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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    I yanked the earbuds from my ears and looked up from my phone for the third time. “What was that?” I asked, not making any attempt to disguise my annoyance. 
 
    My stepmother Mary glanced over at me from the driver’s seat. She tilted her head and smiled patiently. Her chestnut brown hair was a lot shorter than mine, but in many ways she could have passed for being my actual mother. “I said ‘Did you remember your frisbees?’” 
 
    “For like the hundredth time, they’re not frisbees! Frisbees are what you throw to your dog. They’re discs. And yes, they’re in my bag.” 
 
    Before I could put my earbuds back in, Mary furthered the conversation. “And so how is it you play this game again?” 
 
    I groaned. Why was she suddenly trying so hard to be my friend? We didn’t get along that well anymore. It wasn’t that Mary wasn’t nice—it’s just that we didn’t really have that much in common. She was serious, I was sarcastic. Her hobby was sitting inside putting puzzles together, mine was playing disc golf outside. She loved her job, I definitely didn’t love school. She was an adult, and I was a teenager, as she often pointed out when I got mouthy with her. 
 
    When I was younger, things had been different. We’d had my father in common—and he was the glue that kept our family together. I never resented her for taking the place of my mother; Mom died when I was so young that I barely remembered her. Mary had been in my life for twelve years. But after Dad died, she developed depression and didn’t know how to deal with his death any better than I did. And we’d been drifting apart ever since then. 
 
    “I’ve been playing disc golf for four years. Since when do you care how it’s played?” 
 
    Mary harrumphed. “Well, I don’t see what’s so bad about taking an interest in my daughter.” 
 
    “Stepdaughter,” I corrected. 
 
    I could see Mary start to reply but then quickly close her mouth and turn away, but not before a soft gasp escaped her lips. Despite being nearly seventeen years old and having my driver’s license, without a car I was forced to ride with Mary anywhere more than a mile or two from home. The GPS announced that we needed to turn right and she cautiously followed its direction. We were getting close to the course where the Mid-Atlantic Regional tournament was being held and my stomach was starting to fill with butterflies. 
 
    “So,” she continued, “how does this game work?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned off the YouTube video of Brody Smith’s disc golf trick shots. “First off, it’s a sport not a game. And secondly, it’s played like golf, only you throw the disc into a chain basket instead of hitting a ball into a hole. Now seriously, why the interrogation? Is this some kind of Dr. Phil thing?” 
 
    “Bea,” she said with unusual softness as she glanced in my direction. “Today marks four years since your father died and-” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    If she’d had any sense, then she wouldn’t have brought it up. Not on the anniversary of his death. And not when I needed to focus for my competition. On the course I wasn’t typically affected by distractions, but thinking of my father was the one thing that could cause me to lose my game. As if to rub it in, Mary always kept my father’s pocket watch hanging from her rearview mirror, and it rocked back and forth in front of my face as we drove. But at least the anniversary of my dad’s death explained why she was suddenly trying so hard to take an interest in me. 
 
    She continued, “And… I know we haven’t always gotten along, but I think we should try harder. Bea, we’re a family. We have had some rough times, but still. It’s what your father would’ve wanted.” 
 
    Mary was interrupted by the brrring, brrring sound of her cell phone’s antiquated rotary-phone-style ringtone. She glanced at the display. “This is the third time today that this number has called me.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Telemarketer, I guess.” She decided to answer it, via the car’s Bluetooth link. “Hello?” 
 
    The vehicle’s speakers resonated with an unfamiliar voice. “Hello, is this Mary Cooper?” 
 
    “Yes. May I ask who’s calling?” 
 
    “This is Veronica Brookfield. We bought your house in Edgewood a number of years ago. Anyway, we’ve been getting mail addressed to a Beatrice Cooper.” 
 
    “That’s my daughter.” 
 
    “Stepdaughter,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “How did you get my cell number?” Mary continued. 
 
    “We had to call our old realtor and he gave this number to us. Anyway, we’ve been getting letters from an attorney and they look important. But we didn’t have a forwarding address for you. We weren’t sure what we should do with the letters.” 
 
    “Did you open them?” 
 
    “No, no. Of course not.” 
 
    “Well, could you open one and take a picture? Then text it to me? That way we can decide if it’s important or not.” 
 
    “I suppose.” Veronica sounded hesitant. 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be in touch if I need anything else.” With a perplexed look on her face, Mary hung up the phone. 
 
    “What is that all about?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably some kind of scam. Unless you’re in some sort of trouble.” She looked at me with mock suspicion. I was typically a good kid that, other than being mouthy, never gave her much trouble. I gave her an exaggerated sigh in response. 
 
    The GPS then informed us that we were pulling up to our destination: Deer Lakes Park. A professionally made sign, complete with several sponsors, stood adjacent to the park entrance, indicating that we were in the right place for the tournament. I immediately forgot about the strange phone call and carefully avoided any memories of my father. I purposely focused all my thoughts on playing a perfect round of disc golf. 
 
    All of the parking spaces were full so Mary dropped me off next to a porta-potty that had seen better days—which was fine with me. It made for a fast exit. I should have thanked her for driving me over a half-hour to the tournament, but her barrage of questionings and flustering talk about Dad had irritated me. 
 
    “I’ll see you in about six hours,” I said as I slammed the door shut. 
 
    “Have fun, Bea,” she called out through the open window as I walked away from her Buick. She was at least trying—which made me feel bad that I was always bickering with her. Well, a little bad. 
 
    A quick glance around told me the course was in great shape. It had been a relatively dry spring so there wasn’t a lot of mud. Plus the trees were flowering, the birds were singing, and the sun was shining. I knew right then that this would turn out to be a really good day. 
 
    I took a few minutes to breathe in the fresh morning air and enjoy the abundant sunshine. The feel of the warmth on my skin felt wonderful after such a long cold winter—like it was the first real day of spring. I took a few deep breaths to center myself and made my way to the check-in area. 
 
    “Is this where I sign up?” I asked a bulky guy sitting behind a folding table. The question was redundant since the sign hanging off the table read ‘Sign Up Here’.  
 
    He snickered to a bearded hipster standing beside him. “Sorry hon. This ain’t a girls tourney. This one’s for the big boys.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I snapped back, glancing down at his oversized stomach, which was peeking out from below his wrinkled Hawaiian shirt like it couldn’t be contained. His lip quirked into a distorted scowl. 
 
    I was used to being underestimated on the disc course. I wasn’t a tomboy, and even though I was athletic, I didn’t look like the girls on the softball or rugby teams. Hoping to appear to fit in better, I began pulling my hair back into a tight pony tail. 
 
    “Well I’m sorry. We don’t have any more slots open. You had to pre-register online.” 
 
    “I did pre-register. It’s under Bea Cooper.” He made a show of looking at his form but before he could claim my name wasn’t on it, I pointed it out for him. “Right here. C for Cooper.” 
 
    The hipster friend slid a pair of thick-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose before chiming in, “It’s nothin’ personal. This is just a big tournament and we can’t have anyone slowing things down.” 
 
    Even though it was my first major tournament, I knew well enough the inconveniences of being a girl in a male-dominated sport. And I also knew how to shut them down. After leveling an irritated glare at the two knuckleheads, I stretched my neck right, then left. Reaching into my bag, I pulled out my trusty red Valkyrie disc and spotted a temporary practice basket about a hundred feet away and slightly downhill. A few of the contestants were using it to warm up. With only a moment to direct my throw, I hurled the disc with greater strength and aim than my small feminine frame looked like it could muster. It sailed gracefully through the air in a slow arc toward the basket. 
 
    The two men’s eyes, along with the four or five men in line behind me, were all fixed on my disc too. It slammed into the chains, the satisfying clink proving that I deserved to be there. 
 
    “Fine,” the big man said as he examined his papers. “Looks like you already paid your fee. You can be in…” 
 
    “Group four,” the hipster chimed with a grin. 
 
    Then they were both smiling as the large man handed me a sticker marked ‘1-4-4’. “Yes, round one, group four. Now the rules are: Each group tracks their own scores and the top three scorers overall get a share of the pot. You can meet your group at basket number four. You can practice at your basket until we start, but every shot after the nine a.m. whistle blows counts against your score. Any questions?” 
 
    “And no handicap for being a girl,” his friend added. 
 
    I stuck the ‘1-4-4’ label to my bottom of my loose fitting tank top, making sure it didn’t interfere with my throwing arm. The guys were still smirking at me as I walked off to retrieve my disc from the practice basket. Despite my bravado, I had to admit that I was a little intimidated. Even though I had played at the course near my house in Wexford, Pennsylvania nearly every day, I had only ever competed in small-scale local tournaments, and never any with such good players. Everywhere I looked, enthusiastic guys with strong arms were whipping discs and cheering each other on, the gratifying sounds of chains clanking filling the air. Many of them had professional cases with dozens of new discs, perfect for every distance, every angle, every shot. I had a mere five well-worn discs crammed into my Wexford High School string bag. 
 
    A lanky boy with unruly dark hair came running up from behind me as I grabbed my scuffed red disc out of the practice basket. “Hey Bea, you’re a four too!” I spun around, disc in hand, to see Erik Watterson smiling widely. “That was a nice shot.” 
 
    Erik and I had met at the disc course near my house a few years ago. We hit it off right away since we both had a similar sense of humor and respect for the game. He went to a high school in Pittsburgh, but we texted regularly and in the summer we often played the same courses together. Sometimes a couple of weeks would pass without us talking, and this had been one of those times. I liked the way that, despite that, he would always talk to me as if we were the closest of friends. 
 
    “Would’ve been better if I didn’t have to make a shot like that just to prove that I deserve to be here.” I saw that he had the number ‘1-4-3’ stuck over his vintage Green Day tee shirt, indicating round one and group four, like me. “So who’s our other two?” 
 
    “I guess you could say we’re the lucky ones.” Erik pointed across the parking lot at two boys wearing red athletic shirts. “We’re in the winner’s circle.” 
 
    My jaw flapped open. “Is that Lucas Martin?” I could feel a line of perspiration traveling down my spine. 
 
    Erik nodded. Lucas Martin was a disc golfer of YouTube fame. He had posted hundreds of videos that I had seen dozens of times. They were mostly filmed throughout the Midwest and Southern United States with stunning backdrops, even though Lucas’s thick Australian accent betrayed his true national origins. I began to fan myself with my disc. 
 
    “Scared?” Erik asked. 
 
    “No,” I lied, a little too emphatically. Quickly, I shoved my disc into my string bag and slung it over my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re better than them,” Erik flattered. “You’re the best putter I’ve ever met. In fact, whenever I talk about you I call you ‘The Puttz’.” He grinned and gave me a cheesy thumbs up. 
 
    “Wait a minute, are you saying that you talk about me? And did you really just say that you call me a putz?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m just kidding.” 
 
    I accepted the praise from him, although I didn’t know whether he was kidding about talking about me or about calling me a putz. Regardless, Erik was a good player. But he was right that, due to my putting game, I almost always beat him when we played together. 
 
    Lucas and his friend were making their way to the launch pad for the fourth fairway, each landing a shot into the basket for the third fairway on their way. They high-fived when their discs slapped into the chains. The two of them looked around to make sure everybody noticed that they both nailed the putts. 
 
    As Erik and I approached them, Lucas barely cast a scathing glance my way. “Don’t tell me we’ve got the gull on our foursome.”  
 
    His friend chuckled. I didn’t know if Lucas had said ‘gull’ for ‘girl’ because of his accent or if was somehow meant as derogatory, but either way he certainly said it with noticeable condescension. 
 
    Erik defended me. “She’s good.” Most people tacked on the phrase ‘for a girl’, but Erik pointedly left that out. 
 
    Lucas finally gave me his attention, studying me from bottom to top. “Okay, let’s see what you’ve got. Toss a practice throw for us. See if you can smash it over there.” He pointed to basket number three, which was not far behind us. In the distance behind the basket, I could see the large man and the hipster staring in my direction. So many chauvinists to prove wrong with each throw. 
 
    I pulled back and just as I was letting go of the disc, a loud whistle echoed throughout the course. It was nine o’clock and my disc was on a perfect path to the wrong basket. 
 
    “That doesn’t count,” Erik protested. 
 
    “’Fraid it does,” Lucas’s red shirted friend stated, marking on a score tally. 
 
    Erik began to argue, but I interrupted. “It’s okay. You three go ahead and I’ll take my second shot from back there.” At least fifty feet farther than they would have to throw. Whatever. 
 
    Despite my initial setback, I ended my first basket at par. Lucas was one under and the other two matched my score. The two guys managed to keep their snarky attitude under control when I kept pace with them for the next few baskets. 
 
    We repeatedly finished before the group in front of us and had to wait on them. Lucas and his friend made no attempt to engage us in conversation, instead devoting their downtime to keeping limber with overly exaggerated stretches. And Erik kept staring at his phone, as if he had something more pressing than a tournament on his mind. He ran his fingers through his shaggy hair as I interrupted him. 
 
    “Texting your girlfriend?” I asked playfully. The last time we spoke, he didn’t have a girlfriend. But a lot could change in a couple of weeks’ time. 
 
    “Ha! Smooth. But no. Reading.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re into that lame Zombie love story series all the other kids at school are reading.” 
 
    “‘Hearts Over Brains’? Umm, no. I’m actually reading about alternate dimensions.” 
 
    “Sounds enthralling.” My sarcasm was overt. 
 
    “I know, I know. The theory of parallel universes sounds hokey, like time-travel or like the plot of some farfetched teen sci-fi book, but it’s a serious scientific study. Stephen Hawking, Neil deGrasse Tyson and a bunch of other well-respected scientists have talked about it.” It must have been obvious that I had no idea what a parallel universe was since he explained, “The idea is that somewhere out there is another universe just like ours but with some subtle changes. Beyond that is another one with even more changes. And on and on and on." 
 
    “So there’s another me out there?” 
 
    “Millions of them. Billions of them. Each one like you, but different. Like here you’re good at disc golf but there maybe you’re good at spear fishing.” 
 
    “Spear fishing?” 
 
    “Sure. And here you pretend to hit on me by asking if I’m texting my girlfriend.” Uh, guilty! “But there maybe we’re already a couple.” My cheeks reddened. He smiled at me and winked. Erik was awkwardly charismatic—if that’s a thing—and I’d developed a crush on him. But, despite my occasional lighthearted inquiries, he’d never showed a romantic interest in me. Last school year I had even been so bold as to ask him to my homecoming dance, but he said that he was busy with some important homework assignment. Maybe he really was, but it totally felt like a rejection to me so I never put myself out there by asking him out again. 
 
    Ever careful not to make physical contact, Erik pointed to my left cheek. “You’ve got some dirt on your face.” 
 
    I rubbed it heartily. I knew I was making too much out of a little thing, but would it have killed him to touch my face and wipe it his self? It was impossible for me to ever tell if Erik was flirting with me or repulsed by me. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Red Shirt called over to us, “We’re up.” 
 
    The next fairway was long, and even though I had good aim I didn’t have the arm strength to throw over 450 feet so I knew I would be at a disadvantage. Lucas went first and, much to my delight, his disc slammed into a tree just a dozen feet away, left a notch in it, and bounced back toward the launch pad. 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle, especially as Erik said, “Did you learn to do that practicing with your boomerang?” 
 
    “Shut it, mate,” Lucas retorted. He snatched up his oversized—and probably overpriced—disc golf bag with a huff. Then, stomping off the launch pad, he chose to stand at the place where his disc rested unceremoniously in the dirt. His unyielding position on the course created an extra challenge, as we had to look at his tanned and obnoxious face while we aimed our throws. 
 
