper arrive.  He still didn’t know who Jasper was but recognized him from the Bagster Phillips’ office in London.  He knew Jasper being here was no coincidence.  He didn’t wait for Jasper to offer an explanation to his presence.   
 Vincent didn’t have time for that anyways.  He had to react.   
 And so he moved. 



 CHAPTER FIFTY 

Passchendaele, Belgium – November 1917

 Jack was about ten feet away from Hitler.  The British had opened fire in short, scattered bursts – just the type of gunfire that made it difficult to rise above the top of the trench and fire back effectively.   
 As he was listening to the bursts, he noticed a change in one of the firing patterns.  The bullets that had been firing over his head in a specific pattern stopped.  The gunfire around him was still occurring but the gunfire targeted to his area in the trench ceased.   
 Jack risked a look over the trench wall and saw a British soldier taking specific aim.  He stood up.  He wasn’t sure what he was going to do.  The moment was very surreal and unique.  In a matter of a moment, his actions would decide the history of the world.  He saw Adolph Hitler next to him and saw that he was about to be killed. 
 Should he run to Hitler, shove him to the ground and save his life?  Or should he let him die?  Millions of lives hung in the balance of that moment.  The thought of all of those deaths – there was nothing more fulfilling to him than genocide.  But Jack had made his decision; he would let the universe sort it out.  If Hitler was to die, he would not interfere.   
 Before Jasper could react, Vincent rose and ran at Jack.  Vincent drove his shoulder into Jack’s chest and Jack was heaved into air.  The collision was emotionally-charged and powerful and Jack was flung back into Hitler, knocking Hitler backwards. 
 Then came the grunt.  And Vincent knew that grunt had changed everything.  Again. 
 Vincent looked over at Hitler.  He was stunned but very much alive.  He couldn’t say the same for Jack.   
 He looked down at the body of Jack and saw the bullet entry hole in the side of Jack’s head.  Jack was lying supine on the ground and his dead face looked up into the smoke-laced sky.  The other side of Jack’s head was visible and displayed the exit wound.  Most of that side of his head was misplaced.   
 Jasper saw the dead body of Jack.  He screamed but it was too late.   
 In his rage, Jasper ran at Vincent.  But at that moment, Vincent’s Other Self had begun firing in short, scattered shots once again.  One of those bullets caught Jasper in the chest and he was cast back onto the ground with blood flowing freely from his chest and mouth.   
 Vincent watched Jasper take a bullet in the chest and watching him go down.  But his attention from Jack was only thwarted momentarily.  He turned back towards Jack and looked down on his carcass.  Vincent didn’t feel retribution at that moment.  He didn’t feel anything.  He was just glad that it was over – or at least he hoped. 
 He turned his head back to Jasper who was lying on the ground with blood oozing from his chest.  Jasper coughed and blood sprayed into the air and splattered as it landed back on his face.  Vincent saw similar wounds the first time he was in this battle.  Men with wounds like that didn’t make it. 
 Vincent didn’t see Jasper’s Other Self in the shadows.  That’s because he was no longer there.  Jasper’s Other Self didn’t disappear the way one did when they were traveling through time.  Jasper’s Other Self dissolved from existence because the timeline had once again been altered.  Jasper was never there in the capacity of an observer in the new line of history.  But the Jasper who had been shot in the chest was still there. 
 Vincent walked over to Jasper and knelt down beside him.  Jasper’s eyes were filled with hatred. 

“Who are you?” Vincent screamed into Jasper’s face. 
 Jasper couldn’t answer.  He tried to smile but as he did he coughed and more blood sprayed out. 
 Vincent knew it was hopeless.  The man would die and he would never know who he was.  But no matter.  He had saved Hitler.  Plus Jack was dead.  The timeline was now changed and he could have his life back. 
 He stood up (mindful of those across No Man’s Land shooting in his direction), gave one final look to a dying Jasper and then disappeared. 
 After Vincent left, Jasper looked up at the sky that was tinted red with mortar explosion.  He was close to death but he would not die here in this mud-entrenched hole.  He focused on a time far in the future and he disappeared as well. 


 The next thing Jasper recalled was waking up in a white room.  He looked around and saw strange machines.  He waited for his eyes to adjust and when they did, he attempted to sit up.  The pain was too much.  Instead, he resigned to lift his head. 
 He was in a hospital.  He couldn’t tell the date at first but a screen on the wall revealed the date to him: June 8, 2124. 
 “You shouldn’t be moving around,” he heard a voice say.  Jasper looked and saw a nurse running towards him. 
 “Where am I?” he asked. 
 “You’re in a hospital.”  
 “How long have I been here?” 
 “You’ve been here for about an hour.  You lost a lot of blood.  The surgery was successful.  We should have you out of here in about thirty minutes,” the nurse replied.   
 Jasper smiled.  An hour and a half for a gunshot wound – the future was a great place for life-threatening injuries. 
 He looked over at the nurse who studied him with a soothing face.  He could tell she cared about her work and her patients.   
 She started going over what had happened to him and how they had never seen a wound like that and weren’t entirely sure how the injury occurred.  Jasper could have told her it was gunshot wound but it wouldn’t have done any good.  He knew there weren’t any guns in 2124.  Instead, he kept his mouth shut and listened to her talk.  Her voice was very comforting.   
 As she continued to speak however, Jasper tuned her out.  Inside, an icy feeling came over him.  A smile spread across Jasper’s face.  He watched the nurse as she spoke but he didn’t hear a word she said.   
 All he could think about was how much he wanted to kill her. 



 CHAPTER FIFTY ONE 

Ypres, Belgium – Present Day

 In the end, much did change back but history was still changed. 
 Woodrow Wilson was never the President of the United States.  Instead, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts was the President of the United States during the First World War.  The Treaty of Versailles was not signed with Lodge citing that the treaty favored the British.  Theodore Roosevelt was his Vice-President. 
 As a post-war President, Lodge was able to shape the United States into a much different nation.  In 1890, as a Senator, he had co-authored the Federal Elections Bill that guaranteed federal protection for voting rights by African Americans.  The bill was originally blocked by a Democrat filibuster in the Senate.  As President, he reopened the argument and in 1924, he was able to work with Congress to not only pass these rights but expand these rights.  In short, he was able to accomplish in the 1920’s all of the items of the previous timeline’s Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
 In another timeline, the United States would eventually fall behind Germany, Yugoslavia, and the Ottoman Empire in world politics.  Lodge made sure that didn’t happen.  He strengthened the U.S. economy and as a result of his historic measures, the United States was able to by-and-large avoid the Great Depression.  There was a recession but nothing of the sort that had happened in the past timeline.  The United States became the global leader in economics, humanitarian aid and warfare. 
 The United States, however, was not able to stop World War II.  When Adolf Hitler was not killed by Vincent during World War I, he rose to power in Germany.  The Italian dictator Benito Mussolini also rose to power. Communism and Fascism were on the increase.  
 The Japanese would not expand the Japanese Empire into most of Russia and into India as they had before.  They would join World War II under the same pretenses as they had previously. 
 Despite Vincent’s extreme efforts, the Holocaust was not avoided.  The death of millions of lives that could have been avoided weighed on his soul for the remainder of his life.  He was constantly conflicted as to what he could have done differently (other than not choose Libby).  
 New countries that had been created in the past timeline were not created.  Gran Columbia and Southwest Africa, historic nations that had continued under the previous timeline dissolved as nations.  The Ottoman Empire was one of these disbanded nations. 
 Teddy Roosevelt did not become the President in 1901.  He served as Lodge’s Vice-President and took over the presidency in 1924 (Lodge died in 1924 soon after signing the Civil Rights Act into law.)   In another timeline, Roosevelt would have died in 1919.  In this timeline, he was very healthy and served two terms as President.  He died in 1939, peacefully at the distinguished age of eighty one. 
 After Roosevelt, Herbert Hoover was elected President.  He was in office one term.  In 1936, former Assistant Secretary of War Henry Skillman Breckinridge ran against Hoover and defeated him.  He served two terms as President.   
 Next was Thomas Dewey, the Republican Governor of New York in 1944.  In 1948, Thurgood Marshall became the youngest and first African-American President of the United States.  He served for three terms.   
 In 1960, John F. Kennedy became the President and all of the subsequent Presidents followed in the same fashion as the previous timeline.  The Cold War developed as it had in the other timeline and Kennedy faced the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
 The world never knew Woodrow Wilson.  He died young and was not replaced by a man from a future time who wanted to be part of history.   
 This was the world that Vincent found himself in when he came back.  He woke up in the coma ward of a hospital in Ypres, Belgium and was faced with an existence much different than he had left.   
 He had been through a lot.  He had killed men and seen those he loved die.  He wasn’t sure upon waking from his coma if everything he had experienced was real or not but the memories of those timelines told him otherwise. 
 He looked around and double checked to make sure no one was watching.  Then, he unhooked the machinery that monitored his life signs, stole some clothing from the doctor’s locker room and walked out the hospital. 
 The blue sky was welcome.  The day was perfect.  And he couldn’t explain it but he knew what day it was.  He also knew who would be in Ypres giving a speech in remembrance of those who died during World War I.   
 As he walked towards the monument, he thought on those who had died.  Especially on the man who killed Wilson.  Vincent never learned his name or who he was but he was glad the man was dead. 
 His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the crowd.  He turned his eyes to where people were gathering for the American President and increased his rate of walking. 
 Life was perfect (or so he hoped). 



 CHAPTER FIFTY TWO 

Ypres, Belgium – Present Day

 Libby traveled to Belgium to attend the anniversary and commemorate the Allies victory in World War I.  The nation had always been a strange attraction for her. 
 She had just walked onto the stage towards the podium when her attention was immediately drawn to a man standing to her left, near the monument.   
 For a moment, everything was quiet and it seemed to her as if the man was the only person in an infinite open area.  She had a vision at that moment of being in a hospital (she wasn’t sure how she knew but she knew the hospital was in Belgium) and in that vision, she saw herself walking towards a man in a coma.  When she reached the man, she asked the doctor his name and the doctor replied that the man’s name was Vincent Shakespeare. 
 It was at that moment that the President of the United States recaptured the memories of a life that she had never lived with a man she had never met.  Memories of looking at Edith Wilson through the eyes of Woodrow Wilson.  Of World War I and meeting with Sir Haig.  Of all the things she had changed in the world as President following the Great War.   
 Of being murdered. 
 She remembered being taken by force from the White House by a man who called himself Jack.   She remembered that one moment she was inside the White House and the next moment she was somewhere else. 
 She saw the blood lust in his eyes as he held her down.  Then, she felt the cold steel blade enter her stomach.  She screamed and couldn’t help but look down at the blood that poured from her onto the ground.  He filleted her skin and the pain just kept coming.  Her last sight was of her intestines. 
 Libby shivered at those memories.  But they were only memories.  She was alive.  She was alive and looking down at the man she loved. 
 The crowd and the world stage waited eagerly at her words to commemorate the Battle of Passchendaele.  But whatever great speech she was going to give, the world never heard it. 
 Instead she walked away from the podium and turned towards the back of the stage where she had entered.  The Secret Service agents began to react, not knowing what was wrong.  The people in the crowed were stunned at the political spectacle gone awry and were confused as to what they were seeing from the American President. 
 She disappeared only momentarily and soon reappeared on the stairway, leading down from the stage.  The agent in charge of the detail was feverously attempting to engage Libby in conversation as to what was occurring but she ignored him.  Her eyes stayed focused on the area where she had seen Vincent. 
 The agents did their best to remove the distance from the President and the crowd as she walked through.  Finally, she made it to where Vincent was standing.  She stopped in front of him and looked into his eyes. 
 Vincent was not sure what to expect.  His heart begged that she would remember him.  But he had changed history again (and hopefully for the final time) and was not sure how it would play out between the two of them. 
 What Vincent neglected to remember was that when the timeline changed, it did not change back to the original timeline.  Lost in the moment with Libby, he forgot that history had again been altered.  In this new timeline, she had never married Charles and had never had children.  Charles had tried to catch her eye in college but her eye was not caught.  She couldn’t explain it as a young woman but she knew her heart already belonged to someone, although she didn’t know to whom it belonged. 
 She entered the world of business and politics and immersed in the job at hand, neglecting her personal life.  It was only when she saw Vincent in the crowd did she know he was the man for whom her heart was waiting. 
  She looked at him a moment longer.  Then, she took a step forward.  Vincent engulfed her in his arms.  Tears filled his eyes. 
 Much to the delight of the press that was covering the event she looked up and kissed Vincent.  Camera flashes exploded.  Libby ignored them.  “Vincent,” she said to him.  
 Vincent’s tear-stained face smiled.  His name had never sounded so sweet. 
 Libby smiled back.  “Let’s go home.” 



 CHAPTER FIFTY THREE 

London, England – August 1888

 Jasper looked around Whitechapel Road.  It was very dark.  Along the entire street, there was only a smattering of windows that showed light.  He knew the time – it was 2:00am.   
 He traversed the houses and saw no one.  A path ran next to the house on the end, guarded by a crooked gate.  He swung the gate open, mindful of the rusty creak of its hinges and moved slowly down the path towards the stables that lay beyond in the darkness.  It was there that he met the woman. 
 She saw him and was startled at first but then relaxed and smiled.  “’Ello, ‘andsome man.” 
 “Good evening, Polly,” Jasper answered. 
 Polly, the first Ripper victim looked at Jasper.  He could tell she was confused that he knew her name.  He didn’t give her time to ask questions.  He smiled and with his right hand, brought up the knife. 
 The year was 1888 in the East End of London.  And everything was as it should be. 
   
   

Part Three




 CALLING BABEL 



 CHAPTER ONE 
 The Keeper looked down at the woman on the table.  She wore only a thin sheet as she lay on top of the ancient stone slab – the Stone of Návratu.  The stone had been with his people since the world began.  The ancient words carved into the stone – words which no one could read – were stained black with the blood of countless years. 
 The woman was beautiful.  He could see her naked body beneath the thin sheet and she was very pleasing.  Terror filled her eyes and the Keeper inhaled her fear, which excited and overwhelmed him.  But the he had no plans to violate the woman and forbade any of his men to touch her.  She was Triana, and although she was of little significance now, soon she would play a vigorous role in changing the world. 
 The Keeper raised the Sword of Návratu that was cradled within a hidden chamber carved into the Stone.  Killing her outright would not change anything; instead, he would offer her a choice.  He had the ability to reincarnate her with ajándék – the gift of touching emotions.  To do so, she must willingly be slain with the Sword.  She would return as herself, only much more.  In return for this, she would serve him.   
 All she had to do was agree. 
 He stood over her with the sword and looked into her trembling eyes.  “You know me?” 
 She didn’t answer at first.  He became angry and let it show.  He lowered the sword slightly until it rested upon the base of her throat.  “I asked you a question.  I will not repeat it.” 
 Triana nodded her head slightly.  “I know you.” she whispered. 
 The Keeper smiled.  His teeth were white and straight.  The corners of his mouth curled into a smile that was rather congenial until one looked into his pale blue eyes.  There lay only death and raging ambition.  “That is good.  Now, I will ask you three more questions.  I will only ask each question once.” 
 He looked deep into her grey eyes.  He could see she understood.  She nodded slightly. 
 “Now that we understand each other, my first question is this: if I could give you ajándék, would you accept it?” 
 The question confused her and she didn’t answer at first.  She wondered how anyone could make that happen.  She thought that he was only seeking to humiliate her and then he would kill her anyways.  She started not to answer but then felt the tip of the sword bite into her neck.  The smile on the face of the Keeper turn into a deep scowl.  The fear overrode her weak confidence and she nodded her head. 
 The smile of the Keeper came back slightly.  “That is what I thought.  Now for my second question; if I give this gift to you, you would receive that gift under my service.  You will serve me.  Are you sure you still want the gift?” 
 Triana wanted to say no.  She wanted to be brave – but the fear was too deep.  The sword on her neck was too real.  She was very aware of her nakedness beneath the thin sheet and looked around at the room to men who gazed upon her with no emotion.  She wasn’t sure what would happen if she refused.  She imagined suffering, humiliation, and pain.  She couldn’t take that.  She was too weak.  She had to give in to his demands, even if they were in the form of questions.  She nodded again. 
 She looked at the Keeper.  The man – if he could be called that – had a feared reverence among the people of the world.  He was the leader of the Klopph. 
 As the leader of the Klopph, he looked down at Triana and watched the fright consume her thoughts.  He gazed at her body beneath the sheet again and thought that perhaps once she fulfilled what he was asking, he would have a further use for her after all.   
 He pushed those thoughts aside and moved his gaze to her eyes.  He asked his final question.  “Are you willing to do what is necessary to achieve the gift of ajándék?” 
 Without hesitation – she had already given up – she nodded a final time.   
 The Keeper pushed the sword down. 

 




 CHAPTER TWO 
 Babel watched as the tower fell.  Dirt and concrete dust filled the air as what had been a building grew accustomed to its new role as a pile of rubble.  Babel looked over at the head of the demolition team and nodded.  He doubted the man saw him as the demolition team was busy inspecting their work but the nod gave Babel a sense of completion. 
 Babel was regular guy.  He owned his own business.  He loved football.  He was cursed with being a lifelong fan of the Detroit Lions.  Above all other food he enjoyed a good cheeseburger.  One characteristic, however, set him apart from everyone else that he knew – he could start fires with his mind.   
 He had started the construction company right out of college.  It began with small jobs, building decks, building fences, small renovations.  Business steadily grew until he was adding rooms onto homes.  Finally, he was building homes of his own.   
 At first it was one home at a time, which took as long as six months.  He had a small crew that worked with him and soon realized that he needed to hire more men if he was going to grow his business.   
 He recognized that each house built was a reflection of his company.  Because of that, he was very cautious as to who he would trust to run a second crew.  He called on a few of his friends from college and soon he had four crews working for him. 
 After two years, business was moving faster than he could keep up with.  He needed someone who could manage the day-to-day operations of each of the sites, allowing him time to meet new customers, follow up on previous jobs, and handle the business-side of the company.  Again, he was faced with bringing in someone who shared his same values and integrity in doing the job at the expected high-level.  Faced with that decision, he brought in his father as his operations manager. 
 With his father on board, Babel’s business took off.  His father’s military experience made him an excellent organizer and manager of people.  He knew how to talk to employees to motivate them.  He knew what incentives to offer to make his employees work harder.  The teams that worked on each site soon worked more efficiently.  Waste, and therefore cost, was cut.   
 Babel was making more money than he ever had before.  Business continued to come in.  While other construction companies were cutting back on employees, Babel was constantly hiring.  As Babel made more money, he shared the wealth.  He gave regular raises and took care of his employees.  He provided excellent benefits and people enjoyed working for him.  Everything was going extremely well.   
 That was before the incident. 
 The morning of the incident, Babel was driving to the office and he knew that something was wrong.  Several times in his life he had woken with the same feeling.  Each time, the day had ended in circumstances he regretted.  That morning the same feeling had returned. 
 He considered calling in sick.  “Dad can handle it.” he said to himself.  He picked up his cell phone to call his father at the office and realized that his father was out at a site in a neighboring town.  His father didn’t believe in cell phones – outrageous, but the price of doing business with his dad.  He would have to wait and call him on the radio at the office. 
 That morning, Babel had a meeting with a potential new customer, an investor who was interested in building a subdivision and Babel’s company was the leading bid for the contract.  Babel was meeting with him at nine to finalize any remaining details. 
 Babel arrived and found the coffee already made.  He poured himself a cup and made the rounds to say good morning to the staff.  He reached his office door and asked his assistant to let him know when the investor arrived; she agreed that she would.  Babel thanked her and closed the door behind him.  Inside, he sat at his desk and gazed out of the window in concerned reflection.  “As soon as I’m done, I’m going home for the rest of the day.” 
 At 8:55am, a message popped up on his laptop to let him know that the investor had arrived.  Babel rose from his desk and exited to the waiting area.  “Charlie, it’s good to see you.” he said to the investor, shaking his hand. 
 “You too, Babel.  How’s your morning?” 
 “Not too bad.  Been a long week.  I’m ready for the weekend.” 
 “I know what you mean.  These new regulations are driving me crazy.” 
 Babel led him back to his office.  “Charlie, you want some coffee?” 
 “Sure.  Black, please.” 
 Babel poured Charlie a cup from the pot in his office.  “So, how’s the family?” Babel asked once they had settled into the chairs in Babel’s office.   
 Babel had spent most of his life in Michigan.  After attending the University of Michigan, he moved to Tennessee to start his company.  The tax benefits in both states were similar but Tennessee had a much better climate and Babel figured he could get more business done without worrying about the weather.  The biggest adjustment for him was getting used to the way business was conducted in the South.  In Tennessee, small talk still proceeded business talk. 
 “The family is fine.  Our oldest son made the varsity football team so that sums up our Friday nights, eh?” 
 Babel smiled.  “Sounds like it.  And business is good?” 
 “Business is good.  We’re about to get everything lined out.” 
 “That’s good.” Babel agreed.  “Now, what do you need from me so that we can start building homes for you to sell?” 
 As Babel asked the question, Charlie stiffened, which told Babel that what Charlie had to say this morning wasn’t good news.  “That’s what I wanted to come here and talk to you about.” Charlie started.  “We really like your work.  Your bottom line is close to where we’d like it to be, but…”  Babel knew the word but always preceded something he didn’t want to hear.  “The other investors in my group don’t feel the same as I do.  I explained to them that we need to go local, but another company came in with a bid for two percent cheaper than what you can offer.” 
 “What about their quality of work?” Babel asked. 
 “It’s not as good.  It’s not bad but it’s not what you can offer.” Charlie admitted.  “I voted to go with you but the others voted to go with a company out of Georgia.  I’m sorry Babel, there’s nothing I can do.” 
 “You can pull your money.” 
 “I can’t.  I’m in too deep.  If I pull out now, I’ll lose twenty five percent of what I put in.  I can’t take that kind of hit.” 
 “Can you give me a little more time to crunch some numbers?” 
 Charlie shook his head.  “I’m sorry.  They’re anxious to start digging.”  Charlie stood, apologized again and held his hand out for Babel to take.  Babel knew it was business but he couldn’t help feeling angry.  The deal would have been a two-year contract.   
 Babel didn’t want to take Charlie’s hand but he did.  As he did, an old feeling came over him.  “No.” he said to himself.  He tried to push the feeling down but couldn’t.  It was too strong.   
 He heard an explosion come from the parking lot.  Charlie let go of Babel’s hand and ran to the window; he saw that his truck was on fire.  The gas tank had exploded and the fire was rapidly spreading to the other vehicles.   
 Shrapnel filled the parking lot.  It was a miracle that no one was in the parking lot when the truck exploded. 
 Babel didn’t go to the window.  He stood where he was – he knew what had happened.  Minutes later, distant sirens filled the air as the fire departments responded.   
 Charlie was glued to the window, unable to move, shocked at what he was witnessing.  Babel stood motionless beside his desk, waiting for the worst of it to come.  The sprinkler system came on inside of his office and he knew the building had caught fire. 
 The water got Charlie moving and he ran out of Babel’s office door only briefly glancing back.  Babel turned to leave as well and as he did, he noticed that Charlie had left his briefcase.  He knew that inside of the briefcase, more than likely would be the contract awarding the deal to the construction company in Georgia.  Maybe it was already signed.  Babel thought briefly about grabbing the briefcase but decided to leave it in his office.  “Let it burn.”  
 Outside of the building, Babel surveyed as the firefighters fought unsuccessfully to stop the blaze that was consuming his office.  It was only a matter of moments before the entire building collapsed.  As far as he could tell, everyone had made it out which was a relief. 
 He watched the flames that he had caused – the fire that he had started with his mind.  

 




 CHAPTER THREE 
 “What happened, son?”  Babel looked at his father but didn’t speak.  Instead, he turned back to look at where the office should have stood.   
 Babel’s mother had divorced his father John during his time in the service.  It was not so much his time away on various operations as it was his aloofness when he was home.  He returned from various assignments, including one war, very distant.  He was taciturn and Babel’s mother almost felt less alone when he was gone than when he was home.   
 For fifteen years she was married to him.  Finally, after the Gulf War she couldn’t take any more.  She knew it was unfair to leave him at a time when she knew he needed her more than ever but she couldn’t be with a man who never shared his thoughts or his feelings.  She had no idea of what he had been ordered to do. 
 In the end, she didn’t quit loving him but she quit caring.  She had given him fifteen years and together they had raised a fine son; but she was done. 
 After the divorce, John seemed to find peace within himself.  He no longer felt the pressure of sharing the feelings deep within him.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to share with his now ex-wife, it was that he was too ashamed to share.  Memories of what had happened to him as a child didn’t help either. 
 “Babel, what happened?” John asked again. 
 Babel turned and saw his father and it was as if he came out of a trance.  “Dad, what are you doing here?” 
 “What do you mean what am I doing here?  Bill came to the site driving like a madman and said the whole place was burning down.  I left the site and got here as fast as I could.  So what happened?” 
 “One of the trucks in the parking lot caught fire and exploded.” Babel explained.  “It spread to the other vehicles and then to the office.” 
 “Man,” John said, grabbing his forehead, “it’s a good thing we have insurance.  But we’re cooked as far as the business.  No pun intended.” 
 Babel nodded his head slowly.  He knew exactly what his father meant.  They had always intended on backing up their files but they had never gotten around to it.  Every file they had was on the mainframe that had just been consumed by the fire.  Blueprints, contracts, accounting, everything was gone with the fire. 
 “So what do we do now?” John asked his son. 
 “I guess we don’t have much choice.   We’ll have to shut down until the insurance check comes in.  Hopefully it will be enough to cover the loss.  We can liquidate our equipment and inventory in the warehouse and I guess that will keep us afloat.” 
 “And all the employees…?” 
 “We won’t be able to afford to keep them.” Babel answered.  “All the new projects were saved on the system.  The customers won’t wait for us to recreate everything and with the delay, I don’t know that we can meet their deadlines.  We’ve got two weeks left on our current contracts.  After that, we’re done.” 
 John looked at his son.  He knew that Babel was right.  The only way that Babel could save his own income was to shut it down, lay off all the employees, and liquidate.  Babel would be alright financially.  But as John looked at Babel, he was more worried about Babel on a personal level.  He had noticed something familiar about the way that Babel had stared blank-faced into the fire. 
 The next morning, John sat across from Babel at one of the downtown diners.  They had finished their breakfast and were sipping their third cup of coffee.  The coffee wasn’t the best but it was a bottomless cup.  Plus it was always hot.  John had drank worse during the war and so he never complained.   
 John studied his son.  Babel was thirty-five years old.  He was six foot, two hundred pounds.  His athletic build had begun to show a belly a few years prior but for the most part he kept it in check.  Babel had dark hair which he kept cut short and dark eyes.  Babel was the spitting image of his father when he was the same age. 
  “You know son,” John started, and as he did, Babel looked up from his coffee, “when you were a boy, you were the most stubborn kid I ever met.”  Babel smiled.  “You would talk back to me no matter what I said.  If I didn’t say something exactly the way you wanted it said, you’d start arguing.  I always told your mother you’d make a great lawyer.  I’d spank you, put you in time out, send you to your room.  Nothing seemed to work.  Then, one day I realized that you always spoke up because you had such strong convictions and needed to get whatever you felt off your chest.”  John looked at his son.  “Where’s that little boy now?” 
 Babel looked at his father and smiled.  “That little boy is in here somewhere.  I guess you think something is wrong and you wonder why I’m not telling you.”  John didn’t answer.  Babel paused for a moment.  “Dad, I’m going to tell you something that I’ve never told anyone else before.  Not even Mom.”  He looked at his father seriously.  “This is going to sound crazy.  That fire that started in the truck?”  He paused for a moment and then said, “I started the fire.” 
 “You started the fire?  Why would you do that?” 
 “Let me finish.” Babel continued.  “I started the fire…with my mind.”  He didn’t look at his father in the eye as he finished the sentence.   
 He waited a moment and then finally did look up at his father.  He expected to see disbelief in his father’s eyes but when he looked into his eyes, he saw understanding. 
 “I know you did, son.” 
 Babel was taken aback by his father’s comment.  “What do you mean you know I did?” 
 John looked at his son seriously.  “This wasn’t the first time was it?” 
 Babel shook his head.  “It’s been happening since I was a kid.”  John nodded his head in understanding.  “Dad, did you know about this?” 
 “Son, I’ve always known about this.” 
 “What do you mean you’ve always known?  Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 “It wasn’t time.” 
 “Dad…what…?  Let me get this straight.  You’ve known my entire life that I could start fires through thought but you didn’t do anything about it?” 
 Babel was getting excited, which John knew wasn’t good.  “Listen, Babel, I know you’re upset but this isn’t the place to talk about this.” 
 “Upset?  Why shouldn’t I be?” 
 John interrupted his son in the way he always had.  Not by raising his voice but by looking directly into Babel’s eyes and speaking softly, forcing Babel to pay attention (an old Army trick to diffuse tense moments).  “Babel, this isn’t the place or time to talk about this.  Why don’t you come by my house tonight?  I’ll throw a pizza in.  You and I can talk about this over a few beers.” 
 Babel didn’t want to agree but knew his father was right.  Reluctantly he nodded.  That settled, the two finished their coffee, John picked up the tab, and they went about their day. 
 That evening, Babel pulled into his father’s driveway.  As he climbed out of his truck, he noticed that he porch light was not on, which was very strange.  His father always left the porch light on in the evening, even if he wasn’t expecting company. 
 The next thing he noticed was that none of the lights were on inside of the house.  “Maybe he fell asleep.” Babel thought as he unlocked his father’s front door and walked inside.   
 He entered the living room and turned on a lamp.  “Dad?” he called out.  He waited a moment but there was no answer.  “Dad?” he called out again a little louder.  He walked back to his father’s bedroom and saw that it was empty.  Room-by-room he searched the house including the garage.  His father was not there.   
 He went through the sliding glass door into the backyard, thinking maybe his father was enjoying the evening weather on his back deck.  He found the backyard empty.  
 He paused for a moment to think of where his father might be.  His car was still in the garage, so he knew he hadn’t driven anywhere.  The closest gas station was three miles and he didn’t think his father would walk that far at night, especially with what his father called the crazy drunks on the road. 
 His father didn’t have a cell phone, so without knowing what else to do, Babel pulled out his own phone and dialed only other person of whom he could think.  The phone rang a few times before a voice answered, “Hello?” 
 “Mom, it’s me.  I think Dad is missing.” 

 




 CHAPTER FOUR 
  Their world is one of isolation.  So far as they know, they are the only people that exist.  They don’t know what lies beyond the Barren Lands and very few have actually wondered about this.   
 In the early days of the world, they were all just happy to be alive.  Most had families and they wondered if their families still lived.  After years of no contact, hope faded away.  It was hard enough to survive in the new world and so they pressed forward the best they could.  The new world became just the world. 
 In everything that happens, there is always an exception.  Such was the case with a man whom everyone had forgotten.  Four hundred years prior, this man was sent by the first Chokka to find out if anyone else lived.  He made his way north and then east and found that there were a few survivors but they died quickly.  He would stay with these people until their death and then he would move on. 
 As time went by, what was left of the world became anarchy.  The people that were left turned to marshal law, then tribal law, and then no law.  Cannibalism was common.  No one was exempt.  What was considered atrocious in civilization became part of daily life.  The weak died, were killed, or became slaves and the strong (sometimes just strong in numbers) ruled in fear of being overthrown. 
 As such, the man survived through it all – not entirely unscathed – and made his way to where the government once stood.  He found only a ruined tundra.  Buildings in which men dictated law were gone.  He went north and found the same.  In fact, the entire East Coast was decimated. 
 After two years of being gone, he returned back to his home, not knowing what to expect.  This time, there were no people during his journey.  There were bodies but the people who had formed groups to terrorize ceased to exist.  His journey home took six months and several times he nearly starved.  The water was debauched and he became deathly ill more than once. 
 He traveled an abandoned landscape and finally made his way back to the only people he knew to still be alive.  Upon arrival – and much jubilation among the people – he reported what he saw.  The jubilation became deathly quiet. 
 He was back among people but something had changed in him.  He was now more ghost than man.  The years of silence, murder, and the realities of basic survival lived within him and he no longer felt at peace with other people.  Humanity’s true nature had been revealed to him and he was constantly paranoid and felt contempt for the happiness around him. 
 In the dead of night, he slipped off to the north, not to be seen again. 
 Four hundred years later, that man still lived.  For reasons unknown to him, whatever had caused the rest of humanity to die had affected him conversely.  It gave him extremely long life.  He also ceased to be ill.  His teeth not only quit falling out, they grew back.  His bones would not break and neither would his skin.  His strength increased.  He was able to hold his breath for very long periods of time.  He could run faster than any animal he could recall.  And every year he lived, that increased.   
 He lived deep within the Barren Lands and thrived in the desolation.  He had not seen another or spoken with another human for many centuries.  He meditated in the wilderness and his mental capacity was greatly increased.  He discovered elements of his mind that he did not know existed.  He was not aware that other people had also achieved many of these similar mental capacities; but even if he had been aware, he would have scoffed at them as their abilities were dwarfed by his. 
 He lived in his own world and was content that way. 
 At first, when his abilities began to develop, he traveled west.  For the first few years he encountered people (unlike in the east) and his abilities were put to the test.  He learned how strong and how sturdy he actually was.   
 He made his way to the extreme northwest and found his way across the waters to foreign lands.  At first there were people there as well.  But soon, just like the others, they all died.  He journeyed for ten years before returning home.  The world was dead. 
 He could have stayed where he was but something was calling him back to his homeland.  Finally, he made his way back and was content to live out his days in silence. 
 One day, as he was walking among the Barren Lands, he discovered something.  It contrasted immediately against the barren landscape that had been unchanged for centuries.  At first, what he saw did not register.  It was too alien from everything else in his desolate world.    Then, from deep in his memories, what he was seeing was recalled and connected with him. 
 He looked up to the sky and thanked his Creator. 
 He was terrified as he knew what he sighted would mean.  But at the same time, joy consumed him.  “This will change everything.” 

 




 CHAPTER FIVE 
 There was a place in Louisiana, just outside of New Orleans – a top secret facility in full awareness of the government (the same facility that was used to test the effects of Agent Orange on military criminals during the Vietnam War).  At this facility, they had drawn together some of the most influential and respected minds in the controversial field of Parapsychology. 
 Among the collected talent of world experts was Dr. Julius Babel, an expert on pyrokinetics. As a young man, he became interested in the subject when he discovered a journal from his great-great grandfather.  His grandfather, who was given the unusual nickname of Intensity, lived for many years among the Taos Pueblo around the time of the Civil War.  Intensity described how human healing among those people was attained through a connection to nature and animals.  It was not noticed until many years later that many of these occurrences of healing and other abilities of those people might be psychic. 
 In the journal, Intensity described a Taos Pueblo named Jose who would waive his hands over dry stacked wood and that wood would combust without flame, thus creating the campfire for the evening.  At first, Julius didn’t believe it.  Then, he started to look more into the Taos Pueblos.  And then to other groups of people who had similar experiences, especially Buddhists.   
 Julius became fascinated through discussions with Buddhists who sought enlightenment and their mention of iddhi, or physic powers.  Through proper meditation, they believed that iddhi-powers could be achieved such as invisibility, flying, preservation of youth, passing through solid objects, and walking on water.  Julius didn’t quite understand all of this as his world was rooted in science.  But he did know that the human mind was mostly untapped and very powerful.  If abilities were produced by the mind through unleashing specific parts of the brain that were generally unused, he knew that it was theoretically possible.   
 Further discussions and research led him to begin conducting experiments.  These experiments involved some Buddhist techniques to release the mind and the results were astounding.  He learned that the human mind contained specific chemicals that were released upon experiencing a psychic phenomenon.  He was able harvest these chemicals. 
 Through the study of people who could start fires with their mind, he was able to extract the chemical in the brain excreted while demonstrating this skill.  He dubbed the pyrokinetic chemical in the brain pyrokite and published an article on the subject.  
 That was when he was first contacted by the government. 
 With sudden unlimited funds, he was able to take the research to higher levels.  He knew deep down that the government was not interested in the benefits to humanity with this type of research; they were only interested in using the research to the advantage of the military.  In the end, he had to make a decision.  He could use the funding and unlimited resources of the government (he was not sure that the United States was acting alone on this) to maximize his research, using the research to better humanity afterwards on his own, or he could go back to a world where he was limited in what he would be able to achieve.  He chose the government. 
 Part of the trade off in working for the government was controversial human experimentation.  Some the experiments went against everything he believed in but he justified them by reminding himself that it was for the benefit of the entire world once he completed his research. 
 He became the leading authority on pyrokinetics and his research took him further than he ever could have imagined.  Using the pyrokinetic chemical pyrokite as well as the other collected chemicals, he was able to develop a device that would track other humans that possessed the ability.   
 It was this device that also led to the discovery of the portals. 
 Unknown during that time was that the portals were already there.  The scientists simply had to discover them and then later learn to control their power.   
 The portals were developed by scientists and financed by governments as a way to move their military across continents to engage more efficient wars.  What these scientists didn’t realize at first was that these portals were more than just a way to move from place to place, they were actually a way to move from time to time.  They also learned quickly that only certain types of brainwaves would open and sustain the portals – and not everyone possessed those specific brain waves. 
 The portals all seemed to revolve around water.  To the scientists surprise (and only known to a very select few in the government), some of these portals had silent guardians.  One of the portals was a children’s fountain guarded by a great stone lion. 
 The portals at the Taj Mahal and the National Mall in Washington, D.C. were discovered by a satellite that orbited the Earth, posed as a NASA satellite.  They discovered that while the waters at the National Mall had a guardian, the waters of the Taj Mahal did not.  Further, the portal at the Taj Mahal was more unique than the other portals – this portal could only be accessed by pyrokinetics who made up an extremely minute percentage of the world’s population.   
 Julius was shocked to learn that his nine year old son was one of those that the device discovered to possess pyrokite, thus making him one of the few who could open the Taj Mahal portal. 
   



