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Chapter One: Seniority

The Russia assignment went to Tim Farry.

Jake found out the way everyone found out things at the Corps—not through announcement, not through his handler, but through the absence of his name on a board he’d been checking for three weeks. Farry’s name sat where Jake’s should have been, next to a departure window and an anchor date in late November.

He didn’t make a scene. That wasn’t how things worked here. He walked back to his desk in the open-plan section of the third floor, sat down, and pulled up routine projection analysis like nothing had changed.

Seniority. Farry had four years on him. Four years of reliable service, unremarkable missions, the slow accumulation of trust that the Corps valued above almost everything else. Jake had known, on some level, that Farry was the safer choice. He just hadn’t wanted to believe the calculus would go that way.

The Corps occupied three floors of a building in Arlington that officially housed a defense contractor specializing in supply chain logistics. The cover was boring enough to discourage curiosity. Jake had worked here for six years and still couldn’t have told you what the fake company supposedly did. Something with procurement. Contracts. The kind of work that made people’s eyes glaze over at parties.

The real work happened in rooms without windows, in secure facilities scattered across four continents, in futures that hadn’t happened yet and never would.

• • •

Victor Sloan had founded the Corps in 2022, two years after the MIT discovery. The official story—the one that existed in no official record—was that Sloan had recognized the potential of Dr. Elena Vasquez’s research before anyone else. A tech entrepreneur with defense connections and enough money to move fast. He’d captured the patent, built the infrastructure, recruited the first operatives. By the time any government understood what forward travel meant, Sloan had already made it impossible to take from him.

Jake had met Sloan once, at an orientation session for new operatives. A trim man in his sixties with gray hair and calm eyes, the kind of person who looked like he’d never raised his voice in his life. He’d spoken for twenty minutes about responsibility. About the weight of knowing. About the futures they’d witnessed and the ones they’d prevented.

“You’ll see things,” Sloan had said. “Terrible things. Extinction-level events that would end everything humanity has built. And you’ll carry that knowledge back with you, and you’ll help us make sure those futures never come to pass. That’s the burden. That’s the privilege.”

Jake had believed every word. He still did.

• • •

The Corps operated on a simple principle that had taken Jake months to fully understand.

Time travel only went forward. Something in the physics—he’d read the technical papers, understood maybe a third of them—made backward travel impossible. You couldn’t go back and kill Hitler. You couldn’t prevent your own birth. The grandfather paradox wasn’t a paradox at all; it was simply a direction the universe refused to move.

But information could flow backward. That was the key.

An operative anchored to the present day could travel thirty years forward, witness what had happened, and then Recoil back to their anchor point. They’d carry what they’d seen in their memory. And if another operative had anchored to a point ten years earlier, the first operative could pass that information along before the second one Recoiled. Chain enough operatives together, and you could relay intelligence decades into the past.

The Corps had been doing exactly that since 2022. They’d witnessed futures where humanity survived and futures where it didn’t. They’d identified the decision points, the nodes where small interventions could redirect the course of history. A policy change here. A career derailed there. The right person in the right position at the right time.

They weren’t controlling humanity. They were saving it.

• • •

The genetic marker was the bottleneck.

Only carriers could travel. Something about the protein folding, the way certain neural structures processed the temporal displacement. Dr. Vasquez had been a carrier—the first one identified, though she hadn’t known it at the time. Sloan was a carrier. Jake was a carrier.

Out of eight billion people, maybe fifty thousand worldwide had the marker. Out of those, perhaps two thousand had been identified and recruited. The Corps tested discretely, through medical studies and genetic databases and the quiet acquisition of ancestry data. When they found a carrier, they watched. They evaluated. And if the carrier seemed suitable—stable, intelligent, capable of keeping secrets—they made contact.

Jake had been twenty-six when they’d approached him. A systems analyst at a consulting firm, good at pattern recognition, unremarkable in every way that mattered. The kind of person who could disappear into a new life without leaving too many questions behind.

He’d said yes because of the letter.

• • •

The letter had arrived three weeks before recruitment, in a plain envelope with no return address. Handwritten. Just a few lines:

You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

No signature. No explanation. He’d checked the postmark—local, which told him nothing. He’d analyzed the handwriting, the paper, the ink. Nothing distinctive. Nothing traceable.

He’d almost thrown it away. Almost convinced himself it was some kind of prank, or a wrong address, or the work of a disturbed mind.

Then the Corps had come calling, and he’d understood. Someone who knew about time travel had sent him a message. Someone who knew what was coming and wanted him to accept.

He’d thought, at the time, that “see” meant witness something important. Some critical moment in history that he needed to observe. Now, six years in, he wasn’t so sure. He’d seen plenty of things. Prevented plenty of disasters. But nothing that felt like the revelation the letter had promised.

Maybe understanding came slowly. Maybe “see” meant something he hadn’t grasped yet.

Or maybe the letter had been wrong.

• • •

Chennai was the save they talked about most.

2036, in the witnessed future. A private biomedical facility outside the city, researching antibiotic-resistant bacterial strains. Legitimate work, important work, the kind of thing that might have saved millions of lives in a better timeline. But the monsoon that year had been unprecedented. Three days of flooding. Standing water at forty degrees. Power failures that took down the negative pressure systems.

What emerged from that facility wasn’t what they’d been storing. Recombination. Mutation. Something that spread through contaminated water and then through the air and then through everything.

The death toll in the witnessed future had been somewhere between forty and seventy million. Southern India had become a quarantine zone. The global economy had collapsed. What came after had been worse.

The node wasn’t the flood. Wasn’t the facility. It was the intersection of the two—a facilities manager who’d cut corners on generator placement, an inspector who’d approved the deficient setup. Small decisions that no one had thought twice about at the time.

The Corps had intervened eighteen months before the flood. The facilities manager had received a better job offer in Bangalore. The inspection had fallen to someone more rigorous. The generators had been relocated, properly shielded. When the 2036 monsoon hit—and it still hit, the Corps couldn’t control weather—containment held.

Seventy million people were alive because a mid-level bureaucrat had changed careers.

That was the mission. That was why the secrecy mattered. If the world knew about time travel, every government would want it. Every faction would race to control it. Markets would collapse. Wars would start. The technology itself would become the extinction event they were trying to prevent.

So they worked in shadow. They accepted the moral weight. They did the ugly work so eight billion people got to keep living.

Jake believed that. He had to believe it. The alternative was that he’d given six years of his life to something that didn’t matter.

• • •

Frankfurt was the other one.

2043, in the witnessed future. A nuclear exchange that had started with an assassination and ended with two hundred thousand dead in an afternoon. France and Germany—old resentments, new language. A nationalist government in Paris that had been looking for an excuse.

The node there had been earlier. Much earlier. A local party organizer in Lyon, 2029, who’d built the infrastructure that the nationalist movement later rode to power. A tax irregularity had surfaced. His political career had ended in minor scandal. He’d become a regional sales manager. The movement had never found its footing.

History reversed. The twentieth century inverted. Germany the victim, France the aggressor—except in the timeline that mattered, the one Jake lived in, none of it had happened. The organizer was still selling industrial equipment somewhere in the Rhône Valley. He had no idea what he’d almost enabled.

That was the texture of the work. You never saved people in ways they’d recognize. You never got thanked. You just quietly ensured that the worst possibilities never materialized, and the world kept spinning, and nobody knew what had almost happened.

• • •

Jake watched Farry across the open-plan floor, talking to one of the handlers about something. Probably the Russia assignment. The preparation, the briefing materials, the specific questions he’d need to answer when he got there.

Thirty years forward. A future where the Corps still existed, which meant they were still winning. Or at least still fighting.

Jake had done that trip twice now. The standard reconnaissance. You went forward, you observed, you noted what had changed. The state of the world, the state of the Corps, any obvious catastrophes that needed intervention. Then you Recoiled back and filed your report.

The Recoil was the worst part. Your anchor pulled you back, and for a moment you were everywhere along the thread—stretched across thirty years of time you’d skipped, tasting copper, feeling like you were falling upward through your own skeleton. Some operatives never got used to it. Jake had learned to brace, to breathe through it, to accept the violence of the return.

Corps jargon had a way of sanitizing everything. “I recoil in six hours.” “When’s your anchor?” Like they were talking about scheduling meetings.

Russia was different. Russia was specific intelligence. Something the relay chain had flagged—a node that needed direct observation, a decision point that the models hadn’t fully resolved. The kind of assignment that built careers.

Jake wanted it. He’d earned it, or thought he had. But Farry had four years on him, and seniority was how the Corps maintained trust. You didn’t jump the line. You didn’t question the hierarchy. You did your time and you waited and eventually the good assignments came.

He pulled up the projection analysis and started working through the morning’s queue. Files that needed review, probability assessments that needed validation, the quiet bureaucracy of saving the world.

The letter sat in his memory like a splinter. You will be offered something. Take it.

He’d taken it. He was here.

Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

He was still waiting to understand what that meant.




Chapter Two: The Quiet Continuation

1952

The funding letter arrived on a Tuesday in March, typed on stationery so plain it might have come from anywhere.

Henry Aldrich read it twice at his desk in the basement office of the Harriman Institute, then folded it carefully and placed it in his jacket pocket. The letter confirmed what he’d suspected for three months: the Institute would close by summer. The board had made its decision. After the revelations from Europe, after the photographs and the testimonies and the terrible accounting of what had been done in the name of racial improvement, no American institution could afford the association.

Eugenics was finished. Everyone said so.

Henry walked to the window and looked out at the snow still banked against the foundation. A group of students crossed the quad above, their laughter faint through the glass. They had no idea what happened in this basement. Most of the faculty didn’t either. The Harriman Institute had always operated quietly, its work too controversial for prominent display even before the war.

The letter in his pocket was a death sentence for one kind of work. But Henry had been in this field long enough to know that ideas didn’t die when institutions did. They just found new homes.

• • •

He’d been twenty-six when he joined the Institute, a newly minted geneticist with a talent for statistical analysis and no particular ideological commitment. The work had seemed important then—understanding human inheritance, identifying the biological factors that shaped capability and temperament. Pure science, or close enough.

The ideology had come later, gradually, as he’d seen what the data actually showed.

Certain family lines produced remarkable individuals at rates far beyond chance. Not geniuses necessarily—genius was rare and unpredictable—but capable people. People who scored consistently higher on cognitive assessments, who showed better judgment under pressure, who built things that worked and led organizations that flourished.

The patterns were real. Henry had spent a decade confirming them, refining the metrics, tracking families across generations. Whatever one thought about the policies that had grown up around eugenics—the sterilization programs, the immigration restrictions, the monstrous excesses in Europe—the underlying observations were sound.

Some bloodlines were more likely to produce excellence than others. That was simply what the data showed.

• • •

The question was what to do with that knowledge now that the word itself had become unspeakable.

Henry met with the others that evening, in a private room at a club in Manhattan that had hosted such meetings for forty years. There were seven of them—researchers, administrators, donors who had funded the work since before the first war. Old men, mostly. Henry was the youngest by fifteen years.

“The Institute cannot continue,” said Whitmore, the chairman. “The board’s decision is final. Our formal research program ends in June.”

No one argued. They’d all read the newspapers. They’d all seen the shift in public sentiment. The American Genetics Council had already dissolved. The Pioneer Fund was under investigation. Every organization that had ever used the word “eugenics” in its charter was scrambling to reinvent itself or disappear.

“The question,” Whitmore continued, “is whether the work ends as well.”

Silence around the table. Henry looked at the faces of men who had dedicated their careers to understanding human inheritance. Men who had believed—still believed—that careful selection could improve the species over generations. That the alternative was leaving humanity’s future to chance, to the random churning of reproduction that had produced both Mozart and the men who built the camps.

“The work cannot end,” Henry said. “But it can change.”

• • •

They talked until midnight, and by the end they had the outline of something new.

No more public advocacy. No more policy recommendations. No more attempts to influence legislation or change public opinion. That fight was lost, and fighting it further would only draw attention to what remained.

Instead: quiet observation. Patient documentation. The careful tracking of promising family lines, not to restrict reproduction but to encourage it. Scholarships for bright students from the right backgrounds. Introductions arranged at conferences and social events. The slow, invisible work of bringing compatible people together and letting nature take its course.

It would require patience measured in generations. None of them would live to see the results. But the alternative was abandoning everything they’d learned, allowing the knowledge to die because the word had become toxic.

Henry thought about his own children, still young, not yet tested. About the family lines he’d studied, the patterns he’d observed, the quiet mathematics of inheritance that operated whether anyone acknowledged it or not.

“I’ll coordinate the research,” he said. “The documentation, the tracking. We’ll need a new framework. New language. Everything has to look like ordinary philanthropy.”

“And funding?”

“I can arrange that,” said Morrison, the banker. “Family trusts. Educational foundations. Nothing that would draw scrutiny.”

They named it that night: the Perennial Trust. A name bland enough to disappear into the landscape of American charity. A name that suggested patience, continuity, the long view.

The view measured in centuries.

• • •

Henry returned to his basement office the next morning and began the work of transformation.

The Institute’s files were extensive—decades of family histories, genetic assessments, correspondence with researchers across the country. Most of it would have to be destroyed. The formal documentation of eugenic research was too dangerous to preserve.

But the core data—the family trees, the trait correlations, the careful mapping of promising bloodlines—that could be saved. Copied into new formats, stripped of the language that had become toxic, preserved in archives that would look like ordinary genealogical records to anyone who didn’t know what to look for.

Henry spent six weeks on the project, working late into the evenings, transferring information from the Institute’s files into a new system of his own design. When he was finished, he had complete records on more than two hundred family lines, spanning five generations, documenting every significant marriage and birth and cognitive assessment.

The records showed what he’d always suspected: the patterns were real, and they were getting clearer. Certain configurations of traits bred true. Intelligence, spatial reasoning, stress tolerance—these weren’t random variables. They clustered in families, strengthened through careful pairing, diluted when promising lines married outside their optimization range.

The Institute might close. The word might become forbidden. But the data remained.

• • •

On his last day in the basement office, Henry wrote a memo to himself. Not for publication. Not even for the Trust’s internal records. Just a note, handwritten, that he would keep in his personal files.

The work continues. The name changes, the methods adapt, but the underlying project remains the same: to understand human potential, to identify it where it exists, and to ensure it flourishes.

We are not controllers. We are gardeners. We do not force growth; we create conditions where the best seeds can thrive. The results will take generations to become visible. That is acceptable. We are patient.

What matters is that the knowledge survives. What matters is that someone, somewhere, continues to pay attention. The alternative is randomness—the slow churning of chance that produces greatness and mediocrity in equal measure, with no hand to guide the cultivation.

We will be that hand. Invisible, patient, operating across timescales that no single human life can encompass. The gardeners of the future, tending crops we will never harvest.

He sealed the memo in an envelope, wrote “Personal—H. Aldrich” on the outside, and placed it in the box of materials he would take with him when the Institute closed its doors.

Forty years later, Jake Firelli would find a copy of that memo in the Trust’s archives. By then, Henry would be dead, and the seeds he’d helped plant would be bearing fruit he’d never imagined.

But on that March day in 1952, Henry Aldrich simply turned off the lights in his basement office, climbed the stairs to the spring sunshine above, and walked home to his family. The work would continue. That was enough.