    As we played through the fairways that followed, I got two hole-in-ones and Lucas got three. Erik and I made small talk. I told him that my friend Ava got a short haircut and now her head was the shape of a bowling ball. And he told me that bowling got its start in Egypt over five thousand years ago. I told him that Mary wanted me to get a summer job. He told me about the colleges he was considering applying to. 
 
    “Stanford would be my number one,” he explained. “They have the best science program. Followed by MIT. But they’re tough schools to get into so I don’t even know if I should apply.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could get in anywhere,” I pointed out. “You’ve got over a 4.0 GPA. I didn’t even know that was possible! So don’t be an idiot; you’ve got to apply.” 
 
    “Oh, so now I’m an idiot because I can’t choose between Stanford and MIT. You might want to look up the definition of idiot.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Mary was pressuring me to go to Penn State, and I knew that I would miss Erik if he moved across the country. But I didn’t want him to sell himself short. 
 
    When there were only four baskets left, Lucas and I were tied, followed closely behind by Erik and Red Shirt—I never did catch his actual name. I knew that Lucas was fuming at being tied with a ‘gull’. And our last few baskets were short so I had a decent chance of getting another hole-in-one to beat him. Either way, I was having a great game and felt that I would undoubtedly win either the grand prize of $1,000 or second place of $500. Hello down payment on my very own used not-Buick! 
 
    Then I saw something that dashed my game to pieces. My stepmother pulled back into the parking lot—four hours too soon—honking her horn and waving frantically. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t think of any reason why Mary would be interrupting my tournament. She knew how seriously I took disc golf, and she tended to respect the things that were important to me. And I had been looking forward to this event all winter long. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said to the rest of my foursome. 
 
    “If we have to go on without you then you forfeit,” Red Shirt pointed out gleefully. 
 
    “I said I’ll be right back,” I hissed. 
 
    Before I could even reach the black sedan, Mary was urging me toward her with her arm waving faster and faster. 
 
    “C’mon Mary, you know that this is important to me. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Bea!” she exclaimed with unusual hysteria. “Your grandfather died.” 
 
    “Crazy Grandpa Cooper? So what? I almost never even saw him. Besides, I think I’m about to win the grand prize of $1,000.” 
 
    The last time I saw Grandpa Cooper, he had crashed my princess party when I was six years old. I didn’t even know who he was and was way more interested in playing inside a cardboard castle with my friends than meeting him. I just remember being upset that my dad was spending time with his father when I skinned my knee because my dress-up heels were too tall. Mary had to fill in and bandage my cuts. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. It’s the letter. I talked to the lawyer and you’re his only heir. He’s been trying to get in touch with you because if you don’t claim his estate by tomorrow morning then the state of New York takes it over.” 
 
    “If that doesn’t sound like a scam then I don’t know what does.” I glanced back to make sure my group hadn’t moved on yet. It was getting close. 
 
    “No, I checked it out online. Zachariah Cooper was pronounced dead a year ago. And since he used to be a professor before he became a recluse, well, he’s probably worth a fortune!” 
 
    Mary wasn’t obsessed with money, but she was understandably enthusiastic about this development since it was always a struggle for her to make ends meet on one income. 
 
    Erik called over to me, “Sorry to interrupt, but we’re up!” 
 
    “Mary, can’t this wait?” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “I have to finish a few more baskets, then wait for two more rounds. So by four o’clock I’ll be done.” 
 
    “The lawyer says that he can meet us tonight in Manhattan, but if he doesn’t get your signature filed with the state by midnight tonight, then we’re too late. Look, I’m sorry. I know this game is important to you right now, but we could be talking millions of dollars.” She paused to let that sink in. “And not just a token prize.” 
 
    “And you’re saying we have to leave now?” 
 
    “Yes if we’re going to drive to Manhattan tonight. Unless you want to…” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence. Since Dad had died in a plane crash, even the mention of flying made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    Erik called out once more, “Bea?” 
 
    I had to make a split second decision. As much as I wanted to stay—to prove Lucas, Red Shirt, Hipster, Large Guy and countless others wrong about me—I knew that I would forever regret it if I didn’t take care of this thing with my grandfather’s estate. I’d been looking forward to the tournament for such a long time, but a mystery inheritance could fund not just a car, but my entire college tuition. Or more. 
 
    “You’re sure it’s legit?” I asked her again, although I could tell by her demeanor that she was. 
 
    “I’m positive. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t,” she insisted. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said to Erik as I impulsively got in the passenger seat of Mary’s car. “Family emergency. Text me.” 
 
    I could see Erik’s shoulders drop in the rearview mirror as Mary sped away from the tournament. Within an hour, I had returned home, showered, packed and we were on the road again, headed to New York City.  
 
    “So you’re not going to work tomorrow?” I asked her for the third time. 
 
    “No. Stacy said she’d cover for me. Like I said, I’m taking both tomorrow and Tuesday off. That way we can spend some time in the city. Think of it as a girl’s trip!” She looked over at me and saw my blank face. “You should be happy. You’ve been asking to see New York City for years.” 
 
    “I am happy. It’s just… this is all so weird. Are you positive that it’s legit?” 
 
    “Quit asking me. Yes, it’s legitimate. I spoke Mr. Jagruski for like twenty minutes. I even made a call to the New York Probate Court. His story checks out.” Mary turned on the air conditioner, as the bright afternoon sun was warming the car. “So, what do you want to do while we’re in New York?” 
 
    I remembered having watched an old movie where Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan met on the Empire State Building and fell instantly in love. “Can we tour the Empire State Building?” 
 
    “Of course. I want to get a slice of Brooklyn Pizza.” Mary wasn’t typically a pizza eater. Then again, I wasn’t usually interested in antiquated buildings. 
 
    After we exhausted all of our New York City to-do list items, the drive quickly went from energetic to boring. At least the Buick was comfortable. Hours of pavement and street signs passing by us in a blur later, my phone buzzed. 
 
    Everything okay? Erik texted. 
 
    I typed back: My grandpa died. 
 
    Sorry to hear it. 
 
    Don’t be. I never even knew him. Heading to NYC to settle his estate. Who won? 
 
    The disc throwing wonder from down under. 
 
    No surprise. 
 
    But you would’ve beaten him if you’d been able to stay. 
 
    I know, right! 
 
    He replied a minute later. Have fun in NYC. And no matter how good the deal, don’t buy the fake Pradas. They’re made of rat hair. 
 
    Thanks for the tip. 
 
    Mary pointed in the distance. “There’s the city.” 
 
    The building lights shone brightly against the darkening evening sky. The city that never sleeps, the Big Apple, the Center of the Universe! For the first time that day, I wasn’t second guessing my decision to abandon the tournament—along with my entrance fee and my pride. The closer we got, the more my excitement grew: This was the city where my parents had met—they lived here until they were pregnant with me—and now I was going to see it for myself for the first time! 
 
    Soon we were passing through the tunnel and entering the Manhattan streets, which were surprisingly busy for a Sunday evening. Taxis zipped past, cars honked, people busily walked to and fro. True to its nickname, the city that never sleeps was certainly still awake. We had to meet with the lawyer, Mr. Jagrusky, before finding our hotel. Mary navigated her way into a parking garage and we traveled on foot a few blocks to The Coffeehaus on Broadway. 
 
    Mr. Jagrusky was sitting at a large table in the corner, sipping steaming hot coffee out of a stein, and he spotted us right away. We avoided getting drinks from the barista donning lederhosen and a feathered hat, and instead headed directly to the lawyer that smiled widely as we all shook hands. 
 
    “Mrs. Cooper. And you must be Beatrice?” 
 
    “Bea.” 
 
    “Alright, Bea. Nice to meet you.” He turned his attention to my stepmother. “Did you bring the documents I need?” 
 
    She showed him my birth certificate and some paperwork that proved that she was my legal guardian, both of which he photographed. 
 
    “As I mentioned on the phone, I couldn’t disclose any specific information until I verified your identities. I worried that I wouldn’t be able to get ahold of you in time and it looks like we’re really down to the wire. To begin with,” he looked at me. “I’m sorry about your grandfather, and your parents for that matter. These situations are never easy.” 
 
    My heart began to race. I’m wasn’t sure if it was the reference to my deceased family members, my enthusiasm for Manhattan, or the anticipation of receiving a possibly large inheritance. 
 
    “Let’s cut to the chase,” Mary interjected. “How much is the inheritance? And where does she need to sign?” 
 
    Even though the inheritance would’ve been mine, Mary rightly assumed that I would share some of it with her to help with the bills. Ever since Dad died, she’d worked hard to provide for me. Lately, her overtime had been wearing her out and money was tight, so I understood her bluntness toward Mr. Jagrusky. I even appreciated it because I was anxious to find out what Grandpa Cooper could have left me. 
 
    The lawyer slowly opened his briefcase and pulled out some papers. “Well, as for inheritance money, there isn’t really much of anything left. Mr. Zachariah Cooper was actually in a great deal of debt upon his death and any assets he had were used to compensate his debtors.” 
 
    Mary harrumphed. Louder than usual. 
 
    “However,” the lawyer continued, oblivious to our disappointment. “The reason I needed to reach Beatrice is regarding her joint safe deposit box.” He slid a paper my way. “You will need to sign this form and have it submitted with the probate court by midnight tonight or it will be seized.” 
 
    “I have a joint safe deposit box?” 
 
    He pulled out another paper, one with my childish signature on it. “Evidently, you signed this form ten years ago and regulations allow you to access it only upon the death of Mr. Cooper.” A vague recollection of my father having me sign something at my childhood princess party flashed through my mind. At the time, I hadn’t thought anything of what the paper was that I was signing—I was just proud to be able to showcase my newly learned cursive signature. 
 
    “What’s in it?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I have no idea. But rest assured, I will submit this form in your behalf as soon as we’re done here, and then you can access it at your leisure tomorrow.” 
 
    Mary and I skimmed the overly technical document. It was about as interesting as an online terms and conditions agreement. From the parts I could understand, it seemed okay to sign so I did.  
 
    After Mr. Jagrusky left I turned to Mary eagerly, “Do you want to check out the city now?” 
 
    Deflated, Mary shook her head. “No, I’m tired. Let’s find our hotel and we’ll see what we can tomorrow.” 
 
    The hotel, which was not like the hotel chains that I was used to, was an old building with tiny rooms. I’d never had to lean awkwardly over the toilet to reach the sink or had to turn sideways to fit my suitcase in a closet barely larger than my school locker before, until then. Since we were on the eleventh floor, I thought we might have a decent view of the city, but the scene out our tiny window only highlighted the back side of the brick building next door. However, the beds were comfortable, and Mary went to sleep right away. I took the opportunity to borrow her nail polish and paint my nails while I stayed up watching old Friends reruns. Between that and the queen-size bed, I really felt like I was pampering myself. 
 
    The next day I wanted to look my best, so I wore a fitted yellow sleeveless dress that was as current of a style as I could discern. I had bought it for the homecoming dance last year, but it was wasted then since I had nobody to go with and had just spent the evening with my girlfriends. Oh, well. I loved the dress and at least it would finally get some use. I paired it with a cute black purse, and since I knew that we would be doing a lot of walking I also chose to wear a pair of black ballet flats. 
 
    The weather was cool and rainy, which was not how I imagined my New York City experience to be. I wished I’d thought to pack a sweater, but I did toss a couple of my favorite discs in my purse in the hopes that I could play the course in Central Park. If the weather didn’t break, that wouldn’t be happening though. From a taxi window obscured by streaks of water, I saw the Empire State Building on our way to the New York Community Bank. Even from the ground it was impressive, its name engraved in concrete and inlaid in gold above a tall entryway. 
 
    “Can we come back later and take the tour?” I asked Mary. “I bet it has the best views of the city.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she acquiesced. “As long as the weather improves. But we’ve got to get to the bank first.” 
 
    After waiting for nearly an hour in a stale waiting room, we were finally escorted to the safe deposit boxes and were given a private room to examine the box my grandfather had left. 
 
    “I wonder what he put in here,” I said as I inserted the key. 
 
    “It could be money that he wanted to set aside for you,” she said, hopeful. 
 
    Instead, what I pulled out resembled a large cell phone with no display. The black plastic box had no USB ports or other openings. 
 
    “What is it?” Mary asked, while she ran her hands deep into the safe deposit box to be sure that I didn’t miss anything. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    She yanked the not-a-cell-phone out of my hand and began fiddling with it. “The back opens. Maybe it’s some kind of protected wallet.” She pried a casing off the bottom and a small rectangular piece of metal fell out, clanking loudly on the wooden table. 
 
    “You broke it,” I exclaimed, scooping up the metal piece and snatching back my mysterious inheritance. Glancing inside the opening in the black box, I saw that it was empty except for some electronics circuitry. I stuffed the piece, which was about the size of a domino, back inside and shut the plastic casing. Other than the opening at the bottom, there appeared to be nothing functional or operational about the box. 
 
    Mary stormed out of the room. “Well, I can’t believe that I missed a day of work for this!” 
 
    I followed after her, stuffing the mystery item in my back pocket. It had to do something, didn’t it? 
 
    Leaving the bank, she commented mostly to herself, “If we leave the city by two or three, I can still work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Aren’t we going to stay another night?” I asked, knowing the answer. I began to pout. “We still didn’t get to see Times Square or go up the Empire State Building or anything. You didn’t even get your pizza!” 
 
    Mary let out another characteristic harrumph. “Fine. Let’s get a taxi then,” she grumbled. The rain, combined with the lack of a financial windfall, seemed to have ruined her mood. 
 
    Having forfeited my place in the tournament for my first ever trip to New York City, however, I was determined not to let her bad mood ruin my day. Even if I wasn’t suddenly a millionaire, I could at least enjoy sight-seeing the city. It might’ve been the only chance I would ever have to visit Manhattan, so I made the best of it. We did see Times Square briefly. Overrated. We did have lunch in Brooklyn. Delicious. We didn’t talk much. Fine with me. 
 
    Outside Grimaldi’s pizza, Erik texted me again. Feel free to buy a knock-off umbrella though. 
 
    Thanks. Got one. But actually it looks like the rain is slowing. 
 
    Everything going okay? 
 
    I smiled at his concern. I suppose. My grandpa left me a… wait for it… small plastic box! 
 
    What is it? 
 
    Wouldn’t I like to know! 
 
    I stuffed the phone in my purse and pulled out my inheritance to examine it again. In the sunlight peeking through the dark clouds, the box had a strange glow to it that wasn’t there before. Each side of the box now revealed a yellow LED light. Mary was preoccupied texting her boss, otherwise I might have showed her. Instead, I scrutinized this new development further. 
 
    The lights were unusually bright—so bright that I thought that my fingers might not even obscure them. Maybe it’s a weird thing to do, but I pressed my pointer finger over one of the sides to see if I could block out the light or if it would make my fingers glow like an intense flashlight would. My finger glowed a reddish purple color that only my painted fingernails partially obscured. I held it up to look closer at the capillaries now visible in my finger. 
 
    What was this strange inheritance lighting up in my hand? 
 
    Suddenly the crack of thunder, deafeningly loud, caused me to shriek and fall to the ground. The world went black and, even though it wasn’t a thunderstorm and the rain had actually dissipated, I knew that I must’ve somehow been struck by lightning. 
 
    Unlike what I would expect from lightning, I felt no pain or electric shock. My only repercussion was that temporarily my vision was overcome with an intense yellow light. As my eyesight slowly returned to normal, the world around me came back into focus. Only, it wasn’t the world I knew.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    My stepmother was no longer by my side. I was no longer standing outside of the pizza place. My heart raced as my head spun around frantically, trying to identify any indicators of where I was. The buildings of the city were replaced with pine trees. The sidewalk and road with dirt and dead leaves. The gloomy sky and cool breeze with a cloudless blue sky and sweltering heat. The cacophony of city noise with unnerving silence. 
 