 CHAPTER SIX 
 Julius was in his office in the laboratory when the earth first shook.  He had just worked sixteen hours straight and he was exhausted.  
 When Julius was at home, he could think of little else but his work.  In fact, he went home so little that the psychologists were growing concerned (they analyzed him monthly because of the stress in which he worked).  His wife understood his obsession with his work but his son was a different story.  Liam missed his father fiercely.  It was in those first moments of shaking that the initial regret about time spent away from his family crept into his mind. 
 An earthquake in southern Louisiana was very rare.  He turned on the television and found that the news channels were already covering the story.  But then, fifteen minutes into the broadcast, they were knocked off the air.  Just before the screen went black, Julius heard something about North Korea.  After that there was nothing.  He tried the radio and found only static.  The internet was down as well. 
  Julius tried to call his wife but his cell phone wouldn’t connect.  The landline in his office wouldn’t connect.  He began to panic.  “I’m going home.” he told his assistant, who in the shock of what had happened only nodded absent-mindedly. 
 What Julius saw outside of the facility was worse than he could have imagined.  There was little left.  The buildings surrounding the facility had collapsed.  He was able to make it a mile from his facility when the roads were blocked by debris and abandoned cars.  He would have to make the ten mile trip to his house on foot. 
 The people were hysterical.  No one knew what was going on.  The looting and crime that often went with such events had already begun.  Twice he had been on the receiving side of attempted violence but he had the foresight to remove his handgun from his glove box before abandoning his vehicle.  When pulled free and aimed at the face of the attackers, Julius was left unmolested. 
 An hour and a half later (the longest hour and a half of his life), Julius made his way to his front door.  The door was ajar.  Fear instantly gripped him.   
 Gun drawn, he entered the entered the house.  His wife was dead on the floor.  Her face was covered in blood which also pooled from her abdomen on the floor.  Julius cried out and went to her side but then another horrifying realization entered.  “Where is Liam?” 
 “Liam!  Liam!” he screamed his son’s name. 
 There was no answer.  He ran upstairs and after going through each room frantically, he found his son hiding in a closet.  “Liam!” he cried out in relief and clutched his son to him.  “Are you hurt?” 
 Liam looked up at his father.  He was visibly shaken and he burst into tears once he saw his dad.  “Are you hurt?” Julius repeated.  Liam shook his head. 
 After several minutes of holding his son, Julius felt Liam begin to gain control of himself.  “What happened?” he asked his son. 
 It took a few moments for Liam to answer.  When he did answer, he spoke softly.  The pain of what he had witnessed strained his voice.  “There were some men.  Mom answered the door.  They pushed their way in and hurt her.  She fought them but she couldn’t stop them.  It tried to help her but I wasn’t strong enough.  I heard police sirens and so did the men.  They started to leave but then Mom ran to the kitchen and grabbed a knife.  She attacked them but they grabbed the knife.  They killed her.  The sirens got closer and the men got scared and left.  I tried to help her but I couldn’t.  There was so much blood.  I came up here because I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 Julius looked down at his son.  The wretched monotone of his son’s voice after telling the story of his mother’s death ripped his heart out.  He fought back the tears.  “Liam, did they hurt you?”  Liam shook his head.  “You were very brave.  There was nothing you could do.  You did your best and tried to help your mother.  I’m very proud of you for doing that.  I’m sorry you had to be there and see that.  I’m sorry I wasn’t there.” 
 They stayed in the house for three days.  Julius kept expecting help to come but it never did.  He wrapped his wife’s body in a blanket until they could get her to a mortuary. 
 The earth shook for all three of those days.  On the fourth day, the world was still.  Too still.  There was no power and no water.  Communications were gone.  Julius realized for the first time that they may be on their own. 
 After a week, he buried his wife in the back yard.  He didn’t know what else to do.  The July Louisiana heat had begun to decompose her body.  The smell of decaying flesh and sound of buzzing flies became unbearable and Julius was ashamed that his wife’s body had become a burden. 
 Three days after burying his wife, Liam and he left their home and walked to the facility.  He didn’t know where else to go.   
 Five miles into the trip, they were attacked by three men.  That was the first time that Julius witnessed Liam’s abilities to start fires with his mind.  
   



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 “What do you mean your father is missing?” Babel’s mother asked him. 
 “You haven’t heard from him have you?” 
 “Babel, I haven’t spoken to your father in over a year.” 
 Babel didn’t respond to that.  He knew his mother and father hadn’t spoken in quite some time but he had no idea that it had been that long.  “I just thought maybe he might have contacted you, if nothing else to pass on a message to me.  He and I were supposed to have dinner at his house tonight.” 
 “Honey, I’m sure your father is just fine.  Maybe he went out for a walk and ran into someone he knew.  You know how your father is.  He didn’t speak much to me during our marriage but he sure can talk someone’s head off when wants to.  I’m sure your father is fine and will be along soon.” 
 “I’m sure you’re right.  I’ll let you go.  I just didn’t know if you’d heard from him.  I’ll wait here and hopefully he’ll turn up.”  He told his mother he loved her and ended the call. 
 He waited for another thirty minutes.  His father still did not show.  He went back through his father’s house to see if maybe his father had left a note for him that he didn’t see the first time.  He checked the kitchen counters, the front of the fridge, and then moved to his father’s desk in the living room.  There was nothing.   
 Then, he noticed something.  On the desk was a picture of the Taj Mahal in India.  What drew Babel’s attention to the picture is that it was in a frame.   
 His father had a box that contained all of the photos of places that he had been.  Babel seemed to remember having seen the photo of the Taj Majal before but it was in the box, not on his father’s desk.  His father was very private about his military life and did not leave pictures lying around.  And he definitely did not put them in frames. 
 He picked the photo off the desk.  At first he saw nothing unusual about the photo other than it was framed.  He turned the frame around to the back looking for something there.  There was nothing.   
 Out of curiosity, Babel slid the photo out of the frame.  On the back of the photo was written the word Home.

 “Home?” Babel asked himself.  “What does that mean?” 
 He put the photo back in the frame and started to search the house again for a note.  After thirty minutes of searching he came up with nothing.   
 Frustrated and concerned, he walked back into the living room.  He grabbed the photo of the Taj Majal from his father’s desk and sat down on the couch.  There were people in the photo but the photo was old and slightly fuzzy.  He couldn’t make out who the people were.   
 He looked at the photo for a few more moments, looking for something he was missing.  He didn’t see anything.   
 He took the photo out again and looked at the word Home.  It was his father’s handwriting.  He thought for a while on what that could mean but came up with nothing.   
 He set the photo down next to him and then slouched down on the couch, propping his feet up on the coffee table.  As he did, he recalled how much his mother disliked feet on her coffee table.  His father thought that if he couldn’t use a piece of furniture in a manner of his choosing, that piece of furniture wasn’t worth buying in the first place.  He felt this way especially strong when it came to coffee tables and his feet.  Perhaps that was why his mother disliked feet on her table so much.   
 Babel decided that he would wait for his father at his father’s house, rather than going back home.  He would stay the night if need be.  Hopefully his father would be returning soon. 
 Babel laid his head back on the cushions of the couch.  One moment he was looking up at the ceiling thinking that his father needed to paint and the next moment he was waking up to sunlight pouring into the living room.   
 Babel blinked his eyes several times and sat up.  The lamp that he had turned on next to the couch was still on.  He rose from the couch and walked around the house looking for his father.  His father was not there.   
 His watch showed that it was a little past seven thirty in the morning.  He knew his mother would be awake.  He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and called her. 
 “Good morning, dear.”  Her voice was clear which meant she had been up for a while. 
 “Good morning, Mom.” 
 “Your dad never showed up last night, did he?” 
 “No, he never did.  I’m worried.  It’s not like Dad to just vanish and not let anyone know.” 
 “That doesn’t sound like him.” his mother agreed.  “Did you check for a note?” 
 “I checked but I didn’t see one.  I did find something strange.  On his desk was a framed photo of the Taj Mahal.  When I opened the frame, the word Home was written on the back of the photo in Dad’s handwriting.  I…Mom are you still there?”  His mother didn’t answer.  “Mom…” he repeated. 
 “I’m here, honey.  Do you have the picture?” 
 “Yes, I have the picture.  I…” 
 “Don’t lose it.” his mother cut him off.  “I’m coming to see you.” 
 “What are you talking about?  You live in New York.” 
 “I’m leaving now.  Meet me at the airport in three hours.” 
 “This doesn’t make any sense.” 
 “Babel.  I am your mother and I’m coming to see you.  Now, if you don’t want to leave your mother stranded in an airport, meet me in three hours.  Okay?” 
 “Mom, I…” 
 “Love you, son.  See you soon.”  She hung up.   
 He looked at his watch again.  He would need to be at the airport around 10:30am.  He had no idea why his mother was coming.   
 He left his father’s house and headed home for a shower and some breakfast.  A few hours later he was back in his truck heading to the airport. 
   



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 On his way to the airport, the photo of the Taj Majal kept going through his mind.  The photo caused something inside of him to move.  He wasn’t sure what it was.  It was only a feeling somewhere within. 
 He felt that the Taj Mahal held some significance for him but he had never been there and was not sure why he felt as he did.  In fact, the Taj Majal bored him.  The architecture was amazing for its time but to him it was just another building built many years ago that really had no impact on his day-to-day life. 
 He drove for several minutes with the image of the Taj Mahal flashing in-and-out of his mind.  It was so distracting that he almost missed the exit for the airport.  He had to slam on his brakes and jerk his wheel into the right lane to get off.  In doing so he cut off a Jeep.  The owner of the Jeep extended his arm towards Babel and at the end of that arm, a finger stood up in a not-so-friendly salute.   
 He took a left off the ramp, passed over the highway he had just exited, and took another right to enter the road that would lead to the terminal.  He parked his truck and entered the airport.  Looking up at the flight board as he entered, he saw that his mother’s flight was on time.   
 He looked down at his watch – thirty minutes until her flight landed.  He went to one of the gift shops and bought a candy bar, soda, and newspaper and sat down to wait for his mother.  Forty five minutes later, he was helping his mother into his truck. 
 They drove to his father’s house and his mother questioned him about the fire at his office.  He described the situation as it had happened and was just getting to his role in the fire when they turned the corner onto his father’s street.  He would finish the story later. 
 Babel could see his mother scowl from the corner of his eye as they pulled into the driveway. 
 During his parent’s marriage, his father had spent very little time working on the house or the yard.  His father would buy materials for a project and then leave those items in the garage for months before he actually started the project.  The house before them was well-kept as was the yard.  The neatness was obviously a source of resentment.     
 Babel ignored his mother’s scowl.  He turned off the engine, then got out and opened his mother’s door. 
 Together they walked to the front door, which Babel unlocked and opened.  His mother and he stepped into the sunlit house.  For a while she didn’t speak, she just looked around.  Babel thought he saw her tear up a few up times but his mother’s hair had a way of falling across her face so he wasn’t sure.   
 He gave her a few more minutes, staying back by the door.  He started to take a step towards her when he noticed her pick up a picture.  He stopped himself and she didn’t notice his slight movement.  She was lost in thought as she gazed at a picture of Babel as a baby.  
 In that moment, Alicia thought back to when she had first met John, walking through the commons area at the university.  She was instantly struck with the man and six months later they were married.  Looking for something stable, John entered the military the following fall.  It wasn’t long before Babel entered the picture.  “What should we name him?” John had asked. 
 “Let’s call him Babel.  Isn’t that an old family name?” 
 John nodded.  “It is.  But that’s a last name.  That would be an unusual first name.” 
 “Our son will be anything but usual.  He’ll be extraordinary.” 
 John considered her comment and smiled.  “Okay, Babel it is.” 
 Alicia put the picture of her infant son down and turned to look at her adult son.  “What are you looking at?” 
 Babel shrugged sheepishly.  “I don’t know.  What am I looking at?” 
 “Babel, are you suggesting your mother is getting soft in her advancing age?” 
 “I’m not saying that.  Are you saying that?” 
 Alicia smiled.  “Maybe just a little.  So, where is the photo of the Taj Mahal?” 
 Babel grabbed the photo off the desk. 
 She pulled her glasses out of her purse and put them on.  She looked closely at the picture and as she did, a slight smile crossed her lips.  “I remember when your father first showed me this picture.”  Babel looked at his mother with anticipation.  “It was after he came back from India for the first time.  I can’t tell you what he was doing there.  Something with the military, of course.  But I remember when he showed it do me.  He was so proud that he had been there.” 
 “So why does the back of the photo say Home?” 
 His mother took a deep breath.  “There’s something you should know Babel.” 
 Babel looked at his mother seriously.  “What are you talking about?” 
 “I’m talking about your father.  I don’t know if it was his choice or if something happened but he’s gone home.  That’s what he means by the word on the back of the picture.” 
 “What do you mean he’s gone home?  This is his home.” 
 Alicia nodded at the picture.  “Your father’s not from here.” 
 “I know he’s not from here.” Babel interrupted.  “He’s from Michigan.  Are you saying he went to Michigan?” 
 “Look at the picture Babel.” 
 Babel looked at the picture of the Taj Mahal.  “I don’t understand.  Are you saying Dad is from India?” 
 “Not from India.  From the Taj Mahal.” 
 “How can anyone be from the Taj Mahal?  That doesn’t make any…” 
 “Babel.” Alicia said calmly, interrupting.  “You see the waters in front of the Taj Mahal?”  Wearily Babel looked at the photo again.  He saw the waters and nodded his head.  “The source of those waters are where your father is from.” 
 “Mom…” 
 “Listen Babel.  Your father is not from this world.  There is another world that lies beyond ours.  Several in fact.  But only one of those worlds can be entered through the waters of the Taj Mahal.” 
 The only thing Babel could think of to do was laugh.  He couldn’t help it.  When he finished, he looked at his mother and noticed her soberness.  Babel smiled.  “So you’re saying that Dad is an alien?” 
 “Something like that.” 
 “And that makes me…” 
 “Half-alien, exactly.” 
 “But you’re not an alien?” 
 “No, not an alien.” 
 “Mom, listen…” 
 “No Babel, you listen.  Whether you believe it or not, your father is from another world.  Somehow or another, I believe he has gone back to that world.” 
 Babel decided to humor her.  “So let’s say that Dad actually is an alien and went back to his alien world in the swimming pool in front of the Taj Mahal.  So what do we do now?” 
 Alicia answered her son as seriously as she could muster, and her voice showed her conviction.  “Babel, if your father went back to that world, I don’t think it was by choice.” 
 “You’ve been to this other world?” 
 Alicia shook her head.  “No, but your father showed me.  He showed me how to look into the waters and see through them.” 
 Babel looked up sharply at his mother.  “What do you mean?” 
 “He wanted me to know so in case he ever went back to that world, you would know how to find him again.” 
 “Me?  How can I enter a world that doesn’t exist?  Should I just dive into the waters?  Maybe there is a secret tunnel in the bottom that I can swim through.” 
   “I only know that that world can be entered through the waters.  On the other side, I’m not sure how it works.” 
 “So you don’t know how Dad ended up here?” 
 “Your father was sent here.” 
 “That doesn’t make any…” 
 “Babel, listen to me.”  Alicia looked into her son’s eyes.  “You can go there because you are of your father.  You are the only one who can.  If your father is there, he needs get back here.” 
 “Why?  If he did go to another world, it’s because he obviously wanted to.  Why does he need me to rescue him?’ 
 “Because that world is not safe.  I can’t explain everything right now.  But if you love your father, and despite all of his faults, I still do, then you have to bring him back.” 
 “I don’t believe you.” 
 “Yes, you do.  Do me a favor, look at the picture and then close your eyes.” 
 “Mom…” 
 “Just do it.  Please, Babel.”   
 Babel nodded.  He looked at the picture for a few moments and then closed his eyes.  At first there was nothing.  Then, he saw it.  He saw his father’s world.  And he believed. 
 Babel’s eyes flew open.  His mother was watching his face and she knew he had seen.  She knew he believed.  Babel looked at his mother.  “We have to get to India.” 
   



 CHAPTER NINE 
 Triana looked across the room at the Keeper.  Absentmindedly, her hand touched the scar that ran across her neck.  The wound had already healed and the faint scar had nearly disappeared.  (The memory of that wound would not heal so quickly.)   
 The Keeper did not gaze back as he exited the chamber.  He had decided not to wait and had seduced her after all.  He knew she would not resist him.   
 Triana watched him leave through the single entrance to the Chamber of the Stone.  She was still lying on Stone of Návratu.  Even though he had left, she could still feel his body on hers – his hands, his mouth – she pushed the thoughts from her mind.   She considered briefly searching the Stone for the sword and ending her own life but she knew she didn’t have the strength.  It was not enough that she had given the Keeper her soul, she had also given him her body.  She did not have the courage to defy him and so she knew she would not have the courage to fall upon the sword.   
 Instead, she rolled over and gazed up at the ancient ceiling at the beautiful mural that was painted there.  It was obvious the mural was very old.  In certain areas, the paint had nearly completely faded, exposing the foundation of the ceiling. 
 The mural showed winged people sitting upon clouds.  One of the winged people was bearded and held a long slender object that fanned out on the end.  It looked as if the man with wings was about blow through the object.  She wondered the purpose of the object; if it was like their flöjt or perhaps some sort of weapon.   
 She stared at the ceiling silently for some time and her thoughts turned to her uncle.  He would be ashamed of her.  She had been frightened by the Keeper and had given in to him.  
 She was lost in her own thoughts and didn’t hear the footsteps of the two men who had come to take her back to her cell.  She heard them just as they reached her.   She looked up at them and focused on the man on the right.  She could almost read his thoughts – “Just another one of the Keeper’s playthings.”  The man smiled and placed his hand on her stomach.  Then, he started to slide his hand down.   
 Until that moment, no one besides the Keeper had touched her.  He had guarded her during her imprisonment.  It appeared that had now changed.   It was at that moment that her shame turned to anger. 
 If the men would have been looking at her eyes and not her naked body, they would have seen her eyes flashing.  Her grey eyes turned dark.  If they had looked into her eyes deep enough, they would have seen her irises swirling, resembling a storm.  Beneath her anger, she could feel the rage fueling the anger.  She felt alive. 
  The man who was not touching her happened to glance at her face, hoping to enjoy the expression of horror at being touched the way she was (it was obvious they were going to take turns).  The emotion was not horror and the man’s perverse grin was checked. 
 The man who was touching her erupted in flames.  The second man had only time enough to hear the cry and feel the flames from his companion before he was engulfed as well.  The flames also burned Triana but she didn’t care.  As the men were distracted by her body, she had slid the weapon of one of the men from its place on his hip.  Among the settings of the weapon was the ejection of an intense bolide.  
 The men fell backwards onto the rock floor and the flames intensified as the men were roasted within their own skin.  She watched the men writhing with a grim smile as they slowly died before her. 
 She rose from the Stone and could smell their burned hair and flesh.  The bodies still smoldered and smoke rose from their corpses as she stepped over them.   The heat had been so intense and the flames had risen so rapidly that the two bodies that had already begun to show pyrolysis.   
 Triana’s anger firmed her resolve.  She walked to the doorway of the Chamber and turned and looked back at the Stone.  Recent memories of the Keeper and her lying together on the Stone entered her mind and her rage turned red. 
 She leveled the weapon and pressed the button; the air around the Stone erupted in flames.  She fired again and again and the intensity of the heat grew until the temperature of the air directly around the Stone reached solidus.  The Stone slowly began to melt, collapsing to become a blob of semi-molten rock.  She knew the sword that had been concealed in the Stone was among the ruins. 
 Satisfied, she turned her attention to her surroundings.  She entered a long tunnel that ran straight through the rock.  She had expected to see some of the Klopph as she left the Chamber but she saw no one.  Perhaps the Chamber was a sacred place reserved for only specific Klopph. 
 The floor of the passageway had an increasing upward angle as she walked.  She passed several side chambers as she continued but did not stop to investigate any of these.  Several of the side chambers had metal bars across their entrances. 
 Finally she reached a large chamber that was lit by natural light through small shafts cut into the ceiling.  Along the walls of the round chamber, she saw several other passageways leading off in various directions.  There were eight passageways in all. 
 As she entered the room, she saw several men stand in alarm at her arrival.  Before they could react, her weapon ignited them. 
 She walked further into the room, her eyes gazing constantly for the Keeper.  She did not see him.   
 The passageway directly across the room from where she entered was more lit than the other passageways.  That was the passageway for which she headed.  As she walked, more men entered the room and they died in flames as well.  She entered the lit passageway, leaving the screams of smoldering men behind her. 
 The passageway went on for quite some time and then branched off in several directions.  Finally the passageway ended in sunlight.  Unclothed, with no water, food, or any supplies or weapons, but alive, Triana entered the Barren Lands. 
   



 CHAPTER TEN 
 New Orleans was remarkably untouched.   
 The fifty six people who had survived and now dwelled within the facility sent a team of five people to investigate the surrounding areas.  They wanted to determine the damage and see what was being done by the government to reestablish control.  What they found was that most people were dead – killed by violence or crushed under fallen structures. 
 Among the five was a man named Jacques.  Jacques was a native of New Orleans where his Creole family had lived for hundreds of years.  And as far as he could tell he was the last surviving member of his family. 
 His entire family had lived in the Garden District and these homes were the first place that Jacques went.  He found only bodies of loved ones and evidence of great violence. 
 Jacques was not the same going forward.  Something inside of him had closed up at witnessing the assaulted bodies of his mother and sister.  The scene told the story of their death.  His father’s body was found with his throat slit.  
 The homes of the rest of his family told similar stories.  Bodies of his cousins, his aunts and uncles, and his lone grandmother – all found.  The root of their deaths was very evident. 
 Morosely, Jacques followed his people around the city, looking for signs of life.  There were several other small groups of people but they kept their distance.  The people of the city had seen great violence and the other groups were not taking any chances.  Jacques’ assemblage saw very few people outside of those gatherings. 
 The last group they came across was not so unapproachable.  The group of eight men had seen Jacques’ group as an easy target.  Armed with guns, they expected surprise and intimidation to rule the encounter.  Jacques did not comply.  He held a deep anger at the violent death of his family and in that moment, held the eight men responsible. 
 Jacques was also armed, as were the other members of his party.  Jacques drew his weapon without speaking and began firing, his first shot hitting the front man in the chest.  Blood exploded onto the street and the man was propelled backwards by the high caliber slug.  The others in Jacques party drew and fired as well.  Most of the group had never fired a weapon before and most of their shots missed.  Jacques was an expert marksman.  His shots made up for his group’s inaccuracy. 
 The group of street thugs – now seven – made a weak effort to shoot back but it was clear the man in front was their leader.  With him dead, their resolve weakened.  No longer was it a game of easy intimidation and robbery (plus other acts if there were females involved).  Now their lives were at risk and this was more than they wanted to gamble.  They tried to run but Jacques mowed them down.   
 When it was over, they looked across the concrete field at the spilled blood and grey matter.  Eight bodies sprawled across the road littered with burned cars and broken glass.  They all turned and looked at Jacques.  When he had begun firing first, their instinct to survive had caused them to react.  Now that the smoke from gunfire had cleared and the adrenaline of the moment had subsided, they regarded Jacques.  “What were you thinking?” one of the men asked Jacques. 
 “I was thinking I didn’t want to die here on the street.  And then, I didn’t think.  I just pulled the trigger.  Just like you.” 
 The men looked at Jacques and then one another.  “Well, I guess we better get moving.” one of the other men finally said. 
 “What about the bodies?” one of the men asked. 
 “Leave them.” replied Jacques.  “Give the dogs something to eat.” 
 They searched the rest of the city and found small pockets of people but none that challenged them.  They took several readings and test swabs for evidence of biological variants and radiation; they found small traces of radiation but would have to wait until they returned to the facility to test the biological samples.  After spending the night in an abandoned hotel in the French Quarter, they returned back to the facility. 
 They tested the samples before addressing the group with their full report.  Among the samples, they found traces of anthrax, Yersinia pestis or the Plague, and an aggressive mutated strand of Tularemia.  “I think it is too dangerous for us there.” Jacques concluded.  “The air there is not good and I’m sure the water is worse.  We should stay here for a while longer.  Here we have a contained atmosphere and water and food for at least a year.”  Julius, who had somehow become the person they all looked to, agreed. 
 Over the next few months, they searched the surrounding areas looking for signs that the air quality was becoming better.  One of the locations they investigated was the Naval Air Station Joint Reserve Base in nearly Belle Chasse.  They learned too late that at that location, the presence of biological diseases was most dense.  The base was completely gone and the radiation levels there were very high.  They didn’t think it had been hit by a hydrogen bomb but it had obviously encountered a brutal attack.   
 Just after they returned the facility, the first of the exploration party began to get sick.  Then, others in the facility became ill.  Of the fifty six survivors of the facility, eight died.  With the self-contained atmosphere, the survivors were living in a bubble of biological diseases.  They had vaccinations against the biological agents but they weren’t as effective as they hoped. 
 Finally, the situation came to a head.  They took a vote and it was agreed – they had no choice but to vacate the facility. 
 Five months after the world shook, the survivors of the facility, led by Julius Babel, left for New Orleans.  They would have to take their chances. 
   



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 It had been many years since Jacques left his people.  He had volunteered to leave them the first time, hoping that his time away from New Orleans would lessen the memories of his slaughtered family.  He had encountered much to distract him as he traveled to what was left of Washington, D.C. and even more distraction when he learned the nation for which he had fought during the Gulf War no longer existed. 
 He had returned back to his people and found that the laughter was too much.  The darkness that grew within him made it nearly impossible for him to move on from what had happened and join in with that laughter.  He left again, searching the world in hope of finding some sort of peace.  When he found the world dead, he knew if he was going to continue in this life, he would have to find his own source of peace.   
 The closer he came to New Orleans on his approach, the more he finally felt at ease.  He stopped in the city of Covington, just north of Lake Pontchartrain.  The city had once only been forty miles from New Orleans but with the destruction of the bridges across the lake, the distance on foot was now greatly increased. 
 Lake Pontchartrain had become fouled by the debris and pollutants from the air.  The waters were covered by a grey film (over the next four hundred years, the lake would dry up and become a desolate plain).  Jacques thought there was something morbidly serene about the grey lake and would spend hours watching the waters roll the debris that had invaded the lake. 
 Jacques walked past the statue of President Ronald Reagan that inhabited the town.  The statue was ten feet tall on a six foot base and was reputed to be the tallest statue of Reagan in existence.  Surrounding the statue and everywhere else that he looked, most of the trees were burned and had fallen and most of the grass was gone.  In a few years there would be only dirt.  Many of the homes in the town were burned down.  There were no people.   
 Jacques found a house that was on the outskirts of town that was small but had a great view of the surrounding areas.  The home was well stocked with canned goods – in fact an entire basement pantry of glass jars of home-canned food.  The home also had a small enclosed water tower that was ninety percent full.  He tested the water and found that it was good. 
 For four hundred years he lived alone in his house.  No one from his former group came that far north and no one from the outside world came that far south (if they still lived). 
 If he would have met someone from New Orleans – now just called Orleans – he would have learned that the same abilities that he had obtained had been obtained by others.  No one else had all of the abilities that he had but nearly everyone possessed at least one of his abilities.  It seemed their experimenting with Parapsychology had yielded success.  The abilities of others were successfully harvested and implanted into those with previous non-abilities.  Then, genetics took over and those abilities were passed on and grew.   
 Jacques was still not able to explain why he now possessed every ability they had studied and how those abilities continued to grow. 
 If he had spoken with any of the descendants of his former group, he would have learned that they branched off into two groups.  The two groups were defined by their specific study areas at the facility just before the world changed.  The division of the groups was based on the previous relationships and comfort level of each group with one other so that they might work better as a team in exploring New Orleans.  The separation was more of a survival tactic than anything.  The two groups each took half of New Orleans with a mission of determining the livability of their respected part of the city.   
 The first group, led by Julius Babel, had been studying the chokka, a type of squid.  The name came from the South African version of the creature.  They had discovered the squid produced a naturally occurring parapsychological chemical.  
 Upon study of the creature, they learned that specific subspecies of the chokka possessed a unique chemical as part of their biological makeup that gave them a strength advantage over their cousins. When the chemical was transplanted into test mice, it gave the mice incredible strength.  The group had just begun to explore the options when the earth shook. 
 The second group consisted of members who were working on a phenomenon called returning.  Returning was a rare talent in which a host could recall any item that he had touched in the past and that object would appear before him at will.  The original team leader had been from the Czech Republic and the name of the phenomenon in his native tongue was návratu.  Since návratu sounded more exotic to the group than returning, the name stuck. 
 So the two groups took on the names of the team projects – the Chokka team and Návratu team.  They had no idea that the separation of the two groups would eventually lead to a malevolent split. 
 Over time, the names of the teams became the adopted name of the people in that group, almost as if they were their own tribe of people.  When both groups found that New Orleans was livable (there were still some concerns about radiation), they decided that the Chokka group would settle the French Quarter, the Arts District, and the Garden District, ignoring what was once downtown.  The Návratu group settled the Ninth Ward. 
 Once settled, the new people of New Orleans went about reclaiming their daily lives.  There was a good mixture of males and females and soon couples were married and brought the second generation of their group into the new world.  The children were born naturally with many of the same psychic abilities that their parents had developed artificially.  The two sides were unsure of the level of the abilities on either side and this led to jealously and then distrust.  The groups began to fear what the other group could achieve with the new abilities.  Paranoia settled in and conflicts began. 
 It wasn’t long until the two groups were at war with one another.  The people that only thirty years earlier had struggled for survival together when their nation crumbled were divided and bitter enemies.  
 Eventually, the Návratu were forced from Orleans by the Chokka.  They moved to the Outerlands and later the Barren Lands, plotting their revenge.  The Chokka learned that the one of the German members of the Návratu had begun calling their nation Klopp as a homage to the well-known German footballer and coach.  They would be known going forward as Klopph. 
 Jacques knew none of this.  If he had, he wouldn’t have cared.  What he did care about was the object that he had discovered in what the people of Orleans called the Barren Lands (he still called it St. Tammany Parish).  The object was something that they had been working on before the world shook.  He had last seen the object at the facility and he had no idea how the object came to be at the edge of what used to be Lake Pontchartrain.   
 The object was delicate and so he picked it up carefully.  Then very carefully, he took it back to his home. 
 He had no idea he was being watched. 
   



 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 “How do they work?”  The man, like Julius, was on the first team to study the newly discovered portals. 
 “I’m not quite sure yet.” Julius replied.  “All I know is that we can control them.  Not where they go but we can open and close them.  And they all seem to revolve around water.” 
 No one at that point was authorized to go through the portals to see where the portals led; but they had experienced the pull of the portals, so they knew they went somewhere.  What they didn’t know about the portals was that not only did they lead to another place but another time (at least most of them).  Soon, they would travel through the portals and learn that they opened in a world that was eerily similar, yet at the same time, very odd.  The team would surmise that the portals led to an alternate reality but that was not true. 
 The first portal they used was the fountain in Jackson Square.  The fountain was built in 1960, but what most people didn’t know was that the fountain was built on an original water source that was instrumental in the French Mississippi Company’s decision to settle the town of New Orleans.  The native tribes who lived there prior to the French told stories of the water.  The water was said to posseses great mysticism but the tribesmen refused to describe what that meant. 
 Julius was part of the first team that went over.  He was shocked to learn that the exit point was the Taj Mahal portal.  They didn’t think much about it at the time, but years later they were astonished when they reused the portal and discovered that it led to a time before the world shook.  It led to their past. 
 That discovery caused debate on whether they should go back through and return to when the planet was full of billions of living people.  Many in the group argued that they had to go back and warn the world that there would be a catastrophic event that would claim nearly the entire population of the earth.  Julius considered his sister and her family but argued that going back would change nothing.  “No one will listen.  Don’t you remember those times?  As Americans, we were so consumed with ourselves that we thought we were above the atrocities of the world.  Remember how we largely ignored the invasion of China and India?  The government back then would think we were crazy.  Or worse – we could be looked at as a terrorist group.   
 “Besides, we can’t inhabit our old lives.  There can’t be two of us in the same time.  The only reason we lived is that we were in the facility.  It’s not like we can just knock on the door and explain that we’re from the future and would like to live through everything again.  What happens next, a third group of us shows up, and then a fourth?” 
 Julius’ logic was sound, even though not everyone was content with the decision.  In the end, they stayed and chose to learn all they could about the portal.  To protect the waters and to give them a better environment in which to learn, they erected a building around the fountain.   
 Through their study of the portal, they eventually began to gather details on how the portal worked.  They didn’t have all of the specifics but they had some general theories.  These notes detailing the theories would allow a future generation to build the Bejárat after the original portal was buried beneath the rubble of the building that was designed to protect it. 
 One of their greater accomplishments was the genetic creating of the Pishacha, engineered to protect the buried portal. 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 Jacques looked down at the Tipler cylinder – the device that originally been designed for time travel.  The group that had disagreed with Julius on the decision not to go back in time developed the device to accomplish just that without use of the portals.   
 It didn’t work.  All of the theories behind the cylinder were sound but in the end, the cylinder didn’t establish a means to travel through time. 
 The cylinder did have an unexpected side effect, however.  While it did not allow for time travel, it did allow for travel from place to place. 
 Jacques had been part of the team that developed the cylinder.  He had seen the empty world.  It was a world of death.  He knew that mankind would not survive long-term and did not want to be a part of it.  He had argued that in going back, they could at least warn their families. 
 During the research on the cylinder, Jacques had come across an obscure report of two scientists in Tennessee who had developed a method of traveling through time (he wasn’t entirely sure how the copy of the report had ended up at the facility).  Filed with this documentation were other reports of people throughout history suspected of being able to travel through time.   During World War I, there were rumors of men who would appear and then disappear.  Someone had deduced that Jack the Ripper was a time traveler.  There were also several century old written records that spoke of mystic waters.  One of those written records mentioned a great battle waged to protect those waters.  Unbelievably, two of the people named in the battle were Juan Ponce de Leon and Christopher Columbus. 
 In the end, however, time travel was not produced as they had hoped.  But they had succeeded in developing a method of moving mass from one location to another.  Jacques now held that method in his hand.  It would allow him to search the world for other people.  He had searched the old remains of Mexico, Canada, Russia, and China but to no avail.  But Europe, Africa, South America, and Australia remained.  Who knew, perhaps the war had changed the environment so that Antarctica was now inhabitable.  Jacques intended to use the device to find out.  At the very least, it would give him purpose once again. 
 Triana watched Jacques from a safe distance.  She was suspicious of the man, unsure if he was Klopph or not.  It seemed strange that someone would be this far into the Barren Lands.   
 She watched the strange man for about an hour, curious as to who he was and what he was doing.  She studied the object in his hand.  If it was something that would do her people harm, she wanted to be able to describe it to her uncle. 
 She followed the man to his home, intrigued at the complexity of the structure.  All around her, the world was wasted, yet here lived a man in a house that was as nice as any home in the Garden Quarter.   
 When she had seen all she cared to see, she turned and continued south, to where she hoped her home lay.   
   