Chapter Three: The Record

The Corps kept its history in a room on the second floor that looked like a law library. Wood paneling. Green-shaded lamps. Rows of leather-bound volumes that no one ever opened because everything was digital now, had been digital from the beginning. The books were set dressing, a visual language that said permanence, authority, tradition.

Jake came here when he needed to remember why he did this work.

The actual records lived on secure servers distributed across three continents, redundant and encrypted and backed up in ways that would survive most of the catastrophes the Corps existed to prevent. But the room had terminals, and the terminals had access, and something about the physical space made the weight of it feel more real.

He pulled up the intervention log and started scrolling.

• • •

The Corps had prevented eleven extinction-level events since 2022. Eleven futures where humanity ended or diminished so catastrophically that recovery was measured in centuries rather than decades. Chennai. Frankfurt. Others that Jake had studied during training, names that operatives spoke with quiet reverence.

São Paulo, 2039. A cascading failure in the financial systems that had triggered hyperinflation across South America, then civil wars, then a resource conflict that drew in the northern hemisphere. The node had been a software update at a Brazilian central bank—a bug that created a feedback loop in automated trading. The intervention had been surgical: a quality assurance engineer who’d been about to approve the update had received an anonymous tip about a security flaw. He’d delayed the release for two weeks. In those two weeks, a separate team had found the bug through normal testing.

The engineer had no idea he’d saved three hundred million lives. He’d retired last year, Jake had read. Lived in a small town in Minas Gerais. Kept bees.

Kinshasa, 2041. A weaponized virus that had escaped from a laboratory funded by interests the Corps still hadn’t fully mapped. The witnessed future had shown Central Africa as a dead zone, the outbreak spreading through refugee flows into Europe and Asia. Containment had failed because the initial response had been too slow, too fragmented, too corrupted by political considerations.

The node had been a mid-level official at the WHO. In the original timeline, she’d been passed over for promotion, grown bitter, left the organization for private consulting. In the adjusted timeline, she’d received the promotion. When the first reports came out of Kinshasa, she’d been in a position to authorize immediate response protocols. The outbreak had been contained within six weeks.

She didn’t know either. None of them did.

• • •

The record held smaller interventions too. Not extinction-level, but significant. Regional conflicts that would have destabilized entire continents. Technological disasters that would have set back progress by decades. Political movements that would have led to systematic atrocities.

Jake scrolled through them, letting the names and dates wash over him. Each entry was a world that hadn’t happened. A catastrophe that existed only in the memories of operatives who’d witnessed it and the files that documented their reports.

The secrecy was the hardest part. Not for Jake—he’d made his peace with anonymity years ago. But for the people they saved. The billions of humans going about their lives, raising children, building careers, falling in love, completely unaware that their existence depended on decisions made in rooms they’d never see by people they’d never meet.

Was that fair? Probably not. But fairness wasn’t the point. Survival was the point. The Corps had decided, decades ago, that humanity couldn’t be trusted with the knowledge of its own fragility. That the revelation of time travel would cause more damage than the disasters it prevented.

Jake believed that. He had to.

• • •

The relay system was the Corps’ greatest achievement and its heaviest burden.

Forward travel was limited by anchor decay. The further you went, the harder the Recoil. Most operatives could manage thirty years. Some could push to forty. Beyond that, the physics became unstable—you might not come back at all, or you’d come back wrong, your mind scattered across the timeline like light through a prism.

But the Corps needed intelligence from further out. Fifty years. Seventy. A century, sometimes, for the slow-moving catastrophes that built over generations.

So they chained operatives together.

An operative anchored to 2048 could travel to 2078, witness what happened, and return. Before Recoiling, they’d pass their intelligence to an operative anchored to 2028, who’d carry it back and pass it to someone anchored to 2008. Chain enough together and you could move information across a century, each operative a node in a network that spanned time itself.

The relay operatives were the backbone of the Corps. They spent their careers carrying messages they didn’t fully understand, from futures they hadn’t witnessed, to pasts they’d never see. Some of them had been doing it for decades—the same route, the same handoffs, the same quiet service.

Jake had done relay work early in his career. Everyone did. You’d anchor, you’d wait at the designated location, and someone from the future would appear with a sealed file and a code phrase. You’d memorize what they told you. Then you’d Recoil, find the next operative in the chain, and pass it along.

You never knew what you were carrying. That was the point. If an operative was compromised, they couldn’t reveal what they didn’t understand. The full picture only assembled at the end of the chain, in the hands of analysts who’d been trained to synthesize fragments into actionable intelligence.

It was elegant. It was necessary. And it required a level of trust that Jake still found remarkable. Every operative in the chain had to believe that what they were doing mattered, even when they couldn’t see how. Every link had to hold.

So far, they always had.

• • •

The heroes of the Corps were the ones who’d identified the nodes.

Not the operatives who’d carried the intelligence—that was important work, but it was mechanical, procedural. The real insight came from the analysts who looked at witnessed futures and found the pressure points. The moments where a small intervention could cascade into massive change.

Dr. Yuki Tanaka had identified the Chennai node. She’d spent three years analyzing the witnessed future, tracing the outbreak backward through transmission vectors and infrastructure failures and bureaucratic decisions until she’d found the generator placement. The facilities manager. The inspector. Two people, neither of them important, whose mundane choices had combined to kill seventy million.

Tanaka had died four years ago. Cancer, the ordinary kind that time travel couldn’t prevent. The Corps had named a conference room after her. Jake had never met her, but he’d studied her methodology in training. The way she’d thought about complex systems. The patience required to untangle causation from correlation.

Michael Oduya had found the Frankfurt node. A political scientist by training, he’d mapped the rise of French nationalism through decades of witnessed futures until he’d found the organizer in Lyon. The man who’d built the infrastructure. Remove him from politics, and the movement collapsed like a tent without poles.

Oduya was still alive, still working. Jake had seen him in the cafeteria sometimes—a quiet man in his seventies who ate alone and rarely spoke to anyone. He’d saved two hundred thousand lives, minimum, and he spent his lunch breaks reading history journals like it was any other job.

That was the culture of the Corps. You did extraordinary things, and then you went back to your desk and did ordinary things, and you never talked about it with anyone outside these walls.

• • •

Jake found himself looking at the Frankfurt file again.

The witnessed future was documented in clinical detail. The assassination in Strasbourg—a German diplomat, shot by French nationals who’d been radicalized through online networks the Corps had later mapped. The escalation. The ultimatums. The military posturing that everyone had assumed was bluffing until Frankfurt disappeared in a flash of light that was visible from space.

Two hundred thousand dead in the first exchange. More in the days that followed, as fallout drifted and retaliation spiraled and the international order collapsed. The witnessed future had shown a world that never fully recovered. A century later, humanity was still picking through the rubble.

The intervention file was shorter. A tax irregularity, surfaced anonymously to the right authorities. An investigation that had found nothing criminal but enough impropriety to end a political career. A man who’d gone on to sell industrial equipment instead of building a movement that would have consumed a continent.

The operative who’d delivered the information was listed only by code name. That was standard practice—even internally, the Corps protected the identities of those who’d made direct interventions. Jake didn’t know who’d placed the anonymous tip, who’d made sure the right investigator received the right files. He didn’t need to know.

The system worked. That was what mattered.

• • •

Jake closed the file and sat in the green-shaded light for a long moment.

Russia was still bothering him. Not the loss of the assignment—he’d accepted that, or was trying to. But something about the way Farry had looked when Jake had seen him in the hallway. Satisfied, but also nervous. The body language of someone who knew he was being watched.

Everyone at the Corps was being watched, of course. That was part of the job. You submitted to monitoring because the stakes were too high for privacy. Your communications were logged. Your movements were tracked. Your psychological profile was updated quarterly by analysts who looked for signs of instability or compromise.

Jake had never minded. He had nothing to hide, and the surveillance meant that everyone else had nothing to hide either. It was the foundation of trust in an organization that couldn’t afford betrayal.

But Farry’s nervousness had been different. Not the baseline awareness of observation that everyone carried. Something specific. Something anticipatory.

Maybe Jake was reading too much into it. Maybe losing the assignment had made him paranoid, looking for flaws in the man who’d beaten him.

He pulled up Farry’s file—the parts he was authorized to see, anyway. Service record, mission history, performance evaluations. Everything clean. Everything exactly what you’d expect from an operative with four years of seniority.

The record showed a hero. Just like Jake’s record showed a hero. Just like everyone’s record showed heroes, because that’s what the Corps produced: people who saved the world in secret and went home and watched television and pretended they were normal.

Jake closed the file.

He thought about the letter again. You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

Six years, and he was still waiting. Still watching. Still believing that the revelation would come, that the purpose of the message would eventually become clear.

Maybe that was the point. Maybe “see” didn’t mean a single moment of insight. Maybe it meant the slow accumulation of understanding that came from years of service. The gradual revelation of how the world actually worked, beneath the surface that ordinary people never penetrated.

Or maybe the letter had been wrong. Maybe there was nothing to see.

Jake stood up from the terminal and walked out of the room with its green-shaded lamps and leather-bound props. He had work to do. Projections to analyze. A career to build.

Russia would come around again. Assignments always did. You just had to be patient, to trust the system, to believe that your time would come.

He believed. He had to believe.

The alternative was that none of this meant anything at all.




Chapter Four: The First Confirmation

1978

The lab results arrived by courier on a Friday afternoon, sealed in a manila envelope with no return address.

Henry Aldrich was seventy-two years old, retired from his official position at Columbia for three years now, but still active in the work that had defined his life. He opened the envelope at his desk in the study of his Westchester home, unfolded the printout, and read the analysis twice before allowing himself to believe it.

The marker configuration was complete.

All seven variations, present together in a single individual for the first time in the Trust’s documented history. A girl named Elena, age fourteen, from a family in New Mexico that had been under observation since 1961.

Henry set down the printout and looked out the window at the autumn leaves drifting across his lawn. Twenty-six years of patient cultivation. Hundreds of carefully encouraged marriages. Thousands of children tracked and tested, their genetic profiles added to a database that now spanned four generations.

And finally, confirmation that the patterns were real.

• • •

The marker had emerged from the data in 1963, during Henry’s systematic review of cognitive assessments across the Trust’s family lines.

He’d noticed it first as a statistical anomaly: certain individuals scored extraordinarily high on spatial reasoning tests, pattern recognition, tolerance for cognitive stress. Not just high—off the charts, in ways that existing models couldn’t explain. And when he’d traced their genealogies, he’d found unexpected connections. Distant relations. Bloodlines that had crossed and recrossed over generations, concentrating something the Trust had never specifically selected for.

It had taken five years to identify the genetic signature. Seven variations, scattered across different chromosomes, each one rare individually but far more common in the high-performing family lines the Trust had been cultivating. Alone, each variation did nothing measurable. Together, they produced individuals with capabilities that seemed almost superhuman.

Henry had called it the “optimization marker” in his private notes. The Trust’s internal documents used the more neutral term “cognitive enhancement configuration.” But whatever you called it, it was real. The cultivation was working. Not just producing generally capable people, but concentrating a specific genetic pattern that might represent the next step in human cognitive evolution.

The only question had been whether a complete configuration would ever appear. Seven variations was a lot. Even with decades of careful matching, the odds were against any single individual carrying all of them.

Until now.

• • •

Elena Vasquez lived in Los Alamos, where her father worked at the national laboratory. The Trust had been watching the Vasquez family since Elena’s grandmother had received a scholarship to a teaching college in 1934—one of Henry’s earliest placements, back when the Institute still existed and the work still had a public name.

Three generations of careful cultivation. Scholarships that brought promising young people to the right universities. Social events that introduced compatible partners. Job opportunities that relocated families to communities where other carrier lines had settled.

None of it coerced. None of it even visible, to the families involved. Just the quiet arrangement of circumstances, creating conditions where the right people would meet and the right marriages would happen and the right children would be born.

Elena was the fruit of that labor. Her parents had met at a conference in Santa Fe—her father a physicist, her mother a mathematician, both carrying partial marker configurations. The Trust’s projections had given their children a 12% chance of complete optimization.

Twelve percent had come through.

• • •

Henry flew to New Mexico the following week, traveling under the cover of a genealogical research project. He met Elena at her school, with her parents’ permission, conducting what he described as a study of exceptional students in scientific families.

She was remarkable.

Not in any obvious way—not a prodigy, not socially awkward, not marked by the strangeness that sometimes accompanied unusual intelligence. Just a bright, curious fourteen-year-old who happened to score in the 99.99th percentile on every cognitive assessment Henry administered.

Her spatial reasoning was extraordinary. She could rotate complex three-dimensional objects in her mind, track multiple variables simultaneously, see patterns in data that trained statisticians missed. When Henry gave her a puzzle designed for graduate students in mathematics, she solved it in four minutes and then explained why his scoring rubric was flawed.

“The answer isn’t unique,” she said, showing him two different solutions. “You’re only counting one of them.”

Henry looked at this girl—this product of a century of cultivation, this confirmation of everything he’d worked for—and felt something he hadn’t expected.

Pride, yes. Vindication. But also something like awe.

They had done this. Not through coercion, not through control, but through patience. Through the careful tending of bloodlines across generations, the invisible gardening that had brought these traits together in one extraordinary individual.

And Elena was only the first.

• • •

The Trust’s projections had been updated that year, incorporating the new genetic data and the confirmation of the complete marker. Within two generations, they estimated, dozens of fully optimized individuals would emerge from the cultivated family lines. Within five generations, hundreds. The pattern would spread through the population like a beneficial mutation, selected for by the same forces that had always shaped human evolution.

They weren’t creating a master race. Henry had been careful about that, in his own mind and in the Trust’s internal discussions. The language of the old eugenics, the hierarchy of superior and inferior, the monstrous policies that had grown from those ideas—all of that was anathema to what they were doing now.

They were simply ensuring that human potential had the best possible chance to flourish. Identifying the genetic configurations that produced capability, and creating conditions where those configurations could come together. Not forcing anything. Not restricting anyone. Just gardening.

The seeds would grow on their own. They always had. The Trust just made sure the soil was fertile.

• • •

Henry wrote his final memo to the Trust’s board that December, knowing it would likely be his last major contribution.

His health was declining. The work would pass to younger hands—Catherine’s generation, the grandchildren of the men who had sat in that Manhattan club room in 1952 and decided to continue. They would carry the project forward, refining the methods, expanding the database, watching as the patterns they’d cultivated began to express themselves in the broader population.

The first complete optimization has been confirmed, he wrote. Elena Vasquez, age 14, Los Alamos, New Mexico. All seven marker variations present. Cognitive assessments confirm extraordinary capability across all measured domains.

This represents the culmination of our foundational work. The patterns we identified in the 1950s have proven stable across generations. The cultivation methodology is sound. The genetic configurations we’ve encouraged are breeding true.

I am confident that within fifty years, the optimized population will exceed projections. The marker carriers will find each other—they always do, drawn together by the same capabilities that make them remarkable. Our role is to ensure they have opportunities to meet, to collaborate, to build families. The rest will follow naturally.

I will not live to see the full flowering of this work. None of us who began it will. But that was always the understanding. We plant trees whose shade we will never enjoy. We tend gardens whose harvest belongs to those who come after.

The work continues. That is enough.

• • •

Elena Vasquez went on to study physics at MIT. She received scholarships the Trust had quietly arranged, mentorship from professors on the Trust’s network, opportunities that seemed like ordinary academic advancement but were anything but ordinary.