    Drops of sweat beaded up on my forehead, and one fell across my cheek—not from the heat, but from the intense panic rising in my body. Where was I? What had happened? 
 
    After my father died, I suffered from panic attacks and Mary sent me to a therapist that taught me to relieve them by closing my eyes and taking deep breaths. Trying to keep my mind clear, I followed Dr. Poller’s suggestion and held a breath for four seconds, then slowly released it. After five sessions of focused breathing, I opened my eyes. In my new surroundings, my heart continued to race. 
 
    I tried to swallow back a lump forming in my throat and took another deep breath. I must have been knocked out after being struck by lightning. But then, wouldn’t I have woken up in a hospital—not out here in the woods? Could it have been a dream? No, everything was too realistic: Slowly standing upright, I brushed the leaves and pebbles off of my knees and dress. I examined the vivid colors, the sound a bird squawking in the distance, the faint scent of manure wafting through the air, even the feel of the sun on my skin. I definitely wasn’t dreaming. But where was I? And why? 
 
    Realizing that I was still clutching my grandfather’s box in my hand, I threw it to the ground, hysterical. Could it have done something to me, drugged me perhaps? What was it? I was full of questions that I couldn’t answer. Pushing past the discs in my purse, I found my phone. A wave of relief washed over me as my fingers wrapped around the familiar shape. Its GPS would tell me where I was. Google would tell me what had happened. I could call Mary to come and pick me up. 
 
    The terror of my situation returned quickly when my phone wouldn’t turn on; the power button was useless. My cell phone was as helpful as Grandpa’s box—not at all. My eyes returned to the box, lying on the ground by my feet. It no longer had the yellowish glow or the lights on the side. It sat on the dirty ground, motionless and benign. Yet somehow I knew that it was the cause of my current predicament. I kicked it out of anger and it flew a few yards away, releasing the small metal piece as the casing on the bottom opened up. 
 
    My black cross-body purse had nothing else of use in it. Keys, elastic hair bands, my wallet, a partially eaten roll of Mentos, a pair of sunglasses, lip balm—strawberry flavored—and some makeup. Plus my discs and the useless broken phone. I tried turning on the phone again, just to be sure. Nothing. 
 
    Before I could contemplate whether or not it was better to remain in place and wait for a rescue team or wander aimlessly through the forest to find help, the sounds of civilization found me. A rhythmic clomping noise was heading my way. Voices too—men’s voices, in a loud conversation. Finally, I would get some answers and some help! 
 
    Beginning a sprint toward the noises, I remembered the box. If it did have something to do with the illogicality that brought me suddenly from Brooklyn to wherever I was, I needed to keep it with me. So I snatched the item, including the metal piece that had a tendency to fall out of it, and resumed my dash. 
 
    Approaching the road as the men were about to pass by, I was suddenly apprehensive. I remembered all of those atrocious stories in the news about people being kidnapped and raped and killed by psychopaths. Had that happened to me in Manhattan? Had some crazy person drugged and abducted me and abandoned me in some secluded spot? Regardless of how I had gotten there, I was a girl in the middle of the woods with nobody cognizant of my whereabouts. But I wasn’t sure that I should stop these men and risk their intentions. In fact, I didn’t know what to do—not until I saw what was passing. 
 
    From around a bend, a brown horse appeared, pulling behind it a carriage unlike any I had ever seen before—either in the movies or in real life. The horse was typical, brown with a white stripe stretching up the bridge of its nose, but the carriage was a study in contrasts. The wagon itself looked shoddy and crudely put together out of wood. As the large spoked wheels jostled between well-worn ruts in the road, the entire thing looked like it might collapse at any moment. It was not at all like the nice ones I was familiar with from Pennsylvania Amish country. 
 
    But on the backside of the cart, a shiny bronze motor that looked intricate and expensive sputtered and smoked. It had pistons sticking out of its sides, along with belts and gears sporadically pulsing and spinning, as though fighting to operate properly. 
 
    I nervously ducked behind a tree as the driver called back heatedly, “It ain’t gonna work, you fool. You done wasted all our spare coin.” 
 
    The other man, who was leaning out of the coach’s back window hole as it carried him down the road, used a pair of wrenches to adjust the engine. His head bobbed with the bumps in the path as his arm muscles flexed while he put all of his might into cranking a bolt. Instead of working properly, the motor let out a loud popping sound and abruptly shut off and released a great cloud of black smoke. 
 
    “Dangit!” the wrench-yielding man exclaimed. “Let’s just get this thing home. It’ll work, I tell you.” 
 
    After they passed, the driver replied, “Ain’t gonna work.” 
 
    The two men seemed upset. Couple that with their unusual carriage, and I knew that they were people to be avoided. Finding the road was enough of a help. After their sounds disappeared from the otherwise quiet forest, I followed in their direction from a safe distance. Maybe I would find a town where I could go to the police station and call Mary. Or maybe it was Amish country; there were a lot of horseshoe prints in the mud. The Amish wouldn’t have a phone, but someone would surely give me a ride into town in a buggy that didn’t contain a sputtering motor or two gruff looking men fighting about whether they had spent all their money. The sheer number of grooves along the dirt road gave me hope—it was a well-worn path, so many people must live and work somewhere down the street. 
 
    It was about twenty minutes before the wooded path opened up into cultivated fields of crops—and I sure was glad that I chose my comfy flats for my day in Manhattan, even if they were streaked with dirt now. A few small and dilapidated homes were scattered around the fields, but in the distance was a small town. Dozens of buildings, two and three-stories tall lined the road. With relief and eagerness, I quickened my pace. 
 
    It took another five or ten minutes to reach the town, and the sun’s penetrating heat was making my hair a sweaty tangle. For sure, I looked like a mess, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t there to impress anyone—I was there with the sole mission of finding my way home. 
 
    The closer I got to the town, the more it looked like it was straight out of a John Wayne movie. The buildings, made of wood, were in need of repair. There was a general store, and one of the dilapidated buildings even had the word ‘Saloon’ written over the swinging doors. Horses were attached to posts outside of a few shops. Perhaps it was some kind of tourist attraction ghost town. Or maybe they really did film modern-day westerns there. It didn’t really matter to me just so long as somebody could help me find my way home. 
 
    As I wandered through the town, the only people I saw were three women standing outside of the saloon. They were dressed the part, wearing prairie skirt dresses in faded pink, red and blue. Their dresses looked like they had once been bright and vibrant, but were now dirtied and well worn. A couple of them had lace around their collars, and the third had her top buttons unhooked to show off a generous amount of cleavage. Their costumes looked far too dirtied and genuine for a tourist show. What kind of a town had I wandered into? 
 
    They stared at me as I approached, their expressions ranging from shock to horror. Surely I didn’t look that bad, did I? 
 
    “Please, you’ve got to help me,” I began, my voice sounding steadier than I felt. “Is there a phone nearby? Where am I?” 
 
    The one in pink covered her mouth and whispered to another. The third one, in red, replied, “Looks like you got lost, little lady. This ain’t the kind of town for a little hussie like you.” 
 
    “No,” I insisted. “I’m serious. I need help.” 
 
    The one in the blue dress stepped forward, shoving the others aside. “This is our territory. We don’t need no city girl tryna cut in on our bidness.” 
 
    As she approached me, I instinctively eased backwards. At only five feet tall, most people were taller than I was, and she was no exception. She was also notably bulkier than me. More than that, her eyes betrayed a genuine anger—rather than help me, she wanted only to pick a fight. 
 
    I began to implore her as my feet continued to slowly take me away from her. Before I could finish my plea, my foot slammed into a wooden trough and I fell backwards. Water splashed out as I fell into it and my body plunged below the water line, soaking my dress and purse. I didn’t expect them to help me out. In fact, I fully expected them to laugh at me as I sat upright and pushed my body out of the wooden box. What I didn’t expect was for one of them to shove me back in! 
 
    The water in the trough was only a foot deep, but when the angriest of the three women pressed her hand firmly onto my face, my mouth and nose were completely submerged. My arms grasped hers, frantically trying to get her to release her grip. She positioned herself to keep her weight on me and all my thrashing and fighting did nothing to deter her. 
 
    After just a few seconds, she let up just long enough for me to lift my head out of the water and gasp a lungful of air and water. My ears also caught the sounds of cackling and cheering from her two companions. Then she held me under again like some kind of Wild West version of a swirlie. 
 
    Since she had let up for a moment, I knew she wasn’t trying to drown me. Tormenting me, combined with belittling and ridiculing me, were her goal—not unlike the bullies at Wexford High.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    With the same firmness with which I had been held beneath the water, I was yanked from the humiliating situation. My lungs burned and my eyes blurred as I fell to the ground beside the trough, releasing water and air in a series of coughs and heaves. The dirt below me turned into mud as it soaked from the water steadily falling from my hair and dress. 
 
    Over my shoulder, I heard a stern masculine voice telling the women that they were nothing but trouble and shouldn’t have treated a stranger like that. Was he was a policeman—or sheriff, I guess? Regardless, he was my hero. As much as I hated relying on a man for help, he rescued me from the three women and he would surely be my best option to help figure out where I was and how I could get home. 
 
    Having cleared my lungs, I let out one last cough and turned to see my savior. The man was reaching out a hand to help me to my feet and I accepted. Sliding my wet hair out of my face, I finally saw him clearly. He was wearing torn khaki-style pants and a long-sleeved shirt with a black vest. The shirt’s rolled up sleeves fit tightly around his muscular forearms and the vest matched his dark hair and unshaven face. His dark brown eyes locked on mine as he pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said meekly while wiping the water off my face. Mascara smeared across my finger, and I knew that I looked dreadful. Even my nicest dress couldn’t save me that day. Hacking, heaving, wet, and streaked with makeup, I added, “I… I must look terrible.” 
 
    He grinned at me with a curious look. “You’re not from around here are you?” he asked in a deep voice. “Come with me. I’ll help you get cleaned up.” 
 
    The man walked confidently, with long strides. I didn’t want to go anywhere with a strange man in a strange land, but if I had to go with one it would be him. One glance at the three saloon women who were casting snide looks my way confirmed my decision. 
 
    “And don’t come back,” one of the women called to me before we were out of earshot. 
 
    I started to ask him where we were going—but he cut me off. “You don’t seem like the kind of girl that should be hanging around in this town.” 
 
    “I was just looking for some help.” 
 
    As he wrapped around a corner between two buildings, I asked his name. 
 
    “Durango,” he said indifferently, keeping his stride. 
 
    “I’m Bea,” I told him, causing him to stop abruptly in his tracks. 
 
    The buildings on either side of the alley blocked the sun, creating an eerie dimness that took my eyes a minute to adjust to. The walking path was lined with empty wooden boxes and trash. It was the type of area that I would have avoided in Manhattan. Especially with a strange man. 
 
    “Really?” he asked, turning his full attention to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied assertively. 
 
    Durango looked me up and down. I could feel his eyes picking away at all of my flaws. My long brown hair was plastered to my head in untidy clumps. In my ballet flats, I only reached Durango’s shoulder in height. My only redeeming feature was my outfit, although it was soaked and continued dripping water into a puddle around my feet. 
 
    He finally responded, “A bee is an insect. And even if you dress in a bee costume, it is certainly not a name.” 
 
    Indignant, I pointed out, “This is not a bee costume. This is a nice dress! Besides, what kind of a name is Durango? That’s an SUV, not a name.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    Something rustled beside Durango, behind one of the boxes. From further down the alleyway, a man rushed toward us. Durango easily handled the man, throwing him to the ground single-handedly. I had instinctively ducked behind Durango for protection, but what neither of us saw was a second assailant that had appeared from the shadows, quickly snatching my purse as he made his getaway into the town. 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled after him. 
 
    The man that had been thrown to the ground scrambled to his feet and then disappeared down the alleyway, following the purse snatcher. The two of them pulled off a heist that I would’ve expected in New York City, but not in a small isolated town where people still rode horses to the general store. 
 
    Turning to Durango, I asked him, slightly appalled, “You’re not going to let them get away are you?” 
 
    Apathetically, he turned away from me. “They’re not going to hurt us.” 
 
    “But they stole my purse!” 
 
    Ignoring my distress, Durango continued his walk through the alley, away from town. 
 
    My purse contained my cell phone. Even though it wouldn’t turn on, it was my lifeline. It had everyone’s phone numbers. Once I charged it, it would be my quickest connection with home. Also in my purse was that strange box, which might also be important. And my ID, money, and all of the other possessions that I had with me. 
 
    I had half a mind to chase them down myself, but reason told me that the thieves could’ve easily overpowered me. And that was just if I caught up with them. More likely if I went into town I would’ve just run into the three women. Lost, soaking wet, and disheartened, I lowered my head and followed after Durango. If nothing else, he saved my life. Sticking with him was my best hope of finding answers. And a way back home. I continued in step behind him, leaving a trail of wetness in my wake. 
 
    Exiting the alley, I saw something that I didn’t expect to see. I hadn’t gotten a good look at the men on the carriage earlier, but I recognized that horse—and I could never have mistaken the carriage. The only difference was that the engine was hidden beneath a course burlap sheet. 
 
    “Who’s this gal?” a short man asked derisively as he turned away from feeding some hay to the beautiful horse with the white stripe. His voice was gravelly, and he was approximately my height. It was certainly the voice of the carriage driver that passed by me earlier in the woods. His brow creased as he guardedly looked me over. I returned his examination with one of my own, wondering what I was getting myself into with these two unrefined men. 
 
    Durango didn’t answer him, but instead told the man, “I got the crankshaft fixed.” He held up a sturdy piece of metal, less than a foot long with multiple bends in it. 
 
    “I’m Bea,” I announced. 
 
    The uncertainties evident on the man’s face transformed into a scathing scowl as Durango added with a smirk, “Like the bug.” 
 
    If he hadn’t saved me from the saloon women, I would’ve told Durango what I thought of him—and it wouldn’t have been nice. Instead, I crossed my arms, partially blocking the yellow dress that I was quickly becoming embarrassed by. 
 
    “It’s short for Beatrice,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well, at least that’s more like a name,” Durango commented. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “She can’t come with us,” the short gruff man protested as if I weren’t even there. 
 
    “You handle the driving. I’ll take care of the rest,” Durango replied. 
 
    “But-” the brusque man began before Durango silenced him with a motion of his hand. 
 
    Mumbling under his breath, the shorter man took his place on the driver’s box behind the horse. He too—like everyone in that town—was wearing clothes that looked homemade and well-worn. Had none of them ever heard of Target? 
 
    Durango cleared the seat of small handheld tools and then chivalrously held the carriage door flap open for me as I stepped inside. As the vehicle had appeared in the woods, the walls of the carriage were flimsy and even the wooden seat shifted under me like it might collapse if we hit a hard bump in the road. 
 
    Wondering about the odd dynamic between these two, I motioned toward the driver. “He seems like a charm.” 
 
    “That’s Mordael Brixstall for you,” Durango commented. “His manner does take a little getting used to.” 
 
    The cart took off with an unexpected jolt. Trying to steady myself so that I didn’t slide off the seat, I reached out and, since there weren’t any handles to grab onto, pressed my hand on Durango’s arm. Quickly pulling my hand back, I apologized. His response was simply an unsettling smile. 
 
    When in New York, I had considered asking Mary if we could take a horse-drawn carriage ride through Central Park. Given the filth, stench, and neglect in that buggy, I’m certain that a NYC tourist ride would’ve been much more comfortable and enjoyable. 
 
    “Thank you for helping me. Where are we going, by the way?” I asked Durango. 
 