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 Babel looked over at his mother sleeping on the airline.  They had spoken more on what his mother knew about his father’s childhood but didn’t want to draw too much attention to themselves from someone who might eavesdrop in the close confines of the plane, so they didn’t go into much detail.   
 It was a short flight from Nashville to JFK but long flight from JFK to Amsterdam and Babel was glad when they finally arrived.  The flight had a choice of three mid-air movies and he was only mildly interested in one.  He ended up watching the same movie twice, not that he paid much attention to the movie either time.  His mind was filled with questions that would have to wait until Amsterdam to be asked. 
 They intentionally inserted a one-day layover in Amsterdam into their flight plans.  The extra day in Amsterdam would give them time to sit and talk.   
 They checked into their hotel and then went downstairs, entering the streets along the canals.  Down the street from the hotel was a corner pub that wasn’t too full.  There was a secluded booth in the corner of the pub where they chose to continue their conversation.  Drinks ordered and delivered, Babel began the first of his questions. 
 “So why do you think Dad would have gone over to his world?” 
 Alicia took a sip of her drink and looked at her son wearily.  It had been a long flight.   “As I mentioned before, the way between this world and that world is through the waters.  I’m not sure what happens there to allow people to come here.  But your father came here from there and it only makes sense if he can do it then someone else can as well.” 
 “If someone did come here, why would they want to bring Dad back?  He’s been here for years.” 
 “Babel, your father didn’t tell me much about that world but he did tell me that his parents were important people over there.  His parents, your grandparents, were killed but your father escaped.  He was a teenager when he came over.” 
 “So they wanted him because of my grandparents?  If they were killed and he escaped and was no longer a part of that world, why worry about him?” 
 “I don’t know Babel.” 
 Babel looked at his mother.  “What did you do the first time Dad told you he was from another world?” 
 Alicia laughed.  “He didn’t tell me right away of course.  I think our first conversation was when I asked him about his parents.  He told me they had been killed but didn’t go into too much detail.  Over time, he gave me more insight into his life.   
 “The first time he told me he was from another world, he was drunk.  I thought he was crazy.  He showed me the picture of the Taj Mahal and explained to me how it worked.  Over time, he convinced me.” 
 Babel thought on that for a while and Alicia was content to sit in silence as Babel gathered his thoughts.  “When we get to India, how am I going to enter the other world?” Babel said distantly. 
 “I’m not sure.  I asked your father that same question – how could someone pass through from this side?  His answer was that it was complicated but if he ever needed to, he could.  He also said that you and he were the only ones would be able to open the way to that world.” 
  “So when we get there, I’ll just know what to do?” 
 Alicia nodded.  “According to your father, yes.” 
 Babel looked at his mother seriously.  “Why didn’t either of you ever tell me?” 
 “When should we have told you Babel?  In high school?  College?  If you knew, it would have made you different.  Life is hard enough.  Would knowing that you were half-alien have made anything easier?” 
 Babel shrugged.  He was angry that he hadn’t known but it wasn’t a time to confront that anger.  He needed to save his father.  He knew that his parents were just trying to protect him and he would address the matter with them at a later time.  Both of them together, after he had brought his father back. 
 “What are the people over there like?” Babel asked.  The waitress approached the table and interrupted before his mother could answer.  They both ordered one more drink.  When the drinks were delivered, his mother answered his question. 
 “The people there look just like your father and you.  Did you ever notice your father having an extra eye?” 
 Babel smiled and shook his head.  “I guess not.” 
 “But there are things that happened there.  Things that used to haunt your father’s dreams.  He never described them to me, he would always say that they were too awful to talk about.  I never pressed him.”  She looked at Babel seriously.  “Whatever is over there, they thought it was important to bring your father back.  I can only lead you to the waters.  After that, it is up to you.” 
 “Why are you letting me do this?  My whole life you’ve always tried to shelter and protect me.” 
 “I knew that when your father came up missing, you would do everything you could to find him.  And if I didn’t tell you the truth, you would spend the rest of your life looking but not finding because you’d be looking in the wrong world.  Besides, you’ve never let me shelter you from anything.  Babel, you’re the only one who can save your father.  I can’t bear the thought of losing both of you but I also can’t bear the thought of you living the rest of your life being deceived by me.” 
 Babel nodded in understanding.  “I’ll find him.  You don’t have any idea where he would be over there do you?”  Alicia shook her head.  He would be going in blind. 
 He called for the waitress, paid their bill, and they returned to the hotel.  It was mid-day in Amsterdam but they were exhausted.  Their flight to India would leave the following morning.   
 Babel had never been to Amsterdam before and hated the idea of not seeing a few sights while he was there but knew that once they landed in India, everything would change.  He didn’t know how many nights of restful sleep he would have going forward and he wanted to take advantage.  He told his mother good night and retired to his bed. 
 The next morning, they arrived at the airport early, boarded their plane, and lifted off to India.  Babel watched the early morning skyline of Amsterdam disappear beneath the clouds as they continued east. 
   



 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
  “You sure you’re okay with this?” 
 Babel nodded at his mother.  “I’ll be okay.  I didn’t come all the way to India to back down at the last minute.” 
 “But you can…if you want.  Your father will understand.” 
 Babel was tempted to become angry at his mother’s words but he knew that she was still just trying to protect her little boy.  He shook his head.  “I’m going to get Dad and I’ll bring him back.” 
 They had arrived the previous day and had spent the day viewing the sights of Agra.  The tour ended at the Taj Mahal and Babel was mesmerized.  He had been wrong.  He had thought the Taj Mahal just another ancient building but it was so much more.  The energy that came from the building reached into his soul and told him he belonged there.   
 He became lost in his own thoughts on what the Taj Mahal meant to him and his family when he felt a tap on his shoulder.  He turned to a view of his smiling mother encompassed by the welcome area of the airport.  “Welcome back.  I thought I lost you there for a moment.” 
 Babel grinned sheepishly.  “You thought that perhaps, while standing here at the airport, I had been sucked through the portal to another world and my body was left behind?” 
 “Um, not quite.  But it’s interesting that’s what you thought I thought.” 
 “What?” 
 “Never mind.  Look, you be careful and come back to me.  I love you, Babel.”  It was time for her to leave him and return back to America for the first of many worrisome days. 
 “I will.  I love you too.”  Babel gave his mother a hug and she kissed him on the cheek.  Then, she turned and entered airport security.   
 He waited until his mother disappeared from view and then followed her airline’s progress on the board.  When his mother’s plane hit the air, he left the airport and began to the journey to his father’s world. 
 The journey back to the Taj Mahal was chaotic but the sight of the building made it worth the stress of being pulled helpless through the streets of Agra.  “It’s no wonder rickshaws haven’t caught on back home.” Babel said to himself as he exited the tricycle-drawn contraption. 
 He made his way to the waters that reflected the magnificent structure.  He wasn’t sure what to do next but for the moment was content to be consumed by the ambiance.  He stood next to the reflecting pool on the south lawn and waited for something to happen.  Nothing did.  He walked around the pool and still nothing happened.  Worse, he didn’t feel the expected draw. 
 On the flight over, he had read much on the Taj Mahal, including the mysticism of the structure.  He recalled a myth associated with the Taj Mahal’s finial, the decorative feature that crowned the summit of the main dome.  A water pot was a part of the design of the finial.  It was said that by beating the silhouette of the finial, the waters of the finial would be brought forth.  Babel walked to the shadow and saw many broken bangles on the ground – traditional arm ornaments worn by women – that had been used to clout the silhouette, proof that the myth still lived.  He looked for any clues that this might trigger but found none. 
 He walked around the grounds for some time and frustration began to seep in.  “What am I looking for?” he screamed to himself.  The day was winding towards noon.  Out of habit, he glanced at his watch.  He had plenty of time left; the grounds did not close until that evening.  But he couldn’t help but feel as though he was wasting time.  The sun moved to directly overhead and the morning shadows changed to afternoon shadows.  It was then that he noticed a new shadow on the ground.  He looked up and saw the sun shone through the finial of the Mihmankhana or the guesthouse of the Taj Mahal.  Little was known about this building including its original purpose.  Babel noticed the finial also included a water pot.   
 Out of curiosity, Babel squatted down next to the silhouette of the guesthouse’s main dome finial and pounded the ground where the shadow was displayed.  No one else noticed the change but he did.  He looked up at one of the doorways to the structure and something inside – not quite a voice but close – beaconed him to come forward. 
 He entered the vast building and saw that it was empty (it did not have the same draw or appeal as the other structures).  He plodded deeper and heard the faint trickling of water.  He suspected a fountain but was unsure. 
 Inside was large chamber and to his right, he could hear the water.  It took him a few minutes to locate the exact sound until he noticed water slowly dribbling down the wall, following the intricate inlaid designs before disappearing in an unseen opening in the floor.  Babel reached out and touched the water with this right hand; and that is when his world expanded.  A sequence opened in his mind and all he had to do was follow.   
 He inhaled deeply.  It wasn’t every day that one traveled to another world.  The sequence had been long locked away in his mind would now take him to his father.  He held onto the fear of the unknown a moment longer before letting go, taking one final deep breath and then allowing his mind to initiate what came next.   
 At first there was nothing.  Then, the colors came and next, the sounds.  He could feel heat coming from that world and the smells of that world followed, carried on foreign winds.  He closed his eyes and he could feel the world he had known his entire life start to slip away, becoming less real.  The world within the water called to him. 
 The pressure begin to build – slowly at first but then increasing to the point of anguish.  He was suffocating.  Pain overwhelmed him and he knew his head would split. 
 Everything around him seemed real and yet not real.  He was caught between two worlds and existed in both and yet did not exist in either.  He was not sure how long these feelings lasted, perhaps only a moment, but they seemed endless.  Time stopped and he felt no forward or backward.  His only existence was in the moment that currently made up his being.   
 The pain stopped and the surprising relief pitched open his eyes.  The pressure lessened and the world around him once again grew real.  
 His eyes gained focus and he saw he had left his old world behind.  He was now in the world of his father.  And what he saw filled him with horror.  
   



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 The scene before Babel was lined with trees.  And those trees were occupied with bodies of the dead.   
 There were monsters that danced around the trees, creatures that Babel could not have dreamed.  These monsters licked their lips and grinned, showing teeth the color of which Babel had not seen before.  Their grins caused their faces to shrink upwards until all that could be seen was their teeth.  
 These monsters pulled the dead bodies one-by-one from the trees and devoured them as Babel watched.  And just as the corpses were removed, more dead bodies fell from the sky, landing to be tangled in the trees. 
 Babel had to leave before he was seen. 
 He looked around, moving his head slowly.  He saw nowhere to his right or left that he could escape undetected.  He risked a slight turn and behind him saw a stone wall with a gate:  that was where he would need to go. 
 He began to back up slowly and took a few steps.  He risked another look behind him and saw that the gate was about fifty feet from where he was.  He turned back to look at the monsters among the trees and noticed that they had stopped moving.  He could not see their eyes, but knew they had seen him and were watching him. 
 Babel took a few more steps backwards and watched the creatures before him.  The creature that was closest to him raised up on what Babel assumed was its legs as if listening and thinking.  Then, the nearest monster spit and it was in full charge.  Babel had no choice but to turn and run. 
 The monster behind him repeated a high-pitched chirp.  Soon other chirps joined in and Babel knew that all the monsters were coming for him.  He had disturbed them and now he would join the other dead bodies in the trees. 
 Babel ran and the distance between the gate and he closed but he the chips grew nearer and more intense.  He wouldn’t make it. 
 He was ten feet from the gate when he heard the chirping to his immediate right.  Instinct kicked in and Babel did the only thing of which he could think – he started a fire.   
 Behind him the flames ignited the air.  He could feel the tremendous heat and the chirping turned to a great quiver that drove into his skull.  He put his hands to his ears while he ran and the pain nearly caused him to stop and double over. 
 Because of the pain, he did not notice that he had run right through the gate.  He fell on the ground holding his head and waited for the monsters to consume him.  He screamed as he waited for the teeth to enter his flesh but those teeth never approached.  Then, the siren stopped and the pain subsided.  Babel let go of his head and opened his eyes.  For the first time, he realized he was through the gate. 
 Beyond the gate, a wall of flames filled the air.  Babel could not see the creatures but he knew they were there.  He looked at the gate and saw that the gate was still closed so the gate couldn’t have opened.  Yet, here he was on the other side of the gate.  He couldn’t explain what had just happened. 
 He started to sit up when he heard a voice.  At first he thought it was the monsters.  “Are you alright?” 
 Babel looked up towards the voice and expected another horror.  Instead he saw the opposite.  Before him was a beautiful woman.  Her skin seemed to be many colors and yet none.  Red hair framed her face and grey eyes illuminated her being.  The life that came from her eyes reached into him and stirred his soul.  “Are you alright?” she asked again. 
 Babel wasn’t sure but he felt himself nodding his head.  He tried to stand and although his legs were wobbly from fear, he managed to stand upright.  “I’m okay.  Thank you.” 
 The woman looked at him strangely.  “What were you doing in the cemetery?” 
 “I’m not sure.  It seems like I ended up the wrong place.” 
 “Well, you’re lucky.  That is definitely not the right place to be.”  She looked at him closely.  “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 “Why do you keep asking me that?” 
 She gave a half-smile before she answered.  The smile had the effect she hoped.  Babel was disarmed and could listen to her.  “It’s just that…and this may sound strange…you don’t look like you’re from around here.” 
 “No, I’m not from around here.” 
 “Really?  That’s hard to tell by looking at you.”  Babel smiled at her sarcasm.  “Are you from the Outerlands?” 
 Babel smiled.  “I’m not really sure what you’re talking about.”   
 “Okay...well anyways, I’m glad you’re okay.  I entered a cemetery once when I was younger over a stupid bet.” 
 Babel returned her sarcasm.  “Well, it looks like you made it out.” 
 She looked at him seriously.  “I did, but my friend did not.  As I said, you’re lucky to make it out of there.” 
 “Sorry to hear about your friend.  By the way, I’m Babel.”  He rose and stuck out his hand to shake. 
 She looked at him strangely.  “What are you doing?” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean why do you have your hand out?” 
 “I was trying to introduce myself.” 
 “So you introduce yourself by putting your hand forward?  That’s very strange.  Interesting but strange.  Anyways, I’m Triana.”  She stuck out her hand also and laughed.  “There, now we’ve introduced ourselves.” 
 “Not yet.” said Babel.  He took a step forward and grabbed her hand.  She started to pull back but then relaxed.  Babel couldn’t explain it but when their hands touched he could feel what she was feeling.  He could feel that she was taken aback by him grabbing her hand but she must have felt through him that he meant her no harm.  Babel shook her hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Triana.” 
 Triana shook Babel’s hand back.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Babel.”  She started to let go of his hand but something came across her face and she gasped. 
 Babel looked at her concerned.  “What is it?” 
 “You’re Chokka.” Triana said amazed. 
 “Chokka?  What are you talking about?  Isn’t that some kind of fish in Africa?” 
 “Africa?  I don’t understand.” 
 “Never mind.  What do you mean Chokka?” 
 “You don’t know?  Chokka is your family.  The Chokka were killed many years ago.” 
 Babel thought back to what his mother had told about his father and what she knew of this world.  His grandparents had been important people of some sort and his father had escaped.  “They are all dead?  Are you sure?  A member of my family came here only a few days ago, my father.  Have you seen him?” 
 Triana grew quiet and still.  “What is it?” Babel asked. 
 “A Chokka was discovered a few days ago.  People were amazed to see a Chokka after so many years.” 
 “What do you mean discovered?” 
 “He was captured by the Klopph.” 
 “Who are the Klopph?  What do you mean captured?” 
 “The Klopph are those who keep order.  They report to the Keeper.  He has ruled since the Chokka were killed.” 
 Babel considered what she was saying.  He would catch up on the ruling order of this world later.  “After the Klopph captured my father, what happened to him?” 
 Babel could tell that Triana did not want to answer but he pressed her.  She did not answer, instead she looked at the gate behind them and nodded.  Babel was not sure what she meant at first but then he looked at where she stared: the cemetery. 
 “My father…” 
 “Was killed by the Klopph.” Triana finished reluctantly. 
   



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 Babel looked at Triana for a moment.  “You’re lying.”  His anger grew.  How could she say such a thing?  Why would his father be dead?  How could anyone know who he was? 
 “I wish I was.” Triana answered. 
 Babel studied her for a moment.  “She knew who I was.  If she knew that, others could have known who my father was.  Why would she lie?  She has no reason.”  Babel knew she was telling the truth.  His father was dead. 
 His rage flared and flames ignited the air behind him.  Triana stepped back in surprise and fear.  Finally, the rage peaked and sorrow began to set in.  Then, grief.  He fell to his knees and the flames died out.  His father was dead.  He was alone.   
 The grief consumed him and he fell forward and wept at Triana’s feet. 
 When he finished, he looked up at her.  He was embarrassed but his rage had returned to overrule his shame.  He expected her run.  After all, she had just met him.  Babel looked up at Triana through tear-stained eyes and saw compassion.  “You’re not afraid?” 
 “Am I afraid of you?” 
 “Not me, the fire that came from me.  Does it not scare you?” 
 “We all have our own ability.  I have never seen someone with your ability but it appears to be a good one.  Should I be afraid?  Do you plan to use your ability on me?” 
 Guilt crossed Babel’s face.  “No, I would never…  Look, I’m sorry.  You took me off guard.” 
 “It is I who should be sorry.  Forgive me for intruding on you in such a private moment.” 
 “It’s okay.” Babel replied as he stood. 
  “I’m sorry for the loss of your father.” 
 “Thank you.”  He inhaled and let his breath out slowly until he had control of himself.  “Well, now that I know where things stand, I’m not exactly sure what I should do next.  I came here to find my father.” 
 “You should come with me.” 
 Babel was not sure he understood her correctly.  “Did you say I should come with you?” 
 “Yes, people will want to meet you.” 
 “Are you sure?  I mean we just met.  I’m a nice guy and all but I just came out of a cemetery…” 
 Triana smiled.  “You’re Chokka.  People will want to meet you.  It will be my honor to guide you.” 
 Babel shrugged.  “Okay, thanks.”  He looked around to see if he could gauge exactly where they were.  “So where are we going?” 
 “We’ll go to my home first.  Then, I will take you to meet my family.” 
 “Okay.”  Babel agreed.  “How far do you live from here?” 
 “Not far.  I was actually just going to the store to grab something when I saw you.  I usually hate walking by the cemetery but today it worked out okay.” 
 “Do you still need to go to the store?” 
 “I do but it can wait until tomorrow.  We should leave if you’re ready.  The Klopph will be here soon to reply to the disturbance at the cemetery.  Generally the Pishacha…” 
 “Pishacha?” 
 “You know, the creatures that almost ate you a few minutes ago?” 
 “I’ve heard that name before.” Babel said to himself. 
 “Anyways,” Triana continued, “generally the Pishacha can handle themselves so there is no need for the Klopph to come.  But since you started a fire out of thin air and some of the Pishacha were injured, the Klopph will come.” 
 “The Klopph that killed my father.” 
 “Yes, the Klopph that killed your father.  But you do not want to face them alone.  Come with me, there are more that feel as you do.  You can take on the Klopph later but now is not the time.” 
 Babel reluctantly agreed and followed her towards her home.   
 As they walked, she told him about herself.  Her father had cancer and after high school, she was forced for forgo college so that she could work full-time to help pay for her father’s medical expenses.  Her mother dedicated her days to taking care of her father.  Her brother worked as many hours as he could get between two jobs but disappeared one day coming home from work.  It was a terrible blow for her family.  They suspected the Klopph but did not dare accuse the Klopph publicly.  Her father died a few months after her brother disappeared, never knowing what exactly happened to his son.   
 After her father died, her mother used the community life fund (Babel wasn’t sure what that was but figured it was something like life insurance) to pay off all of his medical bills.  There was not much left over but it was enough for Triana to finally go to college.  Triana insisted her mother take the money but she would not hear of it.   
 Triana’s mother lived with her and one day as Triana was returning home from class, she found her mother dead in the kitchen.  Her mother had never gotten over the disappearance of her son and the death of her husband.  She had grown ill and the ailment had finally taken her.  Her neighbor called it Death Sickness.

 Triana went on to graduate and although her uncle and his family attended the graduation, it wasn’t the same as her parents and brother.  She joined a local information firm (again the terminology confused Babel) after graduation.  But lately business had slowed and because of her limited tenure, she been a casualty of downsizing.  They gave her a three-month severance and that was two months ago.  She had only recently moved into a smaller, cheaper apartment and was considering her next move.   
 This is where Triana was in her life when Babel met her.  Babel could relate.  He told her as much of his story as he could without revealing exactly where he was from.   
 “I’m glad we met.” Triana told him as they reached her apartment. 
 “I am, too.” Babel answered truthfully. 
 They went up the flight of stairs to her apartment.  Once inside, Babel was intrigued.  The design of the apartment and décor was curious.  There were curves where there should have been straight lines.  The floors were painted.  The living room had a window but the window ran across the top of the wall along the ceiling.  Her décor consisted of shapes, often multi-colored.  There were shapes sitting on every table as well as hanging from the walls. 
 “Do you like?” Triana asked. 
 “Very interesting.” 
 “Thank you.  I decorated myself.  I know it’s a little old fashioned but that’s me.”  Babel nodded in feigned understanding.  “So, do you want something to drink?” 
 “Sure, that sounds great.” 
 “The fridge will conjure you up something.  Just let it know what you would like.”  Babel was not sure exactly what she meant.  “Make yourself at home.  I need to put on some more comfortable clothes.”   
 Babel nodded and looked towards the kitchen where he spotted the fridge.  He was trying to figure out how he was going to make the fridge conjure when he noticed that Triana had not moved from where she was standing.  She had taken off her shirt. 
 As beautiful as Triana was and as much as he would like see what she looked like under her clothes, he did not want to give her the wrong impression.  “What are you doing?”  
 Triana looked at him.  “What do you mean?”  She slid her hand behind her back to unclasp her bra. 
 “Look, I don’t want to give you the wrong impression here.  I think you’re a very attractive woman but I didn’t come to your apartment with any expectations of anything.” 
 Triana looked at Babel confused.  She dropped her hand back down to her side.  “What are you talking about?” 
 “Do you always undress in front of strangers in your living room?” 
 “What difference does it make where I undress?  Do you have a problem with flesh?” 
 “No, no problem.  I think you’re a beautiful woman.  I just didn’t want you to get the wrong impression about me.” 
 “Babel, you’re not making any sense.”  She took off her bra and then her jeans.   
 Out of respect, Babel turned his head.  “Obviously there are no boundaries on nudity here.” he said to himself. 
 “There, that’s better.” Triana said after she had changed.  “You know, I have some of my brother’s clothes here.  I kept them in case he ever came back.  If you want to change into something more comfortable for the evening, you’re welcome to them.” 
 “Thanks, I’m okay.” 
 “Suit yourself.  If you change your mind, the clothes are in the dresser behind you.”  Babel turned and saw a round dresser that had been painted green. 
 “Thanks.  So,” he said changing the subject, “what do you do in the evenings?  Read books?  Watch TV?” 
 “TV?  Why would I want to watch a disease?” 
 Babel looked around the living room and saw that there was no television.  “Never mind.  So, really, what do you do for entertainment?” 
 “Usually I spend the evenings on the balcony reading.  I like to look out over the city as dusk is settling in.”  Babel could appreciate that.  “Would you like to join me?” 
 “That sounds nice.” 
 “We have to be back inside before dark.  If not, it is a violation.” 
 Babel was not exactly sure what she was talking about in regard to violations but he figured he would learn soon enough.  “Okay.  But before we go on the balcony, where will I sleep?” 
 Triana showed Babel to the small spare bedroom of the apartment.  “At least there are beds here.” Babel thought. 
 He followed her out to the balcony and was amazed at the beauty of the city.  The sun was just beginning to set and Triana and he watched silently as the sun slipped behind the buildings. 
 Afterwards, they went back inside and Babel realized how exhausted he was.  “Well, it’s been a long day.  I’d better get some sleep.” 
 “That’s a good idea.” Triana agreed.  “Tomorrow you will meet my uncle and his family.  It should be very exciting for them.”  Triana looked at Babel seriously.  “You don’t know what you being here will mean to people.”  She was right, he didn’t know.  “Now get some sleep, you’ll have another long day tomorrow.” 

 




 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 The Keeper looked down at the dead body of the Chokka.  The Klopph had done well.   
 Many years prior, he had organized the Klopph, with him as their Keeper.  He initiated a coup and overthrew the elected Chokka from world leadership.  All of the Chokka had been killed by the Klopph – or so he thought.   
 A short time after the coup, the Cancellarii, the highest ranking Klopph (the Klopph gave up individual names upon entering their service) informed the Keeper he had learned that one of the Chokka had escaped prior to their arrival.  The Keeper was furious and beheaded the Császár, the Chokka elected leader of the world whom the Keeper had temporarily spared. 
 Now that escaped Chokka had returned.  And now he was dead.   
 The Keeper had searched for many years to discover where the Chokka had gone.  There was a theory by his leading scientists of alternate worlds that existed alongside their world.  The Keeper thought this was ridiculous.  One day, however, his view changed. 
 Ten years after he had taken control of the world government, the Keeper stood looking out across the land behind the Palātium, the palace of the Chokka.  His eyes were drawn to the clouds which were swirling.  He thought at first it was a tornado but he was mistaken. 
 Soon, among the swirling clouds, he observed an opening in the center.  The clouds then dropped from the sky, slowly edging towards the ground.  Finally, the eddying clouds lowered to his eye level on the balcony.  It was then that he saw what was in eye of the clouds.  He saw the other world. 
 The eye looked as though it was occupied with water.  And beyond the water, he could see people. 
 He watched mesmerized and realized that the clouds would soon touch the ground.  He didn’t know how long the eye would last and decided that the other world he saw must be proven.   
 He called for three of the Klopph on the grounds beneath him and ordered them to enter they eye.  As soon as the clouds touched the ground, the three Klopph entered.  A moment later, the clouds dissipated and they were gone. 
 Afterwards, the Keeper called for his committee of scientists.  “How is this possible?” he asked.  “Has this happened before?” 
 For several months the physicists explored what they knew and theorized what might have caused the eye.  During that time, the Keeper kept watch for the return of the Klopph.  Years passed and there was nothing. 
 Twenty years after the Klopph entered the eye, one of the Klopph returned.  He did not return alone.  With him were not the other two Klopph as the Keeper had expected.  Instead, with the Klopph was someone he did not expect – the Chokka who escaped. 
 Now that the Chokka was back and dead, he had no opposition.  The power of the world was at his disposal.   
 The Keeper was tyrant, that was not disputable; but he was also a fair leader.  Plus, he was smart enough not to govern on fear alone.  In many regards, he was respected by the people of the world.  He had continued the prosperity that the world had seen under the Chokka and the threat of war in the world had all but been eliminated.  His army was so powerful that no one else had the ability to attempt a coup and be successful.   
 The Chokka, however, inspired people.  He knew that if a Chokka existed to rally the people of the world to his side, the Klopph would not be able to stand against a revolution of that magnitude.   
 Most of the world had never met a Chokka.  Despite that, the knowledge that a Chokka existed would build the self-confidence of the people and insurgency would entail. 
 The Keeper looked down at the Chokka who had escaped and was glad he was dead.  “No one will know of this man.”  He had killed him himself.  He used the blade on which his own father had died at the hands of the Chokka’s Minister of Security.   
 He kicked the dead Chokka and spit on his corpse through a grin.  He had won.  There was no one left.  Later that night, he would have the body of the Chokka incinerated, leaving no body to serve as a martyr to rally the people of the world. 
 The Keeper went back to his office and sat down at his desk.  Now that the business of the Chokka was resolved, he returned the stack of documents requiring his attention.  “This world requires too much paperwork.” 
 The Keeper had been reviewing a report on the conditions of the farms in the Outerlands, when he heard a knock.  He knew it was the Cancellarii.  The Cancellarii was one of the few Klopph allowed to enter his office.  “Enter Cancellarii.” 
 The Cancellarii entered the room.  The Klopph wore solid black clothing with helmets adorning a single symbol of the Keeper.  Across their faces they bore a cloth that projected the image of the mouth of a barren skull.  Only their eyes were shown to the world.  The Cancellarii was distinguished only by the symbol on his helmet blazoned in silver. 
 “Sit.” the Keeper offered.  “Would you like something to drink?” 
 “Thank you.  Tea will be fine.” 
 The Keeper nodded and conjured a cup of hot tea from the small refrigerator in his office.  He handed the drink to the Cancellarii.  The Cancellarri removed the cloth from his face and took a sip.  The Keeper looked at the face of the Cancellarri.  Sometimes even he forgot they were human.  “This is very good.  Thank you.” 
 “You’re welcome” the Keeper answered.  “Now, what news?” 
 “The physicists tell me that with the help of the Klopph who returned with the Chokka, they have determined how to recreate the eye in the clouds.”  The Keeper looked at the Cancellarri with an expectant expression.  “It seems that those many years ago, the portal was opened by accident by our own physicists.  They had no idea they had actually opened the portal.” 
 “So how does it work?” 
 “It is very simple.  The portal is opened by the energy of the Chokka.  The Chokka called the portal the Bejárat.” 
 “How did our physicists manage that?” 
 “They were calibrating an energy device and accidentally recreated some of the Chokka energy.  The released energy is what opened the portal.” 
 The Keeper was amazed that it was so simple.  “And what else did you learn from the returned Klopph?” 
 “He learned much about the Chokka.  The Chokka called himself John.”  The Cancellarrii looked at the Keeper.  “He has a son.” 
 The Keeper looked up sharply at the Cancellarri.  “So this is not over?” 
 The Cancellarri shook his head.  “It is not.  The son is called Babel.” 
 “Babel.” the Keeper repeated.  “We will have the physicists open the portal and then we will deal with him.  What did the Klopph say about this John?” 
 “It took the Klopph quite some time to find him.  Once he did, he learned that John and his son had started a business, a construction company.  The Klopph assumed another name and was hired by the construction company.  For several years he worked for John and Babel.” 
 “He did well bringing him to us.  Is there anything else?”  The Cancellarrii did not answer at first and the Keeper knew the news was not good.  “What is it?” 
 “There was a disturbance in the Elder Quarter.  Some of the Pishacha there were burned.  We investigated…and we found strong energy traces of the Chokka.” 
 The Keeper looked at the Cancellarrii sharply.  “Strong energy traces, are you sure?” 
 “I checked them myself.” 
 “But, how…”  The Keeper stopped himself.  He knew who it was.  There was only one Chokka left alive.  “So the son followed his father here?” 
 “It seems so.” 
 “To find his father?” 
 “Of that I have no doubt.” 
 “Very well, you have a new mission.  I give this to you directly.  You will find this Chokka and you will kill him.  He and everyone who is helping him.  The Chokka will not rise again.” 
 The Cancellarri nodded solemnly and placed the skull cloth over his face.  Inside, he was pleased.  He always enjoyed death and was quite creative at making it happen. 
 “It is only a matter of time.” the Keeper smiled to himself.  He sighed and looked down at the next document in his stack. 

 




 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 He stared at the ceiling of Triana’s living room and worried about his mother.  He had left before his mother’s flight landed and hoped that she was back home safe.  He also felt guilty in the level of concern he was causing her by being in this world.   
 His bed hadn’t been very comfortable and he had slept on the couch.  He could tell it was early.  There was a clock in the kitchen but the time did not make sense to him.  There were five numbers displayed that indicated the time. 
 He looked around Triana’s apartment and saw that her bedroom door was still closed.     
 He rose from the couch and went to the refrigerator.  He remembered what Triana had said the night before about the fridge conjuring.  He wasn’t sure entirely what that meant but he sure could use a cup of coffee. 
 He stood in front of the fridge and noticed a screen on the front door (he looked for a way to open the door but did not see one).  He stood there for a moment longer and feeling very foolish as he did, said, “Strong, black coffee.”   
 The blank screen on the fridge changed to wavy static lines.  Babel was not sure if this was good or bad.  “Great, I broke it.”  After a few seconds, the screen went dark again.  Then, the screen lifted and placed on the tray behind the screen was a mug of black coffee.  He picked up the mug and took a sip.  Perfect. 
 “That looks good.” said a voice from behind. 
 He turned and looked and saw Triana.  She was naked again, this time apparently fresh out of the shower.  He hadn’t heard the shower running. 
 He started to turn his head out of politeness but she caught his gaze and their eyes met.  They kept each other’s eyes for a few moments.  Triana smiled and Babel returned the smile.  He let his eyes drift down her naked body.  She was beautiful. 
 Triana laughed.  “Are you going to stand there looking at me or are you going to offer me a cup of coffee.” 
 Babel blushed as he realized his look had turned into a stare.  “Sure,” he managed, “what would you like in your coffee?” 
 “I take it black, the same as you.”  Babel nodded and then turned and conjured a cup for Triana.  When it was ready he handed it her and she took a sip.  “Perfect.” 
 “Agreed.” 
 Triana smiled and walked to the couch.  Babel watched her as she walked, taking her in.  She sat down and looked at him and Babel again realized he was staring.  “Do the Chokka not go without clothing?” 
 The question was very direct and took Babel a moment to consider his response.  “Why do you ask?” 
 “You seem surprised that I am naked in front of you.  Is this not your way?” 
 “Sure, I get naked but it tends to be more of a private thing.”  Babel answered uneasy. 
 Triana smiled, a slight tease in her eyes.  “So I make you nervous?” 
 “No, not nervous.  Nor uncomfortable.  It’s just not what I’m used to.” 
 Triana looked at him seriously.  “It must be strange to be a Chokka.” 
 “Why do you say that?” 
 “You seem so different.  You do not look different but on the inside – you are different.” 
 “There might be a few differences but from what I can tell overall, we’re pretty much the same.” 
 The answer seemed to satisfy Triana, at least momentarily.  “Would you feel more comfortable if I wore clothing?” 
 Babel thought very carefully how he was going to answer.  She was a beautiful woman.  And it was not that he minded her being naked in front of him.  Quite the opposite.  But in the end, his chivalry won out.  “It would not make me more comfortable but it would be more of what I’m accustomed to.” 
 “Very well.” Triana answered.  She took another sip of her coffee, then went into her bedroom and came out dressed in shorts and a t-shirt.  “Better?” 
 Babel nodded half-heartedly.  Sometimes chivalry was a curse. 
 “So what did you have in mind for today?” Babel asked. 
 “Today we will go see my uncle.  He is familiar with the Chokka as a professor of history.  There you will also meet my family.” 
 “Sounds good.  Will your uncle also be able to tell me more about the Keeper?”   
 Triana nodded.  “After breakfast we will go.  You haven’t eaten yet have you?”  Babel shook his head.  “Good.  I have an egg recipe that I’d like to make for you.  It was something my mother used to make for me.” 
 After breakfast, Babel showered and made himself ready for the day.  They left Triana’s apartment and Babel observed his surroundings.  In the daylight everything seemed different.  It also seemed very familiar.  “What is the name of this city?” 
 Triana looked at Babel strangely.  “What do you mean?  This part of the city?” 
 Babel realized that not knowing the name of the city he was in must seem crazy.  “Yes, that’s what I meant.  What part?” 
 “This is the Elder Quarter.” 
 “The Elder Quarter?”  Babel questioned.  “Look, pretend I know nothing about this town.  Pretend I am visiting here for the first time.  What can you tell me about here?” 
 Triana was not sure why Babel was asking her this but decided to humor him.  “Very well.  This is the Elder Quarter.  This is the oldest part of Orleans.  In fact, this is the original city.  When the Chokka first came, some of these buildings were already here.”  She waived her hand at one of the buildings to emphasize.  “No one is sure who built these buildings or who was here before.  There are no records.  The first Chokka Császár…” 
 “Császár?” Babel interrupted. 
 “The elected leader of the Chokka and the world.” Triana answered, still thinking that Babel was secretly putting her through some kind of private inquiry (although she wasn’t sure why).  Babel thought for a moment and then nodded for her to continue. 
  “The first Chokka Császár built the original Palātium…the palace of the Chokka,” she added for Babel, “right here in the Elder Quarter.  The building still stands but is now used as a headquarters for the Klopph.” 
 Babel thought on Triana’s words as she spoke.  Orleans.  Elder Quarter.  Now he understood why everything looked so familiar.  The city was a replica of New Orleans.  “And Orleans is the capital of the world?” 
 “Of course.  It is a big job being the Császár and the ruler of the world.  After all, there are over six million people in the world.” 
 Babel almost laughed at the thought of only six million people in the world.  Atlanta alone had that many. 
 They continued to talk as they walked, and as they did, Babel took in the city around him.  From what he understood, most of the people lived in Orleans.  Triana described the rest of the world outside of the city as very dangerous.  Many of the lands were barren and the people who lived in those Outerlands were described by her as inconnu, whatever that meant. 
 They walked for about thirty minutes and finally Triana turned to Babel.  They had entered the Garden Quarter and now stood in front of a very old, large house.  “This is where my uncle and his family live.” 
 Babel nodded and followed her up the steps.  They knocked on the door and her uncle answered.  When Babel saw her uncle, his knees almost gave out from under him. 