In 2020, forty-two years after Henry first met her in that New Mexico classroom, she would discover that certain individuals could displace themselves forward through time. The genetic configuration that made this possible would turn out to be the same seven-variation marker that Henry had spent his life cultivating.

He never knew. He died in 1984, believing he had helped improve human cognitive capability. Believing the marker was about intelligence, pattern recognition, stress tolerance. Believing the Trust’s work was complete.

The truth was stranger than anything he’d imagined. But by the time that truth emerged, Henry Aldrich was ash and memory, and the seeds he’d planted were already flowering into something he could never have predicted.

The gardeners rarely see the harvest. That’s the nature of the work.




Chapter Five: The Assignment

Three weeks after Farry left for Russia, Jake got his own assignment.

Not Russia. Standard reconnaissance—thirty years forward, general assessment, nothing specific. The kind of mission they gave to mid-career operatives who needed to log hours but weren’t being trusted with anything delicate. Jake tried not to read too much into that.

The briefing was perfunctory. His handler, a woman named Constance who’d been doing this longer than Jake had been alive, walked him through the parameters in a windowless room on the fourth floor. Anchor point: November 12, 2048, 3:47 PM Eastern. Destination: November 12, 2078, same coordinates. Duration: seventy-two hours before mandatory Recoil.

“Standard observation protocol,” Constance said. She had a way of making everything sound routine, even the things that weren’t. “State of the Corps. State of the world. Anything that looks like it needs intervention. You’ve done this before.”

“Twice.”

“Then you know what to expect.” She slid a tablet across the table. “Your cover documentation is loaded. You’ll emerge in a maintenance corridor at the Rosslyn facility. There’s a safe house in Arlington with supplies and updated currency. Questions?”

Jake had a hundred questions. He always did. But Constance wasn’t the person to ask them to, and most of them weren’t the kind that had answers anyway.

“No,” he said. “I’m ready.”

• • •

The travel itself was the part that never got easier.

You didn’t move through time so much as time moved through you. Jake stood in the anchor chamber—a concrete room with no features except the monitoring equipment and the chair they strapped you into—and felt the technicians attach the sensors to his temples. The countdown started at sixty seconds. At thirty, his vision began to blur. At fifteen, he tasted copper. At five, he stopped being able to tell whether his eyes were open or closed.

Then he was somewhere else.

The maintenance corridor was dark, lit only by emergency strips along the baseboards. Jake’s body remembered the Recoil before his mind did—he was on his knees, hands braced against cold concrete, breathing in ragged gasps that echoed in the confined space. The arrival was always gentler than the return. A slip rather than a snap.

He gave himself sixty seconds to recover. Then he stood, checked his clothing—appropriate for 2078, selected by analysts who’d mapped fashion trends across witnessed futures—and walked toward the door at the end of the corridor.

• • •

The Rosslyn facility in 2078 was larger than the one Jake had left.

That was the first thing he noticed. The building had expanded, absorbed the adjacent structures, risen two additional floors. The lobby was different—more glass, more light, a design language that spoke of confidence rather than concealment. The Corps had grown.

That was good. Growth meant success. Success meant they were still winning.

Jake moved through the building with the careful anonymity of someone who belonged but didn’t want to be noticed. His documentation identified him as a researcher from the Denver office, in town for a cross-departmental review. The cover was thin—it wouldn’t survive serious scrutiny—but serious scrutiny wasn’t the point. He just needed seventy-two hours of unremarkable access.

The faces were different but the types were the same. Analysts bent over terminals. Operatives moving through hallways with the particular walk of people who carried classified information in their heads. Handlers conferring in low voices. The Corps in 2078 looked like the Corps in 2048, just more of it.

Jake found a terminal in an open work area and logged in with his temporary credentials. The system accepted them without complaint. He started pulling reports.

• • •

The world in 2078 was recognizable.

That was the metric that mattered. Recognizable meant stable. Stable meant the Corps was doing its job. The reports showed a planet that had weathered its crises—climate adaptation underway, political structures strained but intact, no major conflicts in the past decade. The population had stabilized around nine billion. The catastrophes that Jake’s generation worried about had either been prevented or managed.

He cross-referenced the intervention log with the one he’d memorized from his own time. Chennai was there. Frankfurt was there. The other saves, the smaller ones, all accounted for. Plus new entries—interventions that hadn’t happened yet from Jake’s perspective, futures witnessed and prevented by operatives who were still in training back in 2048.

The system worked. Thirty years of evidence, right there in the files.

Jake should have felt reassured. Instead, he felt something he couldn’t quite name. A tightness in his chest that might have been pride or might have been something else entirely.

• • •

On the second day, he found his own name in the records.

It wasn’t unexpected. If the Corps still existed in 2078, then the operatives from 2048 would be in the historical files. Jake had known, abstractly, that he’d be able to look himself up. He’d told himself he wouldn’t. The Corps discouraged operatives from researching their own futures—too much risk of psychological contamination, of trying to force outcomes that the timeline might not support.

But the terminal was right there. And his credentials gave him access. And he’d always been curious.

The file was sparse. Service record through 2062, when he’d apparently retired. No disciplinary actions. No notable achievements beyond the standard commendations. A career that looked exactly like what he’d expected: competent, reliable, unremarkable.

He’d died in 2071. Heart failure, natural causes. Seventy-eight years old.

Jake stared at the date for a long moment. Seven years from now, in this timeline. Twenty-three years from now, in his own. He’d have a life. A career. An ending.

It shouldn’t have felt like a revelation. Everyone died. That was the point of all this—making sure everyone got the chance to die of natural causes instead of extinction events. But seeing the date, the clinical finality of it, made something shift in his chest.

He closed the file and didn’t open it again.

• • •

The third day was when he found the anomaly.

He almost missed it. A cross-reference in one of the intervention files, a name that appeared in a context where it didn’t belong. Jake had been skimming—there was too much data to read carefully, and most of it was routine—but something about the entry made him stop.

The name was Adam Porter. An operative Jake had worked with once, years ago. Forgettable by design—Porter was a relay specialist, one of the chain operatives who spent their careers carrying messages they didn’t understand. Jake had passed intelligence to him during a training exercise. They’d never spoken outside of protocol.

Porter’s name shouldn’t have been in an intervention file. Relay operatives weren’t interventionists. They were infrastructure, not actors.

Jake pulled up the full record. It took him twenty minutes to find the connection, buried in a sub-file that his credentials barely covered. Porter had been part of an intervention in 2051—not as a relay, but as a direct participant. He’d delivered something. A document, physical rather than memorized. To someone outside the Corps.

The recipient wasn’t named. The purpose wasn’t specified. The authorization came from somewhere Jake didn’t recognize—a department code that didn’t exist in the Corps he knew.

He copied the reference number to his memory. Then he closed the file and sat very still for a long time.

• • •

The Recoil came at the seventy-two-hour mark, exactly as scheduled.

One moment Jake was in the safe house in Arlington, reviewing his notes on a tablet that would disintegrate when he left. The next moment he was falling upward, his body stretched across thirty years of time he’d skipped, every nerve ending screaming with the violence of the return.

He came back to the anchor chamber gasping, strapped into the chair, the technicians already moving to disconnect the sensors. Someone was asking him questions—standard protocol, checking for cognitive damage, making sure the Recoil hadn’t scattered his mind across the timeline.

“I’m fine,” Jake managed. “I’m fine.”

The questions continued. He answered them automatically, the responses trained into him by years of repetition. Name. Date. Location of anchor. Number of fingers. Purpose of the mission.

“Standard reconnaissance,” he said. “State of the Corps. State of the world.”

“Anything to report?”

Jake thought about Adam Porter. About the intervention file that didn’t make sense. About the department code that didn’t exist.

“Nothing significant,” he said. “Everything looked stable.”

The technician made a note and moved on to the next question. Jake sat in the chair and breathed and tried to convince himself that he hadn’t just lied.

• • •

He filed his report that evening. Standard format, standard observations. The Corps in 2078 was larger and more capable. The world was stable. The intervention record showed continued success.

He didn’t mention Adam Porter. He didn’t mention the anomaly.

It was probably nothing. A filing error. A mislabeled record. The Corps had been operating for decades; mistakes happened. There was no reason to flag something that was almost certainly meaningless.

But the reference number sat in his memory like a splinter. And Jake knew, with a certainty he couldn’t explain, that he was going to look into it.

The letter had said he needed to see. Maybe this was what it meant.

Or maybe he was manufacturing significance where none existed, looking for patterns because he wanted to believe his life had a purpose beyond the ordinary grind of service.

He went home. He ate dinner. He watched television without seeing it. And he thought about Adam Porter, and the file that didn’t make sense, and the question he couldn’t stop asking:

What else was the Corps doing that he didn’t know about?




Chapter Six: The Other Files

Jake waited three days before he started looking.

It wasn’t caution, exactly. He had legitimate access to the archive systems. His work in projection analysis gave him reason to pull historical files. No one would question a mid-career operative reviewing old intervention records—that was how you learned, how you developed the pattern recognition that separated adequate analysts from exceptional ones.

But something made him hesitate. The same instinct that had kept him from mentioning Adam Porter in his debriefing. The sense that once he looked, he couldn’t take it back.

On the fourth day, he pulled the file.

• • •

The reference number from 2078 traced back to a sub-archive Jake hadn’t known existed.

The Corps organized its records by threat category. Extinction-level events were the primary files—Chennai, Frankfurt, the others. Below that were regional destabilizations, technological disasters, political movements that could cascade into larger crises. Standard taxonomy, clear hierarchies, everything in its proper place.

The sub-archive didn’t fit the taxonomy. It was labeled INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY, which sounded like an administrative category. Personnel records, maybe. Organizational planning. The kind of bureaucratic infrastructure that kept any large organization running.

Jake opened it and found something else entirely.

• • •

The files were interventions. Hundreds of them.

Not extinction-level. Not regional destabilization. Individual interventions—people whose lives had been redirected, whose careers had been altered, whose discoveries had been… prevented.

Jake scrolled through the entries, his chest tightening with each one.

Dr. Samuel Okonkwo, University of Lagos. 2031. Theoretical physicist working on temporal mechanics. Career derailed by a funding scandal that had surfaced six months before his research would have produced results. He’d gone into industry. Never published again.

Dr. Yuki Sato, Kyoto University. 2034. Quantum computing specialist whose work had implications for time displacement. Laboratory fire—accidental, according to the investigation. She’d survived but lost three years of research. By the time she rebuilt, other priorities had emerged. The work was never completed.

Dr. Michael Oduya—

Jake stopped. He knew that name. He’d seen it in the intervention log, back in the archive room. Michael Oduya, who’d identified the Frankfurt node. The quiet man in his seventies who ate alone in the cafeteria.

But this entry was different. This was from 2027, years before Oduya had joined the Corps. A political scientist at Georgetown who’d been studying decision-making under uncertainty. His research had been heading somewhere specific—a mathematical framework that would have allowed prediction of complex system outcomes with unprecedented accuracy.

If completed, the framework would have eventually led others to questions about temporal mechanics. The models were too good. Someone would have noticed the implications.

The intervention had been simple. A graduate student in Oduya’s lab had been recruited by the Corps. Oduya himself had received a job offer—better salary, better resources, more prestige. His research had shifted direction. The framework was never published.

Three years later, the Corps had recruited him directly. Given him the Frankfurt analysis. Made him a hero.

He’d never known that he’d been redirected. That his life’s work had been shaped by the very organization he now served.

• • •

Jake closed the file and sat in the archive room with its green-shaded lamps and leather-bound props.

The logic was clear. He could see it, even through the static of his unease.

If time travel became public knowledge, the consequences would be catastrophic. The Corps had always known this. It was the foundation of their secrecy—not paranoia, but calculation. Markets would collapse. Governments would fight for control. The technology itself would become an extinction-level threat.

So they protected it. Not just by keeping quiet, but by ensuring no one else could discover what they’d already found. Researchers who got too close were redirected. Not killed—that would be monstrous, and the Corps wasn’t monstrous. Just… moved. Guided into other work, other lives, other futures that didn’t threaten the secret.

It was protection. Self-defense on an institutional scale.

Jake understood. He did.

But understanding didn’t stop the feeling in his chest. The sense that he’d been looking at a painting from one angle and suddenly realized it showed something else entirely.

• • •

Adam Porter’s file was in the same sub-archive.

The intervention from 2051 that Jake had glimpsed in 2078—it was there, fully documented. Porter had delivered a physical document to a researcher in Boston. Dr. Irene Marchetti, computational linguistics. Her work on pattern recognition in complex systems had been trending toward something the Corps had flagged.

The document Porter delivered was a job offer. A position at a private foundation, better pay, more resources. Marchetti had accepted. Her research had shifted. The dangerous work had stopped.

Porter had never known what he was carrying or why. He’d followed instructions, delivered the package, filed his report. A relay operative doing relay work. The document could have been anything.

Jake thought about the tattoo he’d seen once, on Porter’s forearm during a training exercise. A small defiance, against regulations. Porter’s 9% deviation from the projection models—the part of him that didn’t quite fit the pattern.

Everyone had their 9%. The small rebellions that made them human.

• • •

The authorizations were the part that made Jake’s hands shake.

Every intervention required sign-off. Chain of command, accountability, the bureaucratic structures that kept any organization honest. Jake had seen his share of authorization logs—standard practice, nothing unusual.

But the INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY files had different authorization codes. Higher clearances. Names that Jake recognized from the senior ranks of the Corps.

And one name that he didn’t recognize at all.

It appeared on seventeen different interventions across a span of twenty years. The same signature, the same code, the same position: OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL.

Jake searched for the code in every database he could access. Nothing. It wasn’t Corps nomenclature. Wasn’t any department he’d ever heard of.

But someone with that authority had been approving interventions for two decades. Someone with access to the most sensitive operations the Corps conducted.

Someone outside the chain of command Jake knew.

• • •

He should have reported it.

That was the protocol. Anomalies went to your handler. Questions about authorization went to compliance. The Corps had systems for exactly this kind of uncertainty—ways to surface concerns without causing panic, without jumping to conclusions.

But Jake had already filed one report that omitted what he’d found. And the feeling in his chest—the one that had started as tightness and was now something closer to dread—told him that the normal systems might not be the right path.

The letter sat in his memory. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

Six years of waiting, and now he was seeing. Not the noble work of saving humanity from extinction. Not the quiet heroism he’d believed in.

Something else. Something underneath.

• • •

Tim Farry came back from Russia two weeks later.

Jake watched him in the cafeteria, eating lunch like nothing had changed. The same satisfied expression he’d worn when he’d gotten the assignment. But underneath it, something else—a weight that hadn’t been there before.

Everyone came back from forward travel changed. That was part of the job. You witnessed things. You carried them.

But Farry looked like someone who’d witnessed something specific. Something that didn’t fit in a standard report.

Jake thought about approaching him. Asking what he’d seen, what he’d learned. They weren’t friends—seniority had always kept them at a professional distance—but they were colleagues. They’d served the same cause for years.

He didn’t approach. He ate his lunch and watched and said nothing.

Because the thing about institutional continuity—the thing Jake was only beginning to understand—was that you never knew who else had seen the other files. You never knew who was part of the system you thought you knew, and who was part of something else entirely.