    “Mordael and I live in a village about ten miles from here,” he said. “You can clean up there. Then we can take you to Breslenbrug, if you want.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He began inspecting the crankshaft, twisting it in his hands to examine it from various angles. “Breslenbrug. It’s the biggest city around. Where did you say you were from?” 
 
    “A suburb of Pittsburgh. But I think my stepmother is in New York City. So, if you could help me to get back to either of those cities…” 
 
    “Never heard of ‘em,” he said bluntly. 
 
    Disbelieving, I asked him, “You’ve never heard of New York City?” 
 
    His eyebrows rose condescendingly. “Nope.” 
 
    “What country is this?” I asked. 
 
    “The kingdom of Charrbrunia,” he said as he noticed something interesting on the engine piece. 
 
    “You just made that up,” I insisted. I didn’t ace geography, but I knew that there was no country by that name. 
 
    “Dangit!” he exclaimed before yelling so that Mordael could hear him. “Turn it around. He left the piston support rings off the crankshaft.” 
 
    Mordael stopped the buggy and confirmed the flaw in their machine part. We then headed back toward the town so that they could get the additional pieces from the local blacksmith, and I continued my questioning. 
 
    “So you’ve really never heard of New York City?” I reiterated. “How about America? Or England? Are we near either of those?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, uninformed. 
 
    “Australia?” 
 
    He shook his head, his eyes widening like I was the one making up geographic names. I felt like I was being punked—but between the Wild West town and the odd carriage, it was clear that I wasn’t in Kansas anymore, so to speak. 
 
    Since listing cities and countries was getting me nowhere, I tried a different approach. The two of them spoke English, I reasoned, so we had to be in some sort of civilized area. Their slight accent wasn’t exactly British, but perhaps this country was once part of the British empire. 
 
    “So, how do you speak English then?” I asked. 
 
    “Everyone speaks English,” he stated impatiently. 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes. I’d heard that could ease a headache—although it wasn’t working on the headache I’d harbored ever since leaving New York. 
 
    Where was I? And how did I get there? Those two questions kept coming up, and the more that I tried to figure out their answers, the farther away they seemed to get. Before I could even consider getting home, I needed to determine where I was—a task that felt more impossible than ever. 
 
    Seeing my distress, Durango rested his hand on my knee in order to comfort me. It felt a little forward and I nearly slapped him—I also privately hoped that my leg hairs hadn’t started to grow out yet. 
 
    “Listen, Beatrice. I don’t know if you’re on some type of drug or you’re lost, or maybe you’re just crazy. But Kruvell is a rough town. I can get you away from there and offer you a meal, a new outfit, and a ride into Breslenbrug. That’s all I can do for you, though because I have a lot going on right now.” 
 
    Calling me the crazy one was appalling—he was the one acting like he was stoned! But I had no other option than to stay with him until I could get some answers, so I bit my tongue. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop behind the buildings in Kruvell, where it had been parked before. 
 
    “Wait here with Mordael,” Durango advised as he took the metal bar and headed back through the alley. 
 
    Mordael hopped down from his driver’s seat and peeked under the sheet on the back of the buggy, as though verifying that the engine didn’t mysteriously vanish. 
 
    “Does it work?” I asked him, stepping outside of the carriage. 
 
    Startled, he said, “Don’t you mind this. It ain’t nothin’ for a gal to bother herself with.” 
 
    “Is that engine supposed to run the carriage?” 
 
    Mordael’s eyes widened as he asked accusingly, “How do you know ‘bout our engine?” 
 
    I shrugged and his eyes transformed into narrow slits as he followed up with another question. “What kind of harlot are you?” 
 
    I glared at him crossly. “I’m not a prostitute!” 
 
    Holding up two fingers, Mordael explained, “This town is known for two things, gals and that blacksmith shop. Now, Durango ain’t the type that picks up gals, but I know you ain’t a smithy.” 
 
    “I was just lost and he offered to help.” 
 
    Mordael stepped up to me so close that I could feel the warmth of his breath on my face. Fighting the urge to back up, I held my ground as he scathingly told me, “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to, seducing him with your looks to get him to bring you back with us.” 
 
    “Oh, like this is a look that would seduce someone,” I said, laughing dramatically. I brushed my frizzy hair back and wiped any makeup and grime off my cheeks; no doubt my makeup had streaked and left dark shadows around my eyes. Although, my hair, while tangled and wild, was at least cleaner than the prostitutes outside of the saloon. 
 
    “Despite that costume, you’re steamin’,” he concluded, still in my face. I took that as a the closest thing to a compliment I could possibly hope for from Mordael. “But I don’t trust gals that look like you any more than I can throw ‘em. So don’t think I won’t find out what you’re up to. If you ain’t a harlot, then what’s Durango doin’ with you?” 
 
    To be honest, I didn’t know what he was doing with me. Protecting me from the mean and angry townswomen, I supposed. Helping me, too. But why? Maybe he was just a decent human—one of the only ones around from what I could tell. 
 
    As if to prove my point, Durango popped out of the alley grinning and holding my purse high in the air. “Miss Beatrice, look what I found!” 
 
    Mordael quickly stepped away from me as soon as Durango spoke. I raced to Durango and snatched the purse from his hands. The strap was detached and the buckle had been ripped off. The contents were missing too. 
 
    Durango added, “I think some of your stuff was scattered around the alley too. But I couldn’t tell what was yours and what was trash.” 
 
    “Thanks for getting this. Can we go check? I had some really important things in there.” 
 
    He led me back into the alley, more wary and watchful than before. With the exception of my keys, all of my possessions were spread out along a short stretch of the alley. Worried that the thieves were nearby and planning an ambush, I told Durango, “I don’t feel comfortable here. Can we go back now?” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “I never liked this town anyway. It’s too bad that this is where one of the better blacksmiths works.” 
 
    I opened my wallet and pulled out a wad of money—$143 to be exact—and counted it. That was my spending money for New York City, and it was all still there. 
 
    “Why would they leave all this?” I asked, holding it out. 
 
    Durango snatched the hundred dollar bill from my hand and examined it as we made our way back to the carriage. “Detailed artwork,” he commented, “but what would they want with your little pieces of paper?” 
 
    “Seriously? You don’t have money either?” 
 
    “Of course we do,” Durango said, motioning toward Mordael, who reluctantly pulled a few copper coins out of his pants pocket. Looking closer, I saw that they had no words on them—just an engraving of a man with a crown on his head. There was no indication what country they represented. 
 
    As I examined Mordael’s money, Durango looked just as carefully at mine. “Who’s the funny looking man with the strange hair style?” 
 
    “You don’t know who Benjamin Franklin is?” Their silence was answer enough. “He basically discovered electricity.” 
 
    Mordael glared while Durango grinned like I had made some kind of joke. I wasn’t fond of being the butt of their jokes. 
 
    “Anyway,” I redirected. “It’s weird. The only thing they took was my keys.” 
 
    “I’m sure they just wanted the metal,” Durango said as though it was the most obvious statement in the world. Discreetly, I took off my only piece of jewelry—a ring that had once been my mother’s—and placed it in my purse, just in case it made me a target for future robberies. 
 
    Durango got back in the carriage with his completed machine part. “Let’s get out of this unsavory town.” 
 
    Continuing my interrogation throughout the bumpy ride, Durango confirmed that we were on Earth, although he claimed to not know of any major continents, countries or cities. He also denied knowing what year it was and—to my dismay, what a phone or computer was. 
 
    That was when it hit me: Erik’s words about a parallel universe, ‘just like ours but with subtle changes’. Only these changes didn’t feel so subtle. As improbable as it sounded, it was the only theory I could come up with. 
 
    I glanced at Durango and saw that he was examining his crankshaft, making sure that it met his standards. So I took the opportunity to pull the black box out of my purse and look it over, holding it up to the light to see if it might reveal its secrets. Somehow, my grandfather must have created an object that transfers people from one universe to another. Even though it sounded preposterous, in a way it was the only thing that made any sense. 
 
    The small box looked as lifeless as my dead phone, and where yellow lights had once emanated from it were merely pinprick holes that were barely visible. Somehow, I had to get it working again—that would be my only way to get home. Rather than that revelation making me feel a step closer to home, however, it only served to make me feel even farther away than I had before.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    We pulled up to a village of square stucco houses, and Mordael directed the horse into a walled patio outside of one of them. From what I could tell, the village was actually much larger than the ghost town. It had rows of modest houses surrounding a central courtyard and an open-air market. 
 
    “Welcome to our home,” Durango said as he got out of the carriage. Then he looked up to the sky and let out a long sigh. “It’s getting late in the afternoon. I suppose you can stay here tonight if you’d like to.” 
 
    Remembering Mordael’s description of the saloon women, I blurted out, “I’m not a prostitute.” 
 
    “I know,” Durango said, making me feel foolish for even suggesting it. Then, to Mordael, “I’m going to show Beatrice around. Get the merchandise ready to transport and I’ll be back.” 
 
    Durango unlocked a thick wooden door and we stepped into his home. It was a simple, open floor plan—a large area with a few oil lamps, tables, shelves and a cupboard. No television, electronics, or—to my frustration—any outlets to charge my phone. A few large open windows let in light and a slight breeze. A stairwell led to a second floor, and another locked wooden door was located below the steps. The overall space was dark but surprisingly tidy, given that two guys lived there. 
 
    “Come upstairs,” he directed as I trailed behind him up the skinny stairwell. The second floor was broken into a few different rooms. 
 
    Durango opened a closet door as he pointed to one of the rooms. “That’s the washroom. Feel free to clean up and change out of your silly costume.” He pulled a prairie skirt dress out of the packed-full closet and handed it to me. “This will probably fit you, and at least it’s dry.” 
 
    The dress was brown and stiff, but far cleaner than the prostitute’s dresses. While it was most definitely not my style, at least it wouldn’t make me look like foolish around them. 
 
    “I have to help Mordael with something, but then I will have him prepare a meal for us,” he concluded. 
 
    Durango and Mordael were opposites in so many ways. Durango spoke and walked in a proper, dignified way, and he extended kindness to me. Mordael hunched as he walked, used poor speech, and was accusatory from the moment I met him. The way that Durango bossed him around made me wonder what their relationship was. 
 
    “Is he some kind of servant of yours?” I asked. 
 
    Durango grinned, “Right now I couldn’t afford a servant. See you downstairs in a bit.” 
 
    He disappeared and I peeked into the bathroom. The space was small, with just a tiny window to let in light. There was a bathtub that was filled with slightly dirty room-temperature water, and there was no toilet or sink. It was not a bathroom by any standard I was used to. 
 
    I had always been curious, even as a child. My father had told me that he couldn’t count the times that I wandered off in a department store to look at something—and he or my mother would panic and think I was lost or abducted. Since I knew Durango and Mordael were busy downstairs, my curiosity led me to the other rooms to investigate before tackling the bathroom. 
 
    Both of the other rooms were bedrooms—one fairly tidy and barren like the first floor, and the other cluttered with all sorts of pieces and parts to various machines. Slowly and quietly, I tiptoed over them to see if I could find anything familiar. It would bring me so much comfort to have seen a Starbucks cup, an iPad, or even a copy of that dumb zombie book everyone was so into back home. Instead, there were a lot of gears. Some clock hands. A few screwdrivers and other tools. And a whole lot of mechanical pieces that were unfamiliar. Who were these people? 
 
    Before exiting the room that I presumed to be Durango’s, I peeked out his window. Since the home was on the perimeter of the village, his window faced the patio and the forest beyond. I could see into a few of the neighboring patios, some of which also had horses and carriages, and one had a few children playing a game—something like marbles or jacks. In some way it was calming to see something as normal as children playing. 
 
    “Watch it!” Durango’s voice filtered through the window. I jumped to the side to make sure I couldn’t be seen before looking down and seeing him and Mordael lowering the engine—still wrapped in cloth—off of the carriage. 
 
    Mordael responded calmly, “I just don’t think we should have some stranger in our house. We’re just too close.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Durango replied. “She means us no harm.” 
 
    “She knew ‘bout the engine,” Mordael cautioned. “I think she’s a spy.” 
 
    “I’ll worry about Beatrice. You just show her some hospitality while she’s here,” Durango asserted. “Make her feel at home.” 
 
    As they entered the house with the engine, I got nervous that I would get caught snooping so I hurried back into the bathroom and shut the door. What were the two of them doing that made Mordael so worried about my presence? 
 
    After undressing down to my undergarments, I cupped the bathwater and scrubbed the sweat and grime off of my body—as filthy as I was I just couldn’t fully submerge myself in the dirty water. There was a small plastic bucket with a horseshoe-shaped lid resembling a toilet seat. Reluctantly, I used it assuming—and hoping—that I wasn’t misusing the bucket. After slipping into the brown dress, which fit surprisingly well despite the ruffled skirt, I made my way downstairs. 
 
    Some cut vegetables sat on one of the tables and Mordael was outside on the patio alternating between crudely scratching his butt and starting a fire in a stone grill. Durango was sitting on the living room floor, piecing some cylindrical parts onto his newly fixed crankshaft. I sat down across from him. 
 
    “So, you say you’re from some country named North America,” he asked while keeping his attention focused on assembling his machinery. “And you don’t know how to get home?” 
 
    I could hear the disbelief in his voice. And since he already thought I was crazy, telling him my multiple universe theory would just confirm his suspicions. “I know you don’t believe me and think I’m crazy,” I told him. 
 
    Looking up from his project for the first time, I could tell he felt pity for me and was going to say something intended to be nice although I would undoubtedly find condescending. Instead, his countenance changed as he saw me. 
 
    “You look… nice,” he said reservedly. 
 
    I blushed and looked down, flattening the ruffles on my skirt. Then, rifling through my purse, which I was forced to carry like a handbag since the strap was now detached, I pulled out the plastic box that I had inherited from my grandfather. Durango’s eyes were still fixated on me as I held it up. 
 
    “If I could just get an electrician to fix this thing,” I told him, “I think that I-” 
 
    Mordael was walking into the room and interrupted with contemptuous scorn. “Electrician?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said insistently as I turned to him. “I think that if an electrician can fix this thing, I could get home.” Mordael rolled his eyes and Durango smirked. “What?” I asked them. 
 
    “We don’t believe in magicians,” Mordael explained mockingly. 
 
    Annoyed, I corrected curtly, “I didn’t say magician. I said electrician.” 
 
    “Electricity, magic,” Durango mused, “same thing.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether I felt disbelief or distress. Likely both. Either way, my jaw hung open but no words came out. 
 
    Then I saw it again—that look of pity on Durango’s face. Again, he placed his hand on my knee, over my skirt, but this time I quickly jerked away. Yes, I needed help. But not pity. Everything in the world around me was crazy. But I wasn’t. 
 
    Standing up, I told Durango decisively, “Thanks for everything. But I’m leaving now.” 
 
    My impulsiveness and frustration had gotten the better of me, because right away I realized that I had nowhere to go. Perhaps I could find a helpful neighbor—maybe the one with kids. Nonetheless, I stubbornly marched toward the door, hoping to find kind people in the village and not anyone like those hideous saloon harlots. 
 
    “Wait,” Durango said with equal firmness. “I know an electrician.” 
 
    Freezing in my tracks, with one hand on my hip I looked over my shoulder at him. I leveled him with a caustic glare. If he was toying with me, I would never forgive him. 
 
    “I’m serious,” he stated. There was not a hint of insincerity in his tone or expression. “Just stay for dinner and we can discuss her.” 
 
    “You mean Maia Sparks?” Mordael asked incredulously as he plated some food. I stopped myself from making a joke about an electrician named Sparks. 
 
    “Yes,” Durango said as he motioned for me to sit at one of the coffee-table-height tables. 
 