 




 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 Triana’s uncle looked just like John, Babel’s father.   
 “I’m Quentin.” her uncle said.  “Welcome to my home.” 
 Babel started to stick out his hand to shake with Quentin but remembered that shaking hands was not the custom here.  Instead, he nodded.  “Thank you for inviting me.” 
 Quentin nodded back.  Then, he hugged Triana and moved out the way so they could enter the door.  Inside Babel was introduced to Abby, Quentin’s wife and his five children.  “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you.  You have a beautiful home.”  
 Abby offered Babel cookies a cup of coffee which he accepted, both of which he accepted.  The cookies weren’t quite chocolate chip but were similar.  He didn’t want to ruin it by asking what was in the cookies – sometimes it was better not to know.  As he sipped his coffee, he was trying not to stare at Quentin.  The resemblance to his father was remarkable. 
 They exchanged casual conversation at first and then, Quentin gave Abby a look that Babel guessed was the sign.  Abby stood and looked at her niece.  “Triana, would you help the kids and me in the backyard?  We’re planting our garden today.”  Triana nodded knowingly and helped her aunt herd the five young children into the kitchen and out of the back door. 
 When they were gone, Quentin looked at Babel.  “Two Chokka in a week’s time.  This so many years after the Chokka were all killed.”  Babel looked at Quentin but did not speak.  He was not sure if Quentin was asking him a question or if he was just watching his reaction.  “Do you know the name Chokka?” 
 Babel looked at Quentin cautiously.  He was Triana’s uncle but he did not know Triana that well and did not know Quentin at all.  Something in Quentin’s eyes told Babel that he could trust him and he didn’t see how he could reach the Keeper without help; so he put it out there.  “Your niece mentioned the name but no, I do not.” 
 Quentin exhaled and nodded.  “I thought as much.  How much does Triana know?” 
 “She thinks I am different but I have not told her much about me or where I am from.” 
 “So where is it you come from?  We have not seen a Chokka here in quite some time.” 
 “I come from a world outside of this.”  Babel paused and watched Quentin’s reaction.  He seemed not to waiver at Babel’s comment.  “I can’t explain how to get to my world.  In fact, I really can’t explain how I got here from my world.  It was as if something inside me told me how to get here and so I came.” 
 Quentin considered Babel’s words and nodded.  “My father worked for the Chokka.”  He could hear Babel’s breath as he inhaled in surprise.  “He was the Minister of Science for your grandfather.  He developed the portal between our worlds.  The portal is called the Bejárat.” 
 Babel was not sure how to answer.  He was silent for a few moments, deciding how to react.  Quentin let him gather his thoughts.  “Do you know how the portal works?” 
 “I have never worked the portal but I have my father’s notes.” 
 “Do the Klopph know about your father’s notes?” 
 Quentin nodded his head sadly.  “They have discovered several of his papers.” 
 “Why have they not come to you looking for his other papers?”   
 “When the Keeper was rising to power, my parents sent me away to live with distant cousins in the Outerlands.  I was not with my parents when they were killed by the Klopph.  The Keeper does not know about me, which is why I am still alive.” 
 “I’m sorry about your parents.  Did the Keeper not know that your parents had a son?” 
 “My parents forged documents of my death.  I changed my name and took on a new life.” 
 Babel looked at Quentin seriously.  “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 “Sure.” 
 “You look just like my father.  How is that possible?” 
 Quentin smiled.  “I knew your father as a boy.  We were friends.  The Ministry assignments were for life.  When my father became the Minister of Science, it became who he was.  But not only was my father in service for life but his family also.  It’s quite a commitment.  I became the decoy to your father.  I would fill in on occasions when your father had ceremonial duties as the son of the Császár.  It’s an honor like any other.  Anyways, I couldn’t exactly fill in for him if I didn’t look like him.  Modern science.” 
 “So your life was to be dedicated to serving my father?” 
 “Yes, I would be his Tanácsadó, his advisor and fill-in as he moved into position to become the next Császár.” 
 “Wow.” 
 Quentin smiled.  “I’m not sure exactly what that means but thanks, I guess.” 
 Babel laughed.  “So now what do you do?” 
 “I work for the college as a history professor.  I have taken up my father’s science in private.” 
 “Do you think you can create another portal?” 
 “The portal is always there.  It does not go away.” 
 “So how do we find it?” 
 “The portal can only be accessed by those who know how to control the Bejárat.” 
 “Do you know where the controls to the portal are?” Babel asked. 
 “Of course.  They are within you.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “The portal was designed for the Chokka to use.  It works on your energy.” 
 “My energy?  I don’t understand.” 
 “Everyone has their own energy.  Each energy is unique to that individual person.  The Chokka share an energy among themselves, which make their energy stronger.  Because of this strength however, the energy takes longer to change into other forms of energy.  Chokka energy has existed for years beyond the deaths of the Chokka.” 
 “So you’re saying I can control this portal.” 
 “Yes, I’m saying you can.  But not yet.”  Babel looked at Quentin.  “The Keeper has dedicated many years of science to the portal.  I do not know if he has the ability to call and control the portal but I believe he is close.” 
 “So he could enter my world?” 
 “He could.  He has a massive army with many sophisticated weapons.  It would be difficult for anyone to defeat them.” 
 Babel thought on the militaries around his world.  He had already seen that the technology here was more advanced than is his world.  There was no telling what type of weapons they had.  He did not know where the portal would enter his world, he guessed India.  They could conquer and recruit and build quite an army.  The Keeper might not defeat everyone in Babel’s world but he would kill many people.  There had to be a way to stop him. 
 “So what can we do?” 
 “It must be you.  People will listen to you.” 
 “I’m just one person.  And a wanted person if the Klopph know about me.  I don’t want this to happen but what can I do?” 
 “You are a Chokka.  The last of your family.” 
 “I’m not the leader of the world.” 
 “Listen to me: the Császár was elected by the people but there was no doubt that one of the Chokka’s children would be the next elected ruler.  People here only elect a Chokka as the ruler of the world.  You are the last remaining Chokka.  If the people learn of you, they will follow you as their leader.” 
 Babel looked at Quentin seriously.  “I came here to find my father.  Now he is dead.  I don’t want the Keeper to enter my world but I have a life my world.  I didn’t come here to be the ruler of this world.” 
 Quentin looked back at Babel just as serious.  “It was not a coincidence that Triana found you.  It was also not a coincidence that I am Triana’s uncle, the one person who can help you.  It’s more than coincidence.” 
 Babel had considered that as well.  “I need some time to digest this.” 
 Quentin smiled.  “I think you are saying that you need time to think about this?” 
 Babel smiled and nodded. 
 “Very well.  We can talk more about this later.  Come, let’s go see my new garden.” 
   



 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 The Cancellarrii checked the signal again.  The energy was still there.  He had explored many of the energy sources in the early years, finding secret meeting locations that had been used by the Chokka.  Over time, however, the energy faded and for years there had been nothing new that had warranted his attention.  The new signal changed that.   
 Most of the old energy sources had been stationary.  This new signal was strong and it was moving around the city, having already moved from the Elder Quarter to the Garden Quarter.  
 The technology of the tracking device did not give him an exact location but it came within a mile of the energy source.  The wide range was due to the constant movement of the energy in specific areas.  Once he was in the area, however, he could track down the strongest point of energy in that location, which was the source. 
 He had first checked for the energy on a hunch at the cemetery.  He had never heard of anyone fighting the Pishacha with fire.  When they attacked, there just wasn’t time.   
 He came back after the initial investigation and checked the energy readings.  They were ten times of any other previous reading.  He recalibrated the device to make sure it was not malfunctioning and then rechecked the reading.  It came back the same. 
 “How is this possible?  All of the Chokka are dead and the Chokka we captured was never in the cemetery.”  He pondered over the question for some time and came to the conclusion that there was another Chokka.  “Where would another Chokka come from?” 
 After debriefing the Klopph who had been in the other world for twenty years, he discovered that the Chokka had a son.  “Of course, who else could it be?” 
 He took the new information back to his office and had just settled behind his desk when there was a knock on his door.  He sighed.  “Enter.”  His top officer, known by the rank of the Kaptajn, entered. 
 “I’m sorry to bother you, sir.” 
 “Are you really?” 
 The Kaptajn smiled.  “I am.” 
 The Cancellarrii suppressed a smile.  “Very well.  What news?” 
 “We followed the energy of the Chokka to the Garden Quarter.” 
 The Cancellarrii could tell by the Kaptajn’s tone that the news was not going be what he expected.  “And…?” 
 “And, sir, the energy dissipates in many directions and we are unable to find the source.” 
 “How is this possible?” 
 “I’m not sure.  We have always been able to track the source before.  It’s almost as if something is blocking the signal, or at the very least deflecting the source signal so that we can’t identify the exact location.” 
 “But you’re sure of the general area?” 
 “We are.” 
 “Have you asked the Physics Team what might be disrupting the signal?” 
 “I have and they are working on an explanation.” 
 This was not the news that he wanted to receive but at the moment there was nothing he could do about it.  “Very well, keep me posted.”   
 The Kaptajn nodded and left the office, closing the door behind him.   
 After he was gone, the Cancellarrii beheld his office.  The door behind his desk led to his personal quarters.  As the Erőd was originally a palace of the Chokka, the building was laced with housing.  Many of the rooms had been converted to offices but the senior members of the Klopph lived in the Erőd.  The Klopph were forbidden to have families or even relationships (there was always an abundance of women that were available for the mortal needs of the Klopph).  The Klopph grew their numbers through recruitment at a young age and their lives were completely dedicated to the service of the Keeper.  Most of the Klopph kept homes in the various Quarters of the city depending on their assignment. 
 He checked the notes on his desk to make sure there was nothing he needed to do before retiring for the evening and found there was nothing that could not wait until the morning.  He rose from his chair and stretched off the long day before entering his living quarters.  Inside was the finest of everything.  Anything he wanted, the Keeper provided for him.  
 The Cancellarrii had been in the service of the Keeper for over thirty years.  He was there in the beginning to help organize the Klopph for the Keeper.  It was he who led the Klopph against the army of the Chokka.  He was the Keeper’s most trusted advisor. 
 He read as he ate his dinner.  After about an hour of reading, he set his book down, took his plate and glass into the kitchen, and retired to his bedroom.  He knew the next few days would be long as they searched for the missing Chokka.  It was earlier than he was used to going to bed but he knew his body would thank him for it the next day. 
 Once under his sheet, he closed his eyes but found he couldn’t sleep.  Determined not to give up, he concentrated on falling asleep, attempting to hypnotize himself so that his mind would shut down, allowing him to sleep but it didn’t work.  Something was bothering him. 
 For a long time he stared at the ceiling in the dark room, trying to define the gnawing in his gut.  Something about someone from the past.  He recalled hearing of a scientist many years ago who was working on energy patterns – on a way to control them.  Who was this scientist?  His mind wouldn’t allow him to grasp the name.  The Ministry of Science came to mind.   
 He felt sleep staring to come over him and was grateful.  Slowly he started to slip away.  Then, the face came to him. 
 He opened his eyes.  The scientist worked for the Chokka.  His memory had served him well – it was the Minister of Science.  The Minister was killed during the takeover by the Keeper but the Cancellarrii had questioned him before he was killed.  He had mentioned a son that died. 
 That got him thinking.  How did he say he died?  He couldn’t remember. 
 The Cancellarrii filed these thoughts away.  In the morning he would dig deeper.  See what he could find out about what had happened to his son.   
 With that, the Cancellarrii drifted to sleep as he prepared his body and mind for a new day. 

 




 CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 Babel excused himself from the table filled with empty plates of what had been noodles and broth.  Babel was not entirely sure of what the broth consisted.  It had a flavor unlike anything he had tasted before but overall the meal was one of the best he’d had.   
 He took his plate to the kitchen before attending to the restroom.  “I’m so glad they have toilets here.”   
 While he was washing his hands, he stopped to check the mirror to make sure there was no food in his teeth.  What he saw in the mirror what not what he anticipated.  His face seemed to be many colors and none – just like the people of that world. 
 He stared at himself for quite some time.  It must have been longer than he realized as he heard a knock on the door.  “Babel, are you okay?”  It was Triana. 
 At first he didn’t answer and she knocked again and repeated the question.  He pulled his eyes away from the mirror and towards the door.  He forced an answer.  “I’m fine.  I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 “Okay.  You’ve been in there for a while.  I was getting worried about you.” 
 “Thanks.  I’m fine.” 
 He followed her footsteps as they receded.  He looked in the mirror once more before exiting to return to the table.  Everyone was trying not to look at him, instead focusing on the dessert and coffee that was being laid out by Abby. 
 After dinner, Babel followed Quentin to his study.  The house had less of the unusual lines and curves present in Triana’s apartment but was still strange.  Quentin’s study on the other hand, seemed like any other study in which he had ever been.  In fact, the décor was similar to what he would have picked out himself.   
 “Nice room.” Babel commented. 
 “Thanks.  This is where I can come and think.” 
 “This room is different than the others.” 
 “Do you mean the design of the room?”  Babel nodded his head.  “This house is very old.  There are many features in this house, some of which I hope I never have to show you.” 
 “Features…?” 
 “For example,” Quentin said, waving his hand over a section of the wall, “behind this wall is an item that places a protective barrier around the house.  I currently have the barrier set.” 
 “What do you need a barrier for?” 
 “The barrier blocks energy readings.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “They can track you.” 
 “They…?” 
 “The Klopph.  They have a device that tracks your energy.”   
 Babel looked at Quentin alarmed.  “How…?  They could come here.” 
 Quentin shook his head.  “That is why I have a barrier.  The items in this room were once part of the Ministry of Science.  This is a replica of my father’s study.” 
 Babel looked around amazed.  “So your father built the barrier?” 
 Quentin nodded proudly.  “He built it to protect what he was working on.  No aura can escape from this room.” 
 “Aura?  Triana said something about that.” 
 “There are those here who can see auras.  Triana is one of these.  Has she ever mentioned to you that she could see your aura?” 
 Babel thought for a moment.  “Yes.” 
 “She can also transmit and receive feeling through touch.”  Quentin’s voice trailed off and a hint of sadness was present as he spoke the words.  Babel started to speak but something in Quentin’s voice gave him pause and instead he waited for him to continue.   
 “Three months ago,” Quentin’s voice started slowly, “Triana disappeared.  I searched for her energy but could not find any trace of her.  Zero trace – which was very alarming.  Everyone leaves small traces of them as they move about life but all traces of her were gone.”  Babel nodded to show he understood and Quentin continued.   
 “A month later she showed up at my door.  She was filthy and scantily dressed.  You can’t imagine how alarmed I was.  I induced hypnosis and questioned her and discovered she had been taken by the Klopph.  She had been held at one of their locations to the north and there…”  His voice trailed off again and tears filled his eyes. 
 “What happened?” Babel asked. 
 Quentin collected himself.  “I don’t know.  She wouldn’t tell me.  I put her under further but she wouldn’t reveal anything to me.  She had a scar on her chest that had not been there before.  I don’t know what happened to her but knowing the Klopph, it was something terrible. 
 “Afterwards, she began demonstrating the gift of ajándék – the gift of feeling touch.  She had not had the gift prior to her disappearance.” 
 “And you think the Klopph had something to do with it?” 
 “There is no other explanation.  Ajándék is a very special gift.  Many people here have abilities but very few have that gift.  No one has more than one gift but now she has two.  The combination of those two gifts could make her very dangerous.” 
 “How so?” 
 “I’m not entirely sure.  I studied her for a while but was not able to ascertain what those two abilities could mean.  I do know that if she has a child born with two abilities, it would change the entire future.” 
 “Does she know all of this?” Babel asked. 
 Quentin shook his head.  “When she was under hypnosis, I suppressed her memories of what happened.  Now, she does not remember anything from her month-long absence.  I spoke with her employer and he agreed to the cover story of the company downsizing.  She was given a severance package that I provided.  I did not know the effects of what had happened to her and I thought it prudent to limit her interaction with others until I could better understand.” 
 “Have you learned anything else?” 
 “Not much.  She comes to eat with us once a week and I use that time to speak with her under hypnosis.  I have to be careful as I do not want the suppressed memories to surface.  Whatever the Klopph is planning with her, it remains elusive.” 
 Quentin let the thought linger for a moment before changing direction.  “No doubt Triana is not the only one with changes.  You’ve noticed new things about yourself as well?” 
 “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.” 
 “Your skin.” 
 “How do you know something is different with my skin?” 
 “My father created the Bejárat.  I spent several hours with him as he perfected the science.  During that time, through smaller versions of the portal, I was able to see the people of your world.” 
 “Wait…you’ve seen my world?”  Babel was taken aback.  
 Quentin smiled.  “Those people had clearly defined skin.  There were various shades of skin but the color of the skin was defined.  It’s not like that here.  And yet, you are from that world and your skin is like that of people here.” 
 “So why would my skin change?” 
 “I don’t know.  You are of the blood of this world.  But you are also of the blood of the other world.  Perhaps your skin is interchangeable as needed in the world in which you are.” 
 Babel gave a nervous laugh.  “Earlier in the bathroom was the first time I noticed.” 
 “I thought something was wrong with you.” 
 “That was it.” 
 “Why is your skin different here?” 
 Quentin smiled.  “That’s like asking why some people are genetically taller than others.  Who knows?  Perhaps it has something to do with our connection with the energy of the world.  We are not divided by appearance.  In fact, we embrace any differences in celebration of the uniqueness of the energy of the world.  At least we did until the Klopph came.” 
 “The Klopph.” Babel repeated.  
 Quentin reflected on his comments for a few moments before standing.  “I have something for you.”  He turned and walked back to a box on a back shelf in the study.  When he reached the box, he gave it a quarter turn counter-clockwise.  As he did, several planks in the wooden floor slid back, revealing a stairway.  “Follow me.” 
 Babel followed him to a large room at the bottom of the stairs which contained several doors.  “Those doorways lead to other parts of my compound.” Quentin said noticing Babel’s gaze.  “This is my private lab.  No one knows this lab exists.  It was here that I continued my father’s research on the barrier, which now extends around the entire Garden Quarter.” 
 “But if there is a block of energy around the Garden Quarter, won’t the Klopph know there is something suspicious?” 
 “The extended barrier doesn’t work like that.  As it extends from the house, it diffuses the energy, giving the Klopph device the reading that the energy is fluent throughout the area.  This way they aren’t able to lock on one specific location.”  He paused for a moment to make sure that Babel understood.  “I also created a personal device using the technology of the barrier.  I have used the portable barrier on various occasions, especially when I am working on something and moving around the city in a familiar pattern, which would draw attention.  I actually created two portable devices.  One of these I am giving to you.  This will protect you, as well as Triana.” 
 “Thank you.” Babel said, accepting the item.  “How do I use it?” 
 “It’s always on.  You just have to keep it on you.  Your energy will fuel the device.” 
 Babel and Quentin spoke for a while more before returning upstairs.  Then, Quentin closed the panel in the floor and they exited the study. 
 In the living room, Babel found Triana waiting for him.  “Are you ready to go?” 
 Babel realized how tired he was.  They had been at her family’s house most of the day.  The sun was beginning to get low in the sky and Babel knew they had to be back to her apartment before dark.  “I’m ready.”  He thanked Abby for the dinner, said goodbye to Triana’s cousins, and without thinking about it, reached out and shook Quentin’s hand.  Quentin clasped Babel’s hand and returned the gesture.   
 Babel gave one last wave to Quentin and Abby’s youngest daughter before the door closed and Babel and Triana were alone on the street.  They walked in silence for several moments before Triana spoke.  “Did you learn what you needed to from my uncle?” 
 Babel thought on her question for a moment before answering.  “I did.  He was very helpful.” 
 “I told you so.” 
 Babel looked at Triana and she gave a playful smile.  Babel laughed.  The conversation turned casual as they walked back to Triana’s apartment. 
   



 CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 Babel woke up from a dream.  The window along the ceiling showed it was still dark outside.  He rolled over to check the time but as usual, the numbers did not make sense to him.   
 Now that he was awake, he couldn’t recall his dream.  He had a feeling that there was something to the dream – something he needed to remember.  But now that he was awake, it was almost as if his mind didn’t want him to remember.  The dream floated at the edge of his memory, trying to push forward but his mind kept pushing the dream back.  He continued this battle for a while before his mind won, pushing the dream from his thoughts. 
 The apartment was quiet.  Outside there was no noise.  He stared at the ceiling, listening to the quiet world before closing his eyes.  He let his mind slip away and soon he was back asleep. 
 When he opened his eyes again, sunlight exuded through the window.  He looked around.  The room was still strange but he found he was becoming more comfortable with his father’s world. 
 He stretched and rose from the bed.  After his shower, he went to say good morning to his host but found Triana was not up yet.  He went to the kitchen and conjured a cup of coffee.  From his place back on the couch, he looked over at the door to Triana’s room and noticed that her door was open.  “Was it opened before or did I just not notice?”  He didn’t hear her in the shower.   
 He set his coffee down and noticed a note on the corner of the table.  It was from Triana.  The note read that she had left early to go to the market to get some fresh fruit for breakfast.  I know that the fridge can conjure fruit but it’s not the same as fresh grown, she wrote. 
 Coffee in hand, he leaned back into the couch to wait for her return.  Two hours later, she still wasn’t back. 
 Babel wasn’t sure what to do.  He expected that she would be gone for a reasonable time as she probably had other errands to run.  An hour in, suspicion grew that something might have happened.  Two hours turned that suspicion into concern.  The only thing he could think to do was to leave a note in case she returned and go out looking for her. 
 He had only been in Orleans a short time and had not seen that much of the city outside of walking to Triana’s uncle’s house, but he had been to New Orleans.  If the setup of the city was similar as it seemed on brief inspection, he could make his way around. 
 He started by heading towards the river (he guessed the city had a river) where the market was located in New Orleans.  He found that Orleans had the same layout.  He passed a large cathedral and a small park on his way to the riverfront and from there took a left towards the market.  He passed an open plaza and smelled the fried dough and coffee from the restaurant there.  He had eaten earlier but his stomach growled at the aroma.   
 The market gave no sign of Triana and he left to wander the streets of the Elder Quarter (which was eerily similar to the French Quarter).  He searched the entire area twice with no success.  Just to be sure, he stopped by her apartment once more and found it empty with no new note.  He knew he couldn’t continue walking around the city aimlessly, so with few options, he headed west towards the Garden Quarter. 
 Thirty minutes later he was staring at the home of Triana’s uncle in disbelief.  The front door was kicked in and several of the windows were broken inward, a sign that they had been shattered from the outside.  Before he had time to consider the consequences, Babel ran into the house. 
 Inside he found signs of a fight.  Chairs and tables were overturned.  He ran from room-to-room, checking the closets and any other place he could think of that someone would hide.  The house was empty.  Then, he remembered Quentin’s lab under the study. 
 The study itself was tousled.  Pictures and documents that had hung from the wall now lie on the floor beneath piles of broken glass.   
 Babel stopped.  He had been running around the house but now stood still.  He needed a moment to clear his head so he could think.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He felt his heartbeat slow.  His breathing returned closer to normal.  He opened his eyes and found he was more focused; he knew there had to be something in the house that would give him answers and he didn’t want to miss it.  Perhaps some sort of message from Quentin. 
 He slowly walked around the study, looking for anything that might call for his attention.  He had only been in the room once and didn’t have everything memorized; he wasn’t entirely sure if he could pick something out that was out of place. 
 He didn’t notice anything.  He went to the box on the back shelf that Quentin had used to open his private lab and just as Quentin had, he gave it a quarter turn counter-clockwise which opened the stairway.  He sauntered the stairs and looked around.  “How much things change in a day.”   
 His first inspection gave him nothing.  He gave the room a second sweep and nearly missed the item the second time.  Only this time, he saw it – a small envelope with his name on it.  Inside he found a handwritten note. 
          Babel,


I am writing this as you leave my home with my niece.  There is much you don’t understand and of which I have very little time to tell you.  I write and leave this for you in hope that if something happens to me, you will find this.












There are many secrets that the Chokka guarded.  Some of which my father did not even know.  But their greatest secret is one that my father did know and one that he passed to me.  There was a reason that the Chokka were the only people to lead this world for many years.  It was not that they were all great leaders, as some were not.  But they did possess powers that no one else had.  The Chokka shared – however they did – the same energy that makes up the world.  These powers were so strong because they came from the energy of the world.  That is why the Chokka energy does not completely fade after so many years of no Chokka.              












I tell you this because you must find within yourself the power that all Chokka possess.  Without this power, you cannot defeat the Klopph.  The Keeper took over the world because of his sheer numbers.  You can do the same.  Find your inner-power and people will follow you.  With enough people, you can take the world back.











          Be well, Quentin.

 Babel read the note twice and the final paragraph a third time.  He then folded the note and slid it into his pocket.  He glanced around the room once more to make sure there wasn’t something else he was missing before heading back up the stairs.  There he closed the floorboards and left the house.  He knew he would not be coming back. 
 Outside, he saw a neighbor pulling his trash to the curb.  The man had several barrels that needed to be moved so Babel offered his assistance.  When the last can was by the road, the old man thanked Babel.  Then, he nodded at Quentin’s house.  “I noticed you came out of the house.” 
 Babel did not see any reason to lie as it was obvious the man had seen him exit the house.  “I did.  Do you know what happened?” 
 The man paused for a moment before nodding.  Then, he spoke one word, “Klopph.” 

 




 CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 The Cancellarrii had woken up in the middle of the night with a face ingrained in his mind.  He had only been asleep a few hours and the face had come to him in a dream. 
 He immediately rose and went to his desk to access the Database.  He searched through several old files and articles before coming across cross-referenced information on the former Ministry of Science: the Minister had a son who was killed young.   
 The Cancellarrii pulled the information on the son.  Included with the file was a photo of the boy.  The face was similar to what he had seen in his dream, only in his dream, the face had been much older.  “He looks familiar.”  He read further and discovered that the boy was to be the Tanácsadó, advisor and fill in to the son of the Császár but had died before the initial procedure. 
 On a hunch he did a progressive photo imaging of what the Minister’s son would look like today if he had lived.  When the photo was complete, the Cancellarrii inhaled in surprise.  He knew the man at which he was looking.  “He works at the university.”  The Cancellarrii knew this because he had sought out the man as an expert in history.   
 Their conversation had been professional – someone had stolen some artifacts from a local museum and the Cancellarrii questioned the history professor as to the value and market of the stolen items.  It was the insight of the professor that had allowed them to catch the thief. 
 “Quentin.” the Cancellarrii read the first name on the screen.  “You and I have a few more questions that we must go over.” 
 He looked up the professor’s known family members and learned the man was married with five children.  In addition, the man had a niece.  All other relatives were no longer living.  He looked at the photo of the niece.  “Very pretty.  We shall have to speak with her as well.” 
 Then, he started and looked at the niece again.  He knew the girl.  She had been taken to the Keeper and he had performed the Ceremony on her.  He wondered if the Keeper knew more about this girl and her family than he had shared.  He recalled she had escaped and had killed several of the Klopph in the process.  “I imagine the Keeper would like to have her back.” 
 It was the middle of the night but he made the call to round up the family (night operations were not unusual for the Klopph).  An hour later, the professor and his family were in the facility.  He didn’t have a current address on the niece – it seemed she had recently moved and her new address was not yet registered – but he knew she would soon be found.   
 Shortly after the sun rose, the niece joined the rest of her family in the facility.  “Where did you find her?” he asked the Klopph who brought her in. 
 “She was at the market on the riverfront.” 
 The Cancellarrii nodded.  Now that everyone was gathered, he ordered them moved to the questioning chamber located three floors below the building.  There, would be no prying eyes or noises escaping to the outside world. 
 The eight of them were fastened to the wall that had formerly been a research lab under the Chokka palace.  The Cancellarrii looked at Quentin and knew he would not talk without some assistance.  The Cancellarrii had dealt with men such as him before and knew how to offer that assistance.  He smiled briefly at Quentin and then ordered the youngest child to be shot in front of him.  The ordered Klopph obliged without hesitation. 
 Over the next hour, all of the members of Quentin’s family were executed in front of him with the exception of Triana.  During that time, Quentin told the Cancellarrii everything he knew.   
 Quentin looked at the Cancellarrii with deep hatred as he turned the gun on Triana.  “Perhaps I’ll torture her for a while as we talk further.” 
 Triana was in shock and barely noticed the gun being aimed at her or the words of the Cancellarrii.  She had just witnessed her family murdered.  The fear on their faces was burned into her soul.  Her ears were ringing from the gunshots and the smell of burnt flesh filled the air.   
 The Cancellarrii knew she was in shock but he had questions that he needed her to answer.  The gun would not be enough to attract her attention; he knew he would need another measure.  So he ordered the Klopph to take her pinky finger.  The Klopph did as he was ordered, removing the knife from his boot and making short work of the appendage.  The Cancellarrii was right, her focus returned. 
 He questioned both of them for another hour until he was certain that he understood everything.  Then, he ordered Quentin killed and Triana to be returned to the Keeper.  As he left, the sound of the gun echoed behind him. 
 He walked back upstairs to his living quarters and took a shower and changed his clothing.  It wouldn’t do to walk around with blood on him.  When he was clean, he sat down at his desk and reviewed the recording of the interview with the professor and his family.  He listened to the recording twice, taking notes through both reviews.  At the conclusion of the second time, he set his pen down and placed his hands in his face.  It had been a long day already and it wasn’t even lunch yet.  He was mentally exhausted from the questioning. 
 He picked up his notepad and studied his notes.  It was a lot to take in – that an organized rebellion was being planned and that the son of the Chokka who had returned and been killed was to lead the rebellion. 
 He would need to find this Chokka.  But if what the professor had told him was true, he would not be able to do it by following the energy.  He would, of course check the niece’s apartment first, but didn’t expect to find him there.  The world was a large place and he could be anywhere.  Plus, the description of his appearance was not very helpful.  The details that the professor and his niece had given him were of those that could have matched any thousands of men. 
 The Cancellarrii knew the Keeper would expect a full report.  News would travel fast that they had collected Quentin and his family.  Before he spoke with the Keeper, however, he wanted to make sure he had a good plan of action.  He spent the next hour sorting through the steps he would take over the next twenty-four hours.  A knock on the door at the end of that hour presented the expected summons from the Keeper.   
 On his way out, told the Klopph responsible for media relations to call a press conference.  The Keeper controlled the media which made his message clear and without question.  The Cancellarrii once asked the Keeper why he let the media continue and the Keeper responded by saying that it gave an illusion of independence, plus it was cheaper than hiring his own people.  Once in a while, rogue media personnel would challenge the Keeper but those people were handled and never given an opportunity to question the Keeper again (or to breathe again, for that matter). 
 The Cancellarrii would begin the hunt for the Chokka’s son with the press conference.  During the press conference, he would confirm that the professor and his family had been brought in and had been found guilty of treason and therefore given swift justice.  The way the niece spoke of the Chokka, the two had some feelings for each other.  He knew the Chokka would come looking for vengeance.  First for his father, and second for his new friends.  When he came, they would be ready.  “There is no way one man can rally the people of the world against the Klopph.” 
 The Cancellarri looked at his notes as he waited for the elevator to finish its decent.  When the elevator doors opened, he exited the building onto the street, taking one step closer towards killing the Chokka for good. 
   



 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 Cotton had a decent sized ranch – about a thousand acres – but he lacked the men to work it properly.  That lack of manpower left the work to just a few. 
 He had fifteen men under his employment.  Where most ranches were able to spread out their men in pairs to toil many areas of the land at once, Cotton didn’t have that luxury.  Constant threat from banditos forced him to keep his men in larger groups of five or six.   
 Juan and Adahy rose early on Cotton’s ranch.  They had been on the run for several days where rising under the cover dark was necessary and not an easy habit to break, even under the protection of Cotton and his men.  Cotton had taken them in when Adahy needed medical attention and thanks to that attention, Adahy had all but healed.  
 Juan looked over at Morgan, their third companion who still sleeping.  To emphasize the fact, the man let out a loud snore.  It was a wonder they weren’t caught in the open when the nights were a quiet as the stars, with the exception of Morgan.  Juan and Adahy exchanged glances and stifled their laughter so as not to wake their sleeping Shaman companion.  Morgan had led them safely away from captivity in a slaving town run by banditos and had earned his rest. 
 The ranch had a strange appeal in the early morning moonlight.  Juan inhaled the crisp air fragranced with dirt, crops, and animals.  They went to the small wood stove in the front room of the stables and shoved in a few logs.  When the stove was heated, they put on coffee and then sat out under the open morning sipping the chicory as the sky lightened. 
 With the sun in the new morning firmament, they were called to the house for breakfast.  Morgan woke with the call and joined his two companions.  “I’m glad you two don’t snore.  I don’t know that I would get a wink of sleep if you did.” he said as he fell in step with Juan.  They joined Cotton at the large kitchen table and it was there that they learned a new man had joined them.   
 “Good morning.” Juan said, offering his hand to the new man.  “I’m Juan.” 
 “Nice to meet you, Juan.  I’m Jacques.”   
 Juan had never met the man but knew he was.  He also knew from where he came. 
 Over breakfast, the hired hands filled in Jacques on the day to day operations before moving on to the raids by the banditos.  The vigilantes that came from the south knew that Cotton couldn’t watch all thousand acres at once.  Cotton employed hard men and they were handy with a firearm but they couldn’t be everywhere.  The banditos slaughtered Cotton’s cattle at will to feed their army. 
 With the meal behind them, Jacques approached Cotton.  “I’d like to offer you my service, outside of being a cattle hand.” 
 “What did you have in mind?” Cotton asked, interested. 
 “I’ll need a pistol and a rifle.  I can take care of your problem with your neighbors to the south and keep them off your land.  Would that be worth the cost of a six-shooter and Spencer rifle?” 
 Cotton smiled.  “So you noticed the rifle?”  Jacques nodded.  He had seen the rifle that Cotton kept over one of the doorways. 
 “I’ll track their camp and kill them.  If I get killed, you’ve lost nothing.” 
 “Except a pistol and good rifle.” Cotton replied. 
 “Except those.  Is it worth it to you?” Jacques asked. 
 “If you kill two or three of ‘em, that’ll be worth it to me.  I’m guessing you’ll need a horse as well?”  Jacques nodded.  Cotton looked at him closely.  He had known the man for less than twenty four hours.  He wasn’t sure what his motives were or why he was willing to take such a risk.  But as his strange new hand had mentioned, he had nothing to lose.  “Alright, you got a deal.  But if you steal my horse and my rifle, I’ll hunt you down and string you up myself.” Cotton stuck out his right hand and Jacques grabbed it, shaking. 
          Afterwards, Jacques prepared his horse for the trip and felt someone enter the barn behind him.  He turned to find Juan.  “You are leaving so soon?” Juan asked. 
          “I’m just here to help.” 
          Juan nodded.  “Are you helping these men because you could not help your own people?” 
          Jacques turned and faced Juan fully.  “What do you know of that?” 
          “I know that the world can be a lonely place.  For men such as us, who have seen things the one never expected to see, it can be even lonelier.” 
          “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
          “You don’t?  Very well.  My mistake.  At any rate, Godspeed.”  And with that, Juan left the barn, leaving Jacques to his thoughts. 
   