Trust was the foundation of the Corps. But trust required knowing what you were trusting in.

And Jake no longer knew.




Chapter Seven: Signatures

Jake started keeping two sets of notes.

The official ones went into his daily logs—the routine analyses, the projection assessments, the ordinary work of a mid-career operative. He was careful to maintain normal productivity. Nothing that would flag him in the quarterly reviews.

The other notes he kept in his head.

The Corps trained its operatives in memory techniques. You couldn’t always write things down in the field, couldn’t always trust that your devices weren’t being monitored. So you learned to build memory palaces, to encode information in spatial relationships that would survive the violence of Recoil. Jake had always been good at it. Better than most.

Now he used those skills against the organization that had taught them to him.

• • •

The INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY archive was larger than he’d initially realized.

He accessed it in fragments, never more than a few files at a time, always with plausible cover queries running in parallel. A projection analyst reviewing historical interventions. Nothing unusual. Nothing worth flagging.

The interventions followed a pattern. He could see it now, tracing the connections between files. Researchers were identified years before their work became dangerous—sometimes decades before. The monitoring was patient, methodical. Most of them never required intervention at all. Their research dead-ended on its own, or shifted direction, or simply failed to produce the breakthrough that the Corps had anticipated.

But the ones who kept going. The ones whose work converged toward the truth about temporal mechanics. Those were redirected with surgical precision.

A job offer. A family crisis. A scandal, real or manufactured. The methods varied, but the result was always the same: promising careers that quietly changed direction, dangerous research that never reached completion.

Jake counted seventeen physicists. Twelve mathematicians. Eight computer scientists. Scattered across three decades, working in isolation, none of them aware that they were part of a pattern.

The Corps had been pruning the tree of knowledge since before Jake was born.

• • •

The authorization structure was where things got complicated.

Every intervention required sign-off from at least two senior operatives. That was standard—accountability, oversight, the bureaucratic safeguards that kept any organization honest. Jake had signed off on plenty of interventions himself. Minor ones, mostly. Career redirections that seemed justified at the time.

He’d never questioned who else was signing.

Now he started looking.

The INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY files had their own authorization chain. Different codes, higher clearances. Names he recognized from the senior ranks—people he’d worked with, people he’d trusted. Director Morrison. Deputy Director Huang. Chief Analyst Petrov.

They’d all signed off on interventions that redirected researchers away from time travel. Dozens of them. Hundreds, over the years.

The logic was unassailable. If time travel became public, the consequences would be catastrophic. The Corps existed to prevent extinction-level events. Protecting the secret was protecting humanity.

Every signature made sense in context. Every approval was justified by the one before it.

That was the thing about systems. They didn’t require conspiracy. They just required each person to do the reasonable thing, one step at a time, until you looked up and found yourself somewhere you’d never meant to go.

• • •

He found his own name on a Tuesday.

It was buried in a file from 2054—six years in Jake’s future, but documented in the archive he’d accessed from 2078. An intervention targeting a graduate student at Stanford. Her thesis work on quantum probability had been flagged by the predictive models. Ninety-three percent chance that her research would lead to independent discovery within fifteen years.

The authorization bore two signatures. Deputy Director Morrison. And below that, in the same sterile font that documented everything: J. Firelli, Senior Analyst.

Jake stared at the screen for a long time.

He wasn’t a senior analyst. Not yet. But in six years, apparently, he would be. And he would sign off on redirecting a twenty-four-year-old woman’s career because her math was too good.

He checked the intervention details. The method was elegant—a prestigious fellowship at a think tank, research pivoted toward policy applications, the theoretical work abandoned in favor of more practical concerns. The student had accepted. Of course she had. It was a better opportunity than anything her department could offer.

She’d never known what she’d almost discovered. She’d never known that her future had been shaped by people she’d never meet.

Jake closed the file. Opened another one. Found his signature again. And again. And again.

• • •

Seventeen interventions over a span of eight years.

That was what his future self had authorized. Seventeen researchers redirected, seventeen careers altered, seventeen potential discoveries prevented. The methods varied—job offers, funding cuts, personal crises that emerged at convenient moments—but the pattern was consistent.

His future self had become exactly what the Corps needed him to be. Reliable. Compliant. Willing to make the hard decisions that kept the secret safe.

Jake tried to imagine signing those authorizations. Tried to imagine the reasoning that would lead him there. The slow accumulation of compromises, each one justified by the previous one. The gradual acceptance that protecting humanity sometimes meant controlling it.

He could see the path. That was the worst part. He could see exactly how he’d get there from here.

• • •

The letter sat in his memory like a splinter.

You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

He’d assumed, for six years, that the letter was guidance. A message from someone who knew the truth, who wanted him to find it. A hand extended across time, offering direction.

But what if the letter was something else? What if it wasn’t guidance at all?

What if it was part of the system?

Jake thought about the interventions he’d found. The careful redirections, the manufactured opportunities. The Corps didn’t just prevent discoveries—it shaped careers, guided decisions, created outcomes that looked like free choice but weren’t.

What if the letter had been designed to bring him here? To this moment, to this archive, to this specific set of questions?

What if his doubt was part of the projection?

• • •

He pulled up his own personnel file. The parts he was authorized to see, anyway.

Service record: exemplary. Psychological profile: stable. Projection confidence: 91%.

Ninety-one percent. That was the number the models assigned to his predicted behavior. Ninety-one percent of the time, Jake Firelli would do exactly what the Corps expected him to do.

He’d always thought of that as a compliment. High reliability. Consistent performance. The kind of operative you could trust with sensitive work.

Now he wondered about the other nine percent. The margin of error. The space where his behavior deviated from prediction.

Was his investigation part of the ninety-one? Or was this his nine percent—the doubt, the questions, the refusal to simply accept what he’d been told?

He didn’t know. That was the thing about being inside the system. You could never tell which of your choices were really yours.

• • •

Tim Farry had been back from Russia for three weeks.

Jake had been watching him. Casually, the way you watched any colleague. Noting the patterns—when he arrived, when he left, who he talked to in the cafeteria.

Farry had changed. The weight Jake had noticed before had settled into something permanent. He moved differently now. Spoke less. Spent more time in the archive room with its green-shaded lamps and leather-bound props.

Jake recognized the behavior. He’d seen it in other operatives who’d witnessed something difficult. The careful silence, the private processing, the slow integration of knowledge that couldn’t be shared.

But Farry hadn’t filed anything unusual. Jake had checked—carefully, through channels that wouldn’t raise flags. Standard reconnaissance report. World stable. Corps functional. Nothing significant to report.

The same lie Jake had told after his own trip.

• • •

He found Farry in the archive room late one evening.

The older operative was sitting at a terminal, scrolling through something Jake couldn’t see from the doorway. His face was lit by the screen’s glow, and for a moment he looked older than his forty-seven years. Tired in a way that went deeper than sleep.

Jake hesitated. The smart thing would be to leave. To keep his questions to himself, to continue his investigation alone. Trust was a liability now—every colleague was potentially part of a system Jake didn’t fully understand.

But Farry had the same look. The same weight. Whatever he’d seen in Russia, it had changed him the way Jake’s discoveries were changing him.

Sometimes you had to take a risk.

“Working late,” Jake said.

Farry looked up. His expression flickered—surprise, then caution, then something that might have been recognition. “Could say the same about you.”

“Projection analysis. Always more to review.”

“Right.” Farry’s tone was neutral, but his eyes were assessing. Reading Jake the way Jake was reading him. “Projection analysis.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. Two operatives in a room full of secrets, each trying to determine how much the other knew.

“Russia was interesting,” Farry said finally. “More interesting than I expected.”

“I heard the report was routine.”

“Reports usually are.” Farry turned back to his screen. “That’s the thing about this work. The interesting parts never make it into the official record.”

Jake stood in the doorway, weighing options. The conversation could end here—a meaningless exchange between colleagues, nothing to remember or report.

Or it could go somewhere else.

“I’ve been reviewing old interventions,” Jake said. “Historical analysis. Trying to understand the patterns.”

Farry’s hands paused on the keyboard. “Find anything interesting?”

“Depends on how you define interesting.”

Another long moment. Then Farry closed whatever he’d been reading and turned to face Jake fully.

“There’s a file,” he said quietly. “Authorization code I’d never seen before. OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

Jake felt something shift in his chest. Recognition. Relief. The dangerous comfort of finding someone else who’d seen behind the curtain.

“I might,” he said. “We should talk. Somewhere that isn’t here.”




Chapter Eight: Clearances

They met at a bar in Clarendon, far enough from the Rosslyn facility to feel anonymous. The kind of place where defense contractors unwound after work—loud enough for privacy, crowded enough to disappear.

Farry was already there when Jake arrived, sitting in a back booth with a beer he wasn’t drinking. He looked up as Jake slid into the seat across from him, and for a moment neither of them spoke.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Farry said.

“I wasn’t sure I would either.”

They sat with that for a moment. Two operatives trained to trust the system, trained to report anomalies through proper channels, trained to believe that the Corps existed for the right reasons. Meeting in secret felt like betrayal. But so did everything else, now.

“Russia,” Jake said. “What did you actually find?”

Farry turned his beer glass in his hands. “Same thing you found, I think. Just different files.”

• • •

What Farry had found was older.

His reconnaissance mission had taken him to the Corps facility in Saint Petersburg—smaller than Rosslyn, but with archives that went back further. The Russian branch had been established in 2031, a decade after Sloan founded the original Corps, and their record-keeping was different. Less centralized. More redundant.

“They kept parallel files,” Farry said. “Backups that weren’t supposed to exist. Someone in the early days was paranoid about data loss. Or maybe paranoid about something else.”

The parallel files contained references that didn’t appear in the main archive. Authorization codes that predated the Corps itself. Interventions that had happened before Victor Sloan captured the MIT patent.

“That’s not possible,” Jake said. “The Corps was founded in 2022. There was no time travel before Vasquez’s discovery.”

“That’s what I thought.” Farry took a sip of his beer. “But the files are there. Interventions in 2019. 2015. One reference that goes back to 2008.”

Jake felt the familiar tightness in his chest. The sense that the ground was shifting beneath a building he’d thought was solid.

“Someone else discovered it first.”

“Or someone else knew it would be discovered. And started preparing.”

• • •

The interventions from before 2020 were different from the ones Jake had found.

Not researchers being redirected. Not careers being shaped. These were more fundamental—funding decisions, policy positions, the quiet movements of money and influence that determined which projects got supported and which ones withered.

The MIT discovery hadn’t emerged from nothing. It had been cultivated. Guided toward the right researchers, the right institution, the right moment. When Vasquez made her breakthrough, she’d been working in a lab that had received unexpected funding three years earlier. Her graduate advisor had been hired after another candidate withdrew for personal reasons. The equipment she needed had become available because a competing project lost its backing.

Every step plausible. Every decision reasonable in isolation. But viewed together, they formed a pattern that was impossible to ignore.

“Someone wanted the discovery to happen,” Jake said. “At that specific time, in that specific place.”

“Someone wanted Sloan to capture it.” Farry’s voice was flat. “The patent filing, the Corps infrastructure, the recruiting protocols—it all came together too smoothly. Like it had been planned.”

“By who?”

Farry shook his head. “That’s what I’ve been trying to find out. But the trail goes cold. Every reference leads back to the same dead end.”

“OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL.”

“You’ve seen it too.”

Jake nodded. “It’s on everything. The researcher redirections, the authorization chains, the older files you found. Someone with that clearance has been involved in every major decision the Corps has made.”

“Not just involved,” Farry said. “Directing. The Corps thinks it’s protecting humanity from extinction events. But someone else is protecting the Corps. Shaping it. Making sure it does what they want it to do.”

• • •

They talked for two hours.

Comparing notes, filling in gaps, constructing a picture that neither of them had been able to see alone. Jake told Farry about the INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY archive, the researcher redirections, his own future signature on files he hadn’t yet signed. Farry described the Russian parallel files, the pre-discovery interventions, the pattern of cultivation that had produced the Corps itself.

The picture that emerged was larger than either of them had imagined.

The Corps wasn’t just an organization that protected time travel. It was an organization that had been designed—from before its own founding—to serve purposes that its members didn’t understand. Every operative, every mission, every celebrated save was part of a pattern that someone else was orchestrating.

“We could be wrong,” Jake said. It felt important to acknowledge the possibility, even if he didn’t believe it. “Pattern recognition is what we do. We might be seeing connections that aren’t there.”

“We could be.” Farry didn’t sound like he believed it either. “But the files exist. The authorization codes exist. Something is going on that we’re not supposed to see.”

“So what do we do?”

Farry was quiet for a long moment. “I’ve been thinking about that. The normal channels are compromised—anyone with clearance to investigate is probably part of whatever this is. We can’t go to Morrison or Huang or anyone in senior leadership.”

“We could leak it. Go public.”

“And trigger exactly the kind of chaos the Corps exists to prevent.” Farry shook his head. “If time travel becomes public knowledge, we lose any chance of understanding what’s really happening. The whole structure collapses.”

“So we just keep digging.”

“We keep digging. Carefully. And we figure out who OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL actually is.”

• • •

Jake walked home through streets that felt different now.

The city hadn’t changed. The same traffic, the same buildings, the same ordinary people living ordinary lives. But Jake couldn’t look at any of it without wondering how much of it had been shaped. How many careers had been redirected, how many decisions had been guided, how many futures had been pruned to produce this specific present.

The Corps had taught him to think in systems. To see the connections between events, the causal chains that linked decisions to outcomes. Now he couldn’t stop applying that training to everything around him.

Had his apartment been available because the previous tenant received a job offer in another city? Had his morning coffee shop opened because a competing business faced unexpected obstacles? Had every small convenience in his life been arranged by someone he’d never met?

Paranoia, probably. The natural response to discovering that the world was more controlled than he’d believed. Not everything was an intervention. Not everything was part of the pattern.

But some things were. And he no longer knew which ones.

• • •

He thought about the letter again that night.

You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

The handwriting had been unfamiliar when he’d received it. But now, six years later, he recognized it. The slight leftward slant, the way the letters connected, the particular formation of the capital Y.

It was his own handwriting.

He’d always known, on some level. Some subconscious part of him had recognized the handwriting even before he’d understood what he was seeing. But the mechanism—the relay system, the chains of anchored operatives who could carry messages backward through time—that had only become clear after he’d joined the Corps.

But knowing was different from understanding. And understanding was different from accepting what it meant.

If he’d sent himself the letter, then the letter was part of his future. Part of the timeline that produced the authorizations with his signature, the seventeen interventions, the career that led to Senior Analyst. The version of him who wrote those words had already become what the Corps needed him to be.

So why had that version sent the letter? What was the point of telling his past self to “see” if seeing changed nothing?

Unless seeing was the point. Unless the doubt itself served a purpose.

Jake lay in bed and stared at the ceiling and tried to imagine a system complex enough to account for its own internal contradictions. An organization that selected for loyalty but also needed some percentage of doubt. A pattern that included the people who questioned it.

He couldn’t quite make it fit. But he couldn’t make it not fit either.

• • •

The next morning, he ran into Adam Porter in the hallway.

It shouldn’t have been significant. Porter worked in the same building, used the same corridors, existed in the same space as dozens of other operatives Jake passed every day. A nod, a brief acknowledgment, and they moved on.