    The three of us sat on an ornate rug around the table and ate a meal of quinoa and roasted vegetables—peppers, tomatoes, and onions. The setting felt like something I would see Andrew Zimmern in on the Travel Channel. Fortunately the food was basic and didn’t include bat brains or fish eyes or anything gross that Zimmern would have raved over. 
 
    “My sister’s dress fits you well,” Mordael said to me. The compliment sounding forced. 
 
    “Your sister lives here too?” 
 
    “She used to.” 
 
    Durango began to clarify, “Harlots and housewives-” 
 
    “Sounds like a bad reality show,” I tossed in. Erik would have chuckled. Durango just continued speaking. 
 
    “Those are the only two options for a woman in these parts. Omaha went to Breslenbrug to pursue her dreams.” 
 
    “Omaha? Named after the city?” I hoped. 
 
    “Named after her grandmother,” Durango said dryly. 
 
    Mordael filled his and Durango’s cups from a large pitcher. “You want any Ambrale?” The way he asked was as though it hurt him to be nice to me. 
 
    The amber-colored liquid smelled remotely like beer and was definitely alcoholic. “No, I’ll just have water. I’m only sixteen.” 
 
    They exchanged a confused glance. 
 
    “And I’ll be eighteen years old in a couple of months,” Durango countered, taking a sip from his cup. I could hardly believe him. He and Mordael both easily looked to be in their early twenties. 
 
    As Mordael fetched water and filled my cup, I said, “I can’t drink alcohol until I’m twenty-one. It’s the law where I’m from, and it’s my parents’ rule.” One that, even though I never asked, I’m certain Mary would have enforced. 
 
    “Well, there’s no such law here and I haven’t seen my parents in years,” Durango said. 
 
    Mordael gave Durango a pointed look and cleared his throat as if indicating that he didn’t like something that Durango had said. 
 
    It seemed like such an upside down world. But rather than discuss legal ages for drinking, independence from parental authority and Mordael’s strange obsession with Durango’s conversation topics, I got to the more pressing issue. “So, this Maia Sparks,” I asked as I took a biteful of dinner, “who is she?” 
 
    They exchanged knowing looks. “Well, you should know that she’s viewed as kind of a crackpot,” Durango admitted. “I mean, not too many people really feel like the woman has any credibility at all.” 
 
    “Plus,” Mordael added, “ain’t nobody knows where she is.” 
 
    Well wasn’t that just great. My best hope was a crazy woman that nobody believed in and couldn’t be found. As they described her, however, I knew more than anything else that finding her was going to be my only hope of getting back home.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Durango explained, “Maia Sparks showed up one day in Breslenbrug. Nobody knew where she came from, but she drew big crowds as she told some fanciful stories about contraptions that could take you to the moon and screens that let you see and talk to people in other cities and kingdoms. Basically, she was claiming that electricity was real, and a few people even believed her.” 
 
    It was at that point that I knew that Maia would be my key to getting home. She had to have come from my modern world—how else could she have such intimate knowledge of it? And that likely meant that she would know how to return. 
 
    Durango continued, “Before long, the Twilight Temple clerics were after her, but her newfound followers helped her escape. Then she disappeared. Some say she’s being held in one of the Twilight Temples. Others say she’s in hiding somewhere in the Cyphean Mountains.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I stammered. “What’s the Twilight Temple?” 
 
    “You really ain’t from around here are you?” Mordael deduced with a little less skepticism than before. 
 
    Treating my question with dignity, Durango continued, “They’ve got a temple nearby, outside of Quinitin. And a bigger one in Breslenbrug. But they have followers in nearly every village. They believe in all of that electricity mumbo jumbo—no offense—and they talk of some prophecy that electricity will soon put an end to the Steam Age.” 
 
    “Seems more like the Dark Age,” I commented as the setting sun had taken the brightness out of the room and there was no hope of turning on electric lights. 
 
    “Light a few lamps for us,” Durango requested. Mordael obliged as Durango told me, “I know that our home is basic, but the cities have technological advances you can hardly dream of.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine what kind of technology they had in a world where electricity was as fictional as magic. Perhaps they had created a radio out of coconuts like the professor in Gilligan’s Island. Or a foot-powered car like the Flintstones drove. Or maybe they even had a telephone made of two tin cans and a string that I could try to call Mary on. 
 
    Soon, flickering oil lamps were casting light and shadows across our faces. Mordael began to take our plates and I stood with mine, to help him clear the table. 
 
    “You’re our guest,” Durango said as he stood up, took the plate from my hand and handed it to Mordael. “Now, if you’ll please excuse me,” he added as he made his way up the stairs and out of the central room. 
 
    Mordael emptied the plates and remaining food into a large wooden bowl. With nothing else to do, I tried to make conversation with him. “So if you’re not a servant, why do you do so much for Durango?” 
 
    He glanced at the stairs before giving me an extended look. Just when I thought he was simply going to ignore me, he finally answered, “Durango’s a gifted tinkerer and he’s workin’ on somethin’ big. I can’t say much more than that, but if I can help him out here and there, it’s the least I can do.” 
 
    Mordael watched my face closely as he spoke. Then, he abruptly stepped outside to feed the leftovers to the horse and clean up after her. I stood awkwardly in the dimly lit home of these two men and looked around the central room. The door below the stairwell—which was previously locked shut with two sturdy deadbolts—was now unlocked and hanging open a few inches. My two hosts must have taken the engine through that door. Curiosity caused me to pull it open slightly and peek inside. A room so well secured surely contained something valuable and important. In the darkness, I could just barely make out a stairwell leading down to a basement. 
 
    Before I could take a step in or even crane my neck to see inside the doorway, the door abruptly and solidly was slammed shut with a loud thud. The swinging of the door caused my hair to blow back and I squeezed my eyes shut against the quick burst of air. Opening them slowly, I turned to see Durango looking at me with a tense expression—his brow creased and his eyes constricted. 
 
    “This room is off limits,” he said sternly as he latched the locks shut. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was just-” 
 
    “No excuses needed. Just stay out. Understand?” Durango had washed up and changed into cleaner clothes, but his stern tone overshadowed his nicer appearance. 
 
    Shamed, I backed away from the door and looked down at my feet. “Yes.” 
 
    This was their house and I should’ve respected their privacy. Still, I was dying to know what was down there that was such a secret.  
 
    “Now, come with me,” Durango requested before he told Mordael that we would be back soon. 
 
    Still feeling bad about having been caught snooping, I chose to follow him out the door, no questions asked. A few steps into the stagnant night air, I became curious about where we were going. But before I considered inquiring, Durango began to talk to me again in his normal voice. 
 
    “There are a few street performers in the square this week. I want to show you one of them.” 
 
    We wound through a few passageways between beige and white stucco homes until we entered the cobblestone courtyard. It was reasonably well lit by a few large fires, but what really stood out were the performers’ stages. Two of them were set up, and various wagons were stationed beside each. The first stage had a man skillfully juggling six or seven bean bags while a sturdy woman in a fancy gown sang operatically. A small crowd in front of the disjointed performance cheered and applauded. 
 
    But it was the second stage that grabbed my attention—the back wall of the stage was lined with a dozen light bulbs, which looked like large electric, incandescent bulbs. The man on the stage, who donned an outfit similar to a tuxedo, flipped an oversized switch that turned the lights on. The lights weren’t bright and they had a bluish glow to them, but they also didn’t twinkle like flames do—they must have been electric! 
 
    Instinctively drawn to the performance, I led the way and Durango followed closely behind me. The crowd before the performer was smaller than the group watching the juggling, but they cheered enthusiastically as he flipped his switch. 
 
    When we reached the outskirts of the audience, I spun my head to Durango. Exuberantly, I told him, “See, I told you!” I just needed to figure out how to plug my phone into the circuit on his stage. When his show was over, I would have to talk to him. 
 
    Unenthused, Durango said, “He’s a street performer. A magician.” Seeing that he hadn’t ruined my mood, he added, “A fraud. A scam.” The performer’s name, written on the wall behind him, contributed to Durango’s belief that the man was nothing but a hack. 
 
    Not deterred, my eyes fixated on Professor Volt—his name not dissimilar from Maia Sparks in some regards. He was charming and magnetic. His performance was humorous and entertaining. I had to meet this professor. Alright, I knew his performance was just for entertainment. But he appeared to have the electricity I needed so badly. 
 
    “And electricity can do more than power a fan or a light bulb. It can even make your hair stand on end,” the performer continued. “Do you believe me?” 
 
    The crowd cheered wildly. 
 
    “It’s true,” I said to Durango. During my fifth grade class field trip to the Carnegie Science Museum in Pittsburg, I got to touch a spherical static electricity generator that made all of my hair stick straight out. 
 
     “Would you like to see it yourself?” The professor asked, getting the crowed riled up again. When they finally calmed down, he said, “I will need a volunteer.” 
 
    A dozen hands went up. Mine included. 
 
    Professor Volt narrowed the selection. “Let’s select a woman.” Only three hands remained. “She will need to be courageous. She will need to be brave. Is there anyone out there that thinks she can withstand high voltage electricity passing throughout her system?” 
 
    One of the women’s hands went down and I raised mine even higher. “Pick me,” I blurted out impulsively. I had to meet this man and find out how he created his electricity. 
 
    “You there,” he said, pointing in my direction. “In the brown dress. Please join me on the stage.” 
 
    I ran to Professor Volt like my name had been called to Come on Down on the Price is Right. The crowed hooted as I displayed poor manners by lifting my leg high to hoist myself onto the stage. A few of the crude men even leaned in to see up my skirt. I didn’t care. That performance could’ve been my ticket home! 
 
    The stage floor was flimsier than it looked, and the thin wood bowed beneath me with each step. It was impossible to pick Durango out in the crowd, as the bright fires lighting the stage from the front corners partially blinded my eyes. 
 
    “Well, you could’ve used the stairs,” Professor Volt told me loudly, although he was actually just talking to the crowd. As they clapped in excitement, he asked my name. 
 
    After our public introduction, he then pulled a black sheet off of a contraption—really it was just a stool with a domed covering over it. Professor Volt slid the device, which was painted with streaks of blue and red, to the center of the stage and described it. “Since it is such a dangerous process I will need to briefly explain to Beatrice here some safety techniques. Then she will sit on the seat and place her hands on the handles. And when I flip the switch, she will have high voltage electricity shoot through her body, causing her hair to rise!” 
 
    The crowd was as pumped as ever while the professor pulled me through a curtain onto a small platform behind the stage. He dug through a box of wigs as he told me, “Don’t worry Beatrice, this won’t hurt at all. I’ve set the electricity to cause little to no physical pain.” Then he held up a wig that matched my hair closely and began to fit it over my head. 
 
    I looked for wires and circuitry leading to the light bulbs that stuck through the thin back walls of the stage. Instead, there were brass tubes connecting the bulbs to a metal cylinder located above them. 
 
    “This wig will protect your hair from falling out during the electrical charge,” he claimed. 
 
    I put up my hand to stop him from securing the wig over my hair. “My hair won’t fall out,” I asserted. “I’ve done this before.” 
 
    Taken slightly aback, he explained, “My electricity has a much higher voltage than anything you’ve experienced before. Believe me, it is necessary for your safety to wear this over top of your actual hair.” 
 
    The crowd was then chanting a trio of staccato syllables, “E-lec-tric,” over and over. 
 
    I let him fit the excessively heavy wig over my hair and drag me back on the stage, although Durango’s assessment of the self-proclaimed professor was beginning to seem accurate. The crowd went wild as I was placed on the stool. After a big buildup by Professor Volt, he asked me if I was scared. 
 
    “No,” I boldly told him. The crowd erupted in applause. 
 
    “Brave girl,” he said solemnly as he flipped the switch. 
 
    I squeezed the metal armrests of my chair, hoping to feel the pulse or surge of electricity rush through me. Instead, I felt nothing except the weighty wig on my head lighten. Looking up, I could see that the dome above my head had lowered. Deducing the scam, I realized that the dome was nothing but a large magnet, and his wigs must have iron tips at the end of the thick hairs. Frustrated and disappointed, I released my grip on the chair to stand up. 
 
    Not wanting his ruse to be exposed, Professor Volt quickly flipped the switch back down, which raised the dome higher above my head. He got the crowd going once more and yanked me behind the stage again. 
 
    “You’re a fake,” I told him as he ripped the wig off of my head. Looking again at the light bulbs, which still glowed blue, I remembered hearing my science teacher talk about chemiluminescence. That must have been how he lit the bulbs—there must have been a chemical like luminol in the bulbs and he mixed it with whatever chemicals caused it to glow. 
 
    “You just be glad that you didn’t die of electrocution,” he spat, angry that I didn’t play along better. “I saved your life by flipping that switch just in time.” 
 
    Storming back onto the stage, I was more frustrated than ever. The crowd went wild and I had half a mind to expose the professor’s scam. More so, I just wanted to get away from there—not just the street performers, but everything in this place. Professor Volt made a few comments about how amazing his trick was as I hopped off the stage and found Durango. 
 
    “Ready to go?” he asked sympathetically, understanding that I now knew that that man’s electricity was nothing but a farce. Durango’s point wasn’t proven though—I still knew that electricity was real science and not magic or some carnival sideshow. 
 
    As we hurriedly exited the crowd, two men wearing black hooded cloaks turned to watch me leave. Their faces were pale, covered in contrasting dark tattoos of various shapes. And their unblinking eyes remained fixated on me as we passed—in the darkness I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the irises of their eyes were red. Their outfits, their faces, their eyes, their stares—everything about them creeped me out. 
 
    “Who are they?” I anxiously asked Durango, wrapping my hands impulsively around his strong arm. 
 
    He shot them a glance. “Those are the Twilight Temple clerics I was telling you about.” 
 
    Durango wouldn’t have had the answer so I didn’t ask, but I also wondered: Why are they staring at me? 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I lay awake on the floor as the sun rose enough to light the room. Surrounding me were a variety of mismatched and dusty cushions and blankets that felt about as stiff as canvas. Sleep had eluded me for most of the night; the uncomfortable and unfamiliar surroundings combined with clanging sounds from the basement kept me awake. The few times that I did pass into sleep, I awoke abruptly covered in sweat—the Twilight clerics’ eerie faces haunting my dreams. 
 
    My first task of the morning was to check the time on my phone and see if I’d missed any texts. Before my muscle memory urged me to grab my phone, my brain reminded me of the futility of doing so. It had been the longest I’d gone without my phone in as long as I could remember. My chest hurt just thinking about it—and about the tragedy of my current situation. Just to be certain, I double checked the phone, but it was still dead. 
 
    Finally, Mordael made his way down to the main floor and I got up to join him. “Beatrice,” he said as though he had to think to remember my name. “I’m s’posed to make you breakfast. You want any?” 
 
    “If it’s nothing too weird,” I said. 
 
    Mordael looked offended as though I were maligning his cooking skills, and he began preparing chewy oatmeal with some unfamiliar spices mixed in. When a particularly loud banging sound caused the walls to shake, I asked, “What’s going on in the basement? Is that where you keep your robot prisoners or something?” 
 
    “That’s just Durango working on… well, he’s got his workshop down there. You ask a lot of questions.” He laid an irregular shaped spoon next to the oatmeal pot, crossed his arms, and fixed me with a suspicious glare. 
 
    “It’s just that the noises went on all night long,” I protested. 
 
    “He hardly even sleeps lately. There’s only a few days left until…” Mordael bit his lip. “You tryin’ to get info out of me?” 
 
    I shook my head vigorously, not wanting him to think I was a spy. It didn’t matter to me if they were operating a meth lab or building a replica of the Millennium Falcon down there. All I really wanted from them was help getting home. 
 
    Mordael picked up a cup with the intention of changing the subject. “I guess you wanna just drink water again?” 
 