 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 On the back of a medium sized Paint, Jacques let the horse gallop in the open field.  As he rode, he admired the beauty – stark contrast to the world from which he came.   
 He rode hard for about twenty minutes, living in the moment.  Then, he slowed the horse and began studying the land.  The land around him was occupied with deep brown grass: a good place to attract steer.  He located the cattle trail and following, it was not long until he found the stripped carcass of a longhorn.  The bull had been killed and then stripped of the meat and hide.  The horns had been cut away.  Bones and tendons were left to rot in the sun.   
 The buzzards that feasted stirred slightly but more or less ignored his presence.  Jacques threw rocks at the scavengers to scare them off and when they retreated, he examined the remains.  The dung around the body was fresh, as were the organs that not been taken.  The animal had been dead only a day at the most.   
 That meant the banditos were close. 
 It didn’t take him long to pick up their trail.  They were arrogant, knowing that Cotton and his men couldn’t stop them, so they rode through his land without care.  Their trail was easy to follow.  About thirty miles from the ranch, Jacques spotted their camp.   
 They were set up in an abandoned fort, used by the Mexican army at some point.  He studied the small structure and saw that it was not very well fortified.  Sometime in the past, there had been a complete wall but now the wall crumbled leaving gaping holes.  The fort consisted of two buildings: one he guessed was the living quarters and the other a weapons storage and small jail.   
 He studied them throughout the day, counting the men as they came and went among the buildings.  When he was sure he missed no one – he counted twelve men in all – he moved into position. 
 He spent the rest of his daylight surveying the place and formulating his plan.  He would wait until dark and then attack the fort.   
 He waited patiently as the sun reached its low point on the horizon before dipping behind the distant mountains.  The world filled with gray and then black and Jacques made his move.  He had visualized the attack in his mind, practicing each movement, weighing each opportunity for interference.  
 He killed the first man just after he crossed over the wall.  The bandito had his back to him and seemed to sway as he stood.  Jacques guessed that the man was drunk but he didn’t take time to confirm his suspicion.  He slit the man’s throat and moved on to his next target. 
 He stuck to the shadows, staying close to the wall of the building.  As he surveyed around the corner, he saw two more men.  Both of the men had their back to him.  He came up behind them, put his hand over the first man’s mouth and shoved the blade into his back, through his ribcage and into his lung. 
 The other man attacked and Jacques sprang forward, knocking the man onto his back.  Before the man could cry out, Jacques drew the blade across the man’s throat. 
 The other nine men were killed with the same ruthless efficiency.  They were all drunk or asleep – having filled up on freshly roasted beef and whiskey.  With the task completed, Jacques did something he never considered he would do.  He pulled the knife from his waist and scalped the dead men.  He hung the twelve scalps across the neck of his horse and then left the fort, leaving its silhouette behind him in the moonlight. 
 *** 
 “It is done.” Jacques told Cotton the following morning.  “They will bother your cattle no more.”  Cotton stared at the scalps that hung from the horse.  Dried blood crusted along the mare’s front legs that had dripped from the flayed flesh. 
 With that, Jacques turned and walked away into the morning, carrying the pistol and rifle that had been his recompense.  He wasn’t sure why they were so important to him but they were.  Perhaps they represented man’s desire to persist in a cruel world. 
 He walked for several days until he came to the water source that had brought him there.  He gave one final glance at a world that no longer existed and then entered the portal. 
   



 CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 Babel heard the press conference over the loudspeakers that were positioned all across the city.  He knew the man who spoke during the conference was telling the truth.  Quentin and his family were all dead.  And it was his fault. 
 His first thought was of revenge.  He wasn’t sure how he was going to get his revenge, he just knew it needed to come.  He could feel the flames within, waiting to consume those responsible.  But behind those flames was another realization: he realized that he was alone.  Looking out at the street with hate-filled eyes, he realized how vulnerable he was.  The Klopph, who had killed his father and his only other contacts in this world, knew about him.  They would come looking for him.   
 Orleans wasn’t a small city but with thousands of Klopph, it wouldn’t take long for one of them to detect him, even with the barrier.  It would only be a matter of time before someone noticed his unique energy reading.  And once they did, that would be the end.  They would learn that he was a Chokka and they would kill him. 
 He had to leave the city.  He was familiar with New Orleans in his own world and everything he had seen so far indicated that Orleans was laid out similarly.  He could make his way out of the city but wasn’t sure what would await him in the Outerlands.   
 He thought on all he knew of the area called the Outerlands.  Quentin told him that he had been raised in the Outerlands.  Triana had described the people in the Outerlands as inconnu, although he was not familiar with that expression.  He hadn’t notice anything strange about Quentin, so perhaps that was a term of endearment.  The way Triana had said the word, however, left doubt in his mind. 
 He would have to take the risk.  He couldn’t stand here on the open street.  If Orleans was similar in geography to New Orleans, the city would be surrounded by water.  He did not know if there was an equivalent to Lake Pontchartrain or the Gulf of Mexico or if the surrounding lands were swamps.  If they were, he had little choice but to deal with them as they came. 
 He caught a trolley and took it west to the end of its route.  He had very little money, so he had to be smart about what he spent.  The money that he had was from Quentin’s desk.  The currency there was strange but he guessed it was about $100.  Not much. 
 He also had to very careful about his route.  The Klopph were everywhere.  Triana had described their uniforms and he spotted them patrolling the streets from the open window of the trolley. 
 From the last trolley stop, he took to foot.  He stopped only briefly to buy some food and water at a small grocery store as he neared the edge of the city.  He kept to streets lined with people, not wanting to stand out on his own.  As he moved further west, however, the people began to thin.  Soon, he found himself the only person on the deserted streets. 
 As he walked, the landscape become desolate.  He entered clustered residential areas that were mostly shacks, built from whatever materials the owners could find.  He saw a few people inside of the doorways of the shacks but no one approached him. 
 The city landscape died and soon there was nothing.  He turned and viewed the city behind him.  To his surprise, he could see tall buildings that stood off to the side of the city (he had passed by kudzu covered rubble to his north as he walked along the river from the Elder Quarter to the Garden Quarter and realized now the mounds were fallen buildings).  Neither Triana nor Quentin had mentioned the buildings that he could recall and he wondered if those buildings were controlled by the Klopph.   
 He was now in the Outerlands and wasn’t exactly sure where to go.  A mile in, the land wasn’t as barren as was described; in fact, it was lush.  He was surrounded by trees and vegetation. 
 The road that was before broken concrete was now dirt and mud and continued west through the forest.  He heard a noise and ducked behind a tree.  He surveyed his environment and spotted a small building just ahead to the right.  There was no mistaking the mark of the Keeper on the side of the building.  It was a Klopph checkpoint. 
 He had no idea of the density of the forest (he didn’t want to get turned around and lost).  He also recognized that there were probably Klopph positioned in the surrounding area.  He didn’t think he could slip past them and he would be questioned when captured as to his deceptiveness.   
 Instead, he continued to walk forward.  He was thirty feet from the building and still trying to decide what he would say when a Klopph stepped from the forest and stopped him.  Soon that Klopph was joined by two others from the trees.  Then, two more Klopph exited the building and joined the circle around him.  Intimidation was one of their tactics and Babel had to admit it was working. 
 He didn’t have time to talk.  He knew it wouldn’t do any good anyways.  Anything he might say to them, they knew this world and he didn’t.  He wouldn’t be able to lie with any success.  Instead, he did what came natural to him.  He started a fire. 
 The Klopph were in a circle ten feet from him and closing.  Babel watched as they disappeared in a wall of fire that completely surrounded him.  The flames were unbearably hot and he felt his skin begin to singe.   
 The Klopph screamed, first in surprise and then in pain.  He pressed the flames outwards – something he didn’t know he could do until that moment.  The flames chased and engulfed the five Klopph, roasting them alive as they ran.  The heat lessened as the flames moved away from Babel and he watched as the Klopph screamed their way to expiry. 
 When he was sure all of the Klopph were dead, he extinguished the flames – something else until that moment he didn’t know he could do (he had always assumed the flames burned out on their own).   
 He knew he needed to make a hard decision on what he was going to do.  The Klopph would know of the fire and they would respond.  He couldn’t keep wandering.  The road ahead turned northwest and would lead him further into the Outerlands, he had no doubt.  But the road would also be watched.  He didn’t expect that this was the only Klopph posting in the Outerlands. 
 He made up his mind.  He would have to risk the forest.  He did not know the makeup of the animals in the forest.  He did not know if he would find any people in the forest.  But he didn’t have much choice.   
 With the bodies still smoldering, he turned his back to the road and entered the forest. 
   



 CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 As the world began to darken, Babel knew that he had to stop and find shelter.   
 So far he had not seen any of the swamps that he had expected which gave him a firm ground, but he was leery of that choice.  On the ground, even hidden well, he would be exposed for discovery.  Plus he would be open game for any animal in the forest, as well as the insects that dwelled near the coppice floor.  Instead, he opted for the trees. 
 He made his way up a solid tree that he didn’t think was too obvious.  It did not stand alone, rather was part of a tight cluster of smaller trees.  Babel was able to collect some green limbs from the top of that tree and use these to weave a makeshift floor between the forked branches.  Then, he filled in the underneath of the new platform with leaves so that it would be undetectable from below.  He tested his weight on the shelter and found that it would hold.   
 He had purchased a backpack before he left the city as well as food and a water bottle.  He ate quickly and then hung the backpack in an adjacent tree, masking with leaves and making sure it was difficult to reach from the ground.  If an animal came, he didn’t want the reason the creature attacked him to be because of the food. 
 He was well disguised but being in the open left him feeling vulnerable.  He would have loved to have a fire to fragment the dark night but knew the flames would attract unwanted attention.  This brought his confidence down even further.   
 It was a long night.  The temperature dropped, not to an unbearable temperature but enough to give him a slight chill.  Mixed with his own fear, he shivered most of the night.  He did not sleep much and nearly cried when he saw the first light of the morning through the trees.  Tired but alive and well, he climbed down from the tree and gathered his food. 
 He had fared lucky so far.  Nothing had bothered him and he had not been attacked.  He considered that it might have something to do with his energy but he could not be sure. 
 He walked the entire morning and began wondering if the forest went on forever, when around mid-day the forest began to grow more spacious.  The trees began to decrease in size and the space between the trees grew.  Soon, he was in an open field littered with only a few lesser trees.  It was then that he saw his first sight of civilization in the Outerlands. 
 On the far side of the field, Babel watched a stream snake across the ground, finally reaching a village about a half-mile from where he stood.  He considered briefly trying to bypass the village but knew that he had been seen. 
 He continued forward cautiously, keeping his eyes peeled for danger.  As he got closer to the village, he noticed the homes were similar to what he had seen just outside of the city – shacks built from diverse items, mostly wood and scrap metal.  There were about twenty homes in all, set into a circular fashion.  In the center of the village was an open area that Babel assumed was some sort of common gathering area. 
 In the village commons, people milled, each of them with their eyes on him.  None, however, made an attempt to come forward, they simply allowed him to reach and enter their village. 
 Once inside, the people of the village stilled and regarded Babel.  No one spoke.  Then, Babel noticed a man moving slowly forward through the crowd.  No one else in the crowd moved or spoke.   
 The man was huge.  He appeared to be about fifty and had long black hair, streaked with grey.  Lining his face was a neatly trimmed grey beard.  The man smiled as he reached Babel.  Nothing in the smile showed deceit or violence.  In fact, it was one of the warmest smiles Babel had experienced. 
 “We’ve been expecting you.” 
 Babel turned to run; he had walked into a trap.  The man saw the fear in Babel’s eyes as he spun around.  “Wait.” the man said, reaching his arm out to stop Babel.  But Babel was too quick.   
 He was in full sprint back towards the field when a voice stopped him.  The voice rang of familiarity and spoke his name.  Babel slowed and turned, looking at the direction in which the voice had come.  The voice came from a face that he recognized and as he gazed up that face, disbelief filled him in what his eyes were showing.  It was the voice and face of a dead man.  The voice belonged to Quentin. 

 




 CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 “You can’t be here.  You’re dead.  I heard it announced over the intercom in the city.” 
 Quentin looked at Babel seriously.  Babel could see the pain in his eyes.  “My family is dead.  Murdered in front of me.  My little…”  Babel watched as tears accosted Quentin’s eyes and marked his face.  He knew he was speaking of his children.  Babel didn’t speak, he gave Quentin time to gather himself.  It took Quentin several tries before he was able to compose his next words.  “Everyone is dead.” 
 “I thought you were dead, too.” 
 Quentin’s expression turned serious – stone behind a wet surface.  “You remember how I told you that many people in this world have abilities?”  Babel nodded.  “I die only to come back.”  He paused giving Babel time to consider his words.  He didn’t expect Babel to understand.  “I can’t explain how it works, I just know that it does.  You remember how I told you that my father faked my death as a boy to protect me?”  Again Babel nodded.  “It was easy to fake because I actually did die.  But then I came back, and my father used that as an opportunity to protect me.  He sent me to this village where I was raised.” 
 Babel wasn’t sure how to respond.  Instead, he avoided the question he wanted to ask and asked the more obvious question.  “How did you escape from the Klopph after you died?” 
 “I killed a Klopph in the morgue and used his uniform to exit the building.  Then, I came here.” 
 Babel looked at Quentin seriously.  “I’m sorry for your family.  I’m sorry for Triana.  It’s my fault they are dead.” 
 Quentin gave Babel a look that told him that Quentin held him to blame as well.  “It is the way of the Klopph.” Quentin answered, evading his true feelings.  He lowered his eyes briefly before raising them again, staring hard at Babel.  “You will lead the people against the Klopph and the Keeper.  You are the only one who can defeat them.  My family will not have died in vain.” 
 Babel wanted to refuse but saw the look in Quentin’s eyes and knew it would be unwise to make a refusal.  He didn’t mean it when it said it but in time he would grow to believe the words he spoke that day.  He started that process with a simple, “Okay.” 
 Next Babel was introduced to Jims, the man who had welcomed him when he first entered the village.  Jims had pulled his hair back into a ponytail and Babel thought he looked a bit like Sean Connery in the movie Highlander, only twice the size.  Jims showed Babel to the small shack where he would be sleeping.  “Thanks, Jims.” 
 “No problem.  By the way, I would keep a tight tongue around Quentin if I were you.  He has welcomed you to his village because of who you are.  But he also blames you for the death of his family.  He knows deep down it’s not your fault, it’s the Klopph.  But all the same, he hasn’t worked it out yet.” 
 “Thanks for the warning.” 
 “Just doing my part to keep the peace, mate.” 
 “Who are you Jims?” 
 Jims smiled.  “I’m his brother.  Not his blood brother, of course, but he was sent to live with my parents.  My parents died many years ago.  He’s all the family I have left.”   
 Babel nodded in understanding.  “What do you think about his claim that he dies and comes back?” 
 Jim considered Babel’s question before answering.  “The Klopph don’t wound mate, they kill.  If he was taken in by the Klopph, he was killed.  They don’t make mistakes.” 
 “Could there be some other explanation?” 
 “Look, I understand your confusion.  I was confused at first also.  That was until I saw it myself.  That Quentin is an unlucky fellow.  It’s not often a man is killed three times and gets to live to talk about it.” 
 “Three times?  When was the other time?” 
 “About two years after he first arrived.  He and I were hunting in the forest; on the south side of the forest are several bluffs.  He was stalking a deer but got too close to the bluffs.  He missed his footing and fell thirty feet, landing on the rocks below.  I watched him die.  But by the time I got down there, he was up and fine.” 
 Babel and Jims spoke for a while longer before Jims excused himself to help with the dinner.  Babel thought on Jims’ words after Jims had left.  It appeared it would take some time sink in.  
 Babel walked back to the small one room shack that would house him.  It was contained sparse furniture with only a low bed in the corner (Babel was thankful there was at least a blanket) and two crates of different sizes, designed to be a simple table and chair.  Jims had told him that dinner would be ready in a few hours, so Babel took the opportunity to lie down and rest. 
 He was awoken three hours later by Jims.  “Dinner is ready.  I’m sure you’re hungry.” 
 Babel rose and shook the sleep from his head.  “I didn’t sleep well last night.  I don’t think I realized how tired I was.” 
 Jims nodded in understanding.  “We’ll eat in the commons area.  A meal prepared in your honor.  This will also be your last meal unless you help with harvesting and hunting.”  Jims winked at Babel.  “Your status as a Chokka only goes so far.” 
 Babel smiled at but got Jims’ point.  If he was going to stay with these people, he would have to chip in.   
 In the commons, Quentin motioned him over and Babel sat in a chair next to him.  “This looks great.”  A plate of food was brought over and sat in front of him.  He was so hungry that he nearly started eating before noticing that no one else had their food.  Quentin smiled slightly at Babel’s uncomfortable moment.   
 “Don’t worry about it.  Go ahead and eat.  I know you’re hungry.” 
 “I can wait.” 
 It took several minutes but finally everyone had their food.  No one took a bite.  Instead they looked up at Quentin who rose from his seat.  “Today we are honored to have a Chokka among us.  It has been many years since a Chokka was with the people.  Now, I will simply say eat and enjoy this evening.  Tomorrow we begin our preparations.” 
 The people of the village began to eat and Quentin sat back down.  “I take it you found my letter?” 
 “I did.” 
 “You were a fool to go back to the house but I appreciate you coming to check.” 
 “In truth, I was looking for Triana.  She left early to go to the market, before I rose for the morning.  I came to your house to see if you had heard from her.”  Quentin winced at the mention of Triana’s name and Babel felt his guilt rise.  He leaned closer to Quentin.  “I’m sorry about Triana.  I shouldn’t have let her leave without me.”   
 “You were asleep, right?  It’s difficult to keep tabs on someone under those circumstance.  Triana is a grown woman.  She lives on her own and knows the world.  Even if you were there, there was nothing you could have done for her.”  Babel could hear the pain in his voice. 
 “I could have done something.” 
 “Listen to me,” Quentin said harshly, “if you would have been there, you would now be dead and there would be no hope for the people of this world.” 
 Babel remained silent. 
 “Listen, Babel.  There are no coincidences in this world.  Triana was taken for a reason.  My family was killed for a reason.  I pray that you are that reason but I have not yet seen you act.”  Quentin locked eyes with Babel.  “It was no coincidence that you found this village.  Of all the places in this world you could have gone, you walked straight here.  Now, you already told me once that you were ready to lead the people.   You owe me nothing and I ask you again – and this time I want your honest answer.  Are you ready to become the Chokka Császár?” 
 Babel thought about the question for several moments before answering.  When he had his answer, he looked soberly at Quentin.  “I have given you my answer.  That answer remains yes.” 
 Quentin’s face softened and he smiled.  “Then I shall have to teach you how.” 
 “I don’t understand.  Your letter said I had to find the power within me.” 
 “And so you do.  But wouldn’t it be easier to find with someone who knows where to look?” 
 “It definitely would.” Babel agreed. 
 “Then it’s agreed.  Tomorrow we start your training.  Now eat, your food is probably cold.” 
 Babel looked at his food and realized he had not yet taken a bite.  He looked out over the group of people spaced throughout the commons and then took his first bite of food as the Chokka Császár. 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 The Keeper was concerned.  He was pleased with the work of the Cancellarrii but the Chokka had still not been found.  Additionally, the body of the son of the former Minister of Science – the professor – had disappeared from the morgue following the death of a Klopph.  That disturbed him most; how could someone enter a secure facility and escape with a body undetected? 
 He knew that none of the Klopph would remove a body from the morgue.  The order stood that all bodies of guests of the Klopph were burned.  The Klopph would not disobey that order.  Unless a Klopph did. 
 In the many years since he had organized the Klopph, no Klopph had ever disobeyed him.  The Klopph were selected at birth and throughout their life, given the best of everything.  Men feared them and nothing was beyond their reach. 
 The Keeper was confused but still felt deep down that it had not been a Klopph who disobeyed him.  That meant something else.  He was not sure what that something else entailed.  It was the something else that created uncertainty within him.  He was not used to elements of his world being out of his control.  He had to be careful of how he reacted to the uncertainty because he knew it would bring insecurity – and then anger.  The anger would lead to rash decisions and mistakes.   
 He left his office and went back to his personal quarters.  He would need time to think it through.  He was sure there was a rational explanation for the missing body. 
 For most of the night the Keeper sat in the large chair in his den.  He knew he should be asleep but he couldn’t quite manage to get there.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something. 
 After several hours of staring out of a dark window and thinking, he rose and went to the kitchen.  He conjured a glass of milk and sat down at his kitchen table.  There, he reread the report from the Cancellarri.  He had brought the file back from his office, something he rarely did (he thought of his personal quarters as his one place of solace from the rigors of ruling an entire world).  As always, admired and appreciated the efficiency and preciseness of the Cancellarrii.  The report included a complete transcript of the interrogation.   
 He read the transcript carefully, not wanting to miss anything.  He had nearly completed the entire document, when something he had a read a few moments prior triggered in his mind.  He searched back over the document and found the part of the interrogation where the professor was asked about his fake death when he was a child. 
 “I was killed in an accident as a child, only it wasn’t a real death.” the Keeper read Quentin’s words aloud.  “My father took care of the paperwork, then I was sent away to live in the Outerlands.” 
 The Keeper read this aloud twice.  Something about the way that the professor said “it wasn’t a real death” sounded strange.  He didn’t come out and say that his death had been faked.  Plus he said that he was “killed in an accident as a child.”  Again that was a strange response. 
 The Cancellarrii had included photos from an old Chokka file taken of the accident when the Minister of Science’s son was killed.  The photos were very graphic.   
 He looked closer at the body in the photos.  There was no doubt that the body belonged to the professor as a child.  “These are very realistic.  Almost too realistic.” 
 Something didn’t feel right.  He read the transcript of the interview of the Minister of Science after the death of his son.  The words of the Minster didn’t sound as if they were just said to cover up a fake death.  The words seemed sincere and full of sorrow.  “No one is that good of an actor.” 
 He put the file away and called the Cancellarrii, who answered on the second ring.  The Keeper smiled.  It was the middle of night but the Cancellarrii was ready to respond as always.  “I’m sorry to wake you.  I would like you to come to my office first thing in the morning.  There is something I’d like to discuss with you in regard to the dead professor.” 
 A few hours later, the Keeper handed the Cancellarrii a cup of coffee as they settled around his desk, and pulled out the report.  “You have read the entire report on the death of the Minister’s son?” 
 “I have.” 
 “Did anything seem strange to you?” 
 The Cancellarrii thought for a moment.  “The death of the boy seemed very well planned out.  Of course, I would expect as much with the capabilities of a centralized government.” 
 The Keeper nodded in agreement.  He had overthrown the Chokka but had to agree, their government was well organized.  “Anything else?” 
 “Why don’t you tell me what is on your mind?” 
 “Very well.”  The Keeper opened to the photos of the Minister’s son’s death.  “These look very real do they not?”  The Cancellarrii agreed that they did.  “And the transcript – these words spoken by the Minister reflect genuine grief.” 
 “Are you suggesting that perhaps the child actually died?”  The Keeper nodded.  “Then who exactly is the professor?  There is no way he concealed information from us during the interrogation.” 
 “Perhaps the professor is the same as the dead child.” 
 “I’m not sure I follow.” 
 “Do you remember the spiritual man several years ago that you brought in for questioning?” 
 “The man who was attempting to start a rebellion against us in the Outerlands? 
 “The same.  Do you remember that you killed him twice but yet he lived?” 
 “I do remember that.  Our analysis was that he must have been on the Outerland hallucinogen that they call Butter.  We ended up cutting off his head to keep him dead.  Why do you bring him up?” 
 “Is it possible, among the many abilities that people of this world have, that there are those who can actually be dead, yet return?” 
 The Cancellarrii considered the comment.  If it had not been for the spiritual leader, he would have said that he had seen no indication that something of that sort was possible.  But since he had witnessed the return from death firsthand, he knew that there were abilities that the people possessed that they did not yet know of or understand.  “It is possible.” 
 “It is also possible that this professor is such a person?” 
 “Yes, it is possible.  That would certainly explain how he disappeared from the Erőd.” 
 “Yes it would.  And if he is still alive, I would almost bet that he found his way to the Chokka.  He has no one else left.” 
 The Cancellarrii grinned.  “The professor told me of the small village where he was raised after being sent away.  If he is alive, this is where he would go.” 
 The Keeper agreed.  “That is where the Chokka is.”   
 The Cancellarrii stood and waited for the Keeper’s final commands before exiting the office.  “Find and kill them.” were the simple commands.  The Cancellarrii nodded and departed.  He smiled himself as he envisioned the Chokka’s blood spilling onto the ground of the village.  
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 The Minister of Science knocked on the door of the Császár.  “Enter.” a gentle voice replied from within. 
 The Minster entered and observed the Császár sitting solemnly at his desk.  The Császár’s eyes told the story.  The Minister understood.  They had mutually agreed the best option to ensure their future was to send their sons away.  The Minister had been without his son for a week.  The Császár sent his son away only the day prior. 
 They had used Bejárat to transport the Császár’s son to the other world and there was not a moment that followed that the Császár was not filled with regret.  At the same time, he possessed a sense of relief that his son would live on.   
 “What news?” the Császár asked. 
 The Minster’s primary focus was on the development of science and technology to better the world; but recently, with the murder of the Minister of Information, he had also been asked to use that technology to monitor the rebellion near the Barren Lands.  A man there had risen to power among the people that lived far from the city.  His influence had become infectious among the people of the eastern and northern Outerlands.  There were rumors that he had begun assembling an army and that army now numbered in the thousands.  “Imagine one man bringing that many people together.”  This new army had assumed the traditional name of the Klopph. 
 “More news, none of it good.  The Keeper has advanced, nearing the area once occupied by the Návratu.  Our forces were not able to stop them.  The Minister of Security was gravely injured.” 
 The Minister could hear the stress in the Császár’s voice as he spoke.  “The Minister of Security?  Will he live?  And what of the people of that area?” 
 “The Minister is not expected to survive.  And the people there join the Keeper’s army.  Who can refuse him in the face of so many?” 
 The Császár lowered his head under the weight of the moment.  “So he marches here?  How long do we have until he reaches the city?  A few days at the most?” 
 The Minister nodded his head in reluctant agreement.  “There is little we can do.  We have increased the size of our army, conscripting every capable man, but it will not be enough.  These men are not trained soldiers, not yet.  It is only a matter of time before the Klopph enter the city and reach the Palātium.” 
 “So we will be the captives.  At least our sons will be safe.” 
 “Our sons will be safe.”  The minister echoed.  “I am sorry it has come to this.” 
 The Császár smiled weakly.  “I keep hoping that you have one last trick in your bag.” 
 “I have been working on some items but cannot guarantee they will work.  In any case, they will be our last line of defense for the Palātium.” 
 “Very well.  Keep me informed.” 
 The Minister nodded and left the office of the Császár. 
 Three days later, the Chokka government was overthrown and the Keeper was placed into power.  His first order of business was to round up all of the Ministers still alive and their families.  The Császár could have chosen to use the portal for his wife and him to escape alongside their son but he would not abandon his responsibilities to the people.  Dutifully, they were taken by the Klopph with their rest of the officials.   
 The interrogations began with the wives of the Minsters being tortured in front of the assembly.  This went on for hours before the first question was asked.  Next, the children of the Ministers who had not been sent off were brought in and the questions began.  Daughters were under the same threat of assault that their mothers had just encountered and the tongues of the Ministers were loosened without hesitation.   
 Once the required information had been extracted, the Ministers and their families were killed one by one, starting with the screaming infants.  Sons and daughters were murdered, followed by the wives, and finally each of the Ministers.  The Császár and his wife, witnesses to each loss, were kept alive. 
 Over the next week, the Császár’s wife was tortured in front of him as the Keeper led the interrogation.  When he was satisfied that he had learned all that he needed, he plunged his knife into her ruined body.  She had been tortured so severely that part of the Császár was thankful for her death to end her suffering. 
 The Császár was kept alive for an additional month so he could endure the memories of the death of his wife and friends.  During that month, he was given reports of how the world had fallen to the Keeper. 
 At the conclusion of that month, the Császár was taken to the courtyard of the Palātium and executed in front of the citizens of Orleans.  Word spread quickly that the last Chokka was dead.  To help spread the word, the body of the Császár was put on tour throughout the world so that everyone would know that the Keeper was indeed in command. 
 So began the rule of the Keeper. 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 Babel listened intently as Quentin told him of the coup.  Of how his grandfather and grandmother were killed.  He had never known his grandparents but the tale of their death filled him with great sorrow.  He felt like crying; but instead, he swallowed that sorrow, allowing it to turn into anger.  He would avenge his family. 
 “There is more.” Quentin said.  He nodded at Jims, who came forward and produced a small book.  “This book was written by your grandfather during his one month imprisonment.  The words will be very hard for you to read as your grandfather speaks of his feelings during that time.  He often considered suicide.” 
 “How did you get such a book?” Babel asked. 
 “There were many men who died getting this book to me.  I cannot say for certain how the book was discovered or how exactly it was taken from the Palātium.  I can say that your grandfather knew exactly where to hide the book so that only someone who was familiar with the Palātium could have found it.  It was given to me anonymously.” 
 “Then how do you know it was actually written by my grandfather?” 
 “I knew your grandfather when I was a boy.  There was a certain way about him that comes through in the book.  Plus, I do not believe, from the knowledge shared within the book that this book could have been written by anyone else other than a Chokka imprisoned by the Keeper.  When you read the book, you will understand what I mean.” 
 Babel thanked Quentin and Jims and that evening he did read the book.  And he did understand what Quentin meant.  There was little doubt the book in his hands had been written by his grandfather during the worst time of his life. 
 Babel also knew the book was key to understanding the Keeper.  He knew very little of the Keeper outside of what he had been told.  The book was very insightful.  If they were to defeat the Keeper and retake the world, the book would play a part in that. 
 The next morning Babel woke and felt anew.  His situation was just as dire as the night before but there was something about possessing a part of his grandfather that stirred him.  For the first time since being in this world, he felt that at least a part of him belonged.  He did not doubt that later those feelings would grow.  He would come to see this world as his own.  He had agreed to become the Császár, but knew that he would never fully fill that role until he became part of this world. 
 He rose from his bed and walked out into the morning sun.  He stretched for a moment, enjoying the sun on his face. 
 “Good morning” 
 Babel opened his eyes and looked at who had spoken to him.  It was Jims.  “Good morning.” 
 “You look very fresh this morning.” 
 “I feel fresh.  I slept well.” 
 “I’m glad to hear that.”  Jims motioned to his right.  “This is my wife, Krista.” 
 Babel started to stick out his hand to take Krista’s but stopped himself and nodded instead.  “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 “And you, Babel.  I’ve heard much about you.”  
 Jims laughed, “Nothing that wasn’t true, mate.” 
 Babel smiled.  “Thanks, I guess.” 
 “Well, we’re off.”  Krista said.  “You’re welcome to join us.  We’re heading to the stream baths to wash off.” 
 “Thanks, maybe next time.” Babel wasn’t sure what exactly a stream bath was.  He did, however, expect both Jims and Krista to drop their clothing where they stood before heading down to wash up. 
 Jims read Babel’s face and laughed.  He leaned in to Babel.  “Don’t worry, mate.  Quentin told us of your fear of nakedness.  We’ll keep clothed until we’re out of your sight.  We wouldn’t want to offend the Császár now would we?” 
 Babel wasn’t sure what to say.  His face blushed even though he tried to play it off.  Finally he managed to say, “Enjoy your stream bath.”   
 Jims laughed heartily and his wife and he headed down the path.  Babel watched them go, then walked out into the commons area.  Quentin was sitting outside of his shack, waiting on him.  “Good morning.  Sleep well?” 
 “I did, and you?” 
 Quentin’s face turned somewhat serious.  “Not so much.  I keep having dreams.”  After a moment of reflection, Quentin shook off the images running through his head and looked at Babel.  Then he smiled as well as he could.  “Have you had breakfast?” 
 “I have not.” 
 “Well, I guess you can share with me.  But you’ll have to earn it.”  Quentin showed Babel a bowl of fruit. 
 “Wait, why don’t we split what we have?”  Babel walked back to his shack and grabbed his backpack.  He pulled out a small brown sack and carried it back to Quentin.  Inside the sack was a loaf of bread that he had purchased as he left the city the day before.  “Here, have some of this.” he said, pulling the loaf in half and passing to Quentin. 
 Quentin smiled.  “If you think this is going to get you out of work today, you’re wrong.” 
 Babel laughed.  “Have you forgotten to whom you are talking?  I am the Császár.  You do what I say, not the other way around.” 
 “Keep that up and see where it gets you.” Quentin retorted with jest. 
 The two of them sat and ate, enjoying the morning quiet.  Quentin looked over at Babel.  “We will have to leave today.” 
 Babel was confused.  “What do you mean leave?  I just got here.  You have not been here long.  Surely you want to visit with your people.  I would enjoy getting to know them.” 
 “It’s not a decision we made lightly.  The entire village will come with us.  The Klopph know about this village and they know that I grew up here.  They will have noticed that my body disappeared from the morgue.  The Keeper is a very intelligent man and, given his resources, will soon determine the truth behind my death as a boy.  They will come here looking for me.” 
 “Do you think they know that I would come here?”   
 “They will suspect that you and I know where each other are.  They will begin their search in this village.” 
 “When do you think they will be here?” 
 “They will be here sometime today or tomorrow.  We will not be here to find out.  We leave in an hour.” 
 Babel reflected on the morning.  “Jims and Krista were so calm.” 
 “What do you expect?  Life in the Outerlands is a daily battle.  Everything that the people have, they worked for.  The Klopph surround these lands but leave people alone unless they have orders not to.” 
 Babel nodded.  “Are they ordered to often?” 
 “Not often.  But periodically, the Keeper feels the need to remind people that he has control.” 
 “And so he reminds us today?” 
 Quentin nodded in agreement.  “So is life in the Outerlands.”  
 Babel thoughts turned back to Jims and how calm he was.  That sparked his recollection of what Jims had said to him that morning.  “Why did you tell Jims that I am afraid of being naked?  I’m guessing Triana said something to you.” 
 Quentin’s somberness turned lighter and he smiled.  “Harmless enough.   It makes you uncomfortable, does it not?” 
 “Not uncomfortable.  People where I come from don’t just strip their clothing wherever they feel like.  In fact, that can get you trouble.” 
 “Then I guess it’s a good thing we are not where you come from.  Here people feel the body is something that we all have.  If it is seen by others, who cares?  We all have skin.” 
 “Alright, let’s just forget it.  But please don’t tell anyone else that.  I’m a big boy and can handle being around other naked people.” 
 Quentin laughed.  “Fair enough.  Now, you’d better get your belongings.” 
 An hour later, they began the trek deeper into the Outerlands.  The plan was that the group would split, dividing north and south to confuse the trail.  Those groups would split further, some doubling back and others following rock trails before the entire group converged in a designated location several miles away.   
 As they started off, Quentin turned around one last time and looked at his childhood home.  He did not know it then but that would be the last time he would see the village. 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 “From the look of the village, they were here only this morning.” the Kaptajn observed. 
 The Cancellarrii nodded.  “It certainly seems so.  Did you find the trail?” 
 “We found several.  Each moving off in different directions.  I imagine they all intersect again at some future point but it will take some time to explore each and determine where.” 
 The Cancellarrii sighed.  He knew the people in the Outerlands well; he had been raised in the Outerlands.  They were a crafty people – they had to be.  “And the energy source?” 
 “There is none that we can pinpoint.  The energy of the Chokka seems to be everywhere at once.” 
 “Have your men divide and search each trail.  I would expect several of those trails to double back.  We must take our time and not be misled.” 
 The Cancellarrii dismissed the Kaptajn and considered the village around him.  It was not dissimilar to his own childhood village.  The Keeper had grown up in a similar village as well, just to the east.  The Cancellarrii reflected on their first encounter. 
 The two met hunting for their respected village.  It was nearing winter and the game had begun to move, forcing them to hunt further from their home.  This was the two young men’s first winter hunt and a chance meeting of the two villages in the wild sparked a friendship between the two young men. 
 Over the period of the next few months, the two met several times to hunt together.  It was during these hunts that the two young men began to talk seriously about their futures.  Both would soon each would be expected to marry and start a family.  Neither were content with that prospect and determined that there had to be more to life than what currently existed for them. 
 When the summer came, both men decided to leave their village to explore the world around them.  As they traveled, the spoke with others, convinced other young men to join them.  Soon a group of several hundred men roamed the Outerlands before finding the cave the housed the Stone of Návratu.  It was there that one of the young men took on the name of the Keeper of the Stone, deciding that it was his destiny to discover the ancient land of the Návratu.  They settled the cave and the man now known as the Keeper began sharing his true agenda. 
 Those who joined the Keeper were drawn by the mysticism of the man.  Here was a man who had come from them but had risen above the harsh life of the Outerlands and promised them wealth and power.  Because the cave was located in the Barren Lands, they went largely unnoticed by the rest of the world.  The government was aware of them but no one realized the sheer numbers the army had amassed.  It was not until a surprise visit by the Minister of Security that their actual makeup was discovered.   
 The Minister had come to the area on reports that people were gathering with ideas of rebellion.  He traveled to the area in an airborne craft and was shocked when he came upon the training grounds of the Klopph.  He was lucky to escape as his partner craft was shot out of the sky. 
 The Keeper named his longtime friend the leader of the army and gave him the honored title of Cancellarrii.  “We are discovered.” the Keeper said of the Minister.  “Are the Klopph ready?” 
 “They are ready.” 
 “Then prepare them.  We leave for Orleans in the morning.”   
 A few months later, the Keeper was the new ruler of the world and the Cancellarrii the lead the world’s army. 
 “Cancellarrii.” 
 The Cancellarrii looked around and saw the Kaptajn.  He snapped back to the present.  “Yes, Kaptajn, what is it?” 
 “We have determined the correct trail.” 
 “Very good.  Are the men ready to leave?” 
 “They await your order.” 
 “You have my order.  We follow the Chokka.” 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 
 They moved hastily westward.  The first day in, adrenaline was on Babel’s side and he trudged along.  The second day, however, reality deflated his resolve and he had issues keeping up.   
 The people in the Outerlands relied on instincts and adroit physical abilities to guide them through life.  Multiple mile journeys in short periods of time were nothing new to them.  Babel on the other hand was not used to that type of living.  Most of his days had been spent behind a desk or sitting in someone’s office.  He realized he would need to harden his doggedness if he was going to make it in the Outerlands. 
 Babel sped up until he reached Quentin and he could hear his ragged breathing.  It seemed that Babel was not the only one used to a less physical lifestyle.  “How are you holding up?” Quentin asked. 
 “About the same as you.” Babel admitted. 
 “That bad, huh?” 
 “Maybe worse.  I can’t say I get enough exercise.” 
 “That makes two of us.  Well, at least you have age on your side.” 
 “Is that supposed to make this easier?” 
 Quentin smiled and shrugged.  “In any case, try to keep up.  At least with me.  We can’t have the leader of the world taking up the rear.  You’re supposed to be out front leading the people.” 
 “I’ll see what I can do.  Do you think they have discovered our trail?” 
 Quentin nodded.  “They are disciplined and physically fit.  They will have the advantage.  We had about a half-day lead on them but I would imagine that has been reduced at this point.” 
 “So what do we do?  Do we continue as we are, waiting for them to catch up with us?” 
 “That’s one thing about Jims; you never have to worry about having a plan.  We’ll continue on for about another hour.  During that time, you should notice the ground becoming rockier.  That is a good thing.  The rocks will hide our tracks.  We will enter the Valley of Stones and it is there that we will turn and head north for a short period before returning east.” 
 “East?  Back to the city?” 
 “No, not to city but just north of it.  There lies the last fortress of the Chokka.” 
 “A fortress?  Won’t the Klopph know of this place?” 
 “No one knows of this place.  This is an underground fortress, built for the Császár.  It was a place where the Császár could go and continue to run the government in the event that there was a major disaster.” 
 “Such as a coup?  How do you know of this place?” 
 “It was written in your grandfather’s book.” 
 “I didn’t see that in the book.” 
 “That’s because you were not looking in the right place.  The Chokka had a certain code that they used.  The book is full of codes.  Unless you know where to look, you will never discover them.  That is the purpose, of course.  I will show you later.” 
 “Have you ever been to this fortress?” 
 “I have not.  In fact, I don’t even know of the name of the fortress.  I do know that the Klopph have not learned of this fortress.” 
 “How can you be sure?” 
 “The fortress contains many of the secrets of the Chokka as well as many of the technological advances of my father.  If the fortress had been discovered, so would these secrets.  They have not been used by the Keeper, so they have not been discovered.” 
 Babel left the discussion at that.  He had many questions but let them lie. 
 Within the hour, they reached the Valley of Stones, just as Quentin had said.  The sun was beginning to lower in the sky and they knew they needed to stop for the evening.  Jims called them to a halt and ordered the area inspected.  The Valley of Stones was a perfect place to hide.   
 One of the men found a small cave inside of a nearby gulley.  It would be risky if it rained but the sky showed signs that it would be clear.  The village leadership met and determined it would give them the best option for cover for the evening. 
 When everyone was settled, Babel and Quentin joined Jims and the other officials to discuss their strategy.  “The Klopph are close and we need to lose them.” Jims started. 
 “Agreed.” said Quentin, “We will not outlast them to the fortress if we don’t.” 
 “How?  The land is barren with nowhere to hide.  They are moving too fast for us to outrun them.” Babel asked. 
 “The same way you handled the Pishacha in the cemetery.” 
 “A fire.” 
 “Yes, a fire.  If you haven’t noticed, it’s the dry season.  We chose the Valley of Stones because it is filled with deadwood which will burn quickly.  The fire will spread rapidly through the area.” 
 “You want me to light the land on fire?  What about the people?” 
 “We’ve been traveling for nearly a week.  How many people have you seen?” 
 “These lands are called the Great Waste.” Jims added.  “No one lives here.  The ground is sour.  Only the most stubborn of grasses and trees survive here.  That is why we came here.” 
 “Okay.” Babel agreed.  “When?” 
 “Just before first light.” Quentin answered.  “You can control the fire?”  Babel nodded that could.  “That’s good.  That’s really good.  You are starting to realize your inner-power.  Now, you will set the fire just after we depart.  Push the wall of flame towards the direction we came.  Nature will take care of the rest.” 
 “How long to the fortress after that?” Babel asked. 
 “About five days.” Jims answered. 
 “We’ll need to move quickly.” Quentin said.  “The fires will delay them but they will not deter them.  We will need to be vigilant.” 
 “After we reach the fortress, what then?” 
 “Then it will be your time.  I will show you the secrets of the Chokka.  Then it will be up to you to rally the people against the Keeper.”  
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 
 “How is he?” the Keeper asked.  He had joined the Klopph after a call from the Cancellarrii explaining their setback.  The man in question was covered in white wrappings; tubes came from his arms filled with a blue liquid. 
 “He may live.  He may die.  He has third degree burns to most of his body.  If he lives, it will take months for him to recover fully, if that is even possible for him.  The Kaptajn is a good man.  He will be difficult to replace.”  The Cancellarrii looked gravely at the charred body of the Kaptajn.  “Because he cannot, I will take vengeance on his behalf.” 
 “I am sure you will.  Do you know what exactly happened?” 
 “We were in the Great Waste, about a mile east of the Valley of Stones when a fire came rushing towards us.  There was little we could do.  There was nowhere to take cover.  I was able to activate my body shield, as were several others.  The Kaptajn was not as lucky.” 
 “What of the flames?” 
 “It is they dry season but there had been no lightning.  The fire was manufactured.” 
 “The amazing part is that it came directly towards you.” 
 “What are you saying?  It is obvious the fire was started by those with the Chokka, but are you saying perhaps the fire was controlled?” 
 “Many of the Chokka possessed the ability to start fires and control those fires by thought.” 
 The Cancellarrii inhaled, taking in the Keeper’s comment.  They had underestimated the Chokka.   
 The Keeper leaned into the Cancellarrii.  “How are you, old friend?” 
 “Some minor burns.  It appears I wasn’t quite quick enough with my body shield.  The wounds are clean and there is no infection.  I am ready for duty.” 
 The Keeper nodded.  “Very well.  Do we know where they are headed?” 
 “We are patrolling the area.  We will find their trail again.” 
 “Where do you think they are headed?” 
 “Part of me thinks they will turn and head to the Far East Region.  There people there are full of unrest and we have only a few Klopph in that area.  If they were given an opportunity to support a return to a Chokka government, I believe they would follow.  But another part of me thinks that they will come to Orleans.” 
 “What makes you say that?” 
 “The Chokka have many secrets that I have no doubt we have yet to discover.  There is no telling what the Chokka’s father told him.  Plus, he is with the son of the Minister of Science.  He will know secrets that may be hidden within the city.  We can’t rule out their return.  Either way, we will be ready.” 
 The Keeper placed his hand on the Cancellarrii’s shoulder.  “We will talk more on this later.  Keep me apprised.” 
 “We will need to replace the Kaptajn.  I have someone in mind.” 
 “I’m sure you do.  I’ll see you later.” 
 After the Keeper departed the makeshift shelter, the Cancellarrii regarded the damaged Kaptajn.  Within the hour, he would be transported back to the city for surgery.  Rage filled him.  “They will pay for what they have done.” 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 
 From the outside, there was no evidence of a fortress.  The land was full of vegetation, fashioning a lovely setting.   
 Babel simply stood and admired the beauty.  He could see why his ancestors had chosen this location as the place to build their hidden fortress.  Babel imagined his ancestors finding this spot among all the possible choices in the world and declaring that, “This is it.”   
 The Chokka that came here came because their situation was dire.  They were faced with the death of their world, as well as their own death.  Babel could imagine no more beautiful final sight before death. 
 “Are you sure this is it?” Babel asked Quentin. 
 “I am sure of it.” 
 “Good.  You don’t happen to also be sure of the location of the doorway, do you?” 
 Quentin smiled.  “I was hoping you would.” 
 Babel couldn’t explain it, but at that moment he did know.  His face grew serious and Quentin noticed the change.  “What it is?” 
 “I know how to enter.” 
 Quentin looked over at Jims who raised his eyebrows.  “You do?  How?” 
 “I don’t know.  I just know where the doorway is hidden.”  He asked the others to stand back.  He wasn’t sure exactly how he knew the way to open the fortress, but he did.  It was the same as when he had opened the gateway to this world at the Taj Mahal. 
 He walked to the highest point in the area at the top of a small knoll.  He was surprised that he could see the land stretch far to the north.  In the distance, he could make out mountains which were topped with snow.  He gasped.  There were no mountains in the area, only flat land interrupted periodically by slight elevations.  He shouldn’t have seen mountains; but at that moment, above the fortress of the Chokka, he felt the energy of the world and realized he could see everything.  He saw the wastelands that lay beyond.  He saw the mass graves of bones.  He saw the desolate structures of the world.  
 It was at that moment, he realized why Orleans looked so familiar.  It was because it was New Orleans.  Only it was a New Orleans in a world of waste.  Everything else in the world lie in ruin.  Babel didn’t know if this was another duplicate world or if – for the first time he experienced this thought – he had somehow gone to the future of his world that had somehow been destroyed. 
 It was in that moment of seeing all that he also witnessed the man living alone to the north and recognized the need to meet that man. 
 For several moments he stood there.  He closed his eyes and found that he could see better with them closed than with them open.  At that moment, the secrets of that world and his ancestors were revealed to him.  He became more than just part of that world, he became that world.  His questions were confirmed.  This was a future world. 
          He saw the man known as Julius Babel, his ancestor, and the fall of the world.  He saw what Julius Babel did not know – that Julius had abilities.  If fact, it was Julius’ abilities that saved him that day.  When the warheads hit the earth, Julius unknowingly formed a field of energy around the facility using his mind.  The world was laid waste but he and the people with him were not harmed. 
          He learned in that moment that the man to the north was with Julius in the facility.  
 Quentin watched him amazed.  He had been around the Chokka during his childhood and had seen many things that filled him with wonder but he had never seen anything such as he was witnessing now.  “He has become the Császár.” 
 “Yes, that he has.” Jims commented.  Quentin turned and looked at Jims in surprise.  Quentin thought he had said the words in his head; he realized he must have spoken them aloud. 
 They continued to watch Babel, as did the other members of the group.  They knew they needed to get inside of the fortress.  Surely the energy being released would draw immediate attention of the Klopph, even with Babel wearing the device.  But they were mesmerized and could not move. 
 Babel opened his eyes and looked at the men around him.  He was their Császár.  Now it was time to lead them.   
 He raised his arms slowly above his head.  As he did, four trees began to rise.  The trees were lined up in perfect symmetry, creating a seamless square around Babel with him directly in the center.   
 Finally, when his hands touched above his head, the roots of the trees showed and the trees stopped rising.  Then, with a motion that surprised the other men (and intimidated them if they told the truth), Babel violently heaved his arms downward, drawing his hands into fists as he did. 
 As unrealistic as it seemed, the ground shook slightly when in one fluid motion, he squatted and struck the ground with both fists.  The men considered that foray on a human and thought such an incursion would crush the top of a man’s skull.  They knew that Babel had shattered both of his hands, yet he showed no sign of being in pain. 
 Then, Babel stood and motioned for the men to join him; his hands were unfazed. 
 Quentin reached Babel first.  He had his eyes fixed on Babel and once he crested the knoll, took a step towards him.  Babel held up his hands for Quentin to stop and Quentin, not understanding at first, looked down and saw that a stairway had opened in the ground. 
 “So this is why no one could find the fortress.” Quentin said peering down into the dark hole.  “It took a Chokka to open the doorway.” 
 The stairway led down nearly one hundred feet before it ended.  It was pitch black at the bottom, the only light coming from the daylight above.  That daylight was extinguished as the doorway above slid shut. 
 For a moment, there was only darkness and they were uncertain (if truth be told and the men would admit it, they were afraid).  Then, out of the darkness came an explosion of light.  One moment, there was no light, the next they were flooded in lit.  The company was temporarily blinded, all with the exception of Babel.  As the other men covered their eyes, Babel looked around.  He was overcome by what he saw. 
 He was in the fortress of his ancestors, built by the Chokka countless generations ago.  This was his history.  And now, just as his family had made their place in a desolate world, he would now make his place.  “I am home.” 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 
 Babel was reading his grandfather’s book with a new interest and did not notice Quentin entering the room.  Babel felt someone staring at him and was surprised to see Quentin standing next to him.  “I didn’t hear you come in.” Babel admitted embarrassed. 
 Quentin smiled.  “I thought now that you are one with the energy of the world, nothing is supposed to surprise you.” 
 “Very funny.” 
 “Knock, knock.” came a voice from the doorway.  They both turned to see Jims.  “Am I interrupting?” 
 “Not at all.  Quentin here was just demonstrating his vast sense of humor.” 
 “Short conversation…” Jims commented.  “Anyways, some place, huh?” 
 “It really is.”  Babel closed the journal and placed his hands on top.  Jims noticed the y shaped scar on Babel’s hand.   
 “Do you know why you have that?” 
 Babel followed Jims’ gaze to his hand.  “You mean the scar?  I do not.” 
 “Quentin, do you know what that is?” Jims asked. 
 Quentin shook his head.  “It is just one of the many mysteries of the Chokka that I do not understand.”   
 Jims shrugged his shoulders.  “Okay, so now what?” 
 Babel looked at him.  “What do you mean now what?” 
 “I mean now what?  I got us here but after that I really didn’t have anything.  My job was to get us somewhere safe, which I did.  Now it’s your turn.” 
  Babel considered for a moment.  He looked at Quentin.  “You and I were brought here so that you can teach me the secrets of the Chokka.  And more than that.  If we are going to move forward, we’ll also need the technologies of your father.” 
 Quentin studied Babel for a moment.  “So you’re saying now, if I understand your meaning and if I may be so bold, you need someone to guide you – a counselor.  Now that you are the Császár, you need a Minister of Science.” 
 “Um, I don’t know if that’s exactly what I was saying but I’m sure I would have gotten to that point.  Now that you’ve brought it up, what do you say?” 
 “Do you know the role of the Minister of Science?” 
 “Sure, he does all kinds of sciency stuff.” 
 Quentin laughed.  “Well, if that’s all you need from me, then I accept.” 
 Jims cleared his throat and their attention was turned to him.  “Let me guess,” Babel said, “you’d like a title as well?” 
 “How about the Minister of Romance?  Just ask Krista…” 
 “Jims, shut up.” Quentin said laughing.   
 Jims didn’t answer at first, pausing to bring the attention back to him.  “So about the Minister of Romance position…” 
 Quentin slugged Jims in the arm (which didn’t budge).  “You want to try that again, Nancy?  This time actually hit me.” 
 Quentin took another swing at Jims, only this time Jims turned his body and caught Quentin’s fist with his open hand.  Jims then closed his hand, trapping Quentin’s fist inside.  “Now, would you like me to squeeze, or can you cool it, mate?” 
 Quentin smiled.  “Either let go of my hand or I’ll have the Császár here banish you from his world.” 
 Jims looked at Babel and started to speak but Babel gave Jims a serious look.  Jims didn’t know how to read Babel’s face.  “You wouldn’t banish old Jims would you?  Besides, if you did, you better sleep the rest of your short life with both eyes open.  I’ll be coming for you.” 
 Babel held his serious look for a moment longer but finally broke.  He smiled widely.  “I guess I better keep you around then.  By the way, I’ve just asked your brother to be the Minster of Science.  I’m guessing you’d like to be the Minister of Security.” 
 “Would part of my job be keeping the Minister of Science safe?  If you say yes I won’t take the job.” 
 Babel laughed.  “You can keep safe those you see fit.” 
 Jims looked at Quentin and slid his bladed hand across his throat.  “You’re a goner there, mate.” 
 “I’ll take my chances.” Quentin said before looking back to Babel.  “It is agreed.  So what is our next move?” 
 “Now we have to find a man.” Babel answered seriously. 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 
 The Cancellarrii looked out over the two thousand Klopph.  He would no longer take any chances with the Chokka.  He was bringing the war to him.  His standing order – find the Chokka and bring him back alive; kill everyone who was aiding the Chokka. 
 The Cancellarrii turned command of the regiment over to the Field Commander and walked back to the vehicle that would take him back to the Erőd.  His new Kaptajn joined him. 
 “Good speech.” the new Kaptajn commented. 
 “Thanks.  I meant everything I said.  You have some big shoes to fill but you’ve served me well for many years and I wouldn’t expect any less now.  You deserve the position.” 
 “Thank you, sir.” 
 “We have a decent drive ahead of us.  During that time, I’d like to get your thoughts on the Chokka.  Tell me what you know of them.” 
 The Kaptajn had already been briefed for the position on everything, but what the Cancellarrii was interested in was anything that the new Kaptajn might have heard over the years that he currently didn’t know.  He was apprised on most of the findings and investigations around the world but occasionally he missed small bits of news or information.  The new Kaptajn had served directly under the Cancellarrii for many of his early years as a Klopph.  Five years prior he had been named Field Commander of the Far East Region. 
 Most of the information that the Kaptajn shared, the Cancellarrii already knew.  There were a few minor details of which he had not been previously aware but none of these were significant.  They were about two miles from the Erőd when the Kaptajn mentioned something that the Cancellarrii did not know: a personal journal written by the previous Császár. 
 “I’m not familiar with this journal,” the Cancellarrii interrupted, “please tell me more.” 
 The Kaptajn told the Cancellarrii what he knew of the journal, that it had been written by the Császár
during his time imprisoned in the palace.  It was rumored to have been hidden in the palace and later removed and given to someone, but he did not know who. 
 “How did you discover this information?” 
 “Many of the servants who served in the household of the Császár were retained by the Keeper.”  The Cancellarrii already knew this.  “One of these servants was a cook, who after many years of service at the palace was relocated to the Far East Region to serve as a cook for our outpost.  Great food I should add.  Anyways, this cook mentioned a Chokka journal.  Apparently he had seen the Császár writing in the journal and had a conversation with the Császár about the journal at some point.” 
 “So where is this cook now?  We’ll need to question him.” 
 “He died two years ago.” 
 The Cancellarrii was frustrated.  He needed to speak to someone who had firsthand knowledge of the journal.  There was no telling what was revealed in those writings.  “Did he ever say who ended up with the journal?”  
 “He did not.  He only said that the book was smuggled out of the palace.  He did not know who received the book.” 
 “How did he know that the book was taken from the house?” 
 “He knew where the book was hidden.” 
 “He knew where a secret journal was hidden and yet he told no one?”  The Cancellarrii was furious. 
 “What do you expect?  The Keeper had just taken over the world.  The cook was kept in service of the Keeper more out of convenience than anything.  I doubt that his loyalties switched from the Chokka to the Keeper overnight.” 
 “I agree with you.  But at some point in time, he must have come to terms that the Keeper was not going anywhere.  He was in service of the Keeper for many years.  Surely during that time, there was some sense of loyalty to the Keeper.” 
 “Perhaps his service to the Keeper did not overshadow his many years of service to the Chokka.  He mentioned the book just before he died.” 
 “Do you think that he was the one who sent the book from the house?” 
 “I believe it is possible.  He was the one who dealt with deliveries to the palace.  He had plenty of opportunities to smuggle out a book.” 
 The Cancellarrii looked seriously at the Kaptajn.  “When did you find out about this book?” 
 “About a year ago, just before the cook died.” 
 “Did you speak of the book to anyone?” 
 “You mean did I mention to my commanding officer?  Absolutely.  I informed the Region Commander.” 
 “The commander who was killed last year?” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Apparently he died before he was able to pass on word.”  The Cancellarrii was angry.  This was information he should have had.  It was fate that intervened and spared the information from being passed on.  “You have read the report on the man who is the son of the former Minister of Science?”  The Kaptajn nodded.  “Do you think that perhaps the son is the one who received the book?” 
 “It would make sense.  There were no others with direct ties to the Chokka other than the palace staff.  Everyone else was killed during the Keeper’s rise to power.” 
 The Cancellarrii thought for a moment.  They were about to pull into the gates of the Erőd when the Cancellarrii ordered the driver to change directions.  “Take us to the Keeper.” 
 Five minutes later, the Cancellarrii and the Kaptajn faced the man who led the world.  “We have a problem.” the Cancellarrii said.  “Knowledge of a secret book has surfaced.  This book is in the possession of the Chokka.” 
   



 CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 
 “A man you say; what man?” Jims asked. 
 “He lives in the Barren Lands.” Babel responded. 
 “The Barren Lands?  But no one lives in the Barren Lands.  Thus its name.  You know, a land that is barren.” 
 Babel smiled.  He enjoyed Jims.  The man was very capable, which is why Babel named him his Minster of Security.  Jims also never seemed to lose his sense of humor.  Even when the moment was suspenseful or full of misunderstanding, Jims had demonstrated the ability to lead while a sense of levity remained.  “And yet a man remains nonetheless.” 
 Jims considered the dictum.  “And we need to find him?” 
 “I know where he is, I have seen him.  We just need to go to where he is.” 
 “And what is it exactly that this Mystery Man will show us?” 
 “He has something we need.  Without that item, we are at a disadvantage with the Klopph.” 
 “What is this item?” Quentin asked. 
 “Do you recall telling that your father was working on a teleportation device?” 
 Quentin didn’t understand the term teleportation.  “I’m not sure to what you’re…” 
 Babel picked up on Quentin’s misunderstanding.  “He has a device that will allow us to move from place to place instantly.” 
 Quentin’s eye widened.  “My father was not able to create that item.  The physics of transporting people was beyond him.  He studied the Bejárat was not replicate the effects.” 
 “This man has done that.” 
 Quentin nodded approvingly but was skeptical.  “If this man does indeed have that technology, why would he share it with us?  Any man who lives in the Barren Lands is obviously not the keenest of social interaction.” 
 “When do we leave?” Jims interjected. 
 “We will stay here long enough for me to learn as much as I can of my Chokka ancestors.  I have the knowledge of their secrets but I know very little of their history.  I would like to know what they did well and what they did not so well so that I can be a fair leader to the world.  Quentin you can help me with this. 
  “I would also like you to look at your father’s technology.  See what we have at our discretion that can use to defeat the Klopph.  Jims you can help him.  After that, we’ll have to raise an army.” 
 Babel looked at Quentin.  “While Jims builds our army, you and I will visit our new friend in the Barren Lands.”  He paused once more and then asked something that had been bothering him, “Will the people of the world see us as different from the Klopph?  Aren’t we the same as them if we overtake them by force?” 
 “A great number of the people alive today never lived under a Chokka government.  You are concerned if they know we are any better?”  Babel nodded.  “What does your heart tell you?” 
 “It tells me that we are doing the right thing.” Babel answered without hesitation. 
 “Then it does not matter what others think.  We will do what feel is right.” 
 “And if the people do not respond?’ 
 “Then we have already lost.” 
 Babel considered Quentin’s words.  He looked at Quentin. “I have vowed that I will avenge the death of my father, just as you have vowed to avenge the death of your family.  This is personal.  But as much as I want to kill the Keeper, I don’t want to enter this blindly out of rage.” 
 “Are you saying that you are?” 
 “I am saying that I am not.  I will kill the Keeper to avenge my father and my grandparents.  But that is not the reason I am choosing to start this war.  I am starting this war because I am a Chokka.  If I don’t, no one else will.” 
 “So it’s ego?” 
 “No, but it is what I know to be right.” 
 “You are our Császár.” Quentin answered.  “We will follow you.” 
 Babel paused only briefly, giving his decision one final thought.  Then he raised his head and straightened his back.  “We go to war.” 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY 
 Quentin pushed his chair away from the desk.  He had just finished cataloging the mainframe of the fortress and wasn’t sure how to react to what he found. 
 In the mainframe were designs for several projects on which his father was working.  Most of the projects had either not been completed or had not been started but there were several that had.  One especially fascinating tidbit – he had always considered the Pishacha to be naturally occurring but discovered that the Ministry of Science had created the Pishacha.  “I wonder whose idea it was to work on that project?” 
 He kept digging and his interest was sparked by one particular project that had been completed many years prior: a reanimation machine.  The project itself spanned back many decades before the death of his father.   
 In the early years, many of the subjects had died during the testing.  Something about the radiation levels.  As years went by however, the machine began to re-grow lost appendages of the test subjects.  Quentin recognized some of the names of test subjects as various soldiers who had served in the Chokka military.   
 After ten years of testing, the first test subject was successfully brought back from the dead.  Quentin looked at the name of the first successful test subject and was speechless.  It was him. 
 His father had recorded numerous journal entries and Quentin read that his father had been very close to a breakthrough in the weeks leading up to his son’s death.  In fact, his father had another test subject lined up for the day after Quentin’s death.  Of course, Quentin’s death changed that.   
 His father had ordered Quentin’s body brought to the fortress.  There he worked for nearly forty hours straight, working to perfect the machine.  Finally, two days after Quentin’s death, his father used the machine and Quentin returned to life. 
 Quentin was stunned.  He read his father’s words aloud:  

Quentin has shown a complete recovery.  In fact, there have been some other positive residual effects of the reanimation.  Yesterday, Quentin cut himself on a broken test tube.  The cut was superficial but bled severely.  I could see the blood flowing but by the time I reached him, the blood had completely stopped.  What’s more is that the cut completely disappeared.  His body had healed itself almost instantly.  I wonder what this will mean for him in the future?







 “This is why I die and come back.  There can be no other explanation.” 
 Quentin spent the next several hours combing through the historical archives.  He ascertained designs and plans from not only his father but also many of the Ministers of Science before him.  He discovered that the many of the abilities by many of the people in the world had been created by the Ministry of Science.  These abilities, once absorbed by their test subjects, became part of the genetic makeup of those people.  Then, those abilities were then passed down genetically from one generation to another.   
 “What does this mean for my children?  Did I pass my reanimation on to them?”  He dwelled on the question for some time but forced himself to stop.  “My wife and children are dead.  I have to accept that.” 
 He tried to exorcize the thought from his mind but it would not escape him.  He kept imagining his children trapped inside of the burner of the Erőd.  Each time the burner was fired, they would die, burned to death, only to be revived, still stuck in the burner to die that horrible death all over again. 
 “Are you alright?”  
 Quentin turned to see who had spoken.  It was Babel.  “Yes, I’m fine.” 
 “Are you sure?  You don’t look so well.” 
 “I’m sure.” 
 “Okay.  So, what did you find?” 
 Quentin showed Babel what he had learned.  Babel was amazed.  “So that is why you return after you die.”  Quentin nodded.  He then showed Babel what he had learned about the some of the abilities of the world.  
 “Thanks for showing me.” Babel said aloud instead.  “Let me know what else you find out.  Also, I wanted to tell you that we’re leaving in the morning.  Thank you for all that you’ve taught me.”   
 Quentin nodded.  “So in the morning then.” 
 “Yes, in the morning.  Now get some sleep.” 
 “I’ll see what I can do.  Good night, Babel.” 
 Quentin waited until he heard Babel’s footsteps disappear and then turned around to face the screen.  “Let’s see what other secrets you have for us.” 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY ONE 
 “I want answers!” the Keeper demanded. 
 “We’re currently working on that.  We are speaking to everyone who was associated with the Chokka’s servants and everyone who served at the outpost the same time as the cook.  If anyone knows anything, they will tell us.” the Cancellarrii answered. 
 The Keeper thought for a moment.  “Perhaps there actually is no book.  Is it possible that the cook was mistaken?” 
 “The cook was convinced there was such a book.  Why would he make up such a thing on his death bed?” the Kaptajn answered. 
 The Keeper turned and faced the new Kaptajn, the man whose power was dwarfed only by the Cancellarrii.  “After years of service in the palace, I sent him to you in an outpost.  Perhaps he was angry.  He was hoping to die surrounded by the luxury of the palace.  Instead, he was shipped to live out the rest of his life in the Outerlands.  Maybe he wanted to start a conspiracy that would outlive his own life.” 
 “It’s possible, sir.” replied the Kaptajn.  “But something just doesn’t sound right.” 
 “What do you mean by that?” the Keeper challenged.  He was testing his new Kaptajn, seeing if he would stand up to him – a quality he wanted in his Kaptajn.  The Cancellarrii knew his new Kaptajn was being tested and said nothing. 
 “Why would the cook tell the Klopph such a story?  If the intention was to alarm us through conspiracy, he forgot that the Klopph do not intimidate.  If his desire was spread hope among the people of the world, he could do better than attempt to pass rumors across the lips of the Klopph.  He spoke matter of fact.  Nothing more.” 
 “You were there at his death and witnessed firsthand?” 
 “I was and I did.” 
 “Did you ask him why he was telling you this?” 
 “I did.  His answer was that he was one of only a few left alive who knew that the book existed and he could not let that secret die with him.  He said he owed the government at least that much for sparing his life and treating him well throughout the years.” 
 The Keeper considered the Kaptajn’s words.  The Kaptajn had not backed down and that pleased him.  The Cancellarrii had chosen well, as he had expected him to.  “Very well.  So we know that a book exists.  And we know that book contains an unknown narrative.  We also assume that the book is in the hands of the Chokka.  Is there any way to discover where the book truly ended?” 
 The Cancellarrii regained the conversation.  “As I mentioned, we are making all possible inquiries.” 
 “Is there no way to trace the deliveries and narrow down those people involved?” 
 “We can narrow down the timeframe and look at the most likely suspects but our inquiry will take time to make sure the information is accurate.  It wouldn’t be prudent to neglect any timeframe based solely on if they served with the cook or not.  During the interval which we spend investigating, the Chokka gain more time to plot.  We will work all angles but our efforts would be better spent on the present than chasing stories of the past.” 
 The Keeper nodded regretfully.  “Any news of his whereabouts?” 
 The Cancellarrii shook his head.  “Our battalion in the Great Waste picked up the trail and followed it east but it ended just to the north of the city.” 
 “So they have come back here?” 
 “Either that or they discovered a means to travel undetected.” 
 The Keeper placed his hands behind his back and paced around the room for a few moments.  The Cancellarrii and the Kaptajn waited patiently.  Finally the Keeper looked up at them.  “Have you ever heard of a secret Chokka fortress?” 
 The Kaptajn shook his head indicating that he had not.  The Cancellarrii on the other hand had heard of such a place, although it had been many years since he heard anything spoken on the subject.  “In the first few years after our arrival year, I often heard whispers among the residents of the Elder Quarter asking why the Császár did not take residence in the fortress upon our invasion.” 
 “Did any of these people mention where such a fortress might be located?” 
 “It was said that the fortress lay just north of the city.  I have investigated several times but have never revealed anything.” 
 “I have heard similar rumors.  I have been to the area a few times myself but like you never seen sign of a fortress.”  The Keeper looked at the Kaptajn.  “Do you have men in the area?”  
  The Kaptajn nodded.  “The battalion that trailed the Chokka trail remains in the area.  I will have them scour the area.  It is a large area.  Is there a specific location we should begin?” 
 “If you were to build a fortress, what would you look for in a location?” the Cancellarrii asked.  
 “I would find a higher elevation for a vantage point.” 
  “Even if it were underground?” 
 The Kaptajn considered.  “Yes.” 
 “Then that is where you will focus.”  
 The Keeper looked at both men.  “Make it happen.  We need to find the fortress.” 
 Both men noted the dismissal and exited the Keeper’s office.   
 After they had gone, the Keeper went back to his living quarters and sat down at his kitchen table.  The past few weeks had been more stressful than at any other point of his rule.  That stress was starting to wear on him.  “Perhaps tomorrow I will take a few days in the Northern Palace.  The Cancellarrii can meet with me there as well as he can here.” 
 With that, he undressed and went to bed.  “Things will be better tomorrow.” he said to himself before falling asleep and dreaming of the face of the Chokka’s father. 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY TWO 
 “Everyone out!”  The Cancellarrii saw the timer.  There were only twenty seconds to evacuate – they weren’t going to make it.  
 The Cancellarrii actuated his body shield and turned to the Kaptajn; the Kaptajn had engaged his as well.  He had just enough time to survey his men and saw that most of the Klopph were unprotected.  He yelled out to them but was cut off.  At that moment, the bomb detonated.   
 The Cancellarrii felt himself being propelled through the air.  He felt something hit hard.  Then, his world went white, and then black. 

Brrrrrrr.   Mmrrrrrrungggg.  

 He could hear sounds in the background.  They were muffled. 

Crrraaaaannng.  Wwwwiiilllllllllddd.

 There was only darkness. 
 Then, there was something.  There was a long tunnel and at the end was a hazy light.  He could not feel himself walking but the light slowly came forward.  As it did, his world became clearer.  The sounds in the background began to resemble words.   
 Almost blinding him, the light engulfed him.  He felt a tingling sensation.  He tried to reach out and touch the tingling but couldn’t muster his hands to work.  The light penetrated his closed eyes and called to him.  He tried to open his eyes and found he could not, at least not at first. 
 He tried several times to speak to whoever was in the outside world but words failed him.  He felt his eyes blink.  Then they opened.   
 There was a face in front of him.  A black area of the face moved.  Finally he understood that the black area was a mouth.  He saw the face of an old friend. 
 Just like that, he was back in the world.  He could see.  He could hear and smell.   
 “Take it easy.”  The Keeper’s words dripped of concern. 
 The Cancellarrii strained a slight smile and called his old friend by a name that had not been used in many years.  “Where am I?” 
 “You are in a medical unit.” the Keeper answered placing his hand on the Cancellarrii’s chest.  “You have been here two days.” 
 “Two days?”  The Cancellarrii tried to sit up and found that he couldn’t. 
 “You have been in a coma.  You came out about an hour ago.  The physicians just left.  They have your arms and legs strapped down so you don’t try to pull off the machinery.” 
 The Cancellarrii laid his head back.  “What happened?  I can barely remember.” 
 “There was an explosion.  Your body shield saved your life.” 
 “What about the others?” 
 “Over three hundred Klopph lost their life.” 
 The Cancellarrii couldn’t believe it.  He had walked his men into a trap.  Now three hundred men were dead because of his failure.  “What about the Kaptajn?” 
 “He is alive.  I’m not sure how.  But he won’t ever walk again.”  The Keeper looked down at his oldest friend, his eyes deep with the same pain that the Cancellarrii felt.  “There was nothing you could have done.  You couldn’t have known.  Men die in battle.” 
 There was anger in the Cancelllarrii’s eyes.  “It is my responsibility to check everything.  I led the men into that room without checking first.  We just stormed in.  Now those men are dead because of me.” 
 “I know you’re angry.  I am, too.  But this is war.  Yes, men died.  They aren’t the first and they won’t be the last.  What matters now is that they have struck and stuck hard.  You and I are the leaders of this world.  The Klopph will be looking to us for leadership.  We have to honor our men and move forward.  If we don’t, we’ve already lost.” 
 The Cancellarrii was silent for several minutes as he weighed the Keeper’s words.  He knew the Keeper was right.  “Okay.” he said finally.  “We will lead them.” 
 The Keeper nodded approvingly.  “Good.  Now let me catch you up.  You will not be able to leave here for at least another day, I insist.  Your will need some time to get your mobility and strength back.  During that time, you and I will be working here.”  The Keeper started to add something else when two of the nurses came in pushing a cart.  “Well, that’s my cue.  I’ll leave you to your tests.” 
 The Keeper patted the Cancellarrii on his shoulder and walked out of the room.  From the corner of his eye, he saw the nurse pick up a syringe with a needle that resembled at long, thin nail.  
   