But Jake found himself stopping. Looking at Porter—really looking at him for the first time since the training exercise years ago.

Porter was forgettable by design. Average height, average build, features that your eyes slid past without registering. The perfect relay operative. Someone who could move through the world without leaving impressions, carry messages without drawing attention, execute instructions without asking questions.

But there was the tattoo. Jake couldn’t see it now—Porter’s sleeves were down, regulation length—but he remembered it from before. A small design on the inner forearm, against Corps policy, against the whole principle of anonymity that relay operatives were supposed to embody.

Porter’s nine percent.

“Porter,” Jake said.

The relay operative stopped, surprised to be addressed by name. “Firelli. Something I can help you with?”

Jake hesitated. He didn’t know what he wanted to ask, exactly. He’d seen Porter’s file in the archive—the intervention in 2051, the document delivered to Dr. Marchetti, the role Porter had played without understanding it. But that was three years from now, in a future that hadn’t happened yet.

What did you say to someone who didn’t know they were going to become part of a pattern?

“No,” Jake said finally. “Nothing. Just wanted to say hello.”

Porter’s expression flickered—confusion, maybe, or the kind of wariness that came from years of being invisible. “All right. Good to see you.”

He continued down the hallway, average and unremarkable, a man who would carry Jake’s letter backward through time without ever knowing what it said.

Jake watched him go and wondered if their conversation had been part of the pattern too.

• • •

That evening, he accessed the INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY archive again.

Not looking for new files this time. Looking for something specific—a connection he’d started to suspect but hadn’t been able to confirm.

The relay system moved information backward through chains of operatives. That was how the Corps worked—intelligence from the future passed hand to hand through anchored operatives until it reached the present. But the system could move more than intelligence. It could move documents. Physical objects. Letters.

Jake searched for relay protocols involving personal correspondence. Found them buried in a sub-directory he’d overlooked before. Requests for message delivery, routed through operatives with appropriate anchor dates, each one authorized by the same code.

OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL.

Personal correspondence wasn’t supposed to go through the relay system. That was for Corps business, for the intelligence that prevented extinction events, for the information that protected humanity. Using it for private messages was a violation of protocol.

But someone with OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL clearance had been approving exactly those requests. For decades.

Jake scrolled through the list. Names he didn’t recognize, dates spanning twenty years, messages sent backward through time for reasons that weren’t documented. And there, in a file dated 2051, a request for a letter to be delivered to an address in Arlington. The recipient’s name wasn’t listed. But the originator was.

J. Firelli.

He sat very still for a long time, staring at the screen.

The letter he’d received before his recruitment. The words that had convinced him to accept the Corps’ offer. The message he’d believed came from someone trying to help him.

It would come from himself. Three years from now, he would write those words and send them backward through the relay system, and they would arrive at his apartment three weeks before the Corps made contact.

He’d always known, somewhere beneath the surface. But knowing wasn’t the same as seeing the authorization file, the relay request, the signature that matched the one on seventeen intervention records.

He was part of the pattern. He always had been.

The only question was whether he could do anything about it.




Chapter Nine: Dead Ends

They tried three different approaches over the next two weeks.

The first was the straightforward one: tracing OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL through the Corps’ administrative databases. Personnel records, department codes, authorization hierarchies. If the clearance existed, it had to be registered somewhere.

Jake ran the searches during his normal work hours, burying them in routine queries about projection methodologies and historical intervention patterns. Farry did the same from his terminal, using his senior status to access files that Jake couldn’t reach.

They found nothing. The code appeared on hundreds of documents but wasn’t registered in any index. It existed in the effects of decisions but not in the structure that was supposed to govern them. Like a signature written in invisible ink—you could see where it had authorized something, but you couldn’t trace it back to a hand.

“It’s not a Corps clearance,” Farry said, during one of their evening meetings at the Clarendon bar. “I’m starting to think it never was.”

“Then what is it?”

“Something older. Something that was here before Sloan built all this.”

• • •

The second approach was the relay system.

Information moved backward through time via chains of anchored operatives. That was how the Corps gathered intelligence from the future—each operative carrying messages to someone anchored earlier, the chain extending back decades. But the system also kept records. Every relay request was logged, every handoff documented.

If OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL had been authorizing messages for twenty years, there would be traces in the relay logs. Names of operatives who’d carried those messages. Destinations where they’d been delivered. A pattern that might reveal who was actually behind the code.

Jake spent three nights building a search algorithm that could cross-reference relay requests with authorization codes. The work was tedious—the logs were massive, and his access was limited—but he was patient. He’d been trained to find patterns in noise.

What he found was a wall.

The relay logs for OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL requests were sealed. Not classified in the normal sense—he could see that the requests existed, could count them, could track their distribution over time. But the contents were inaccessible. The operatives who’d carried those messages, the destinations where they’d been delivered, all of it hidden behind a clearance level that Jake’s credentials couldn’t touch.

“There’s another layer,” he told Farry. “Above the senior leadership. Above Morrison and Huang and everyone we know.”

“How far above?”

“I don’t know. But whoever has OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL clearance can see everything we’re doing. Every search, every query, every file we’ve accessed.”

Farry was quiet for a moment. “You think we’re being watched.”

“I think we’ve been watched from the beginning. I think that’s the point.”

• • •

The third approach was the most dangerous: asking questions.

Not directly—that would be suicide. But the Corps was full of people who’d been here longer than Jake, longer than Farry. People who might have seen things, heard things, noticed patterns that didn’t quite fit.

Jake started with the archivists. The quiet bureaucrats who maintained the historical records, who spent their careers organizing files and maintaining indexes. They saw everything that passed through the system, even if they didn’t understand what they were seeing.

He approached Margaret Reyes on a Tuesday afternoon. She’d been with the Corps for thirty-one years, longer than almost anyone still working. A small woman in her sixties with gray-streaked hair and the careful manner of someone who’d learned that paying attention was more valuable than speaking.

“Historical methodology question,” Jake said, settling into the chair across from her desk. “I’m trying to understand how authorization codes evolved over time. The early days, before the current hierarchy was established.”

Reyes studied him for a moment. Her expression was neutral, professional—the face of someone who’d answered ten thousand questions and learned to give nothing away.

“What specifically?”

“I keep seeing references to codes that don’t appear in the current index. Legacy systems, maybe. I’m trying to understand the context.”

“Which codes?”

Jake hesitated. This was the moment—the point where caution met necessity. He could back away, make up something plausible, retreat to safety.

“OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL,” he said.

Reyes’s expression didn’t change. But something shifted behind her eyes—a flicker of recognition, quickly suppressed. She’d heard the code before. She knew what it meant.

“That’s above my clearance,” she said. “And yours, I suspect.”

“I’m not asking you to access anything classified. I’m just trying to understand the structure.”

“The structure is need-to-know. If you needed to know about that code, you’d already have access.” She turned back to her terminal, a clear dismissal. “I’d recommend focusing on the questions that fall within your authorization level, Analyst Firelli. The Corps has procedures for a reason.”

Jake stood. “Of course. Thank you for your time.”

He was halfway to the door when she spoke again.

“Firelli.”

He turned.

Reyes was still facing her terminal, not looking at him. “Some questions don’t have answers you’d want to find. Some patterns are better left alone.”

“Is that advice?”

“It’s an observation. From someone who’s been here long enough to see what happens to people who look too closely.” She paused. “The Corps takes care of its own. But the Corps isn’t the only thing taking care of us.”

• • •

Jake reported the conversation to Farry that evening.

“She knows something,” Farry said. “That last part—‘the Corps isn’t the only thing taking care of us.’ That’s not nothing.”

“But she won’t say more. She’s been here thirty-one years. If she knew something dangerous, she’d have done something about it by now.”

“Unless she tried. Unless she asked the same questions we’re asking and learned that asking was pointless.”

They sat with that for a moment. The bar was busy around them, defense contractors unwinding after work, conversations about budgets and timelines and the ordinary concerns of ordinary jobs. None of them knew what Jake and Farry knew. None of them were asking questions that didn’t have safe answers.

“We’re not going to find it this way,” Jake said finally. “Whatever OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL is, it’s been protected for decades. The people who know aren’t going to tell us, and the systems that might reveal it are locked down.”

“So we give up?”

“No. We change approach.” Jake had been thinking about this for days, turning the problem over in his head. “The Corps moves information backward through time. That’s how we know about futures that haven’t happened yet. But it also means that the answers exist somewhere in the future. Someone, at some point, figures this out. Otherwise, how would we know to ask the questions?”

Farry frowned. “You want to go forward. Look for records that haven’t been created yet.”

“The archive I accessed in 2078 had more than what I found. I was looking for specific things—my own file, the Adam Porter connection. But there was more there. Older files, deeper history. Things that might not be accessible from the present but would be from further in the future.”

“That’s a risk. If they’re watching us—and we have to assume they are—a forward reconnaissance would flag everything we’re doing.”

“We’re already flagged. Reyes’s conversation, the searches we’ve been running, the files we’ve accessed. If someone with OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL clearance is paying attention, they already know exactly what we’re doing.”

“Then why haven’t they stopped us?”

Jake didn’t have an answer to that. It was the question that kept him awake at night, the gap in the pattern that he couldn’t explain. If the system was as comprehensive as it appeared, if every eventuality had been anticipated and accounted for, then their investigation should have been shut down already. Someone should have intervened.

Unless the investigation was part of the pattern. Unless their questions, their discoveries, their growing understanding were all expected. Factored in. Allowed to proceed because they served some purpose Jake couldn’t see.

“Maybe they want us to find something,” he said. “Maybe this is how it’s supposed to go.”

“That’s a paranoid way to think.”

“We’re in a paranoid situation.”

• • •

Jake put in the request for forward reconnaissance the next morning.

Standard protocol—thirty years forward, general assessment, nothing that would raise immediate flags. He’d done the same trip before; another one wouldn’t seem unusual. Mid-career operatives were expected to maintain their reconnaissance skills.

The request was approved within hours. Departure window in six days. Anchor point set for December 3, 2048.

He told Farry over lunch, their conversation coded in the language of ordinary work talk. Project timelines. Resource allocation. The kind of boring details that no one bothered to monitor closely.

“Six days,” Farry said. “That’s fast.”

“They want me to go. I can feel it.”

“Or they want to see what you’ll do when you get there.”

“Same thing, from their perspective.”

Farry pushed his food around his plate. He looked tired—they both did, worn down by weeks of investigation that had produced more questions than answers. “What are you hoping to find?”

“The origin. OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL has to come from somewhere. The authorization code, the clearance level, the whole structure that we can’t see from here. In 2078, thirty years of additional history will have accumulated. Files that don’t exist yet. Records that haven’t been created. Maybe something that explains who’s really running all this.”

“And if you don’t find anything?”

“Then we’re exactly where we are now. No worse off.”

That wasn’t quite true, and they both knew it. Every action left traces. Every search could be tracked. Going forward and digging into restricted archives would mark Jake as someone who couldn’t leave well enough alone—someone whose projection confidence might need to be reconsidered.

But he’d already found his own signature on seventeen intervention authorizations. He’d already discovered that he would send himself the letter that had brought him here. Whatever consequences were coming, they were coming regardless. The only question was whether he’d understand why before they arrived.

“There’s something else,” Jake said. “In 2078, I’ll be retired. According to my file, I left the Corps in 2062. Which means my future self might still be alive. Might still be accessible.”

Farry looked up sharply. “You want to contact yourself.”

“I want to understand what I become. What decisions I make, what I know by then. If anyone has the answers I’m looking for, it’s the version of me who’s already lived through the next thirty years.”

“That’s against every protocol we have. Temporal contact with your own future self—the psychological risks alone—”

“The protocols were written by people who didn’t want us asking questions. Everything about this organization is designed to keep us focused on the mission and ignorant of the larger picture. Following the rules is how they keep us compliant.”

Farry was quiet for a long moment. Around them, the cafeteria hummed with ordinary noise—conversations, clattering trays, the ambient sound of people who didn’t know they were living inside a system designed to shape their choices.

“Be careful,” Farry said finally. “Whatever you find out there, whatever you learn—be careful who you become in the process of finding it.”

Jake nodded. “I’ll try.”

But he wasn’t sure careful was an option anymore. He wasn’t sure it ever had been.




Chapter Ten: The Other Side

The second trip was different from the first.

Not the mechanics—those were identical. The anchor chamber, the sensors, the countdown. The blur at thirty seconds, the copper taste at fifteen, the dissolution of certainty at five. Jake had done this enough times to know what was coming, to brace against the disorientation of arriving somewhere his body insisted he’d never left.

But the purpose was different. The first time, he’d been doing his job. Standard reconnaissance, official questions, sanctioned curiosity. This time he was looking for himself.

• • •

The Rosslyn facility in 2078 was exactly as he remembered it from three months ago. Three months for him. Thirty years for everyone else. The expanded building, the confident architecture, the faces that were different but somehow the same. The Corps endured. The Corps grew. Whatever else was happening beneath the surface, the surface looked healthy.

Jake moved through the building with practiced anonymity. His cover documentation was fresh—a researcher from the Seattle office this time, different enough from his previous visit to avoid pattern recognition. He found a terminal in an open work area and logged in with credentials that shouldn’t have worked but did.

The system welcomed him like an old friend. Maybe it was.

• • •

He started with the address.

His personnel file from the first trip had listed a residence in Arlington—the same neighborhood where he lived now, thirty years older. If his future self had retired in 2062 and stayed in the area, there would be records. Property transfers, utility registrations, the bureaucratic sediment that accumulated around any life.

The search took less than a minute. The Arlington address appeared in the municipal archives, linked to a name he recognized: Jacob Firelli, resident from 2058 to 2071.


	



Jake stared at the date. He’d seen it before, in his personnel file during the first trip. Died in 2071, heart failure, natural causes. But seeing it in a property record was different. Colder. The house had been sold in 2072. Estate liquidation. The new owners had renovated extensively.

His future self had been dead for seven years. The version of him who might have had answers, who might have explained what he’d learned and why he’d sent the letter—that version had stopped existing while Jake was still working his way through mid-career assignments in 2048.

He sat very still for a long moment, processing.

He’d known, abstractly. The date had been in the file. But knowing a fact and confronting its implications were different things. There would be no conversation with his older self. No explanation of the seventeen authorizations, the letter, the choices that had led to all of this.

Whatever his future self had understood, he’d taken it with him.

• • •

But people left traces.

Jake expanded his search. Employment records, financial transactions, anything that might indicate how his future self had spent the sixteen years between retirement and death. The Corps kept comprehensive files on former operatives—not surveillance exactly, but observation. Making sure that people who knew about time travel didn’t become problems.

The file on Jacob Firelli, retired, was surprisingly thin.

He’d left the Corps in 2062 at age sixty-three. Early for retirement, but within normal parameters. Health reasons were cited—nothing specific, just the cumulative wear of decades of temporal displacement. The Recoil took a toll. Everyone knew that.

After retirement, he’d kept a low profile. Lived alone. No spouse, no children. Occasional contact with former colleagues, but nothing that suggested ongoing involvement with Corps operations. He’d become, according to the file, unremarkable.

Just like he’d been before recruitment. Just like he was now.

Jake scrolled through the sparse entries and felt something cold settle in his chest. This was his future. Not a life of discovery and meaning, but a slow fade into irrelevance. Whatever understanding his older self had achieved, it hadn’t translated into action. He’d retired, he’d lived quietly, he’d died.