    He said it as though there were something wrong with drinking water. I nodded, wishing that it were all just a dream. But, looking around, it was all too real. 
 
    As I finished eating, Mordael disappeared downstairs to take a meal to Durango. The horse outside neighed and I stepped onto the patio to see her. She was as least two feet taller than me, and if she hadn’t had such a pleasant demeanor I would’ve been frightened by her giant teeth. The sun glinted off of her shiny coat, emphasizing her strong muscular frame. I ran my hand along her side and she turned her head and looked at me, ruffling her mouth as she let out another contented neigh. 
 
    “You’re a good girl,” I told her. 
 
    “She has been very reliable,” Durango called. 
 
    I turned, surprised to find him standing in the open doorway, eating oatmeal and watching me intently. “What’s her name?” I wondered. 
 
    Humored, he asked, “Do you name your animals where you’re from?” 
 
    “Yes. Pets, at least. Dogs, cats—even mice and horses sometimes. I used to have a guinea pig that I named Albert Einstein because her hair stuck out in every direction.” 
 
    “You have quite an imagination, Beatrice. The likes of which, I’ve never known. Wherever you’re from, someone must surely be missing you.” 
 
    My face flushed as I rested my hand on the horse’s mane. “You don’t believe me at all, do you?” 
 
    “Bizarre kingdoms and cities, animals with names, and to top it off, electricity! It all sounds a bit fanciful, you must admit.” 
 
    The only thing that I could admit to was that I wanted to get home as soon as possible. And if Breslenbrug got me a step closer to my goal then that’s where I needed to go. 
 
    “Are you taking me to the city soon?” I asked. 
 
    Durango took another bite and slowly chewed and swallowed it before responding. “I’m afraid I have work to finish things here, Beatrice. But I have instructed Mordael to take you to Breslenbrug and introduce you to Omaha. She can assist you in finding the help you need. But I have one more question for you before you go.” He sat down his bowl and placed a hand on my shoulder, demanding my full attention. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    He asked the question like it was a test. But what was I supposed to say? That he was my savior and I owed him my life? He may have helped me out, but his recurrent condescension overshadowed his generosity. Sure, I owed him a thank you, but that was all. Whatever obligations he thought I had toward him were nonexistent as far as I was concerned. 
 
    “You are someone that helped out a girl in need,” I concluded. 
 
    He maintained eye contact with me, like he was looking for a deeper answer. Finally, he nodded and stepped back into the house. Following after him, I paused in the doorway, overhearing him speaking to Mordael. “You’re just being paranoid,” he said. 
 
    “We can’t be too careful,” Mordael replied. “She’s been askin’ questions about what you do in the basement.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry,” Durango told him dismissively. “She’ll be gone this afternoon and she still doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    Perhaps these two men really were involved in something illegal. Something dangerous. 
 
    Mordael sighed loudly, which was followed by a prolonged silence. So long, in fact, that I could no longer determine that they were across the room. Afraid that the two of them might come outside and catch me snooping on their conversation, I quickly returned to the horse and acted like I had been there the whole time. 
 
    “I’ll name you Daisy,” I told her as I ran my fingers through her mane, releasing tangles from her hair. Daisy lifted her head high, approving of the name. “I’m sure glad you’re here, Daisy, because sometimes it feels like you’re the only one that believes me.” 
 
    At least five minutes passed before Durango and Mordael joined me on the patio. Mordael carried a bag full of supplies that he took to the carriage. 
 
    “You’re going to love Breslenbrug,” Durango told me, without a hint of the apprehension he and Mordael seemed to have about me. “They may not have magical electricity there, but Omaha can certainly show you around town and provide you with some help.” 
 
    Mordael began attaching the carriage to the horse, and Daisy seemed to appreciate the attention. She repeatedly lifted her legs in delight, and was as eager to go as I was. 
 
    Durango then held my purse in an outstretched arm. “Here, don’t forget this.” 
 
    I snatched it from him, realizing that the strap had been reattached—sewn on. “You attached the strap for me? And you know how to sew?” 
 
    “I hope I did it right,” Durango said, looking at the seam. “I haven’t ever seen a bag like that before.” 
 
    As much as I was put off by his patronizing manner toward me, Durango certainly had some redeeming qualities. A sense of gratitude overwhelmed me. I hadn’t been the most considerate houseguest. Nonetheless, he went the extra mile to care for my needs. And he was even arranging an eighteenth-century version of an Uber for me by having Mordael drive me to Breslenbrug. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, extending my hand to shake his. “Not just for the purse. For helping me.” 
 
    Durango wrapped his arms around me and pressed his hand confidently on my back, pulling me firmly against his body—again a little too forward. He smelled earthy, like leather with a hint of motor oil. “It was my pleasure, Beatrice. I wish you the best on your journey, wherever it may take you.” 
 
    Durango released me and offered the most genuine of smiles. He didn’t smile often, but when he did it radiated warmth and sincerity. 
 
    “All set,” Mordael announced as he tightened the last strap around Daisy. “You ready?” 
 
    Was I? “Yes,” I replied as I walked toward the carriage. Although I was eager to find my way back home, I felt trepidation about being handed off to a stranger. I had become accustomed to these two, despite their peculiarities. 
 
    After I climbed inside and Mordael took his place on the driver’s box, Durango stepped up to the carriage, leaning into the window to ask me one last question. “What is it you will do if you get back to this York City you spoke of?” 
 
    Pondering his question for a moment, I thought about all of the familiar things from back home that I miss. Simple things like sidewalks and buildings. Shopping malls and fast food restaurants. Lights and cars. Flush toilets. 
 
    I responded to him dreamily, “I’ll go to the top of the Empire State Building and look at everything that I’ve ever taken for granted.” 
 
    Smiling, I turned toward him. But instead of smiling back, his face was twisted and ashen. “Did you say Empire State?” 
 
    I immediately knew that it was something familiar to him. I’d finally found the connection between that backwards world and my home. “Yes,” I said excitedly. My heart began racing. “You know it, don’t you!” 
 
    He stepped back from the carriage. “Yes. But how do you know of it?” 
 
    I leapt out of my seat—and out of the carriage. “I was there. Just yesterday.” 
 
    Mordael joined us, more confused than either of us. 
 
    “Impossible,” Durango dismissed. 
 
    I grabbed his arm. “Please,” I begged. “If you know anything about the Empire State Building you have to tell me.” 
 
    “I’ll do one better,” he announced thoughtfully. “I’ll take you there.” 
 
    “What?” Mordael asked. “You ain’t got time for runnin’ errands.” 
 
    “My work can wait,” Durango asserted, climbing into the carriage with me. “Head east toward the forest that is past the abandoned Lenape Site. That’s where we can find Cassicus.” 
 
    Mordael reluctantly complied, and within minutes, we took off from their stucco village and headed down a rough road that traversed the countryside. After a poor night’s sleep, I wanted—and needed—rest. But the bumpy ride and rough wooden vehicle were not conducive to comfort or rest. 
 
    I never thought I’d miss Mary’s behemoth. “This carriage doesn’t compare to my step-mother’s Buick,” I said. 
 
    While I meant the comment to come out as humorous, tiredness and the thought of everything I was missing back home flooded my emotions and I began softly sobbing—something I didn’t want to do in front of Durango. I hated when men saw me crying. They became judgmental and viewed me as weaker than them. My inability to control my emotions frustrated me to no end. That frustration led me to hiccup and cry more. 
 
    From the seat across from me, Durango rested his hand on my leg. I was getting used to his physical intrusions. “Beatrice, are you alright?” 
 
    The pity in his voice made me angry, but not enough to stop my tears. I wiped my cheeks and tried to calm my emotions. “Yes.” Then I vocalized the core issue that was bothering me. “It’s just that I miss my home and my friends, and Mary.” 
 
    Durango wiped a stray tear off of my cheek before leaning back into his seat. “Who is Mary?” 
 
    “That’s my step-mother,” I whimpered, slowly gaining control of myself again. 
 
    “Step-mother?” he contemplated. 
 
    “Yes, my mother died when I was a child,” I explained in a clearer voice and frame of mind. Durango offered me a handkerchief and I gratefully accepted. Talking was helping to even out my uncharacteristically emotional episode. “I barely remember anything about her, but then my father remarried Mary.” 
 
    “And are you close to your father?” 
 
    “Yes, I was a daddy’s girl all the way.” Just thinking about him brought a smile to my face. I could picture his dimpled smile, his kind eyes—I could even hear his voice and the way he would affectionately call me Pumpkin with excitement and pride. 
 
    “When you get home, you’ll certainly be glad to see him too, I presume.” 
 
    My mouth opened, but words escaped me for the first few seconds. Another stray tear ran down my face. “My… he died four years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Beatrice.” 
 
    I looked up at Durango, expecting to see reflected in his eyes the same pity that I saw on everybody else’s when they found out that my father died. Instead, his expression was more so anguish and empathy. It was obvious that he too had lost someone. 
 
    “Did you lose someone close to you, too?” 
 
    Clearing his throat before speaking, Durango more successfully masked his emotions. “Yes, my mother died about five years ago.” 
 
    “Is that why you live on your own?” 
 
    He paused. “Sort of. She had a very positive influence on my father, really on everybody that she knew, but after she died he was sort of lost for a while. Then he began to be influenced by some rather distasteful people.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed his forearm. “Did he…” I didn’t know how to complete my sentence, but Durango seemed to know what I was asking. 
 
    “Abuse me? No. It wasn’t like that, but I knew that I would be better off far away from him.” He physically angled his body away from me, looking out the window. 
 
    “I see,” I said—although I didn’t really understand the complex and fractured relationship between him and his father. 
 
    “Enough about our families,” Durango said decisively, clearly not wanting to divulge more to me. I felt bad that I had touched on such a delicate subject, but it was nice to have seen a sensitive side to him. 
 
    After an hour or so on the road, the carriage came to an abrupt stop in an overgrown field adjacent to the roadway. Nothing but woods surrounded it, and it felt like a great place to desert someone—not that I got any impression that the goal of these two men was to abandon me, especially after my heart-to-heart with Durango. Still, it was nowhere near Manhattan and it made me uneasy. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. “There’s nothing around here but woods.” 
 
    Mordael tied Daisy to a tree and fed her an apple as Durango helped me out of the carriage. A buzzing by my ear caused me some concern. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any mosquito spray?” 
 
    Durango shook his head in confusion. “I’m not sure why you would want a spray made from mosquitos. Now come with me. A friend of mine has been working not far from here. I’d like to show you something.” 
 
    I placed my purse strap over my head so that it crossed my chest and I tied my hair back before we began a hike through a thin trail that wound through the dense trees. Overgrown weeds and brush scratched at my ankles as we hiked for not more than ten minutes. But thanks to the heavy-duty prairie dress, my legs came out unscathed. Finally, the trail opened up into a large field, scattered with humongous holes and dirt piles. A few tents were set up at the far end of the field, but Durango headed directly toward one of the pits in the ground. 
 
    When we arrived at the hole and I saw the shovels and tools around it, I realized that we weren’t in just any field—it was an excavation site. That’s why it took my breath away when I saw what was visibly unearthed below me: A large slab of concrete with the words ‘Empire State’ engraved in large block letters. 
 
    The font and words were definitely a match to those on the building I had seen just yesterday morning. Only now they looked like hundreds of years had taken their toll on them. I fell to my knees, realizing in surprising clarity that this was my Planet of the Apes moment—and I was Charlton Heston!  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    “This can’t be,” I mumbled in a weak voice. 
 
    “How did you know that this Empire State existed?” Durango demanded with unexpected forcefulness. 
 
    “I… I was here yesterday,” I stammered. 
 
    “Impossible,” a different voice—thin and nasally—called out. “Had anyone been at my dig site I would certainly have been aware of their presence.” 
 
    Looking up at the new voice, I saw a frail, older man approaching us. Durango greeted him heartily. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the older man asked curiously. 
 
    “Miss Beatrice here says that she has information about the Empire State artifact.” 
 
    All eyes turned to me and I unsteadily stood up, my knees threatening to buckle at any moment like a newborn giraffe. I took a deep breath and explained, “This stone. It’s a building, or it was a building. It is from my country, from where I came from. Only… it isn’t an artifact. It is tall and sturdy and permanent. At least, it was. How is this possible?” 
 
    “How can you substantiate your claims?” the old man asked, with less suspicion than the look on Durango’s face. 
 
    My mind reeled, trying to comprehend my situation—trying to piece together these impossible facts. Yesterday I saw the Empires State Building intact. Now it was a crumbled ruin. Nothing reasonable explained this. Had I time-traveled? And had I time-traveled so far into the future that New York City was demolished and buried below dirt? I looked from side to side at the forest around me, wondering if the entire city was beneath me. How long would that even take… thousands of years? Tens of thousands? 
 
    As my knees weakened further, my breathing all but ceased and my entire body felt heavy. I began having a panic attack like the kind I’d experienced after my dad’s funeral. Why did I have to keep betraying all of my most embarrassing weaknesses around Durango? I felt so vulnerable. 
 
    Durango placed his firm hand around my upper arm, steadying me. Mordael braced my other arm, only his goal was not solely to provide support, but also to accuse. 
 
    “Are you a spy?” he asked forthrightly. “Did Durango’s father send you?” 
 
    I looked Mordael in the eyes, which were burning with intensity. The trees around him slowly darkened and lightheadedness threatened to overtake me. Had I really, truly time-traveled? 
 
    Like Dr. Poller taught me, I closed my eyes and began counting slowly, trying to take deep breaths with each number. But I couldn’t even get to two because my breaths were so shallow. Durango lifted me into his strong arms and hurriedly carried me into one of the tents. He gently laid me down on a wooden table after brushing tools and other items off of it with his forearm. They crashed onto the floor, making a loud racket. 
 
    “Your face is pale,” Durango said as he tucked a sheet under my head. “You need to rest.” 
 
    Unable to do anything else, I lay in silence with my eyes closed, practicing my meditation techniques in order to prevent a full-blown panic attack. I blocked out everything else and focused my mind on calming down until finally, sometime later, I realized that my lightheadedness and nausea had passed. My breathing, too, was back to normal. Opening my eyes, I found Mordael standing over me while Durango and the older man spoke across the room. 
 
    “She’s wakin’up,” Mordael announced. 
 
    Quickly, the three of them encircled me. As they looked down upon me, the cloth tent above their heads waved slowly in the breeze. 
 
    “I’m Professor Cassicus,” the older man explained. “I’m an archaeologist and excavator. Outside of about a dozen men, nobody knows about this site. From what Durango tells me, you claim that you may be from the ancient civilization that once lived here.” 
 
    He paused, waiting for me to reply. I sat upright, still unable to make sense of everything. It seemed ironic to consider myself as part of an ancient civilization, when these people didn’t even have coffee makers. 
 
    “I don’t believe that is possible,” Cassicus continued evenly. “So please enlighten us as to how you know about my work here.” He gestured to the field outside of the tent. 
 
    Deciding to be honest, even though there was no way they would believe me, I told them the truth. I explained where I came from and told them about my grandfather’s black box that lit up and transported me—through time! 
 
    “Alright,” Cassicus said, giving me the benefit of the doubt. “If you’re really from the distant past, then let me offer you a test.” He shuffled some papers and pulled out some drawings. “For the historical record, I have made it a point to sketch many of the artifacts that I have unearthed. Here are some of my findings.” He folded a page and held it up for me to see. It was a drawing of a familiar double arch with the words ‘McDo’ visible—the fold prevented me from seeing the rest of it. 
 
    “McDonalds,” I said, relieved to see something familiar in that foreign world that I had found myself in. 
 
    Taken aback, he unfolded it to reveal the complete drawing. “That’s right.” The drawing was just a logo, but it was very detailed, as though he had sketched it while sitting outside the McDonalds on Perry Highway near my house. He shuffled through his pages to find a new test for me. 
 