 CHAPTER FORTY THREE 
 “We’ve got company.” Rusk said running over to where the three men stood.  Rusk had been a bully as a kid but Jims had taken him in and mentored him and he had become a man of strong integrity and character.  He was now the Deputy Minister of Security, appointed by Jims. 
 “What do you mean?” Jims asked. 
 “The Klopph are all over this area.  I don’t think they know how to gain entrance to the fortress but they definitely know something is here and they are searching.” 
 “How many?” Quentin asked. 
 “A battalion.  Almost a thousand Klopph.” 
 “A thousand?  I guess they’re serious.” 
 “They won’t find this place.” Babel said confidently. 
 “Are you sure?” Jims asked.  “My boy Rusk here doesn’t get worked up about much but he seems pretty concerned right now.” 
 “They will not be able to access the stairway.  Only my energy can open the stairway.” 
 None of the men spoke for a moment.  Babel looked at them and started to speak when he noticed Quentin’s face.  Quentin’s concern was exposed.  “What is it?” Babel asked. 
 “The device that the Klopph have that detects the Chokka energy.” 
 “What about it?  I’m wearing the device that displaces the energy.” 
 “No, you don’t understand.  If they can detect the energy, that means they know how the energy is configured.  If they can configure the energy, they can replicate the energy.  If they can do that, they can open the doorway.” 
 Babel inhaled deeply and closed his eyes.  “I have led them to us.” 
 “Don’t take it too hard, mate.” Jims replied.  “Besides, we can use this to our advantage.” 
 “What do you mean advantage?” Quentin asked.  “We’re surrounded.” 
 Jims flashed his teeth.  “Exactly.  They are all here in one place and we have an armory full of bombs.” 
 Babel saw Jims’ intentions and nodded.  “We’ll draw them down here and then take them out.” 
 Jims nodded.  “I knew you had some of that Chokka common sense in you somewhere.  Aye, we take them out.  Rusk!” 
 Rusk stepped forward.  “You take some of the boys and bring the bombs.” Jims ordered.  “You’ll need to move quickly.  Once we’re ready, we’ll move out through one of the escape tunnels.” 
 Rusk nodded and followed through on his orders.  Once all was in place, they waited for the sound of the stairway to open.  It was quiet for only a moment, then the mechanical sound of the stairway opening echoed in the room.  The sound was followed by the trudging of a myriad of marching feet.  
 “Time to go.” Babel ordered. 
 Jims set the timer for two minutes and then ushered those who remained to meet with the rest of the group already waiting by the back door.  They sealed the blast door behind them and traveled the dimly tunnel that would bring them out further north. 
 The Cancellarrii entered he main commons room of the underground fortress, ahead of his men and saw that the room was empty.  He ordered a halt, ready to give his next command to search the entire fortress when something caught his eye.  There was a pile of something in the middle of the room covered by a canvas cloth.  The pile began to blink and then beep.  
 “Everyone out…!” he started to yell.  But he was cut off by the explosion. 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 
 The Barren Lands were beautiful in their own desolate way.  There was no vegetation to speak of and the land truly was barren.  But it was the eerie quietness of it all that appealed to Babel.  What disturbed other men who may have been more superstitious, Babel enjoyed the soundlessness that lay all around them. 
 It was a desert in all aspects.  They journey there took several days and they kept a constant watch for Klopph.  Twice now they had gained a small victory over the army of the world and they expected that the Klopph were famished for revenge.  They had no way of knowing the full extent that the explosion inside of the fortress had impaired the Klopph.  They were unaware that the Cancellarrii and his new Kaptajn had both been severely injured and the Klopph were temporarily on stand down until the enormity of the situation was evaluated. 
 As such, Babel and his band moved swiftly north, unimpeded.   
 Their journey provided time for Babel and Quentin to continue their conversations on Quentin’s knowledge of the Chokka.  Between what was said at the fortress and what was shared on the crossing north, Babel became well acquainted with his ancestors and their enigmas.   
 On the third day, Babel began to see signs of a massive bridge that had once stood.  There were only small portions of the bridge standing and none of those segments were longer than twenty feet.  Babel recognized that the segments belonged to what had been the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway.  That meant that the silt on which they now crossed had been the lake.  
 “I wonder what these structures were.” Quentin questioned. 
 “They were once part of a massive bridge that spanned nearly twenty five miles over a lake.” Babel answered. 
 Quentin stopped.  “How do you know that?” 
 “I know it because I have been here before.” 
 “You have been to the Great Waste?  I don’t understand.” 
 “I was here when this bridge was intact.  It was the longest of its kind in the world.  The land we are now walking on was once a large lake.”  Babel paused.  “This world that you live in, it is the future of the world that is seen through the portals.  The portals lead to your past.  That is where I come from.” 
 Babel had spoken loud enough for everyone to hear.  Everyone now stood and stared at Babel. 
 “The past, Babel, are you sure?” 
 “Look, either I’m insane or I speak the truth.  I would not speak them in jest.  You have to decide.  Am I crazy?  If so, why are you following me?  If I am not insane, that means my words are true.  I come from your past.  My father escaped to the past and that’s where I was born.  Now I return back to the world of my family.” 
 “How many years in the past do the portals lead?” 
 “It’s hard to tell.  I have no idea how many years have passed from them until now.” 
 “So what does that mean for us?” 
 “It means nothing.  This is the world that exists.  We can all go back to the world through the portal if we can figure out how to make it work.  But it won’t change anything.  All of this will still happen.  The only difference will be that the Klopph will continue to rule this world and we will not be here to stop them.” 
 “And we need to stop them.” Jims said, joining the discussion. 
 “I agree,” said Babel, “we need to stop them.”  He turned and looked at the people who bordered him.  “Look, I know the thought of a new world without the Klopph seems wonderful.  But if we can go there, so can they.  If they go there, I can’t be sure of the extent of damage they would cause.  Who knows, maybe they are the ones who went back and caused the world to be this way.  The only way to be done with the Klopph is to do it here.” 
 “Then let’s stop them.” Repeated Jims. 
 “So this man we are going to see,” Quentin interposed, “he is key to us stopping the Klopph?” 
 “This man has lived in this world since before the world changed.” 
 “How is that possible?” 
 “I don’t know.  I only know that he has lived through the entire history of this world.  And, yes, he is vital to our success.  We cannot defeat the Klopph without his transport device.” 
 Quentin took a serious air.  “Babel, how do you know all of this?” 
 “When I opened the fortress I was show all of this.  I can’t explain it.  I just know what I saw.” 
 They continued their discussion as they walked.  And on the fifth day of their journey north, they came to a deserted area of housing; only one of the homes appeared to be not so deserted. 
 “We need to keep an eye out.” Jims warned.  “This man does not know us and he will be leery.  We should assume that he sees us as a threat and will treat us as such.” 
 Most of the people of the village stayed back while Jims, Rusk, Quentin, and Babel moved forward to investigate the house.  To all but Babel, the home seemed strange.  A relic of past days – the architecture was foreign as was the landscaping.  But to Babel, the house reminded him of his father’s house back in Tennessee. 
 They moved slowly with their open hands exposed, not wanting to give the wrong impression.  Babel could see a garden behind the house – the only vegetation in the vicinity – but there was no sign of any life.   
 Jacques had seen them coming.  He didn’t know who they were and didn’t care.  He had been alone for so long that he preferred it that way.  He had seen what he thought were signs of people to the south of his home but had seen no one.  Now that had changed. 
 He was not aware of how the world had moved on in recent centuries.  He stayed to himself and he stayed safe.  He didn’t know if these new people were dangerous or not but they were certainly a threat to his solitude way of life.  Now that he had been discovered, he knew that he would not be left alone. 
 The cylinder was in the bag stowed over his shoulder.  He could have used the device to go somewhere else – anywhere else in the world.  He knew the rest of the world was dead and he would be able to live peacefully, undisturbed; but this was his home and no one was going to drive him from it. 
 He circled around behind them, to where he knew the rest of the group was waiting about a half mile from his house.  His abilities had continued to increase and he used his incredible speed and strength to take out five men among the group before the group could react.  He snapped the necks of the five men and was blind with the feel of death when he heard the cries and noticed for the first time that there were women and children among the mass. 
 Jims heard the cries first.  “The village!  They are being attacked!”   
 Without waiting to see how the others reacted, Jims sprinted back to his people and his wife.  Rusk, Quentin, and Babel followed suit. 
 When they arrived three minutes later, they discovered the dead among them.  Women and children cried at the bodies of the fallen men.  Solemn looks filled the faces of those who stood and watched, helpless to offer assistance or change what had happened. 
 “What happened?” Jims demanded as he reached his wife. 
 “It was one man.”  Krista’s voice was strained with morose.  “He was so fast.  He came out of nowhere.  He didn’t say anything, he just attacked.  And then he just stopped and he is gone.” 
 “One man did this?”  Jims was incredulous.  Krista nodded at her husband’s assertion.   
 They attended to the bodies and the families of those who had died.  Afterwards, Quentin, Babel, Rusk, and Jims met to the side of the group.  “What do you make of this?” Quentin asked Jims. 
 “I’m not sure.  Who is this man and why did he attack us?” 
 “He attacked because we came to his home.” Babel said. 
 Three sets of eyes turned to look at Babel.  “What do you mean?” Jims asked.  “Are you saying the man who attacked us is the man we are looking for?” 
 Babel nodded.  “I believe so, yes.  I was not there when he attacked and I have never met him to determine if was the same person but yes, I think it is the same man.” 
 “But why would he attack?  What did we do to him?” 
 “Look around.  We are in a land in which no one lives – no one even comes to.  This man has lived in this desolation for countless years.  He is bound to be untrusting of anyone he meets.  I would image that he is paranoid and wouldn’t be surprised if he was crazy.” 
 “Crazy?” Rusk asked. 
 “Wouldn’t you be if you live alone for so long?” 
 Rusk considered.  “Probably.  So what do we do about this man?” 
 Babel shrugged.  “We wait for him.” 
 “And what if he kills more of our people?” 
 “Then we’ll need to kill him, if necessary.  But first we need to find out where he keeps his device.  That is the reason we are here – not to make friends with a crazy man but to take possession of the item that will help us defeat the Klopph.” 
 They spoke further but all agreed the device was imperative for their survival.  And so they waited. 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 
 Triana awoke in the darkness.  She had idea how long she had been asleep.  She didn’t know if it was night or day and she didn’t care.  Her entire family was dead.  The memories of their slaughtered bodies falling to the floor replayed over and over in her mind.  When the agony of the memories became too much, she attempted to scream the thoughts back down – but it seldom worked.   
 Her left hand throbbed where her pinky finger had once been attached.  They had cleaned and bandaged the area and it had begun to heal but that did little to quell the dull ache that consumed her entire arm.  She would have clutched her hand to her to chest at that moment if she could, just to offer herself some semblance of security, but her arms and legs were restrained.  She was cuffed supine to a mattress covered in blood from her seeping hand. 
 Time slipped by in the silence of the room.  Periodically, the silence would be interrupted by a bolt sliding and light would flood into the room.  That light was replaced by a Klopph who would change her bandages or initiate her twice daily unchaining to allow her to relieve herself.  She would then be reattached to the mattress and spoon fed her meager meal.   
 She shrunk at the approach of the Klopph as often the sessions would end with touching.  They had not done anything more than that, no doubt under strict orders, but the revulsion that ensued as their bare hands touched her exposed breasts and other parts of her was nearly too much.  She bit into her bottom lip, drawing blood, to keep from screaming.  But she would not allow them that pleasure and she refused to cry until they were gone.  
  Her most recent session had ended only a few hours prior when the familiar sliding of the bolt echoed in her room, followed by blinding brilliance.  Through her squint she could make out a silhouette and a figure came into focus as her eyes adjusted; she recognized the man as the Keeper.  She recognized the rules were about to change. 
 He retreated and his dark image was filled by two Klopph.  They removed her restraints and she was led down a long hallway, tracing the trail of the Keeper.  She had been blindfolded upon transport and was surprised to learn that she was in one of the Keeper’s palaces.  She had heard stories of the many palaces of the Keeper but had no idea which palace she was now in.  The view from the windows revealed a lush landscape and she knew she was far from the city – far enough away that she understood she was on her own. 
 She was shoved into a room with a lone chair.  The Keeper waited beside the chair that modeled clasps on the arms and legs.  She knew once she was locked in the chair, there was nothing she could do.  The Keeper smiled at her with cold eyes.  “Well, Triana, it’s been a while.  Last time you left too soon.  This time, we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.” 
 After she was secure, the Keeper nodded at her guards and they left the room, closing the door.  The loud click of the lock engaging sounded like a guillotine.  The corner of her eye caught movement in the depths of the room and for the first time she realized that she was not alone with the Keeper.  The Keeper noticed her gaze and smiled.  “This man is an old friend of mine.  He has served me for many years.  And I should tell you that only people who are proficient at what they do serve me for as long as he has.”   
 He nodded and the man walked over to a cabinet set against the wall.  Sunlight from the lone window reflected on the metal objects in the cabinet and Triana knew what was about to happen to her before the first sharp object was brought forth. 
 The man turned and Triana witnessed the leather gloves and apron that she did not doubt would soon be covered in her blood.  She had witnessed the ruthlessness of the man who ruled world with her family.  She thought on her cousins and how disposable they were to the Klopph.  She doubted she was any less disposable. 
 Her mind searched for a way to escape or at least reason with the man who walked purposefully towards her.  Each thought reached an impasse.  It was hopeless.   
 At that moment, the fear dispelled the sheet of amnesia that her uncle had placed over her memories and she recalled her encounter in the caves.  The memories flooded her vision and evoked her own death at the hands of the Keeper.  She saw her rebirth with the gift of ajándék and knew that despite her outburst of defiance in the caves, she was once again a pawn of the Keeper.  Only this time there would be no escape. 
 The man in leather reached and with an expression of professionalism on his face, he made the first mark of his trade with the metal object in hand.  Triana screamed in anguish.  But below the anguish was desperation as she knew no matter how lurid her cries, no one would come to her aid. 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY SIX 
 It was obvious to Jacques that the group of people were not going to leave under their own influence.  He had killed members of the group but that had not detoured them.  He wasn’t sure exactly what they were after but determined it was time to learn their purpose. 
 They were surprised to see him as he walked out of his front door.  The assembly of visitors had taken up temporary refuge in the circumference of his yard.  They had set guards but no one had seen him enter his home.  Babel was the first to notice Jacques in the morning light as the man strode down his front walkway towards them. 
 Rusk moved to intercept him and Jacques decided to go ahead and resume the tone he had set.  He reached forward and grabbed Rusk by the throat.  With the strength he possessed, it only took little effort to locate his esophagus and rip it out.  Blood poured from the open wound down Jacques arm and onto the ground.   
 Rusk’s face demonstrated astonishment and then shock as he clutched his open throat.  He was not able to hold in the blood and his life faded away from him, down his chest and onto the barren ground. 
 Jims moved to interceded but Babel extended his arm to stop him.  Jims was angry but he was just weary enough to obey the gesture of Babel.  Jacques smiled at the interaction.  “Now that I have your attention, what do you want?” 
 Jims and Quentin looked over at Babel who stepped forward.  “The first thing we want you to do is stop killing our people.  We’re not here to fight you.  We will if it comes to it but that is not our intentions here.  Now, what is your name?” 
 Jacques smiled with amusement.  “You have come to visit someone whose name you don’t even know?  How did you even know I was here?” 
 Babel detected a slight Cajun accent.  “I know because I was told by an old friend of yours.  Dr. Julius Babel.  He lived hundreds of years ago when all of this started.  I am one of his descendants.” 
 Jacques was surprised and his face demonstrated slight agitation.  Jims inhaled and prepared for the man’s next action.  Instead, Jacques continued talking.  “How do you know of this man?  He died many year ago and yet you say you spoke to him?  Do you think I am a fool?  It was because of Julius that I live here.  He gave the people hope and I knew there was none.  I could no longer be around them.” 
 “Julius Babel is my ancestor.  He came to me in a vision and I can’t begin to tell you how that exactly happened.  But I know how all of this started.  I know about the facility where you did experiments.  I know that the rest of the world is dead, there is only us.  And I know about your device.” 
 “My device?  How would you know about such a thing?  Is that why you are here?” 
 Babel nodded.  “There are some bad people who have taken over this world.  Your device is needed to stop them.” 
 Jacques sneered.  “Why would I give anything to you?  You come to my home.  You disturb my solitude.  I should kill you all and be done with it.” 
 “And yet you are standing here talking to me and we are not dead.” Babel challenged.  “If you wanted us dead, we would all be dead.  But instead we are here with you.  You should help us because there is good in the world.  The world is dead but it is not dead here.  We can grow and live peacefully but not with the people who now rule this world.  They need to be killed and this device will help us do it.” 
 Jacques surprised them by laughing.  It was a hollow laugh, one of a man who had existed at the edge of insanity for some time.  “You speak of peace and yet you ask me to help kill these people.  You have not changed.  The world has not changed.  Why would I help rebuild a world only to see it destroy itself once again?” 
 Babel could tell he was not going to be able to reason with Jacques.  He would continue his conversation but didn’t think that in in the end it would go their way.  They needed that device.  So instead, as he spoke he began to consider the next step he must take.  “Because we can rebuild this world.  You have not been around all that has happened, but I can tell you that there has not been violence for some time.  Only in the past few decades has war returned to the world.” 
 Jacques laughed again.  “War has always been with us.  It may have taken a break but it always returns.  If I help you this, it will only be a matter of time before you ask for my help to stop some other conflict.  It will not end and for all of my troubles, nothing will change.”  He stopped laughing and his now serious face challenged Babel.  “I am asking – very nicely – that you leave my home and do not return.  If you do, I will kill all of you.  Our conversation has come to an end.” 
 With that, Jacques turned to walk back into his house.  Babel knew that once they returned to their group that Jacques would kill them all.  They knew of his existence and had become a threat to him.  Their death would not change the world.  It was only with the device that they could do that.  Babel decided to do something about it.  He created a fire and blocked Jacques’ path. 
 Jacques started at the flames that had risen from the ground in front of him.  He did not know how they had occurred but did know he could outrun them.  He whipped his head to snarl at Babel – a true animal snarl of a man who had become a solitary savage.  Then, he ran away from the flames into the direction of the rest of the people of the village. 
 Babel anticipated Jacques move and opened a separate wall of fire before Jacques.  Jacques turned again and Babel expanded that wall of fire to cover the circumference of area around Jacques.  Jacques attempted to run through the fire but Babel increased the depths and intensity of the flames and Jacques screamed in pain as the flames scorched him slightly, blistering his skin. 
 Babel knew that the man would heal and did not have long before the man broke his containment.  He didn’t want to hurt Jacques, he just wanted his cooperation in obtaining the device.   
 Jacques again attempted to charge the flame but Babel elevated the level of difficulty for him.  Jacques squatted as if he might attempt to leap over the flames and Babel drew the flames higher until a twenty foot high circle of flames obscured their view of Jacques.  It was in that moment of blindness that Jacques broke free, falling upon the dirt and rolling to extinguish the flames that stole across his clothing and hair. 
 Babel watched Jacques rise and determined the will of the man in his wild eyes.  Babel knew he would not give up and would not assist them.  That left him only once choice.  But did he want to take that path?  What would the others think?  Babel knew that as soon as he possessed the upper hand, Jacques would kill all of them.  Babel couldn’t let that happen.   
 Leaders of men live lonely lives and not only bear the responsibility of difficult decisions, they must also live with those decisions afterward.  Babel decided he could live with blood on his hands and could not, literally, live if he chose otherwise.  With the weight of the decision still heavy on him, moved and increased the flames to surround Jacques. 
 Jacques voice echoed across the empty sky as screams escaped his terrorized body.  The flames consumed him and although in a last effort to survive, he attempted to run from the flames, Babel pushed the flames to purse him. 
 Quentin and Jims watched on in horror at the man being roasted alive.  They felt pity for the man, who had just been living out his life and had not asked for them to come to him.  But they also felt justification in the fact that the man who had killed their own people was now dying before them.  And what a gruesome death.   
 Jacques fell to the ground through the flames and his charred body was exposed.  Babel experience the same sense of compassion at that moment as his fellowship and with that revelation of pity, extinguished the flames.  He waited for the heat to dissipate before approached the fallen survivor of the end the world.  Next to Jacques body, he saw the device for which they were seeking. 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN 
 Quentin insisted they bury of the body of Jacques.  Jims wasn’t sure that they should spend any more time there.  He was concerned that the Klopph would pick up Babel’s energy but Babel agreed with Quentin. 
 After Jacques was in the ground, buried in the backyard of the home he had inhabited since the world ended and began again, Babel found himself staring at the freshly laid earth.  Jims and Quentin left him to his thoughts, which were many. 
 Babel thought on who he had become in such a short time.  It wasn’t that long ago that he ran a construction company with his father.  His largest concerns then were that a contract might fall through and that he would have to lay off some of his workers.  Now, he had become a man who would murder another man to get what he wanted. 
 Was that the type of man he was?  He had always enjoyed zombie flicks and considered while watching them the depths to which men had to resort when facing the walking dead.  In the absence of rules and organized civilization, men became animals, doing whatever it took to ensure their survival.  Is that now where he was?  A man willing to do anything for survival?   
 Babel thought on the Klopph and with all that had transpired over the past few days, in the excitement of it all he never gave much thought as to who the Klopph were.  They were the enemy and they were a threat to the lives of the good people he had met.  Babel had killed several of the Klopph already – again, a source of questioning.  How had he slipped into someone who could kill so easily so quickly?  He had barely been in a fight his entire life and here he was waging a full war against a government of a future world.  It was mind numbing. 
 Babel considered that the Klopph were just men.  And those who died left behind a family who mourned their loss.  These men were just soldiers under order by a ruthless man.  They were little different than the men in armed service from his own time, just trying to make a living. 
 Babel stood at Jacques grave for a while longer, pondering his role in this new world and how far he was willing to go.  Then he inhaled and looked out across the field to the rest of his companions.  They were waiting patiently on him to finish.  And when he was done, they would look to him for leadership on what they should do next – on the next group of Klopph they should kill. 
 Babel’s last thought as he turned from the grave was whether or not Jacques would actually stay dead. 
 “All set?” Jims asked as Babel joined them.  Babel nodded.  “Good,” Jims continued, “we have been talking and have decided that the best course of action, now that we have the transport device, would be to transport some our people across the Outerlands.  There they will spread the word of what we are attempting and ask them to join us.  It will be a revolution.”  He paused and looked at Babel for his approval. 
 Babel took in the enormity of what they were about to undertake.  After only a brief internal discourse, he nodded his agreement. 
 Jims smiled and looked at Quentin.  Quentin was nervous but the thought of riding the world of the Keeper fueled his ambition and he nodded for Jims to ensue conferring the plan. 
 The spoke for nearly an hour and at the end of that time had put together a plan they felt would give them the best odds in succeeding with the coup.  They felt the best way to cause disarray and take over was to kill the Keeper.  He was well protected but with the device, they could travel to anywhere, including any specific location such as a room that they liked.  They knew the Keeper traveled as often as he could to his various palaces.  They would use the device to gather intel on which of the palaces that he was traveling and when he would be there.  Then, they would transport into that particular palace and they would kill him.  As word of his death spread, so would the rebellion.   
 With a plan in place, they turned their backs on Jacques’ home and headed south. 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT 
 “What do you mean they destroyed the palace?” the Keeper demanded. 
 “They set a fire.” the commander answered.  “Half of the building burned before we could get the blaze under control.  The entire structure is on the verge of collapse.” 
 “How did they manage that?” 
 “I’m not sure.  I do not know how they entered the palace without our knowing.” 
 “It is now your primary job to find out.”  The Keeper was furious – partly because of anger but deeper due to the fear that now crept in.  The Chokka was growing bolder and he was proving very dangerous.  If they could assault the Eastern Palace undetected, they could come to the Northern Palace.  He was well protected but he couldn’t defend against a fire that could be created at will. 
 He dismissed the commander and with the echo of the door latching shut, he leaned his head against the back of the chair.  The Northern Palace was lost.  And the girl was gone.  “How did they do it?” 
 It was a bit premature for the girl to be released but he had nearly finished with her and had not doubt she would be able to serve her purpose.  He had given her ajándék at the caves but had not had the time to guide that gift into functioning for his greater purpose.  With her latest internment, she was now ready to serve his intentions of reconnoitering the new Chokka.  He would have liked more time to push that mission deeper into her mind but he had not doubt she would perform admirably given the level that she had already been coerced.   
 He spent some time considering all that had happened.  A knock on the door called him back from contemplation.  The entrance of the Cancellarrii followed the knock.  The Keeper smiled.  “Good to see you up and about.”   
 “It feels good to be out the bed.  Now, what about this attack on the North Palace?” 
 “I have one of your commanders investigating.  I’m not sure how they entered without detection.” 
 “And why was that command not run through me?” 
 “You would have been briefed later today as our agreement dictates.  Whether the command came from you or me is irrelevant.” 
 The Cancellarrii was agitated but was showing patience.  “It’s bad enough that my men are out on patrol while I lay around in bed.  Now, they do not hear the commands come from me.  Respect is a fine line.  When they don’t see me, they don’t fear me.  When they don’t fear me, their judgment of me turns to pity.” 
 The Keeper understood the Cancellarrii very well.  He, in fact, faced a similar existence.  “You have my apologies, you are right.”  The Keeper narrowed his eyes.  “And now that you have earned such a rare honor, what do you plan to do with this opportunity?” 
 “I plan to lead my men to capture this missing Chokka.  Time in bed has afforded me time to think.  And I think we have not done enough of that.  We have marched in and allowed this man to come back and take us for fools.  It is time we quit doing that.” 
 “And what do you propose?” 
 “The woman is ready is she not?” the Cancellarrii asked, referring to Triana. 
 “She was taken from us but yes, she was prepared and we can track her thoughts, as well as the thoughts of others through her.  Ajándék is a wonderful gift and it is even better when we  control it.” 
 The Cancellarrii’s mask was not in place and he revealved straight white teeth in the formation of a smile.  “Does she suspect why we chose her in the first place?” 
 “I do not think she does.  I would imaging she amounts it all to bad luck.” 
 “Good.  I guess it’s not all bad that they took her.  Aside from a destroyed palace, it solved the problem of getting her reconnected to the Chokka.  Now that we have her in position we can know where they will be.  Plus,” the Cancellarrii’s smile returned as his thought formulated, “I was thinking we might try something more.  I know our program does not call for mind control but can we use our device to interject specific thoughts into her mind?” 
 “We have only tested that on prisoners, which worked to some success, but it is theoretically possible.” 
 “That’s what I wanted to hear.  As I mentioned, it is time to out-think them.  What better way to do that than to do the thinking for them?” 
 The Keeper nodded.  “I’m impressed.  You should get injured more often.” 
 “I’ll pass.” 
 “I don’t blame you.  I’ll follow up with the girl’s programmer.  You get your men ready.” 
 The Cancellarrii nodded and turned to go.  “One more thing.” the Keeper said stopping him.  “I’m beyond capturing the Chokka.  Now I just want you to kill him” 
   



 CHAPTER FORTY NINE 
 Jims said goodbye to Krista and they were on their way.  “Well that went smoothly.” Jims said after they had begun walking. 
 “What do you mean?” Babel asked. 
 “I mean she could have at least acted like it was difficult to let me go.  She does know that we’re headed to the Erőd, the one place in the world that if we want to avoid the Klopph, we shouldn’t go.” 
  Quentin nodded in agreement.  “Triana wasn’t happy about staying either.  But she’s been through too much.  She needs to stay here and rest.” 
 Babel walked silently beside them and did not enter the conversation.  Quentin took notice.  “What is it?  You don’t agree with my decision to leave Triana behind?” 
 “No, I agree she had been through a lot.  But she knows much about the Keeper and the Klopph and we could have used someone with that information with us.” 
 “Normally I would agree with you Babel but she’s been through too much.  And I don’t just mean her time in the palace.  I’m talking about what she saw when she was captive with my family.  No one should have to experience that much death.  Her place is with the women of our village.  She’s not a soldier.” 
 Babel let it drop but a single thought entered his mind: You should tell her that. 
 They walked the duration of the day before making a cold camp.  When night had fallen and the camp had grown still except for the men on watch, Quentin approached Babel and sat down in the dirt next to him.  Babel had closed his eyes and started to drift warily when he heard Quentin’s voice.  “I think my children are alive.” 
 Babel did not open his eyes as he answered.  “I know.” 
 There was genuine surprise in Quentin’s voice.  “You do?” 
 “Sure, why else do you think we are going to the Erőd?” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “Quentin, you accepted me when I first arrived without question.  You have been by my side even though most people would have run when they found out their life was in danger.  You have every right to hate me for the death of your family.  But yet you are standing here with me.  If there is any chance that your children are alive, I want to be there for you just like you are here for me.” 
 There was silence for a few moments before Quentin answered.  “Thank you Babel.  I’m glad you came to my house that day.” 
 “I am as well.  I wish everything had turned out better but it hasn’t.  Now, all we can do is continue to move forward.” 
 “Babel…” Quentin started to say. 
 “You’re welcome.” Babel answered.  “Now get some sleep.  That’s an order from your Császár.” 
 Quentin grunted and relented, disappearing into the darkness when the small plot of land he had claimed for the evening awaited.  When he was gone, Babel turned his eyes to the sky and stared at the stars.  The night was clear.  He wished at that moment that he had paid more attention in his astronomy class in college (he picked it as an elective because the girl in the line in front of him with the very low cut shirt picked the class).  He was curious as to the stars and how they differed centuries in the future. 
 Elsewhere, under the same sky, the people of the village slept in an uneasy comfort, worried about the men who now marched to the city.  No one in the village saw Triana step away into the night.  

 




 CHAPTER FIFTY 
 “This doesn’t seem right.” Quentin said. 
 “You think?” Jims replied sarcastically.  “It’s almost like they are withdrawing their entire force from the Outerlands.  There should be Klopph all over the place.” 
 “What do you think that means?” Babel asked.  He glanced back at the vacated village that was receding in the distance.  They had come upon the desolate setting just after the sun came up. 
 “I’m not sure.” Quentin answered.  “I have never heard of an entire Klopph division being called from the Outerlands back to Orleans.  Of course, the fact that we destroyed the palace could have changed that.” 
 Babel felt a twinge of sadness at the mention of his family’s palace – one that had been a place of respite for generations.  Half of the palace had been consumed by fire and the remainder was on the verge of collapse. 
 “Where are they going to house the extra troops?” Quentin asked, drawing Babel back from contemplation. 
 “They will displace people in the city.” Jims answered. 
 “Won’t the people rebel against that?” 
 “The people in the city are afraid of the Klopph.  They are reminded daily of the range of their malice.  They won’t do anything to risk their families.” 
 “So,” said Babel, “we’ll just have to do something to make sure the Klopph are not around to fear.” 
 “We’ll get our chance soon enough.” Quentin replied.  “We’ll be inside of city limits in a few days.” 
 They walked unmolested and in the early afternoon of their fifth day since parting from the people of their village, just as Quentin had said they began seeing small buildings and the road turned from dirt to broken concrete.  As they continued, shacks became reinforced buildings and areas of commerce became commonplace.  They crested a hill and saw what had once been the downtown area of New Orleans, its skeletal buildings climbing out of the horizon.  
 They smelled the smoke two blocks later. 
 The smoke thickened in the air as they neared the Garden Quarter.  It began to fill their lungs and sear their eyes.  They reached an intersection and the chaos unfolded as they turned the corner. 
 They looked on as people marched in the street.  Several of the buildings were consumed in flame.  Buildings not taken by the blazes displayed ruined windows.  Citizens heaved bricks into the windows of vehicles. 
 “What is this?” Babel asked, shocked.  The Klopph ruled by an iron fist and complete order was the standard.  Criminals were dealt with swiftly and rarely lived to commit a second crime.  What they saw before them was completely out of character. 
 “I’m not sure.” Quentin answered.  “Where are the Klopph?  There’s no way this should be happening.” 
 “So where are they?” 
 “I have no idea.  If they were recalled to the city, there should be no shortage of Klopph.” 
 Babel looked ahead.  “We have to go through that.” 
 “Yes, we do.” Jims said.  “But don’t worry.  If anyone comes near us, I’ll crush their skull.” 
 “How far to the Erőd?” Babel asked. 
 “We’re entering from the west side of the city,” Quentin answered, “and the city is longer east to west than it is north to south.  We still have a few miles to get to the Elder Quarter.” 
 “A few miles of this?” Jims commented. 
 Quentin’s mention of the Elder Quarter took Babel’s thoughts to Triana.  He recalled how he felt when they found her in the palace – obviously tortured but alive.  He realized then that he loved her.  But after all she had been through, was she capable of returning that love? 
 A shout brought him back and he saw Jims approaching a set of four teenage boys.  They had obviously said something for which Jims did not care and as he neared them, their nerve broke and they scattered to the recesses of a narrow alley.  Jims was smarter than to follow.  “Maggots.” he grunted as raged back to the Quentin and Babel. 
 Quentin looked over at Babel.  “And you were worried that the three of us wouldn’t be enough to handle the business here.” 
 “The only thing worse than maggots is where they make their home.” Jims said with a wink. 
 “So what do you think,” Babel inquired.  “Do we press on or do we find somewhere to lay low and assess what we are facing?” 
 “I’ve never seen anything quite like this.” Quentin commented. 
 Jims nodded in agreement.  “I can’t say I have either.  But then again, I’m just a Yooper from the Outerlands.” 
 “Yooper?  I thought that was someone from Michigan?” 
 “Michigan?” 
 “Nevermind.  Anyways, do we hold here or press on?” 
 “We don’t really know what is going here.” answered Jims.  “It would be the smart thing to lay low and access what we’re facing.” 
 All agreed, the found one of the ransacked buildings empty.  They scouted the rooms on both floors and determined they were the same.  Jims set up a perimeter of alarms (junk lying about that was piled such to be easily toppled and loud) and they settled into a room with multiple escape routes.  Quentin took the first watch while Jims and Babel settled in for another night of cheerless cold. 

 




 CHAPTER FIFTY ONE 
 They navigated the streets easily enough and found themselves mostly unscathed.  They had faced some freeloaders who assumed three men would be easy targets; with only a few bruises to show for the altercation himself, Jims made sure the freeloaders did not share that same fate.  He made good on his promise to dent heads.  Babel stepped over the unconscious and bleeding men to continue his path to the Erőd. 
  “Piece of cake.” Jims said after they had moved on.  
 They traveled the next mile in peace.  The day would have been serene had it not been for the broken glass belched onto the street from store fronts and the bouquet of burning rubber that incensed their noses.  The Klopph remained unseen. 
 The anxiety grew as they walked.  Their intentions were to slip into the city among the crowded streets, avoiding the Klopph in route to the Erőd where they would carry out their plot.  The scheme called for Babel to present himself to the Klopph once Jims and Quentin were in place.  He would allow himself to be taken inside of the Erőd, then once there, he would torch the place and everyone in it.  Now, with the missing Klopph, the plan didn’t seem as forthright.  Of course, Babel could always just walk through the front doors of the Erőd and begin setting the fortress on blaze, Klopph or not but he was hoping to be near the Keeper when he began. 
 When the finally reached the structure, the absence of the Klopp filled an already uncomfortable air.  Babel was faced with a choice. He could carry out the conceived plan or they could develop an alternate method of engaging the Keeper.  After a brief discussion, Babel made the call.  “You stay here.  After the fires start, I’ll come running.  I can control the fire from the outside.  If the Klopph are in there, I’ll take care of them.”  Babel turned his attention to Quentin.  “Don’t worry, the fire won’t reach the underground levels.  Once the building is clear, we’ll all go in.” 
 Jims and Quentin nodded.  Both of them felt helpless standing there, watching Babel walk into the Erőd, but they had deliberated the scenarios.  Each ended in the same result: there was little they could do but wait.  If they were captured, they could not escape as Babel could do and it would only make Babel’s job more difficult when he had to add in rescuing them. 
 Babel and entered and the echo of his footsteps portrayed vacancy.  He walked through the entire building just to make sure and found the fortress was abandoned. The entire Klopph force had vanished.  It was of little importance for what he had set out to do.  He started with the top floor and soon the building was engulfed with inferno and dense, black smoke.   
 Quentin and Jims watched as the windows of the building exploded, flames licking the space around the structure.  The held their breath until Babel calmly exited the alley next to the Erőd.  “They are gone.” 
 “What do you mean gone?” 
 “The building was empty.  But their weapons are gone and the garage complex is also empty.  Wherever they went, they took everything with them.” 
 “Where did they go?” 
 “I’m not sure.  It’s like they’ve abandoned the city.  Perhaps they are scouring the Outerlands.” 
 “We would have seen signs of them.” Jims noted.   
 “Not to mention the escalated crime that has resulted from their absence.” Quentin agreed.  “Why would they risk anarchy throughout the city just to find us?” 
 “It’s like they disappeared.”  Jims said.   
 “Maybe they did.” Babel whispered to himself.  Jims’ words birthed a thought.  He recalled something on which Quentin had spoken. 
 “What do mean?” Quentin asked.   
 “The Bejárat.” 
 “What are you suggesting?  Are you saying they used the portal?” 
 “Where else are they?  Why would the entire Klopph force not be here?” 
 “How would they be able to use the portal?” Jims questioned.  “The only way they can operate the Bejárat is by using the energy of the Chokka.” 
 “They have learned to create the energy.  Do you not recall how they opened the doorways to the Chokka fortress?” 
 “But if they went through the portal…” 
 “They would enter my world.” Babel completed Jims’ thought.  “And they have taken every weapon at their disposal with them.” 
 “That’s crazy.  Why would they go there?  Why would they just abandon this world?” 
 “Think about it.” Babel said.  “If they withdrew from this world, there would be world-wide anarchy.  We’ve already witnessed the beginnings of that.  We do not have the manpower to stop anarchy, so there is no way we can reestablish our government in their absence.  We need time to build a rebellion among the people, to get them to believe in what we are doing.  We can’t organize this quickly and they know that.  The result of them leaving is a world that we can’t control so there is no fear of us taking power.” 
 “And they can always come back and reestablish control.”  Jims agreed.  He regarded Babel earnestly.  “It seems the Keeper has left you a choice.  We can reclaim the city and attempt to reinstate your government among a riotous people, which at any moment they can come back and disrupt; or you can travel back to you old world and try to stop them there, leaving the world here to continue to decay under the rule of no one.” 
 Babel saw the design of the Keeper.  He was appalled by the strategy – a total disreagard to life – but at the same time, what other response had he left the Keeper?  He had shoved the Keeper into a corner and generally that resulted in reprisal.  
 “Does your world have the means to defeat the Klopph?” Quentin asked. 
 “The Klopph do not have the numbers to wage war with many of the nations in my world but their technology gives them a significant advantage.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Their body shields will repel gunfire.  They can jam air attacks.  My world can defeat them but it’ll take a coordinated effort.  That’s not something that comes easy with my world.” 
 “I’m not sure I understand.  Your world is made of many different people?” 
 “My world has seven billion people living in a couple hundred different countries.” 
 “Seven billion?” Quentin interrupted, shocked. 
 Babel ignored the interruption and continued.  “In this world there is one government and one nation.  In my world, there are two hundred nations and each of those nations has their own form of government.  There are large governments, such as in my nation but the relationships between the governments are often complex.” 
 “So if the Klopph attack?” 
 “They will kill many people before the nations band together to make a response.” 
 “How many people are we talking about?” Jims asked. 
 “Thousands in the first few days.  Possibly several hundred thousand before the governments can respond with a coordinated effort that would be effective.” 
 The three of them silently regarded the damage that the Klopph could incur.  And it was more than physical damage.  Since they had returned to the past, what if they did something to change the future.  Babel was the first to speak.  “We’ll determine how to deal with the Klopph.  But first, we have more pressing items at hand.”  He turned to Quentin and nodded towards the ruined Erőd.  “We need to visit the lower levels.” 