The pattern had contained him completely.

• • •

There was one anomaly.

In 2068, three years before his death, Jacob Firelli had accessed the Corps archives remotely. This wasn’t unusual for retired operatives—many maintained consultancy relationships, offered expertise on historical cases, helped train new analysts. But the files he’d accessed weren’t related to operations.

He’d been researching something called the Harmon Foundation.

Jake didn’t recognize the name. He ran a search and found scattered references—a charitable organization focused on educational scholarships, established in 1952, dissolved in 1989. Unremarkable. The kind of entity that existed to move money from wealthy donors to worthy recipients without attracting attention.

But his future self had spent three weeks researching it. Dozens of queries, hundreds of files accessed, a pattern of investigation that looked almost obsessive.

And then nothing. The queries stopped. Three years later, he was dead.

Jake copied the search parameters and began following the same trail.

• • •

The Harmon Foundation had funded scholarships for students in scientific fields. Physics, mathematics, genetics. The recipients had gone on to careers at universities and research institutions across the country. Some had become prominent. Others had faded into obscurity.

None of it seemed connected to time travel. None of it explained why his future self had been interested.

But Jake had been trained to find patterns in noise. He started cross-referencing the scholarship recipients with other databases. Employment histories. Research publications. Family records.

The pattern emerged slowly, like a photograph developing in chemical baths.

The Harmon Foundation hadn’t just funded scientists. It had funded specific lineages of scientists. Families where multiple generations had received support. Parents and children, aunts and nephews, a web of educational assistance that extended across decades.

And when Jake mapped the genetics of those families—pulling from medical databases he shouldn’t have been able to access—he found something else.

The marker.

Not all of them. Not even most. But a statistically impossible percentage of Harmon Foundation scholarship recipients carried the genetic marker that made time travel possible. The same marker that the Corps tested for. The same marker that Jake himself carried.

• • •

He sat back from the terminal and tried to make the pieces fit.

The Harmon Foundation had dissolved in 1989, more than thirty years before Dr. Vasquez’s discovery at MIT. Before anyone knew that time travel was possible. Before anyone knew that the marker existed or what it meant.

But someone had been selecting for it. Funding carriers, supporting their education, encouraging their careers. Building a population of people who could travel through time, decades before the technology existed to make that travel possible.

The Corps believed the marker was a natural mutation. Rare, random, distributed without pattern across the human population. That was the foundation of their recruitment—find the carriers, evaluate them, bring the suitable ones into the fold.

But the Harmon Foundation suggested something else. The marker wasn’t random. It had been cultivated. Concentrated. Someone had been shaping the gene pool for generations, producing the very operatives the Corps would later need.

Jake thought about the interventions he’d found in the INSTITUTIONAL CONTINUITY archive. Researchers redirected, discoveries prevented, careers shaped without the subjects’ knowledge. The Corps did that now, in the present. To protect the secret.

But what if someone had been doing the same thing before the Corps existed? Not to protect time travel, but to produce it?

• • •

The Harmon Foundation led to other foundations.

The Aldrich Fund. The Whitmore Trust. The Perennial Foundation. Names that sounded like places where old money went to grow quietly, generating tax benefits and good publicity for wealthy families who wanted to seem philanthropic.

But they were connected. Board members who served on multiple organizations. Funding priorities that overlapped. Administrative addresses that traced back to the same law firms, the same financial institutions.

Jake mapped the connections and watched a structure emerge. Not a conspiracy in the dramatic sense—no secret meetings, no dark plots whispered in shadowed rooms. Just a patient, methodical network of organizations that had been doing the same work for generations. Identifying promising genetic lines. Supporting their development. Pruning the ones that didn’t perform.

The Corps was part of it. That was clear now. Victor Sloan hadn’t captured the MIT patent through luck or foresight. He’d been positioned to capture it. His investors, his connections, his impeccable timing—all of it had been arranged by people who’d known the discovery was coming because they’d arranged for the discovery to happen.

But the network was older than the Corps. Older than Sloan. Older than anyone Jake had been taught to trust.

• • •

He found the name in a file from 1947.

It was a letter, scanned from paper records that had survived decades of format migrations. Correspondence between the director of something called the Eugenics Research Association and a donor who wished to remain anonymous.

The letter discussed funding for a new initiative. “Perennial improvement,” the director called it. A long-term project focused on identifying and supporting genetic lineages with promising characteristics. Not the crude eugenics of the early twentieth century—that approach had become politically untenable. Something subtler. More patient. The kind of work that could continue for generations without attracting attention.

The donor had signed the letter with a phrase instead of a name.

Gardeners of the future.

Jake read the words and felt the ground shift beneath him. Not metaphorically—literally. For a moment, the world seemed to tilt, and he had to grip the edge of the desk to steady himself.

The Corps talked about protecting humanity. About preventing extinction events, preserving the future, ensuring that civilization survived. Noble goals, carefully maintained.

But someone else had been working toward a different goal entirely. Not protecting the future—owning it. Shaping the genetic makeup of humanity itself, over decades, over generations. Producing the very people who would one day control time travel.

The gardeners of the future.

And Jake, with his marker and his projection confidence and his carefully curated career, was something they had grown.

• • •

The Recoil took him at seventy-two hours exactly.

He was in the safe house, surrounded by notes he couldn’t take back with him, when his anchor pulled. The violence of it was almost welcome—the snap and stretch, the fall upward through thirty years of time, the moment of being everywhere and nowhere at once.

He came back to the anchor chamber gasping, the technicians already moving with their questions and their clipboards. Name, date, location, purpose.

“Standard reconnaissance,” Jake said. The words came automatically. “State of the Corps, state of the world.”

“Anything significant to report?”

Jake thought about the Harmon Foundation. The Perennial Foundation. The letter from 1947 and the donor who called themselves a gardener of the future. He thought about his own file, his own career, his own carefully maintained reliability.

“Nothing significant,” he said. “Everything looked stable.”

The technician made a note and moved on.

Jake sat in the chair and breathed and tried to organize what he’d learned into something he could carry. The memory techniques would preserve the details. The question was what to do with them.

He needed to tell Farry. He needed to dig deeper, to find out how far back the cultivation went, to understand what the gardeners actually wanted. But he also needed to be careful. If the system was as comprehensive as it appeared—if every eventuality had been anticipated and accounted for—then his investigation might be exactly what they expected.

Maybe that was the point. Maybe this was how they tested their crops. Applied pressure, measured the response, determined which specimens could be trusted with the truth and which ones needed to be pruned.

Jake had no way to know which category he fell into.

He stood up from the anchor chair, legs unsteady from the Recoil, and walked out of the chamber into a building that looked exactly like it had when he’d left. The same halls. The same operatives. The same quiet bureaucracy of saving the world.

But nothing was the same. Not anymore.




Chapter Eleven: The Capture

2020

The alert came through at 3:47 AM Eastern, flagged by the Trust’s monitoring systems as Priority Omega—a classification Catherine Holt had never seen used in her twelve years on the board.

She read the summary on her phone in the dark of her bedroom, then read it again, then got out of bed and walked to her study without turning on any lights. The house was quiet around her. Her husband and children slept. The world outside the windows of their Connecticut home was ordinary, unchanged, unaware that everything was about to be different.

Dr. Elena Vasquez, MIT Department of Physics. Successful demonstration of forward temporal displacement. Human subject. Forty-seven minutes into the future. Verified by three independent observers.

The cultivation had produced a time traveler.

• • •

Catherine was fifty-three years old, the granddaughter of Edward Holt, who had been one of the seven men in that Manhattan club room in 1952. She’d grown up knowing about the Trust the way other children knew about family businesses or inherited wealth—something passed down, something you were expected to steward and eventually pass along yourself.

She’d joined the board at forty-one, after a career in foundation management that had prepared her for exactly this role. The Trust operated like any other large philanthropic organization, with endowments and grant programs and quarterly reports. The difference was in what it was actually doing.

Cultivating human potential. Shaping the gene pool. Gardening.

Catherine had accepted the work’s necessity without ever quite loving it. The methods were sound—the Trust had decades of data showing that its interventions produced results. But there was something cold about it, something that kept her at a professional distance even as she dedicated her career to the cause.

She believed in optimization. She believed that humanity’s future should be shaped by intention rather than accident. She just didn’t always believe in the particular humans doing the shaping.

Including herself.

• • •

The emergency board meeting convened by encrypted video at 6 AM. Seven members, spanning three time zones, all pulled from sleep by the same alert.

Dr. Elena Vasquez. The name was familiar—it appeared in the Trust’s records going back to the 1970s, one of the first confirmed complete marker carriers. She’d been tracked her entire life, her career gently supported, her research interests noted and occasionally influenced. But no one had expected this.

“The marker isn’t just cognitive enhancement,” said Morrison, the board’s scientific liaison. “It’s temporal. The configuration we’ve been cultivating for a century—it allows forward displacement. Time travel.”

Silence on the call. Catherine watched the faces of her colleagues, each one processing the implications.

“Does Vasquez understand what she’s found?” someone asked.

“Not fully. Her paper describes the mechanism as ‘temporal phase shifting’—she thinks it’s a property of certain neural configurations. She doesn’t know the configuration is genetic. She doesn’t know we’ve been cultivating it.”

“How long until she publishes?”

“She submitted to Physical Review Letters yesterday. Given the implications, they’ll fast-track peer review. We have weeks, maybe less.”

Catherine spoke for the first time. “Then we have weeks to establish control.”

• • •

The plan came together over the next three days.

The Trust couldn’t suppress the discovery—that had been tried with other breakthroughs, and it never worked. Science moved too fast, involved too many people. If Vasquez had found the mechanism, others would find it soon. The knowledge would spread.

What the Trust could do was capture the implementation.

Patents. Infrastructure. Institutional control. If time travel was coming, the Trust needed to be the ones deciding how it was used. Not governments, with their short-term thinking and electoral cycles. Not corporations, with their quarterly earnings and shareholder obligations. The Trust, with its century-long perspective and its understanding of what humanity actually needed.

They needed a front man. Someone who could credibly claim to have developed the technology independently. Someone with the resources to build the infrastructure and the reputation to withstand scrutiny. Someone who was, ideally, a Trust asset already.

Victor Sloan fit perfectly.

• • •

Sloan was fifty-eight years old, a tech entrepreneur who had made his fortune in defense contracting and kept a low profile despite his wealth. He was also a carrier—partial marker configuration, cultivated family line, recruited to the Trust’s outer circle in his thirties.

He didn’t know the full scope of the work. Almost no one did. But he believed in the Trust’s mission, and he had the resources to move fast.

Catherine met with him in person, at his estate in Virginia, three days after the alert.

“We need you to capture Vasquez’s patent,” she said. “Acquire it, develop it, build the infrastructure to control it. We’ll provide the funding and the connections. You’ll provide the public face.”

Sloan listened without interrupting, his expression unreadable. When Catherine finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

“Time travel,” he said finally. “Forward only?”

“As far as we know.”

“And the marker carriers—they’re the only ones who can do it?”

“The configuration is specific. Seven genetic variations, all required. Without the complete set, displacement doesn’t work.”

“How many complete carriers exist?”

Catherine hesitated. This was need-to-know information, even for board members. But Sloan would need to understand the scope of what he was building.

“Approximately fifty thousand worldwide. Most don’t know they carry it. Most will never be identified.”

Sloan nodded slowly. “So we’re not just capturing a technology. We’re capturing a population.”

“We’re ensuring that a dangerous capability remains in responsible hands. The alternative is chaos—every government racing to identify carriers, to recruit them, to use them for their own purposes. The carrier population becomes a strategic resource, fought over like oil or uranium.”

“And you think the Trust can prevent that?”

“I think the Trust is the only organization with the perspective to try.” Catherine met his gaze. “We think in centuries, Victor. We’ve been cultivating this capability for a hundred years, long before we knew what it would become. We’re not trying to control humanity. We’re trying to give it a future worth having.”

Sloan was quiet again. Then he stood and walked to the window, looking out at the Virginia hills.

“What would you need from me?”

• • •

The capture took six months.

Sloan approached Vasquez directly, offering funding for her research in exchange for exclusive licensing rights. The offer was generous—far more than any university or government would provide. Vasquez accepted. She was a scientist, not a businesswoman. She wanted to understand the mechanism, not control its applications.

The Trust arranged for Sloan’s company to acquire the key patents, to build the first operational facilities, to recruit the technical staff needed to scale the technology. By the time the paper published and the world learned that time travel was real, Sloan was already positioned as the gatekeeper.

He founded the Corps in 2022, framing it as a humanitarian organization dedicated to preventing catastrophic futures. The public story was compelling: a visionary entrepreneur, using breakthrough technology to save humanity from extinction-level events. Chennai, Frankfurt, the other saves—all of them real, all of them effective, all of them building the Corps’ reputation as the responsible steward of temporal capability.

The Trust’s role remained invisible. The funding channels were untraceable. The cultivation records stayed buried. As far as the world knew, Victor Sloan was a genius philanthropist who had captured lightning in a bottle.

Only the inner circle knew the truth: that the lightning had been cultivated for a century, and the bottle had been prepared long before the storm.

• • •

Catherine wrote her own memo that year, following the tradition Henry Aldrich had established in 1952.

The transition is complete. The cultivation phase has ended; the implementation phase has begun.

For a hundred years, we have been gardeners—tending bloodlines, encouraging potential, creating conditions for optimization to emerge. That work continues, but it is no longer our primary mission. The marker carriers are no longer theoretical. They are operational. The capability we cultivated is now active in the world.

Our new role is stewardship. The Corps will handle day-to-day operations—the saves, the interventions, the careful management of witnessed futures. Our role is to ensure that the Corps itself serves the long-term interests we have always pursued. Optimization. Inheritance. The patient cultivation of a humanity that deserves to inherit the future.

We did not know, when we began, that we were creating time travelers. We thought we were improving cognitive capability, selecting for pattern recognition and stress tolerance. The temporal aspect was hidden in the genetics, invisible until Vasquez unlocked it.

But perhaps that is how cultivation always works. You plant seeds without fully understanding what they will become. You tend the soil and trust the process. The harvest surprises you.

We have been surprised. The capability we nurtured is stranger and more powerful than anything we imagined. But the fundamental mission remains unchanged: to shape humanity’s future through patience, through cultivation, through the long view that no single human lifetime can encompass.

We are still gardeners. The garden is simply larger than we knew.

• • •

Years later, when Jake Firelli discovered the Trust’s existence and began piecing together the history of his own cultivation, he would find fragments of Catherine’s memo in the archives. He would read about the capture of Vasquez’s discovery, the positioning of Sloan, the careful transition from genetic cultivation to temporal control.

He would understand, finally, that his entire life had been shaped by people who believed they were saving the world.

That was the hardest part. They weren’t villains. They weren’t even wrong, exactly. They had prevented extinction events, guided humanity through crises, cultivated the very capabilities that made the saves possible. Their methods were monstrous, but their intentions were sincere.

The gardeners of the future, tending their crops. The crops had no say in being tended.

That was the nature of the garden.




Chapter Twelve: The Perennial Trust

Jake told Farry everything.

They met at the Clarendon bar again, the same back booth, the same loud anonymity of defense contractors unwinding. But this time Jake did most of the talking. The Harmon Foundation. The connected network of charitable organizations. The letter from 1947 and the phrase that kept turning in his mind like a key in a lock.