    Warm memories washed over me of all the times when I was little and my father would drive me to that McDonalds to get me a Happy Meal. Once, when I was maybe six years old, I really wanted to get the whole collection of Disney Princess keychains. When I opened the box and pushed aside my cheeseburger without ketchup, the keychain was a repeat—my second Belle. My eyes instinctively teared up, but my father’s performance changed my mood instantly. He held up the toy and exclaimed how happy he was to get it because Mary, whom he was then engaged to, loved Belle. 
 
    He pleaded with me, “Pumpkin, do you think there’s any chance you would be willing to give it to her? I know she’d love it.” 
 
    I smiled, happy to have something that I could give to Mary that would bring her joy. But I knew as well as my father did that it was the last day of princesses—the next day they would be handing out stupid Hot Wheels race cars—and I still didn’t have Ariel. My sadness subsided as I played in the play area after lunch, and by bedtime I had all but forgotten about the keychains. The next morning, however I woke up to find Ariel on the pillow next to me. My father ate leftover cheeseburgers in his work lunch for the next week, but he didn’t mind when he saw how happy I was to have my complete collection. 
 
    Cassicus held another drawing in front of my face, snapping me from my reverie. “How about this one?” 
 
    I correctly identified an Apple logo, a No Parking sign, and a few of the stops on a New York City Subway map. But I had to guess when he showed me a sketch of half of a speed limit sign. 
 
    “It would be numbers. Between 25 and 70.” 
 
    He unfolded it to reveal that it was 65. Mordael and Durango remained confused, but Cassicus confidently set his papers down and looked at me with amazement. 
 
    “These finds were from multiple digs, hundreds of miles apart, over several years. Despite everything that my scientific mind would tell me, I have no option but to believe you,” he concluded matter-of-factly. 
 
    “But Cassicus,” Durango protested. 
 
    “There’s no way she could have known these drawings. No conceivable way! They are from my personal excavations and I have kept them close by my person ever since I drew them.” 
 
    Not convinced, Durango insisted, “It’s impossible.” 
 
    Undeterred, Cassicus held his hand up and continued, “Yes, and fifty years ago a zeppelin was impossible. To imagine flying in the air above the birds… it was preposterous. And now they’ve built a steam submarine to dive below the fish! Yes, the impossible is only so named until someone discovers how to accomplish the task. Then it becomes the ordinary. Where Beatrice is from, time-travel may be as common as horse riding!” 
 
    Durango and Mordael looked my way for confirmation. 
 
    “It’s not common,” I explained. “But apparently it can happen.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Cassicus dismissed. “I believe her. She has traveled to us from a time long ago. And besides, you know the Emergence Legends as well as any of us.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” Durango snorted. 
 
    “Beatrice,” Cassicus started, shifting his entire focus in my direction. “Please, explain to me your world. It has been my life’s work to learn of these ruins. Anything that you can tell me would be enlightening.” 
 
    Not sure where to begin, I told him about New York City—its buildings, bridges and crowds. I described cars and airplanes. Then I reached into my purse. “And I think that this is the thing that sent me here,” I added as I held up the small black box. It seemed ridiculous to claim that something so small and lifeless could affect such an incredible feat. Nonetheless, Cassicus cautiously took it from me and examined it carefully. 
 
    I showed him the metal piece and the circuitry inside before he added, “This actually fits in with other things I’ve discovered.” 
 
    “This again?” Durango asked mockingly. 
 
    “No, please look at this.” Cassicus found a page where he had drawn an image of a computer motherboard. “I found some of these in a dig a few years ago. I couldn’t figure out their use, but if they were used to transfer electricity then that would explain a lot about that particular discovery.” 
 
    Professor Cassicus calmly detailed his finds about computers and electronics, while inside my mind was reeling. He all but confirmed that I had for a certainty time-traveled… TIME-traveled! The feeling that this revelation caused in me was indescribably scary and amazing and devastating and exciting, all at the same time. The implications were overwhelming. If I didn’t find a way to time-travel back to my time—something that seemed as impossible as grabbing the moon from the sky and holding it in my hand—then I would never see Mary again. Or Erik. Or my school, or my school friends. I wouldn’t even get to see how that old show I was binge watching ended—the show was called Lost and I couldn’t wait to see how everything in the show would come together in the end. Television was really the least of my concerns though. My life as I knew it was over. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, interrupting Cassicus and jumping up. “I know this is a lot for you all to believe, but it’s a lot for me to take in too. I need a few minutes, okay?” 
 
    Snatching the discs from my purse, I made my way outside of the tent, into the bright sunlight shining down on holes exposing decomposing remnants of my previous life. 
 
    After my father had died, I’d engrossed myself in disc golf, playing every single day. Somehow it helped me to cope with his death. It had a soothing effect on my nerves and fears. Within weeks of playing, my panic attacks ceased. When I was on the course, all the pain and hurt that I felt melted away. 
 
    I spotted a lone tree across the field, took a deep breath, and aimed for it. My disc sailed through the air, curving slightly as it approached its target. Thud! While not having the satisfying clinking sound that comes from a chain basket, my apprehension chipped away along with the bark of the tree when my disc made contact. My second disc landed a few feet beyond, but was still a good shot. 
 
    For twenty minutes, I let my cares dissipate with each throw as I found objects to fling my discs at. They sailed across the sky, crisscrossing the field and denting trees. On my final throw, my eyes followed the disc as it passed by the tents and struck the trunk of a nearby oak tree. I noticed that the three men were also intently watching the disc soar toward its goal. 
 
    Thud! Another hole-in-one. 
 
    “Were you aiming for that tree?” Durango asked as I passed by him to retrieve my disc. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Let me try that,” Mordael asserted. 
 
    I handed him my other disc and smirked as he looked it over curiously. “Like this?” he asked as he leaned back to throw. 
 
    “Yes,” I assured him, although his stance was a little strained. 
 
    The tree was under a hundred feet out, but his throw was so far off that it nearly crashed into the tent. Typical—new players were always terrible. 
 
    “It can’t be that difficult,” Durango declared. Mordael and I recovered the discs and let Durango try. I couldn’t wait to see his ever-present confidence be taken down a notch. He threw it with far less gusto and didn’t even make it three-quarters of the way to the tree. 
 
    “That was a sissy throw,” I taunted. 
 
    “Wait! Let me try again.” He took the other disc and with more force made it far enough, but due to the height of his throw it curved at least twenty feet off course. 
 
    “How do you do that?” Durango asked in amazement as Mordael retrieved the discs. “You make it look so easy!” 
 
    “It just takes some practice. And training.” And skill. 
 
    “Can you show me again?” 
 
    Gladly, I threw both discs, hitting the tree each time. 
 
    With pride that I had bested these men, I jogged over to my discs. As I picked them up off of the ground, I glanced into the woods and the blood drained from my face at what I saw. For a brief moment my legs froze in place, but quickly they regained their usefulness and I sprinted back to the three men who were standing by the tents. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Durango asked as I approached. 
 
    “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Mordael added. 
 
    Just like my legs, my mouth hesitated to operate as I tried to spit out the words. “In the woods. Those temple clerics. Two of them.” 
 
    They had been standing behind the treeline. Their dark hooded clothing indicated who they were, and in the daylight I got a clearer look at the peculiar tattoos on their faces and their unnatural red eyes. They stared at me, unmoving and unblinking—even after I spotted them. I wasn’t the kind of girl that was easily intimidated, but these freaks were beyond intimidating. Their grotesque look and their bizarre actions were nothing short of terrifying. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Cassicus explained as Durango and Mordael quickly retraced my steps to examine for themselves. “The Twilight clerics are in the villages and cities, but they rarely ever travel this far into the woods. And they couldn’t possibly know about my site.” 
 
    Durango returned and doubted me yet again. “I didn’t see anything or anyone. Could it have been a deer?” 
 
    “I know what I saw!” I exclaimed, cautiously looking past the tent to see if the clerics were still there. The woods looked calm and common—as though the men were simply a figment of my imagination. 
 
    “Let’s go home now,” Durango abruptly decided. 
 
    “What about Breslenbrug?” I asked anxiously. If anyone might know how to get me back home, it was Maia Sparks—and her last confirmed whereabouts were in Breslenbrug. 
 
    Durango smiled, causing slight creases to form in his cheeks, hidden below a few days’ worth of stubble. “I’ve got something better in mind.” 
 
    “Listen,” he began during the carriage ride back, our heads swaying in unison as the wheels navigated the rutted road. “I could take you to Omaha in Breslenbrug if you’d like. She can help you to get in touch with social groups that can help you. But if you really want to travel and find Maia Sparks, you’ll need money.” 
 
    I could see the doubt in his eyes—I could hear it in his voice. He lacked the conviction and faith in me that Cassicus had. I had proved to both the professor and myself that I really was from that world. Durango was impossibly stubborn. 
 
    “You still don’t believe me do you? Even after what Cassicus said, you still think I’m crazy?” 
 
    Taken aback at the boldness of my accusation, he avoided answering. “I’m trying to help you Beatrice.” 
 
    He was right. Regardless of what he thought of me, he was going out of his way to be helpful. “Fine,” I conceded, biting back my irritation. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    During the rest of the ride, Durango detailed a scheme that would supposedly provide me with enough money to travel to the Cyphean Mountains, or anywhere else that I needed to go to find Maia Sparks. With only that one goal in mind, I would do whatever I had to do to find her. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll play along.”  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    As soon as we returned from Cassicus’s dig site, Durango immediately sent Mordael back out on some errand. When I walked down the stairs after having used the washroom, I found Durango preparing dinner. 
 
    “You cook?” 
 
    “Not much,” he replied, focused on the amount of water he was adding to a pot. “But I know my way around the kitchen.” 
 
    Scratching my arm, where my sleeve rubbed against it, I asked, “Is there any way to wash this dress?” It was getting dirty and stiff. 
 
    Durango pulled a small knife out of his pocket to cut vegetables with. “You can scrub it in the tub water. There’s a washboard beside the sink and some detergent too.” Then, he turned to me like a light bulb had gone off in his head—or an oil lamp, I suppose. “Where is that yellow dress?” 
 
    “Upstairs. Why?” 
 
    “That would make a perfect costume for our production! Wear it tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s not a costume.” I hated that the few nice things—familiar things—that I had were considered crazy in that backwards-but-somehow-in-the-future place. “But, fine.” 
 
    Over dinner, which was not as good as Mordael’s cooking, I asked Durango about something that had been nagging at my curiosity. “What were those Emergence Legends that Cassicus mentioned?” 
 
    He scoffed, “They’re just stories. Nobody believes the Legends except for the Twilight Temple clerics.” 
 
    “Cassicus seemed to believe in them.” 
 
    He placed his hand on mine and sighed. “Cassicus is a great man. I’ve known him for a long time. But he isn’t the…” Durango struggled for the right words. “He isn’t the most respected man in the kingdom.” 
 
    The rough feel of Durango’s hands spoke to his profession—if that’s what you could call it. There were callouses and tiny cuts all over his hands from his labors in the basement. Despite the roughness, however, he held my hand tenderly and I welcomed the warmth that his touch imparted. 
 
    “Still,” I pushed, “I’d like to know what they are. Even if you don’t believe in them. Like Cassicus said, maybe there’s some connection.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, flippantly. “Nobody knows all the details of them, but I’ll tell you what I’ve heard. They claim that the world used to be filled with magic and electricity. But then the gods left the planet because the electricity was being abused and used for violence and wars. When they left, they took their magic with them and left the humans to fend for themselves.” He grabbed my hand again, this time with more firmness. “But Beatrice, those are just stories passed down from one generation to the next. There’s no truth to any of it.” 
 
    Obviously the part about the gods was fiction, but the Legends themselves may have some basis in history. Clearly something happened that caused an end to the technological revolution of the 21st century. I twisted my hand to squeeze his while I asked another question about the Emergence Legends. “Are the Legends written down? Is there somewhere that I can read more about it?” 
 
    “Beatrice,” he said, frustrated. “It’s like I told you about electricity. There’s nothing to it.” 
 
    “Please,” I pleaded. “I just need to see for myself.” 
 
    He looked at me thoughtfully, likely recalling that I needed to see Professor Volt’s setup firsthand before I would dismiss him as a fraud. “Outside of one copy that the king holds, there are only a few ancient copies held at the Twilight Temples. But you can’t see them. Nobody can. They’re protected and guarded. I’m sorry.” 
 
    After dinner, he wished me a good night and disappeared into the basement. That night I slept more soundly, with only the sound of Mordael’s return briefly waking me up. I pretended to sleep as he passed by me to talk to Durango downstairs. I wanted to snoop and try to hear what they were saying, but drowsiness overtook my curiosity. 
 
    The next morning, Mordael roughly shook me awake. “Beatrice, Durango’s got everything all set up. He wants to do a test run in the village square this afternoon.” 
 
    I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and sat up. The craziness of the previous days’ events felt like a dream—like I should wake up in my bedroom, surrounded by my furniture, my discs, and my things. But instead of looking at my retro The Doors poster, I looked at the barren walls and simple décor of Durango and Mordael’s living room. 
 
    “What do I need to do?” I asked Mordael, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Get in your costume… I mean, your yellow dress, and have breakfast. He’s got everything else ready.” Mordael grinned, exposing a missing tooth on the side of his smile that I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “Alright,” I mumbled. 
 
    It seemed as though I’d only gotten a total of about six hours of sleep during the two nights I’d spent in Durango’s home and fatigue was catching up with me. I was sore from sleeping on a just some lumpy cushions on the floor, and I felt like a Venti Macchiato with extra shots wouldn’t even be enough to jolt me awake. Did they even have coffee in the future? 
 
    The only thing I could imagine wanting more than coffee was a steaming hot shower. If I were home, I would stand in the shower until the water ran cold. Since that wasn’t an option, I dragged myself up the stairs and washing off in the tub, finally submerged myself in the tepid, murky water. I tried not to think about how many times Mordael might have washed in that same water. 
 
    Then it was time to put my dress on. It was strange how my feelings about it were changing. The vivid yellow stood in stark contrast to almost everything in the village. The dress wasn’t just embarrassing to me because everyone—and I mean everyone—that had seen it stared or made fun of it. I was also becoming so accustomed to the drab garments everyone wore around there that I actually felt like it was too bright for that bland world. But I couldn’t deny that I had a newfound appreciation for the softness of spandex polyester blend. 
 
    I worried that I was becoming too complacent with my new surroundings. But then again, I probably needed to come to the realization that there may not be any way to get back home. I could’ve very well been stuck in this place—I think he called it Charrbrunia—forever. However, I wasn’t ready to give up yet. Not until I found Maia Sparks. And if going in public wearing my bee costume dress might help me find her then that’s what I would do. 
 
    After breakfast, which was a repeat of the previous day’s meal, Mordael escorted me outside. The sky was a deeper shade of blue than I had ever seen back home, without a cloud in the sky. It was already warm, so at least I wouldn’t be missing that sweater that I had forgotten to bring to New York. Daisy neighed at my arrival, but it was Durango that was truly glad to see me. 
 
    “Beatrice, you look simply enchanting this morning!” 
 
    I glanced down at the disgraced dress that I wore and pointed out, “You hate this dress. All I did was wipe the dirt off of it and clean my hair.” 
 
    “Well, I am certain that the crowds will love it.” Then he stepped aside with a flourish to reveal a sign that he had made on a thin sheet of wood. In addition to the phrase The Amazing Flinger Woman, it had hand-drawn images of discs flying through the air drawn all over it. “What do you think of it?” 
 
    “The Amazing Flinger Woman?” I asked critically. 
 