 




 CHAPTER FIFTY TWO 
 Babel led the way through the maze of the Erőd.  The building had been altered throughout the centuries, converted from apartments to offices and now to a fortress that was a military complex that combined interrogation, war offices, and living quarters.  Plus, the disorientating effect of the twisted hallways made it difficult for escape – not that anyone locked in an interrogation room had been able to do.   
 Quentin allowed himself to be led only so far.  They receded down several levels and noticed a sign that announced they had reached the morgue.  The words infused Quentin with recklessness and he tore off down the hallway.  Babel and Jims called after him but were led to sprint to catch up. 
 Quentin heaved his shoulder against the double doors to the morgue.  He expected the doors to be latched but they swung inward and his momentum propelled him forward, spilling him onto the floor.  He didn’t notice.  He bounced up unfazed and entered the backroom of the morgue where the burner was located.  The trap door of burner was closed and he couldn’t decide if that was a good sign or not. 
 As he reached forward to undo the latch, he thought back on when he returned from death in this same room.  He had woken surrounded by the bodies of his family.  The memory of that morose moment was insufferable.  It was most difficult decision he ever had to make, the decision to leave the bodies of his wife and children.  He knew the bodies would be burned; but at the same time, he knew he couldn’t escape with the bodies.  If he couldn’t escape, he couldn’t reach Jims and the village and couldn’t reach Babel.  He could have killed several of the Klopph before he was killed again, but a few dead Klopph would not change anything.  He needed to kill the Keeper to start the change the world needed but could not do that alone. 
 He twisted the handle on the trap door and pulled.  The heavy door slowly opened on hydraulics.  He took a deep breath and peered down into the burner.  His children were looking up at him.  All five of them.  Their faces displayed the horror and consternation of the burner but hope also slipped into their wet eyes as they witnessed their liberation. 
 Quentin didn’t think about it, he just jumped into the burner.  His children were eight feet below him.  It was just deep enough that the children could not climb out.  Quentin fell to his knees and his children collapsed in his arms.  Each of them was afraid if they let go, they would find out that the moment was not real, so they held on. 
 Finally, Quentin raised his tear-stained face to his children.  It had been several weeks since he had seen them. Trapped with them inside of the burner were several charred corpses.  They had been without food or water and Quentin could only imagine the horrors that his children had lived with during that time.  How many times had they died?  Had they burned to death?  Did they die from dehydration or starvation?  Quentin knew that they would have to deal with all of those questions in time. 
 “I’m sorry I left you here.”  He was barely able to get the words out.  “I want you to know that you’ll never be without me again.  I’ll always be there for you.  I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.” 
 “So what do we do now?” Jims’ voice was thick.  They had witnessed Quentin’s reunion and now waited in the adjacent room. 
 “We can talk about that soon.  Not just yet.” 
 The tears broke free and trailed Jims’ jawline.  “They are my nieces and nephews.  I thought I would never see them again.  I just need a minute.” 
 “Take all the time you need.  Why don’t you go down there with them?  I’ll wait out here.”  Jims started to object but in his heart, he knew that was exactly what he needed to do. 
 Babel walked the hallways to give Quentin and Jims the time they needed.  He kept a vigilant watch but they were unmolested within the torched walls.  Nostalgia touched him as he walked.  “This will be my Palātium.” 
 The words stopped Babel and he measured his decision.  “Am I really going to stay here?  I have agreed to be the Császár but in my mind it has always been to lead the people to freedom.  Once we’ve taken back over, they won’t need me.  Quentin can do the job.”   
 He wondered the halls in thought until he found himself back at the morgue.  Waiting on him with Jims and Quentin were Quentin’s five children.  “Guys, you remember Babel right?” 
   



 CHAPTER FIFTY THREE 
 The Klopph were losing.  They had underestimated the military in India.  As they bunkered along the border, they discovered not only native troops but a host comprised of many nations. 
 Perhaps the Chinese government had shared intelligence. 
 “Do you think we made a mistake in coming here?” the Keeper asked the Cancellarrii.   
 The question was a surprise.  “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 “I’m not entirely sure I didn’t order us to this world out of revenge.  The Chokka destroyed part of our world and I wanted him to feel that same pain as I destroyed part of his world.” 
 “Do you still feel that way?” 
 “From what I’ve observed here, these nations do not seem to care much for each other.  They tolerate each other and I’m sure on occasions they work with each other, but I don’t know that us killing people in India or China is going to make a difference to this Chokka who is from another nation.” 
 “So we’ve failed.  You think we should count our losses and pull back to our world?” 
 “I’m saying that unless we can find our way directly into the heart of the nation of the Chokka – a place called America – it seems to make the most sense right now.  The portal can take us there but with no knowledge of that land, I don’t know that what we conquer there will be vital enough to cripple them.  And will the potential loss of our men be worth it if we have minimal impact on our assault?” 
 “We serve you. We only await your order.” 
 The Keeper surveyed the terrain and took in the rocks that built the environment.  “Yes, it is time to go home.” 
 “Very well.” said the Cancellarrii.  “I will assemble the men for departure.  You will call the portal?” 
 The Keeper nodded.  With the Cancellarrii dismissed, the Keeper cogitated the campaign.  In the early stages, they had been remarkably successful.  Ruthless efficiency, it appeared, won out regardless of the world. 
 By the third day of the campaign, they had acquired their first region.  “What is this place called again?” the Keeper asked the Cancellarrii over a map. 
 “This temple?” the Cancellarrii asked. 
 “No, the geography.” 
 “We are in an area called Uttar Pradesh.  If we keep pushing north, we will come to the land of Nepal.” 
 “And the terrain there is similar?” 
 “It is.  Although as we continue north, the mountains will increase.” 
 “Amazing, is it not?  The vastness of this world.  And the map we have constitutes only a portion of this world.” 
 “It is strange that there is no unity.  It appears that each location has its own name and operates separately.” 
 “If they are independent of each other, then they are weak.  We can take one nation and then move on to another.” 
 The Cancellarrii considered the comment.  “We have been lucky so far.  We have been able to repel their offences.  Some of their soldiers speak of bombs that are dropped from above.  We would not be able to defeat such a weapon.” 
 “So we must continue to move.  We can detect such a weapon being deployed, can we not?”  The Cancellarrii nodded.  “Well then, we will be prepared.  If necessary, we will use the portal to gain the other exit points of this world.  We can take those locations by surprise, just as we did here.” 
 During their three days in the world of the Chokka, the Keeper’s mind wandering to thoughts of what was happening in his world.  “By now there should be some semblance of anarchy.” 
 Then, came the invasion of China.  The results were underwhelming and depleted the Klopph’s resources.  On the fifth day of the China conflict, the Cancellarrii consulted the Keeper.  “We can’t take another onslaught like we today.” 
 The Klopph to that point had been able to kill the opposing force in massive numbers, but the Chinese force was too large and the deaths did not have the same impact.  Where other forces continued to use firearms, the Chinese learned quickly that bullets were not going to assure triumph.  Their tanks were ineffective as well.  Missile strikes, guided weapons, and aircraft were all detected by the Klopph and were rendered inert prior to impact.  
 Finally, one of the Chinese soldiers threw a grenade out of desperation.  It had a surprising effect on the Klopph.  As the grenade exploded, the Klopph’s body shields did not fail but the bodies of the Klopph were propelled, disrupting formations. 
 “That’s it.” the soldier cried out.  He rushed to his commander and explained what had happened.  That commander took it to his superiors and soon the command was given.  It would be an all-out grenade assault. 
 The body shields of the Klopph could withstand substantial explosions but they could not handle the rain of grenades.  The grenades did not contain the electronics involved with other forms of weaponry so the Klopph jamming systems could not stop them.  As the grenades continued to fall, some of the body shields began to fail and when they did, the Klopph began to die.   
 There was no slowing by the Chinese.  They had found a way to impact the Klopph and they would not relent.  Nearly a thousand Klopph died before the order to fall back was sounded. 
 The Cancellarrii was furious.  He had rarely faced defeat.  The Klopph had always been the superior force.  He conferred with the Keeper.  “We have no sustainable defense for their explosives.  They do not respond to our disruptors.  We have killed thousands of their men but more keep coming with explosions.  Perhaps we should pull back until we can discover their weakness.” 
 Like the Cancellarrii, the Keeper was not accustomed to losing.  As much as he disliked the idea of pulling back, he knew it was probably the wise choice.  “I do not come to this decision lightly but I agree.  We don’t want to keep getting picked off bit-by-bit.  We need to regroup.  Very well, order them back.  We will retreat back to the mountains and there we can strategize.” 
 That evening, under cover of night, they pulled back.  The Chinese watched their movement through night vision eyewear and the empty field in the morning light confirmed that they had indeed retreated. 
 The Klopph made their new position deep inside of the range of razor-sharp mountains.  That evening, the Keeper approached the Cancellarrii.  “We are settled in?”  The Cancellarri nodded.  “And the mood of the men?” 
 “They are as steadfast as ever.  Their loyalty to you is unflinching.” 
 The Keeper smiled slightly.  “You have done an excellent job with these men.  The quiet of these mountains remind me of the homes of our youth.  To think from those two young men came all of this.  And now we must consider where were are.  We are not those reckless young men any longer and we should not approach this war in the same reckless manner as those young men.  It is possible that the Chinese are too strong for us.” 
 The Cancellarrii did not want to admit defeat but he saw logic in the Keeper’s comment.  It would be better to swallow a little pride than to fight for pride and lose everything.  “It is possible.” 
 The Keeper knew how difficult it was for the Cancellarrii to admit that.  “We could turn back west, drive through northern India and then move into Pakistan.” 
 “It is said there are many caves as we enter the north of that nation.  We should be able to use the caves as a base to attack the nations of Afghanistan and Iran.” 
 The Keeper considered their next move for a few more moments before giving his decision.  “We will wait here for one day and no longer.  Order the men to prepare to move out tomorrow evening.” 
 Two days later they returned to India; the Indian military was ready for them. 
 The Klopph were able to fight their way along but at a heavy cost.  It did not take them long to realize they could not win.  The Keeper, without consultation of any of his officers, made the decision to retreat back to their world.  The shame was his and he would bear it alone.  He would not damage the reputation of his officers to their soldiers. 
 The force was assembled and the Keeper prepared the device that would release the Chokka energy and call the Bejárat.  Only nothing happened.  He tried again; again there was nothing. 
 He looked to his Cancellarrii.  “I don’t understand.” 
 “Could it be that they have discovered our energy and have learned to block it?” 
 “That would mean that we are stranded.  No, I do not believe that.  The Chokka came from this world to our world without the Bejárat.  How did he do that?  There must be a portal in this world that we can access naturally.” 
 “That makes sense.  I will activate the device to locate that energy in this world.” 
 Soon after, the coordinates were determined.  “There is energy that comes from within this nation.  We will have to fight our way south but we can make it.” 
 After much death, they found themselves facing the structure known as the Taj Mahal.  But in isolating their location, the Klopph were soon surrounded by the Indian military and the assault increased. 
 The Klopph entered the Taj Mahal compound and the device led them to the source of the energy.  The portal was opened, guiding a way back to the world of the Klopph.  “Good job.” said the Keeper.  “Start mobilizing the troops and get them through the portal.” 
 The Cancellarrii nodded.  “We will not be able to take all of our machinery back through the portal.  Some of them will just be too large.  That will be to our disadvantage when we return to our world.” 
 “Understood.  Unfortunately we don’t have much of a choice.” 
 The Cancellarrii called his commanders together and let them know of the decision.  The exit strategy consisted of half of the troops fighting while the other half returned through the portal.  They would keep splitting the forces in half until all the forces were through.  The Cancellarrii and the Keeper would remain and fight with the final battalion.  Once everyone was back in their world, the Keeper would close the portal and they would regroup in their own world. 
 Aside from the machinery they would leave, another disadvantage was they were going back to their world blind without knowledge of the success of the Chokka in their absence.  There would not be enough time to recon and send back a report before they entered their world. 
 The bombardment on the Taj Mahal continued, destroying the landmark.  The Indian military loathed that such a piece of their history was a casualty but it was more important to defeat the aggressors.  They pushed in and through the smoke of battle, the finally reached the ruined structure.  There, remained the bodies of the fallen Klopph and scattered weaponry of their enemy.  The Klopph were gone. 
 It was the secrets of that weaponry that would unlock the war that would kill all but a few of the people of the world and create the world that the Klopph now once again inhabited. 
   



 CHAPTER FIFTY FOUR 
 The Cancellarrii and the Keeper were the last two to go through the portal.  The Keeper gave the foreign land one final view before closing the portal.  They had been defeated but he could take some level of solace in the destruction they caused in the other world.  Plus, he knew that their absence had left a void in their own world for crime to fester and anarchy to take root.  “There is no way the Chokka could have responded quickly enough to change that.” 
 He turned to the Cancellarrii.  “Take inventory of our casualties and divide the battalions as needed.” 
 The Keeper looked over the empty street satisfied as the Cancellarrii departed to realize his order.  They had reentered the world just outside of the Cemetery of the Elder Quarter, only a few blocks from the Erőd.  When the Klopph were in position, they would march on the Erőd and reestablish their command in this world. 
 He waited patiently for the Cancellarrii to finish meeting with the commanders and only a short time went by before the Cancellarrii delivered his report.  “It is done.  We have suffered heavy casualties but the spirit of the Klopph is unbreakable as ever.” 
 “Each battalion is equipped with enough men to function properly?” 
 “They are.  They await your command.” 
 The Keeper marveled at the efficiency of his army.  “Very good.  I know everyone is tired.  We all deserve time to rest and recover.  The Erőd is only a few blocks away and is a good place to accomplish that.” 
 “And if the Chokka is there?” 
 “Whatever army he has managed to piece together will not be able to match firepower with us.  We may be battle weary but we are not weakened.  In fact, I would prefer he was there.  Why not go ahead and take care of our problem right now?  That will make tomorrow that much more enjoyable. 
 They began the orderly march to their headquarter complex and Babel was ready for them.   
 From the tower of the Erőd, Babel had watched the Klopph come through the portal.  And he was not alone.  Once they had established that the Erőd was truly abandoned, Jims set up his headquarters and moved with surprising speed, sending messengers and rousing the people of the world against the Keeper.  Once people began to arrive, they worked together to cleanse the pockets of crime and reestablished order. 
 Thousands of people descended on Orleans and more arrived daily.  By the time the Klopph returned, the number of people supporting the revolution movement matched the number of Klopph.  It was true that the Klopph were far superior in training but the element of surprise was on the side of the revolution.  The Keeper would be arrogant and would not expect to be assaulted with such magnitude. 
 Babel waited until the Klopph neared.  They marched in tight formation: eighty thousand Klopph without concern of reprisal on their own soil.  Babel waited until they reached a block of the fortress and then boxed them in with a wall of fire.  He generated as much heat as he could within the blaze and pushed flame wall upwards until the height was double of that of a man.  Then, he squeezed the burning partition inwards. 
 Within a matter of moments, the entire Klopph army was ablaze.  There was no escape.  Babel did not care about the Klopph suffering – as much as they deserved to suffer – he just wanted them dead.   
 The Elder Quarter was filled with the rumble of flames.  The deep cries of dying men pleaded as the stench of burning flesh filled the noses of those hiding in the city.  Babel noticed none of this.  He was focused only on the removal of the Klopph from the world. 
 In less time than it took for the Keeper to take everything in and react, his entire army was dead.  Babel lowered the flames and scoured the scorched street for survivors.  He saw none.  The heat had been so penetrating that all that remained were charred lumps unrecognizable as corpses. 
 The Keeper and the Cancellarrii had fallen back as many military leaders do while the Klopph assembled and moved to the Erőd.  The two had entered an office complex, a place that had obviously been looted during the time they were in the other world.  The walls within were stripped and the contents of the offices were void of supplies and equipment.  The Keeper was pleased that without his presence, the city had fallen into corruption. 
 “It appears all has gone to plan.” the Keeper said approvingly.  “We will give the Klopph two days to rest.  The word will spread quickly that we have returned and I do not think we can spare more.  I would like you to take a few days in one of the outer palaces.  Your choice.  The Chokka can wait a few days.  Go there, relax, and come back rested and focused on finishing the Chokka threat.” 
 The Cancellarrii started to object but that is when the windows of the building exploded inward.  Flames spilled into the room and both men dropped behind a counter space.  The walled counter provided little protection from the gushing flames but it did keep their burns to a minimal.   
 They crawled along the floor and entered a back room.  The heat was intense and they could feel their skin burn.  They had to get out.  The back room led to another and finally to an exit. 
 The doorway led to the alley and the Keeper and the Cancellarrii remained there as the reverberation of burning air filled their brains.  They were no strangers to the scent of burning flesh as it reached them.   
 After what seemed like ages, the air began to cool and all was silent.  They snuck from their place in the alley, backs against the wall and what they saw when they breached the open street was difficult to decipher.  Where their force should have stood was now only mounds of ashes.  The street had become a grave with scorched buildings as tombstones. 
 There was no explanation as to what had happened.  They stood in silence, two old friends that had begun designing their version of the world in the desolation of their childhood villages.  They watched as the smoke of smoldering bodies began to thin and they could see the Erőd. 
 There they saw the man in the tower.  And they knew who that man must be.  It was the Chokka. 
   



 CHAPTER FIFTY FIVE 
 The people of the world had gathered in the city for a reason.  It was true that the Keeper had kept them safe.  But that safety came at a cost.  There was the perpetual fear of the Klopph – the fear that one could disappear into the night, the fear that a teenage son would sneak out to see his loved one and never be seen again for breaking the curfew.  Fear always turns to anger and it was no different for these people.   
 The thousands who had come to the city at the request of the Chokka had stood back in the shadows between the buildings.  They watched in horror (but in also relief) the death of the Klopph.  Now that the Klopph were only a depraved memory, they stepped forward into the street and they saw the two men that had caused them so much hurt.   
 The Keeper and the Cancellarrii faced the crowd before them and had no other options.  They were alone.  And so they turned and ran. 
 Babel watched as they ran.  He had never seen men torn apart but imagined that was the death before these two men as the crowd reached them.  They had been a hundred yards from the crowd at the end of the street and so had a sizable lead on the crowd.  Plus, the crowd as they turned to pursue the two men became tangled in each other as the crowd converged on the street at once.  
 From his vantage point, Babel could see the Keeper and the Cancellarrii turning towards the river.  Perhaps they had some sort of craft waiting there and their plan was to escape by water.  He would not let them.  
 He scanned the area quickly and saw where he wanted their flight to end.  He would help them get to that point and as they ran, he started a fire in their path.  They made to turn to their left but he started a fire in that direction as well, forcing them right.   
 The Keeper cursed the Chokka as he ran.  He knew that they were being drawn into a trap of some sort but were powerless to stop it.  The Cancellarrii had a weapon but its range was not long enough to reach the Chokka. 
   
 Every attempt to get to the river was choked.  Several Klopph surveillance craft awaited there that would allow them to escape upriver; he could see them but was unable to reach them.   
 Instead, they were faced with a large stone wall.  Both men knew then where the Chokka was leading them.  And now, it was not only the flames that outlined their path.  The mob had escaped from the city street and now surrounded them on all sides.  The flames rose again and the Keeper beheld in horror the closed gateway before them. 
 The gateway was only somewhat physical and did not bar humans from entering or leaving.  It’s more appropriate design was to keep in that beyond the wall, to which the gateway was very physical. 
 They became desperate and for the first time considered chancing the fire.  Even if they made it through to the ravenous mob beyond the flames, it would be a better death than what awaited them inside of the gates.  The flames would be painful, but if they perished there, at least it would be over. 
 Babel sensed their desperation and would not give them the choice.  He increased the temperature of the fire until it was unbearable and survival instinct took over for the Keeper and Cancellarrii.  The natural constitution within to live at all cost propelled them away from the fire and unknowingly through the gateway.  
 The flames followed them inside and contained them.  Babel then created a circle of fire, trapping the two men as well as one tree. 
 The Cancellarrii knew what would come next and turned to his Keeper.  “You take my body shield.  You are more important to this world than I am.  You must survive.” 
 The Keeper looked at his oldest friend.  In that melancholy moment, he was able to smile sadly.  “Your shield will not last the fire.  Our army is dead.  We have lost the world.  All we have now is each other and I will not abandon you, old friend.” 
 The Cancellarrii nodded and then held up his head.  He would face death with his mentor and shrink from it.  He started to speak but his words were cut off by a shrill chirp.  They had been noticed by the Pishacha. 
 The monsters licked their lips and grinned, causing their faces to shrink upwards until all that could be seen was teeth.  
 For a moment they did not move.  Then, without pretense, they spit and charged.  
 The Keeper heard the Cancellarrii scream and tried to avert his eyes as his longtime friend was eaten alive. 
 Then, pain entered his own world.  The Pishacha were on him and their weight forced him onto the ground.  There would be no escape. 
 The Keeper screamed his way to his death and out the lives of the people of the world. 

 




 CHAPTER FIFTY SIX 
 Babel kept his eyes on the cemetery a few moments longer.  The only movement there came from the creatures that ate the dead of the world.  With mixed emotions, he turned from the window and treaded slowly down the stairs the main corridor of the building where Jims and Quentin awaited.   
 “It is done.” Jims sighed. 
 “It is done.” Babel agreed. 
 “The Keeper is gone from this world.”  Quentin looked exhausted.  “So what is next?” 
 “Next you go home to your family.” 
 Jims nodded in agreement.  “There will be much to do in the following days and weeks.  I would like nothing more right now than to be with my wife.” 
 “You’re right.” Quentin replied.  “It will do all of us well to rest for the night.  We will meet back here in the morning?” 
 “Take your time.” said Babel.   
 “And where will you go?” Quentin asked Babel. 
 “I hadn’t thought about it.  Perhaps I will stay here tonight.” 
 “Don’t be ridiculous.  Of course you’re coming home with me.” 
 Babel relented and followed Quentin to his house.  He was surprised to see Triana waiting for them in the living room. 
 After dinner, Babel made his way exhausted to the room that was designated for him.  He passed by the bedroom of two of Quentin’s daughters.  The open door revealed Quentin kneeling, saying goodnight to them.  One of the daughters noticed Babel in the hallway.  “It’s okay, you can come in.  We’re just saying goodnight to our father.” 
 Babel was hesitant at first – he didn’t want to interrupt this moment – but he entered and sat on the edge of one of the soft beds.  Quentin smiled at him and the contentment was obvious.  In that moment, Babel was assured that they had been in the right.  He had killed thousands of men – men with mothers, but sitting there in the bedroom, he knew he had done what was necessary.  Quentin’s daughters would now grow up in a much better world.  His soul, which had been storming, now soothed. 
 “Thank you for what you did.” Quentin’s youngest daughter said to Babel. 
 Babel did not cry but he came close.  “It was my pleasure.” 
 Quentin beamed the way only a father can.  He kissed both girls and Babel and he left the room.  “I want to thank you as well.” he said when they had entered the hallway.  “It is because of you that I am here in my house with my children.” 
 “And it’s because of your family that I am here.  If Triana had not found me that night outside of the cemetery, there is no telling what might have happened.”  His mind flashed back and he thought of his father. 
 Quentin sensed Babel’s thoughts.  “I never knew your father as a man but he was a great kid.  He would be proud of all you have done here.  You remind me of your father.  He had great courage and was quick to smile.  You share the same qualities.” 
 Babel reached out and shook Quentin’s hand.  “Thank you, my friend.” 
 “You bet.  Now, I’m off to get some sleep.  You should do the same.  Tomorrow begins a series of full days for you.” 
 Babel bid Quentin goodnight and went off to find his bedroom.  Once inside the room, he didn’t even take off his shoes before lying on the bed.  He was asleep in seconds.   
   



 CHAPTER FIFTY SEVEN 
 Sometime in the night, Babel’s door opened.  He was sound asleep but had learned to be a light sleeper during his nights sleeping scared in the Outerlands.  A faint light from the hallway fell through the open doorway and revealed a silhouette of a woman.  “Triana” said Babel softly. 
 The silhouette entered the room and the door closed behind, cutting off the light from the hallway.  “Are you asleep?” 
 “I was but obviously not now.” 
 “Would you like me to leave?”  As she asked the question, Babel could see her shape in the moonlight unbuttoning her nightshirt.  The last button unclasped and allowed the shirt to slide down her body to the floor.  She joined him in the bed. 
 “I’ve missed you.” Babel admitted. 
 “I’ve missed you.  Now, do you want to talk?  Because I had something else in mind.” 
 In response he met her lips with his own.  They made love then in the way that only couples who have been apart from each other can.  Babel poured all of the emotion from the day into his passion for her.  The fear and the anger and the sorrow poured through into the passion he had for her.  Then, at the end it all slipped away. 
 They separated, her body heat radiating next to him as they lie in the moonlight.  Their fingers were intertwined completing the connection of energy that passed between them.  Triana rolled to her side and Babel felt her naked body against him.  She raised her chin to speak into his ear and Babel awaited her sweet words. 
 But the words didn’t come.  What came was a sharp pain that was a surprise to Babel and he didn’t react at first.  It wasn’t until he saw the glint of moonlight on steel that he recognized that all was not as it seemed.  He felt warmth spreading down his chest and even in the shadows, the crimson color of blood was revealed. 
 Babel reached up in vain to stop the flow of blood that streamed from his lacerated neck.  Moments later he was dead. 
 Triana had been given the gift of ajándék by the Keeper.  She had not taken the gift willingly but it had been given to her nonetheless.  As such, she opened herself to programming by the Keeper.  Even after his death she remained his weapon. 
 Now, the weapon had completed its task.  And it was not just the death of the Chokka for which she had been programmed.  With her ability of feeling touch, she could feel the new life within her.  That life was less than an hour old but she could sense her son – Babel’s son – within in. 
 She slipped away from the bed, washing the blood from her body.  Then, she passed through the hallway undetected back to her own room.  She passed into a deep, dreamless sleep as the night slipped away into morning.  The light of that morning would reveal what had occured and bring upon them the next stage in the Keeper’s plan. 
   



 CHAPTER FIFTY EIGHT 
 It was determined that Babel would be buried in honor with his family.  The Chokka had been buried for years in unmarked graves, known only to exist by a few.  Quentin was one of those select few. 
 A distraught Triana insisted to her uncle that Babel’s mother in the other world be informed.  Such was the emotional state of Triana that Quentin relented and allowed the request.  Triana thanked her uncle and left an unsuspecting Jims and Quentin alone. 
 “Poor girl.” Jims commented.  “She has been through so much and now this.” 
 Quentin nodded silently.  “So who will go to the other world to inform Babel’s mother?” 
 “Are you kidding?  Do you really think Triana is going to let anyone but herself go?” 
 “Do you think it’s safe?” 
 “I was planning on going with her.  Does that make you feel better?” 
 Quentin agreed that it did.  “Who do you think killed Babel?  I can’t imagine any of the Klopph surviving their inferno.” 
 “Could be a Keeper loyalist.  There were those who benefited personally from the Keeper and someone like that would have lost much with the Keeper’s death.  You’ll need to keep an eye out while I’m gone.” 
 Quentin sighed.  “There is much to do to rebuild this world.” 
 “Yes, there is.  And now that you are the Császár, people will look to you.” 
 “Will I be accepted as the Császár?  There has not been a Császár who was not a Chokka.” 
 “It is a new time.  Besides, your successor has already been picked out.” 
 Quentin smiled.  “My great-nephew.  Imagine, the line of the Chokka now part of my family.” 
 “Triana is going to need a lot of help to raise him the ways of the Chokka.  I can’t think of anyone better than you to train him.” 
 “I’m glad you have confidence.  Anyways, you can see for yourself who I’m doing when you get back.” 
 Two days later, Quentin joined Jims and Triana on the grounds of what had been the Erőd and was now once again called the Palātium.  Quentin bid his farewells and called the Bejárat. 
 Through the angry clouds, Quentin saw Babel’s world.  He witnessed the damage that could have only been done by the Klopph as a pile of scorched, broken marble that had once been the Taj Mahal.   
 Jims and Triana walked forward into the portal.  And then they were gone. 
   



 CHAPTER FIFTY NINE 
 Some months later, Triana’s taxi pulled up to the house.  She had finally made her way to the home of Babel’s mother. 
 Jims had not made the journey with her.  His corpse was rotting in a drainage ditch not far from the Taj Mahal a far as Triana knew.  She had left him in that ditch after she slit his throat. 
 Alicia threw her arms around Triana and cried on her shoulder after Triana convinced her of who she was.  Triana followed Alicia inside.  “Are you hungry?”  Alicia asked. 
 Triana smiled.  “I’m not but I would love a glass of iced tea.” 
 Alicia relished in the company of Triana.  Her hands shook as she poured the tea.  She was horded with a mix of emotions.  “I have so many questions for you.  You said my son could not come back with you.  Where is he?” 
 Triana lowered her head and tears filled her eyes.  “He was killed.” 
 Alicia faltered but then stood to her feet.  “What do you mean?” 
 “I couldn’t tell you until I was sure that you believe who I was and where I came from.  I was with Babel often.  He was a wonderful man.  He was killed doing what was right for the people of my world.” 
 Alicia did her best to compose herself but the tears slipped out and she fell to the floor.  Triana joined her and held her.  They joined each other in the loss of a man they both loved (which Triana did despite what she had done). 
 Reality set in that Babel was gone and the tears slowed.  Alicia found that she was able to speak.  “Where is his body?” 
 “He was buried in honor among his ancestors.  He was buried next to your husband.” 
 Alicia’s face tightened.  “So he is dead as well?  Did he die before or after Babel?” 
 “He died before Babel arrived.” 
 Triana spent the next two hours telling Alicia everything that had happened since she first found Babel outside of the cemetery.  When she finished, she was numb and she could tell that Alicia felt the same.  “I need some time to digest this.”  Alicia said.  “I need to get out of here for a while.  Do you want to go for a walk?” 
 Triana nodded sadly. 
 They walked for a while and didn’t speak.  Triana watched at Alicia but her face conveyed that she was not yet ready to discuss the last item that Triana had for her.  After a mile, Alicia spoke softly.  “There was some sort of war in India and China.  The reporters were not allowed much access but the photos were awful.  The Taj Mahal was destroyed.  Did that have anything to do with your world?” 
 “It did.  The people who did that were the same who killed Babel.” 
  Triana noticed they were walking in a large circle and was pleased when they reached Alicia’s home.  Back in the living room, she knew it was time to reveal her secret.  “You’re in trouble here.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “There are those who may come looking for you.” 
 “Why would they come looking for me?  What could I possibly have that they want?” 
 “They will come for you because you know what I am about to tell you.” 
 Alicia was surprised.  “What could you possibly tell me that would make people come after me?” 
 Triana paused.  “I’m pregnant with your grandson.” 
 Shock exhibited on Alicia’s face.  Then her expression softened and tears came back to her eyes.  “My grandson?  Babel’s son?” 
 “Babel’s son.” Triana confirmed.  “And that is why you need to come back with me.  Babel’s son will someday rule our world.  There will be those who will try to use you to get to him.  In my world we can protect you.” 
 Alicia considered Triana’s words and looked at her seriously.  “Triana, there is nothing for me here.  My son is dead.  My nephew Liam and my brother Julius will miss me but they will be fine.  Besides, if my grandson is to be raised in the other world, then he will need his grandmother.” 
 “You’d be willing to leave behind your entire life and go to a place where nothing will make sense to you?” 
 “My grandson makes sense to me.  If you’ll help guide me, I’ll make it just fine.  Besides, who wouldn’t want to be the grandmother of the future ruler of the world?” 
 Triana laughed.  “Follow me to the back yard.”  Alicia did and there Triana called the portal.  Others would see but she didn’t care.  “Are you ready to see your new world?”  Alicia indicated that she was.  They held hands as they walked forward.   
 Triana was pleased.  Once Alicia was in her world, she could give her the same gift that the Keeper had given her.  That done, she would program Alicia just as the Keeper had taught her.  Alicia would challenge Quentin’s rule and as the wife, mother, and grandmother of a Chokka, she would earn the support of the people.  With Triana pulling the strings, the vision of the Keeper – even with his death – would come to fruition with her unborn son. 
 Triana smiled at Alicia and Alicia smiled back, unknowing of the mind of Triana.  Together they walked forward into a new world. 
   



 CHAPTER SIXTY 
 Humanity only has a short shelf-life.  Every generation has its issues.  This was no different. 
 No one could really remember what exactly happened.  There was no written record.  There was only a statue of the founder of their city that reminded them that at one point there had been a beginning. 
 For years they wandered the city.  It was large and despite living their entire lives there, there was much they had not seen. 
 They came across a part of the city that had been abandoned for many years.  Many of the buildings in that area were homes (as the people died, often the homes were just closed up) and as they entered those homes, they saw the interiors just as they were before the inhabitants died.   
 They moved through the dusty living room of a home that did not stand out in any particular way from the others.  In fact, later they would often wonder why they were drawn to that certain home at all. 
 In the living room, they came upon a large collection of books on a bookshelf.  Only one in the group, Soloman, could read. 
 He scanned the books and found it difficult to distinguish one from another as the dust was thick on their spines.  One-by-one, he wiped the dust that covered the titles of the books.   
 He came upon an atlas of the world and for the first time, they were aware of the fact that there was more to the world than the city.  It was almost too much to take in. 
 They made the decision to occupy the house and moved in all of their belongings.  For a week, they cleaned the home, making it their own.   
 Each day, they would pass the hours with Soloman reading aloud the books on the shelves.  They learned of astronomy, shocked to learn that there was a moon orbiting the earth and that outside of that were many planets and stars.   
 They found books on philosophy, learned advanced mathematics, and delved into several of the sciences.  Then, one day, they came upon a small book that was hidden behind a row of others.  The small book was covered in dust as it had not been moved in almost two hundred years.   
 The book, it seemed, had been passed down through generations of the same family that had all lived in this particular house.  The book was a hand-written journal. 
 Soloman flipped through the pages and read a few of the entries.  Afterwards, he turned to the back cover of the journal and there found the name of the man who had written the book. 
 He looked closer at the name to make sure he had not misread.  He had not.  The name inscribed on the back cover of the journal was Julius Babel – a man they only knew by the statue that occupied the center of the city. 
 The next day, they continued to dig through the home and found other interesting documents.  The most intriguing of which was found hidden in a wall.  A small vault was cleverly concealed, but time had caused the walls to settle and the edges of the vault facing were exposed. 
 Inside of the small vault were manuals detailing the makeup of the city, including blueprints.  From the blueprints, they learned of a building that contained all of the data collected on the city.  A computer there was designed to run for thousands of years without interruption.  They imagined that the computer was still operational. 
 After a few days of study, they began to move out through the city to find this forgotten building, hoping to learn a little more of the history of their world and how they came to be there. 
 The manuals they poured over gave their city a name for the first time – Orleans.  They learned how the city – their city – had been encapsulated and sunk to the bottom of the ocean.   Soloman also learned how the city could be returned to the surface.   
 For the first time, they considered if others still lived in the world above. 
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