Gardeners of the future.

Farry listened without interrupting. When Jake finished, the older operative was quiet for a long moment, turning his beer glass in his hands the way he always did when he was thinking.

“Eugenics,” he said finally.

“That’s what it looks like.”

“But eugenics ended. After the war, after what the Nazis did—the whole field collapsed. The research institutions shut down, the funding dried up. Nobody wanted to be associated with it.”

“Nobody wanted to be seen associated with it.” Jake leaned forward. “But what if they just went quiet? Stopped publishing, stopped holding conferences, stopped doing anything visible. What if the work continued, just under different names, through different channels?”

“For eighty years?”

“The Corps has been operating for almost thirty, and nobody knows. Why couldn’t something else have been operating for longer?”

Farry didn’t have an answer to that.

• • •

They divided the research.

Farry would trace the funding networks—the connections between the Harmon Foundation and the other charitable organizations Jake had identified. Money left trails. Donors, board members, administrative structures. If the network existed, its financial architecture would reveal its shape.

Jake would trace the genetics. The scholarship recipients, the supported families, the pattern of cultivation that had produced the marker. If someone had been shaping the gene pool for generations, there would be evidence in the medical records. Marriages that seemed random but weren’t. Children born to parents who’d been brought together by invisible hands.

It was the kind of work that would have seemed paranoid a month ago. Now it felt like the only sane response to what they’d discovered.

• • •

The medical databases were harder to access than Jake had expected.

The Corps maintained comprehensive genetic records on all operatives—that was how they identified carriers in the first place. But the historical data, the stuff that predated the Corps, required higher clearances. Jake spent three days building queries that would look routine, borrowing processing power from legitimate analyses, hiding his searches in the noise of ordinary work.

What he found was worse than he’d imagined.

The marker wasn’t a single mutation. It was a cluster—seven genetic variations that had to be present together for temporal displacement to work. Each variation was rare on its own. Together, they should have been vanishingly unlikely. The odds of any individual carrying all seven were less than one in a billion.

But the Corps had identified nearly two thousand carriers. And when Jake mapped their genealogies, he found connections that couldn’t be coincidental.

The same family names kept appearing. Intermarriages that linked distant branches. Migration patterns that brought carriers together in the same cities, the same universities, the same social circles. Generation after generation, the bloodlines had converged.

Someone had been matchmaking. Not overtly—nothing so crude as arranged marriages. But scholarships that brought young people to the same institutions. Job opportunities that relocated promising candidates to the same cities. Social events that introduced compatible carriers to each other.

The interventions were invisible unless you knew what to look for. And they had been happening for at least a century.

• • •

Farry’s research confirmed the financial side.

The charitable foundations weren’t independent. They were nodes in a network, controlled by a single entity that had operated under different names over the decades. In the 1920s, it had been the American Genetics Council. In the 1950s, the Institute for Human Potential. In the 1980s, after the foundations had been dissolved and restructured, it had become something with a name so bland it disappeared into the background of American philanthropy.

The Perennial Trust.

“It sounds like a place where rich families park their money,” Farry said. They were in the archive room now, late evening, the building mostly empty around them. “Tax shelters and estate planning. Nobody looks twice at something called the Perennial Trust.”

“That’s the point.” Jake pulled up the documents he’d found. “They’ve been operating since at least 1912. Maybe earlier—the records get spotty before then. Different names, different structures, but the same core function.”

“Which is?”

“Long-term investment in human potential.” Jake heard the bitter edge in his own voice. “That’s how they describe it in their internal documents. Not eugenics. Never eugenics. Just… optimization. Identifying promising genetic lines and ensuring they have opportunities to flourish.”

“And the marker?”

“They didn’t know what it was. Not at first. But they knew certain families produced unusual individuals. People who scored higher on their metrics. Better spatial reasoning, better pattern recognition, better tolerance for cognitive stress. They tracked those families. Encouraged the right marriages. Funded the right educations.”

Jake paused, letting the implications settle.

“By the time Vasquez discovered time travel in 2020, there were already thousands of carriers. Not by accident. By design. The Trust had spent a century producing them.”

• • •

The Trust’s records were more complete than Jake had expected.

They kept files on their projects—that was the word they used, projects—going back generations. Each file documented a family line: marriages, births, genetic assessments, intervention points. The language was clinical, detached, the prose of actuaries calculating risk and return.

Jake found his mother’s family in the files.

The Ashfords had been under observation since 1934. His great-grandmother had received a scholarship to a teaching college. His grandmother had been introduced to his grandfather through a church social organized by a foundation the Trust controlled. His mother had been awarded a fellowship that brought her to Washington, where she’d met his father at a conference neither of them had planned to attend.

Every step plausible. Every decision reasonable in isolation. The kind of life events that happened to millions of people without anyone suspecting manipulation.

But viewed together, they formed a pattern. A hundred small interventions across four generations, each one nudging the bloodline toward the configuration the Trust wanted. By the time Jake was born, the outcome was almost certain.

He carried the marker. He had the right psychological profile. He was exactly what they’d been cultivating.

• • •

“How do they know?” Farry asked. “Before the Corps, before the discovery—how did they know the marker would matter?”

Jake had been wondering the same thing. The Trust’s records didn’t explain it. They described the cultivation process in detail, but the underlying logic—why these particular genetic traits, why this specific configuration—remained unclear.

“They didn’t need to know,” Jake said slowly, working through the logic. “They were optimizing for general capability. Pattern recognition, stress tolerance, the things that make good analysts. Good scientists. Good operatives. The marker was a side effect. Something that came along with the other traits they were selecting for.”

“A side effect they tracked for a century?”

“They tracked everything. Every measurable trait, every correlation they could find. When Vasquez made her discovery, they would have immediately checked their databases. Found out which families carried the marker. Realized they’d been producing time travelers all along.”

Farry was quiet for a moment. “So they got lucky.”

“Or they knew more than we think. The files I found only go back to 1912. But the Trust talks about earlier work. Predecessor organizations. ‘Foundational research’ they built on.”

“How far back?”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. But if they’ve been doing this for more than a century, they might have access to information we can’t even imagine. Futures witnessed by operatives who haven’t been born yet. Intelligence relayed backward through chains we don’t know exist.”

The idea was dizzying. A conspiracy that operated across time, using the very technology it had created to ensure its own success. The Corps thought it was protecting humanity. But the Corps was just another tool. Another crop the gardeners had cultivated.

• • •

The authorization codes made sense now.

OVERSIGHT - PERENNIAL wasn’t a Corps clearance. It had never been a Corps clearance. It was the Trust’s signature, their way of ensuring that the organization they’d created remained under their control. Every major decision, every critical intervention, every step the Corps had taken since its founding—all of it approved by people Jake had never heard of, operating from a level above the hierarchy he’d been taught to trust.

“They’re not running the Corps from inside,” Jake said. “They’re running it from above. From outside. The whole organization is a subsidiary. A department. A project.”

“And Sloan?”

“Another project. His file would be in their database somewhere. His family, his education, his career—all of it shaped the same way mine was. He thinks he founded the Corps. But he was positioned to found it. Cultivated for the role.”

Farry stood up and walked to the window. The archive room looked out over the parking structure, gray concrete under sodium lights. The world outside was ordinary, unaware, going about its business in complete ignorance of what moved beneath the surface.

“If you’re right,” Farry said, “then everything we’ve done is part of their plan. Every save, every intervention. Chennai, Frankfurt, all of it. We thought we were protecting humanity. But we were just… following instructions.”

“Instructions we didn’t know we were receiving.”

“Is there a difference?”

Jake didn’t have an answer. The Chennai save had been real—seventy million people alive because of the Corps’ intervention. The Frankfurt prevention had been real. Whatever else the Trust was doing, they weren’t trying to destroy humanity. They were trying to shape it.

But shaped toward what? That was the question he couldn’t answer. The Trust’s internal documents talked about “optimization” and “potential” and “inheritance.” They wanted the future to belong to people like them—selected, capable, improved. Not domination in the crude sense. Something more subtle. The patient assumption that they knew best, that their choices were the right choices, that humanity needed their guidance whether it wanted it or not.

The gardeners of the future, tending their crops.

• • •

Jake spent the next three days going deeper into the files.

The Trust’s organizational structure was fractal—committees within committees, oversight bodies that monitored other oversight bodies. No single person or group seemed to have complete authority. Instead, there were processes. Procedures. Rules that had evolved over generations, refined through experience, optimized through feedback from their own future.

They thought in centuries. That was the thing Jake kept coming back to. The Corps thought in decades, which felt long by ordinary standards. But the Trust operated on a different scale entirely. They made decisions that wouldn’t bear fruit for a hundred years. They accepted that the people who initiated projects would be dead before the outcomes became clear.

It was a kind of immortality, in a way. Not for individuals, but for institutions. The Trust would outlive everyone who served it. The only thing that mattered was the continuity of the work.

And the work was humanity itself.

• • •

He found the projections on the fourth day.

Not Corps projections—the probability models that predicted operative behavior. Trust projections. Forecasts that extended centuries into the future, modeling the genetic and social evolution of the entire human species.

The models were terrifying in their ambition.

The current population contained approximately fifty thousand carriers of the complete marker. Within five generations, the Trust projected, that number would exceed two hundred thousand. Within ten generations, a million. The bloodlines they’d been cultivating would spread through the population, not replacing other lineages but supplementing them. A genetic aristocracy, distributed invisibly through society, selected for the traits the Trust valued.

And in two hundred years—Jake stared at the number, not quite believing it—they projected that temporal displacement capability would be present in nearly ten percent of the human population.

Not hidden. Not controlled by a secret organization. Normalized. A human capability like any other, possessed by billions, reshaping civilization in ways the models couldn’t fully predict but the Trust was already preparing for.

That was the goal. Not domination, not control. Inheritance. They wanted to be the ancestors of the future, the genetic founders of a humanity they’d designed.

• • •

Jake closed the files and sat in the dim light of the archive room.

The weight of it was almost physical. He was a product. His parents’ meeting had been arranged. His education had been funded by people who were testing him. His career had been shaped by an organization older than his grandparents.

And the worst part—the part that made his chest tight—was that none of it had required coercion. Every choice he’d made had felt like his own. Every decision, every commitment, every step that had brought him here. He’d believed he was following his conscience. His values. His sense of what mattered.

But his conscience had been cultivated too. His values had been selected for. The very capacity that made him question the system was probably something they’d bred into him, at carefully controlled percentages, as a kind of quality check.

He thought about the projection confidence number from his personnel file. Ninety-one percent. The percentage of his behavior that matched the models.

What was the other nine percent? The doubt? The questions? The investigation that had led him here?

Maybe that was within parameters too. Maybe some percentage of operatives were supposed to find out. Maybe the system needed a few people who could see behind the curtain, just to verify that the curtain was working properly.

Jake sat in the archive room and tried to imagine a choice that was truly his own. Something the gardeners hadn’t planted. Something that wasn’t part of the pattern.

He couldn’t find one.




Chapter Thirteen: The Cultivation File

He found his own file on a Thursday.

It had taken two weeks of careful searching, working through layers of encryption and access controls that shouldn’t have been possible to breach. But Jake had learned something about the Trust’s security during his investigation: it was designed to be invisible, not impenetrable. They didn’t expect anyone to look for these files. The protection was obscurity, not strength.

The file was labeled with a project number, not a name. But when he opened it, his own face looked back at him from the first page. A photo taken at age seven, during a routine pediatric exam. The Trust had been watching him since before he could read.

• • •

The file began with his grandparents.

His mother’s parents, the Ashfords, had been identified as Priority Alpha in 1934. Both carried partial marker configurations—three of the seven required variations on his grandmother’s side, four on his grandfather’s. Their marriage had been encouraged through social engineering: a church retreat in rural Virginia, organized by a foundation that no longer existed.

His father’s family had been under observation since 1952. The Firellis carried two of the variations, but more importantly, they had what the Trust called “complementary psychological vectors”—personality traits that would stabilize the higher-functioning Ashford line.

His parents’ meeting was documented in clinical detail.

His mother’s fellowship to Washington had been arranged. His father’s conference attendance had been encouraged by a mentor who was, Jake now realized, almost certainly a Trust asset. The venue, the schedule, the seating assignments—all of it had been designed to maximize the probability of contact.

They’d fallen in love. They’d married. They’d had two children. All of it genuine, as far as they knew. All of it shaped.

• • •

Jake’s birth had been flagged immediately.

The genetic testing, disguised as routine newborn screening, had confirmed what the Trust expected: full marker configuration, all seven variations present. His psychological profile, tracked through pediatric assessments and school records and the careful observations of teachers who didn’t know they were reporting to anyone, had matched the predicted parameters with 94% accuracy.

He was exactly what they’d designed his bloodline to produce.

The file tracked every significant moment of his life. The scholarship to the private school that had challenged him. The summer program that had developed his pattern recognition abilities. The systems analysis job that had taught him to think in networks. Every opportunity that had felt like luck had been placement. Every mentor who had shaped his thinking had been, at minimum, observed by the Trust.

And then the letter.

You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

The file showed the letter’s origin. Not from his future self—that was what Jake had believed, what he’d been meant to believe. The letter had come from a Trust operative, using paper and handwriting analysis to mimic what Jake’s mature script would look like. The message had been calculated to produce exactly the response it had produced: acceptance of the Corps’ offer, commitment to a career that served the Trust’s purposes.

He had never sent himself anything. The loop he’d thought was closing had never existed. The pattern he’d believed he was part of was different from the pattern he was actually part of.

• • •

The psychological assessments were the hardest to read.

The Trust had modeled his personality with terrifying precision. His need for meaning in his work—identified and cultivated. His discomfort with pure self-interest—monitored and reinforced. His capacity for moral doubt—selected for, at carefully controlled levels, as a system check against absolute compliance.

The projection confidence number wasn’t from the Corps. It was from the Trust. They’d been predicting his behavior since before he was born, refining their models with each new data point, achieving a 91% match between their expectations and his actions.

Ninety-one percent of everything he’d ever done had been predicted. Planned for. Accounted for in models that treated him as a variable rather than a person.

The file noted his investigation with clinical detachment.

Subject displaying expected pattern of ethical questioning. Query depth within predicted parameters. Probability of discovery: 67%. Probability of continued compliance post-discovery: 84%.

They’d known he would look. They’d known he would find something. They’d calculated the odds that he would keep working for them anyway, and they’d liked those odds enough to let it happen.

Jake thought about Farry’s question: why hadn’t they stopped the investigation?

Because they didn’t need to. Because the investigation itself was part of the model. Because even his rebellion had been priced in, another data point for refining the next generation’s cultivation.

• • •

He called Farry that night.

They met at the bar, but Jake couldn’t bring himself to go inside. They walked instead, through the Clarendon streets, past the shops and restaurants where ordinary people lived ordinary lives. The air was cold. December now. Almost three months since the first trip forward.

“I found my file,” Jake said.

Farry didn’t ask which file. He knew.

“Everything. My grandparents, my parents, my education. The letter.” Jake’s voice was flat, detached. The only way he could get the words out. “It wasn’t from my future self. It was fabricated. By them.”

Farry walked in silence for a long moment. Then: “What else?”

“They predicted this. All of it. My investigation, my questions, finding the files. It’s in their models. They knew it would happen, and they let it happen, because they calculated that I’d keep working for them anyway.”

“Will you?”

Jake stopped walking. The question hung in the cold air between them.

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s the thing. I don’t know if my answer is mine. If I stay, maybe that’s what they designed me to do. If I leave, maybe that’s what they designed me to do. Every choice I can imagine making, they’ve probably already modeled.”

“There’s always the nine percent.”

“Is there?” Jake heard the bitterness in his own voice. “Or is the belief that there’s a nine percent also part of the calculation? Give the subject an illusion of autonomy, a small space for rebellion, just enough to keep them functional.”

Farry didn’t have an answer. Neither did Jake.

• • •

They walked for an hour, not saying much.

The city moved around them, indifferent to their crisis. Cars passed, horns honked, people hurried between warmth and warmth. The ordinary machinery of life, completely unaware that a hundred years of genetic manipulation had produced the people who kept it running.

Not just Corps operatives. The Trust’s files had shown other projects, other cultivation lines. Scientists, politicians, business leaders. The same careful shaping, the same patient investment across generations. The markers they’d produced weren’t just for time travel. They were for capability in general. For the kind of minds that could see patterns, make decisions, shape outcomes.

An invisible aristocracy, bred for competence, distributed through society like a beneficial parasite. Making things work a little better than they otherwise would. Steering history toward outcomes the Trust preferred.

Was that evil?

Jake couldn’t decide. The Trust didn’t want to rule the world. They wanted to improve it—by their definition of improvement. They didn’t care about power for its own sake. They cared about results. Outcomes. The long-term flourishing of a humanity they believed they were better equipped to guide.

It was monstrous. It was also, in its own twisted way, sincere.

• • •

“The letter bothers me most,” Jake said finally.

They’d stopped on a bridge over the Potomac, the water black and slow beneath them. The city lights reflected on the surface, fragmented by the current.

“Not the cultivation. Not the genetic engineering. That’s horrifying, but it’s abstract. It happened before I was born. I can almost pretend it’s someone else’s story.”

He gripped the railing, feeling the cold metal through his gloves.

“But the letter. I remember getting it. I remember how it felt—like someone was trying to help me. Like someone who knew the future cared about what happened to me. I made a decision based on that letter. I thought it was my decision. My values. My choice.”

“And it wasn’t.”

“It was exactly what they wanted me to choose. They wrote the letter specifically to produce that response. They knew me better than I knew myself. They played me perfectly.”

Farry was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Does that change what you did with the choice?”

“What do you mean?”

“You joined the Corps. You’ve been doing the work for six years. Chennai, Frankfurt—not directly, but the analysis that supports those interventions. People are alive because of work you contributed to. That’s real. That happened.”

“Because I was manipulated into making it happen.”

“Does the manipulation change the outcome?”

Jake turned to look at Farry. The older operative’s face was hard to read in the dim light, but his voice was steady, thoughtful.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Farry said. “Since we started finding all of it. The Trust, the cultivation, the way they’ve shaped everything. And I keep coming back to the same question: what’s the alternative?”

“Free will. Genuine choice.”

“Did that ever exist? Before the Trust, before the cultivation—were humans really making free choices? Or were they being shaped by other forces? Evolution, culture, family, random chance. We’ve never been truly autonomous. We’ve always been products of systems we didn’t choose.”

“This is different. This is intentional.”

“Is intentional worse than random?” Farry leaned on the railing, looking out at the water. “The Trust is monstrous. I’m not arguing with that. But they’ve also prevented extinction events. They’ve shaped the Corps into an organization that actually saves lives. If they’d left everything to chance, to the random churning of history, would the outcomes have been better?”

Jake didn’t have an answer.

“I’m not saying we should accept it,” Farry continued. “I’m saying we should understand what we’re actually rejecting. Not just the manipulation, but the results. Not just the control, but the protection.”

“And what are we accepting if we keep working? If we stay?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that’s something we have to figure out. Not all at once. Not tonight.”

• • •

Jake went home at two in the morning.

His apartment looked different now. The furniture he’d bought, the art on the walls, the books on the shelves—all of it chosen by a person who didn’t know he’d been shaped into existence. A self that was genuine and constructed at the same time.

He sat in the dark and thought about the ninety-one percent.

Ninety-one percent of his behavior matched their predictions. That meant nine percent didn’t. Nine percent of his choices, his reactions, his decisions—those were unpredicted. Uncontrolled. Genuinely his own.

But he had no way to know which nine percent.

Maybe his doubt was predicted. Maybe his investigation was predicted. Maybe even this moment—sitting in the dark, questioning everything—was something they’d anticipated and accounted for.

Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe right now, in this specific configuration of thoughts and feelings, he was in the nine percent. The space where their models broke down. The margin of error that made him human rather than a perfectly predicted machine.

He couldn’t know. That was the thing. He could never know which of his choices were truly his own. The uncertainty was permanent, built into the structure of his existence.

But maybe that was something. The uncertainty itself. The Trust thought in probabilities, not certainties. Eighty-four percent chance of continued compliance. Which meant sixteen percent chance of something else.

Sixteen percent wasn’t zero.

Jake sat in the dark and thought about what he could do with sixteen percent.




Chapter Fourteen: The Letter

He went back into the archive in January.

It was a risk. His credentials had barely covered the sub-files the first time, and every access left a record, and the records fed the models. But the models already knew he’d been there. Query depth within predicted parameters. Another login would be another data point confirming what they’d long since priced in. There was a strange freedom in that. He couldn’t surprise them by looking. He could only surprise himself by what he did with what he found.

He wasn’t searching for his own file this time. He knew what it said.

He was searching for the others.

• • •

The cultivation projects were indexed by number, not name, and most of the numbers led to lives already lived. Scientists with their grants arranged. A senator whose first campaign manager had been a Trust asset. A hospital administrator in Lagos whose scholarship, marriage, and board appointment occupied four tidy pages. People moving through the world believing they had chosen it, while the world had been quietly choosing them.

Jake read until the pattern stopped being shocking and started being grammar. Then he found the active files.

There were nine of them. Marker carriers, full configuration, all under thirty. Watched the way he had been watched—teachers reporting without knowing they reported, opportunities placed like stepping stones just under the surface of luck. Each file ended the same way, with a recruitment projection and a date.

The nearest date belonged to Project 2311. A woman named Ruth Lindqvist, twenty-four years old, a network engineer in Minneapolis. Good at pattern recognition. Unremarkable in every way that mattered. Her projection confidence was 93 percent. Her recruitment window was eight months out.

And beneath the window, in the intervention schedule, one line:

Recruitment priming: handwritten correspondence, Form RC-11. Dispatch eight to two weeks prior to contact.

Form RC-11.

Jake sat very still in the dim light of the archive room.

The letter had bothered him most. He’d said that to Farry on the bridge, with the Potomac sliding black beneath them. Not the genetics, not the arranged marriages two generations back. The letter. The thing that had arrived in a plain envelope and felt like a hand extended across time. The decision he’d made because of it — the one decision he’d kept separate, all these years, as proof that somewhere at the start of everything there had been a moment that was his.

It had a form number.

It wasn’t even a letter. It was a procedure. Somewhere there was a style guide, presumably. Guidance on paper stock. A note on handwriting: mimic the subject’s mature script; subjects assign authority to their own hand. He wondered how many of the nine would get one. He wondered what the response rate was, and knew without checking that it would be in the file, and didn’t look, because there are numbers a man shouldn’t know about himself.

• • •

He thought about warning her.

He worked it through the way the Corps had trained him to work through interventions, sitting at his kitchen table that night with a pad of paper he was careful not to fill. Tell Ruth Lindqvist the truth — a stranger’s letter laying out the Trust, the cultivation, the marker she didn’t know she carried — and the file would record a containment event. He had read enough interventions now to know exactly what one looked like from the inside. A better job offer, somewhere away from the recruitment grid. A foundation with deep pockets and a sudden interest in her career. Dr. Marchetti had been redirected with a single document, delivered by a man who never knew what he was carrying. The dangerous work had stopped. The dangerous seeing had never started.

That was the trap, and it was perfect, the way all of it was perfect. Warn her and she would be steered gently into a life where the warning never mattered. She would be happy, probably. The Trust didn’t punish. It pruned.

Say nothing, and Form RC-11 would arrive in her mailbox some Tuesday next autumn, in her own future handwriting, and she would feel what he had felt — that someone out there knew her, and cared what became of her — and she would say yes to the recruiters because of it. And maybe six years later she would find a file with her photograph in it, aged seven. Or maybe she never would. The files said 67 percent of his discovery had been probable. Hers might be less. She might live her whole life inside the letter, grateful to it.

There was a third option. It took him most of the night to see it, and when he saw it he understood that it had been there from the beginning, sitting quietly inside the others.

The words worked. That was the terrible, useful fact the Trust had proven on him. You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see. Every word of it was true. It had been true when they wrote it cynically; it would be true now. She did need to see — the Corps, the saves, the files, all of it, the whole brilliant monstrous garden. The letter wasn’t the lie. The letter was the only honest thing they’d ever sent him. The lie was the unsigned envelope, the mystery, the borrowed hand. The lie was origin unknown.

He took out a fresh sheet of paper and wrote the words exactly as he remembered them, which was exactly, because some things stay.

You will be offered something. Take it. Not because it’s good, but because you need to see.

Then he did the one thing Form RC-11 would never do.

He signed his name.

• • •

Adam Porter ate lunch most days at a diner two blocks from the relay annex, alone, at the counter, where the turnover of strangers meant nobody noticed that nobody ever joined him. Jake sat down beside him on a Thursday and ordered coffee, and Porter glanced over once and went back to his sandwich.

“I need something carried,” Jake said. “Not through the chain. Just carried. Minneapolis, hand-posted, no return address. Off the books.”

Porter chewed. Considered. He was a man you forgot while you were still looking at him, which was a kind of camouflage the Trust had probably bred and the Corps had certainly used. He’d spent his career moving other people’s sealed decisions through time, and Jake had never once heard him ask what any of them were.

“I don’t ask what’s in things,” Porter said.

“I know. It’s why I’m asking you.”

Porter’s cuff had ridden up an inch on the counter. The edge of the tattoo showed at his wrist — the small regulation-breaking thing he carried on his own skin, his nine percent, inked where a sleeve would cover it nine days out of ten. He saw Jake see it. He didn’t move his arm.

“Personal?” Porter asked. Not a challenge. A category.

“Personal,” Jake said, and slid the envelope across the counter, and it was true, and it was also the least personal thing he had ever done. It was infrastructure. It was a relay, one node long, carrying a message backward — not through time, just through the machinery, to someone standing where he had stood six years and one configuration ago.

Porter put it inside his jacket without looking at the name. “I’m out that way Saturday,” he said, which Jake chose not to wonder about, and that was all. They drank their coffee. They talked about the weather in two different decades, the way operatives did. When Jake left, he shook Porter’s hand, which surprised them both.

• • •

He spent the next week composing the file entry they would eventually write about him.

He couldn’t help it. It was how his mind worked now; it was possibly how his mind had been built to work. Subject initiated unsanctioned priming of Candidate 2311. The analysts would need a category for it, and the categories would all be wrong, and they would file it anyway. Somewhere a probability would move. Maybe her recruitment number would tick up — a signed letter might work better than an anonymous one; honesty might prime more reliably than mystery. Maybe he had improved their process. Maybe in five years Form RC-12 would carry a signature line, because of him, and nine more letters would go out into nine more ordinary lives, slightly warmer, slightly more effective.

That was the thing about the garden. You couldn’t act in it without feeding it. Every rebellion was compost.

But the letter was different in one way that no model could collapse, and he held on to that the way Porter held on to the tattoo. When Ruth Lindqvist finished her training, whenever that was — when she stopped believing the mystery and started pulling threads, at whatever depth her own parameters allowed — there would be a name at the bottom of the page. Not a hand reaching out of the future. A person, findable, on the third floor, who had decided that what she deserved wasn’t protection from the truth or fluency in the lie, but a place to start.

Probability of continued compliance: 84 percent. He went to work on Monday. He ran his projections. He was, by every measure the Trust kept, within parameters.

The envelope went out from a mailbox in Minneapolis on a Saturday afternoon, in Porter’s forgettable handwriting on the outside and Jake’s own on the inside, and for the first time since a Thursday in an archive room, Jake slept through the night.

Sixteen percent wasn’t zero. It wasn’t a revolt, either. It was a signature, travelling.




Epilogue: Parameters

The Russia assignment went to Jake Firelli.

He found out the way everyone found out things at the Corps — not through announcement, not through his handler, but through his name on a board he had stopped checking. Farry saw it first and told him at the bar, with something in his voice that wasn’t quite congratulation and wasn’t quite warning, the tone of a man handing over a parcel he’d carried a long way.

“They want continuity on the analysis,” Farry said. “I put your name in.” He turned his glass a quarter turn on the coaster. “For what it’s worth, I’d have put it in anyway. You’re the better analyst. It just took the seniority math a year to agree with me.”

A year ago, Jake would have wanted to know whether the recommendation was Farry’s idea. Now he knew better than to ask. It was Farry’s idea, and it was also, somewhere, a row in a table. Both things were true. That was the lesson of the whole long year: both things were always true.

• • •

He took the file home and read it at his kitchen table.

The assignment was real work — the kind the Corps existed for. Projection analysis on a federation drifting toward a fracture that the forward teams put at 2061, with a casualty model nobody said out loud. The kind of thing that, if they steered it right, would simply never happen. No headlines. No gratitude. A catastrophe quietly subtracted from the future, and a few hundred million people living ordinary lives inside the subtraction, never knowing they were the save.

Chennai. Frankfurt. Maybe Russia. The record the Corps kept of itself was honest, as far as it went. People were alive because of this work. Farry had said that on a December night when Jake needed to hear it, and it had been true then, and it was true now, at a kitchen table, under a lamp, with the acceptance form unsigned.

He thought about who had decided he would be the kind of man who couldn’t put it down.

He thought about it the way you probe a healed bone — out of habit, to confirm the ache was still there, to confirm it no longer stopped him.

• • •

There had been no word from Minneapolis. He hadn’t expected any. The recruitment window was still months out; the letter was in a drawer somewhere, being almost thrown away, being analysed for postmarks and paper stock, being not quite forgotten. Or it had been intercepted, flagged, filed, and a probability had moved, and a man in an archive room somewhere was reading his name at the bottom of a photocopy. He had no way to know which. He had stopped needing to.

Somewhere in the Trust’s models there was a number for this moment too. Probability of acceptance. He could have written it himself, and the strange thing — the thing he could not have explained to the man who lost Russia to Tim Farry on a board a year ago — was that the number no longer argued against the choice. The number was just the weather. You could know it was going to rain and still mean it when you opened the door.

If he declined, a value somewhere would update, and the work would go to someone with fewer questions. If he accepted, a value somewhere would update, and the work would be done by a man who had read his own cultivation file and signed his own name at the bottom of a stranger’s beginning. The Trust had accounted for either outcome. The Trust had accounted for everything except what it was like to be the variable — and that, Jake had decided, was not nothing. That was the residence. The nine percent wasn’t a place you escaped to. It was a place you lived, with the lights on, inside the garden, in plain sight of the gardeners.

He signed the form.

The anchor date was in late November.
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