    “Yes, you fling these discs,” he pointed out, disappointed that I didn’t embrace the name. “You don’t like it?” 
 
    All it needed to do was draw attention to us so that I could throw discs and amaze the audience. Durango seemed to think that my disc-throwing ability—or should I say, disc-flinging ability—would be a popular enough attraction to earn us some money. So if I had to become The Amazing Flinger Woman, then so be it. At least it said Woman and not Child or Girl.  
 
    I put on my best smile. “It’s perfect. Do you really think it’ll work though?” 
 
    He grinned mischievously. “Let’s go find out.” 
 
    As we walked to the village square, Durango carried the sign and Mordael lugged a large box-like bag that I could only have described as being similar to a suitcase. 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t carry any of that?” I asked them for a second time as we entered the courtyard. It was fairly quiet, with just a few dozen people shopping for fruit and wares at a handful of vendors’ stalls. 
 
    Shaking his head, Durango stopped to pull something out of the suitcase bag. “Can you use one of these?” he asked me, handing me a circular metal plate. 
 
    I examined the metal plate—it was identical to my discs in size, shape and weight. It even had the same ledge along the rim to help me grip it so that I could aim with precision. “How did you get these?” 
 
    Durango smiled in approval. “I didn’t know how to mimic the strange texture of your discs, so I had Mordael take your discs to the blacksmith last night. He stayed up half the night making a couple hundred of these. They should be exactly the same proportions.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” I held one in my hand. It felt right, minus a standard disc’s pliability. Pulling my arm back, I found a target to throw at—one of the barrels used to provide firelight in the evenings. The disc sailed similarly to mine, but the arc was slightly off and it missed by a couple of feet. 
 
    Disappointed, Durango let out a low hum. 
 
    “I can work with these,” I said. “It’ll just take me a few practice throws to get the hang of it.” 
 
    “Mordael and I will set up by the vendors. You stay back here and practice.” 
 
    After two more throws, I had the hang of the new aluminum discs. The first time I hit the barrel, it resulted in a loud bang that caused everyone to look my way. It also dented the disc. I sheepishly stepped behind a nearby carriage to avoid all of the onlookers. Once everyone returned to shopping I practiced a few more times, hitting quieter and softer targets each time. 
 
    Mordael and Durango hung the signs between a wooden post and a wall. We had no stage, so we had to stand on the ground in front of the sign, looking as unprofessional as we were. 
 
    “Come see The Amazing Flinger,” Mordael called to the crowd of shoppers. His harsh voice was unappealing, so while a few of them looked our way, no one approached us. My cheeks flushed from the discomfort of the situation. “She can fling these discs and hit anything,” he exclaimed in a tone that was almost angry-sounding. As everyone continued their shopping, he said to Durango and me, “We should hire a presenter.” 
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” I asked Durango. He was poised and charismatic, and he had the confidence to sell my performance far better than Mordael. His looks alone could attract half the women in the town. 
 
    “That wouldn’t be a good idea,” Mordael said. “People might recognize him.” 
 
    “What are you? An outlaw?” I teased. 
 
    “Something like that,” Durango said offhandedly. “But Mordael is right. We’ll need to hire a good presenter.” 
 
    If we hired someone, it would be less money for me, which would mean a longer time until I could find Maia Sparks. I didn’t want to drag out that charade any longer than I had to. If Durango was afraid or unwilling to take charge, then I’d just let my actions speak for me. 
 
    I snatched a handful of discs and called to the crowd, “Hey, everyone. Watch this!” 
 
    As they turned, I aimed for a barrel that was far enough out to impress, but was still within my comfort zone. Everyone’s eyes followed my disc’s path until it crashed loudly into the barrel. 
 
    “Were you aiming for that?” one man yelled back to me. 
 
    To show him that I was, I threw another disc in the same direction. It too slammed into the barrel. I had succeeded in drawing attention to us, and a few people approached. 
 
    “Can I try?” one woman with two small boys asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Mordael offered, handing her a disc. She threw it and the disc fell far short. 
 
    “You really are a good flinger,” she genuinely told me. 
 
    As Durango went to collect the thrown discs, Mordael engaged a man who stepped away from his fruit stand. “How ‘bout you? Do you think you could outfling this woman?” 
 
    The man exposed his chauvinistic side. “If she can hit that barrel, then so can I.” 
 
    “A Daycoin says you can’t,” Mordael taunted. 
 
    Insulted, the man reached into his pocket and displayed a small coin. “I most certainly can!” 
 
    His throw, while better aimed than the previous woman’s, missed the target. 
 
    “Not so fast,” the man said as Mordael reached his hand out for payment. “I never saw her hit it. Prove that she can do it.” 
 
    “You did see her,” Mordael insisted as his cheeks flushed. “She just hit-” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I interrupted, grabbing a new disc. It was nothing unusual for men to underestimate or challenge me. Showing off, I threw the disc sidearm, causing it to arc a bit more before it noisily proved my skill. 
 
    After paying off his bet, the man went to examine the discs, verifying that mine wasn’t a trick disc. 
 
    “I want one of those,” one of the boys watching said to his mother. 
 
    Mordael and the woman negotiated prices and I realized that Durango was right. We actually could make money throwing and selling discs. I entertained for nearly an hour before everyone in the market finally lost interest in us. By the time we were done there, Mordael’s pocket swelled with coins. He dumped them into a leather pouch and Durango began rifling through the pouch, counting. 
 
    “Twenty two Daycoins,” Durango exclaimed. “Better than I expected for the middle of the day.” 
 
    “So, what’s next?” I asked him. “Do we come back tonight?” 
 
    “If we leave soon, we can get to Misson by evening. It’s a bigger town than ours.”  
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    Our performance in Misson went alright, but more importantly we learned some valuable lessons. First, we needed to arrive early to get the good stages. At the far end of the village square, most townsfolk had to pass by all of the other shows to find ours. So we only ended up with a small trickle. Also, we discovered that, similar to a regulation disc golf course, darkness was not in our favor. The discs, even though made of shiny metal, were nearly invisible to the audience once the stage flames were our only light source. The crowds quickly disappeared to find more entertaining shows—of the which there were at least four going on at the same time—and our revenue plummeted. 
 
    We packed up shortly after nightfall. 
 
    “Evenings bring the greatest crowds,” Durango said as he held up half of the sign so that Mordael could untie the rope that held up the other half. “I wish we hadn’t arrived here so late or could light it up better.” 
 
    I pointed out, “If I had a flood light it would help. But I suppose that if I could power one of those then I wouldn’t still be here.” 
 
    Cheers erupted from one of the nearby stages. I looked their way and saw another pair of Twilight clerics standing on the edge of the crowd. Their presence, while still exceedingly disturbing, was beginning to become somewhat commonplace. 
 
    “Do they just love shows, or what?” I asked and pointed. “It’s like they’re everywhere.” 
 
    Glancing, Durango explained, “They are in practically every village, town and city. But they’re not here to watch the shows. They’re always looking for people that they think could be involved in their prophecies.” 
 
    “Like Maia Sparks?” 
 
    “Right. And I’ve heard of a few other people here and there over the years that have just disappeared in the night and are never heard from again. Given your supposed connections with Maia Sparks, it’s probably best that you don’t talk about electricity or where you’re from, or you may draw their attention.” 
 
    The attention of the Twilight clerics was the last thing I wanted. Their very presence made me want to barricade myself in Durango’s house and never come out. But I knew that I needed to follow my three-step plan to get home. First, get money. Second, use it to find Maia Sparks. Lastly, make Maia show me how she comes and goes from this world, or at least have her help me to get my machine operational so that I could return home. 
 
    “How many more of these shows do we have to put on?” I whined as we hauled our props to Daisy and the carriage. 
 
    Durango told me, “I think we can make them more successful than today’s, so we could possibly make close to a hundred Daycoins each. If we put on a dozen good shows, that should be sufficient to get you anywhere you need to go.” 
 
    Our arrangement was to split the proceeds in half—with Durango and Mordael taking half and I would get the rest. I wondered how long it would take to put on twelve shows. A week? I dreaded spending a full week living like I’m on the frontier. I mean, let’s face it, how long could I go without a washing machine? Were clean undergarments too much to ask for? 
 
    The next day we put on two shows, one each in two different villages. The first one was in the early afternoon and drew a sizable crowd since we were the only performance going on at the time. The second was in the early evening and didn’t do as well since it was a small village with two other shows happening at the same time as ours. 
 
    “So, where to tomorrow?” I asked after we loaded up, eager to finish our tour and move forward with my plan to get home. 
 
    “About that,” Durango began. He was clearly about to deliver some bad news, which was disheartening. It seemed like bad news was all I had experienced since I left the disc golf tournament at Deer Lakes. 
 
    “What is it now?” I asked. 
 
    Durango explained. “I’ve been working on a project with Mordael’s assistance. It’s actually something that we’ve been working on for a couple of years.” 
 
    “That thing in the basement?” 
 
    “Yes. And I wouldn’t bring it up if it weren’t important right now, but we need to take a few days off to put on a different performance of sorts.” 
 
    With a finger scratching just inside of his left nostril, Mordael chimed in, “I suppose you can stay at our home while we’re gone if you don’t go snoopin’ around.” 
 
    Durango nearly scowled at him. “She’s coming with us.” 
 
    Mordael returned the scowl, wiping his finger discreetly on his pant leg, adding in a touch of shock and surprise for effect. “Not a chance!” 
 
    I didn’t want to see them fight. Especially not about whether or not my presence was a burden on them. So I told them, “Look, I could use the break anyway. I’ll just stay at the house until whenever you get back. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “No!” Durango insisted. “This is something I want you to witness. I really want you to come with us. It is very important to me and I would like you there as my guest to cheer me on, much like I have cheered you on in your flinging.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have labeled him a cheerleader for me—more like a bystander. Nonetheless, he was peculiarly sincere in his desire for me to go with them. 
 
    “Durango,” Mordael protested. “We got a lot ridin’ on this. It ain’t a good idea for-” 
 
    “She’s coming,” Durango said with finality as he affixed our sign to the back of the carriage. “End of discussion.” 
 
    I really could’ve used a couple of days alone to process everything that I’d experienced over the past few days. But that wasn’t an option. I also needed time to decide what I might say when I finally found Maia Sparks. Somehow she had to help me. But what if she was in the same situation as me—unable to get back? I couldn’t allow myself to consider that option. I wasn’t ready to give up hope just yet. Instead, I stared out the carriage’s window blankly during the late night ride home. 
 
    The next day, Durango spent the morning noisily clanging and clanking in the basement. I spent most of my time on the patio with Daisy. There was a stiff bristled brush nearby. She seemed happy to get the attention, and I was happy to be doing something with my hands. By afternoon, Durango had made his way upstairs. 
 
    “How’s everything going?” I asked, assuming that he wouldn’t tell me what secret he had been concocting in the basement. 
 
    As expected, he instead directed his words to Mordael. “I’d like you to go to the blacksmith.” He handed him a sharp, pointy piece of lightweight aluminum. “Have him make one of these out of steel and get two hundred more of those discs.” 
 
    Mordael took the aluminum piece and looked it over. “Is this the final piece?” he asked. 
 
    Durango’s proud smile said that it was. 
 
    After he prepared to leave, Mordael offered one last objection before departing with Daisy. When he thought I was out of earshot, he told Durango, “I really think we should leave her home. We still don’t know nothin’ about her.” 
 
    “I understand,” Durango said. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    Durango stepped back in the house with an eager grin and grabbed my arm, practically pulling me toward the basement. “Now, I have something to show you.” 
 
    “I thought I wasn’t allowed down there,” I playfully protested. 
 
    “It might be because Cassicus trusts you, but my opinion of you is… evolving.” 
 
    The odor of welding fumes permeated the basement, which was a mess of pieces and parts, gears and tools. I didn’t know how he could make heads or tails of any of it. As I stepped down, I had to be careful not to brush against anything, for fear that I would get streaks of grease on my borrowed dress.  
 
    In the middle of the room stood the trophy that Durango was so clearly proud of—a giant metallic statue of a scorpion. Even in the gas lantern lighting, which was dim, it shone brightly. Made of shiny bronze metal, its legs were jointed, its front claws were massive, and its stinger coiled over its body. On the center of its back, mostly covered by protective panels or metal, was the engine that I had seen on my first day there. 
 
    While the artistry was impressive, I failed to see why Durango had been so secretive over his contraption. Even if the motor did propel its feet forward and it could walk, it seemed to be a waste of time to me. Why would two grown men have spent years of their lives constructing a larger than life replica of an insect? I could only assume that it must’ve been some kind of man thing that I would never understand. 
 
    Seeing the lack of enthusiasm in my face, he asked, “You don’t like it?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. It’s just… What is it?” 
 
    He motioned with his hand as he approached it, “A scorpion.” 
 
    Only when he stood next to it did I realize how large the giant metal insect was. It stood face to face with Durango and its stinger nearly scraped the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s really big,” I said with as much admiration as I could muster. 
 
    “This will dominate at the tournament!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “What tournament?” I asked. 
 
    A wave of revelation washed over him. “Of course! That’s why you don’t understand the importance of this machine. You don’t know about the annual Charrbrunia Mech Tournament.”  
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    I didn’t understand the impact or importance of the tournament. But then again, most people didn’t understand my enthusiasm toward disc golf. So, I gave Durango the benefit of the doubt that it was a big deal—it was at least a big deal to him. 
 
    The next morning, Mordael had returned and the three of us went to the basement to further admire Durango’s work. 
 
    “If you’re going to enter this thing in some tournament, you’ll have to get it out of the basement. It’ll never fit up the stairs,” I pointed out. 
 
    “The claws and tail detach,” Durango said as he began disconnecting them from the giant scorpion’s body. 
 
    “It still won’t fit,” I whispered to Mordael secretly. The body was as wide as the stairwell and the legs stuck out even beyond that. 
 
    Once the extra pieces were off, and it looked far less threatening, Durango pulled a rope that revved the motor, and the machine sputtered and came to life. 
 
    “How do you operate it?” I yelled over the engine, which released little puffs of smoke into the air. 
 
    “Come, come,” Durango said as he passed by Mordael and me, walking up the stairs.  
 
    The scorpion lifted its head, in an almost lifelike manner, and began moving its legs to follow after its creator. 
 
    “How does it-” I began, unable to formulate my thoughts. It moved freely, like it was controlling its own movements. Could it be some sort of artificial intelligence? In an electricity-free world? 
 
    Mordael and I raced to keep pace with Durango as the machine found its footing and began trekking up the stairs after us. As expected, when we were upstairs the scorpion banged into the doorframe, unable to fit through. 
 
    “Told you so,” I taunted. 
 
    It backed up a few steps and turned its head back and forth, seeming to curiously examine its predicament. 
 
    “Have you ever seen an insect that had crawled into a space smaller than you would’ve thought possible?” Durango asked rhetorically. 
 
    I’d never seen an insect do that, but one time Mary and I had mouse in our garage that seemed to disappear into the wall. Looking at it up close, we realized that there was a tiny crack that it had somehow crawled into. 
 
    “They find a way,” Durango continued. “Sometimes they flatten themselves. Or they dig a hole. Or they-” 
 
    The three of us backed up as the scorpion abruptly charged the doorway, twisting its body sideways—in a way that I wouldn’t have imagined possible, given its mechanical parts—and squeezed through the doorway into the living room. 
 
    “They find a way,” Durango reiterated with admiration in his voice. 
 
    He led his creation outside to the patio, where the giant insect seemingly learned from his first foray into doorframes and easily slid outside. Daisy bucked in fear and wedged herself into the corner of the patio. Durango petted his scorpion, giving it more attention than I’d ever seen him show to Daisy, before reaching into a fold in its metal armor and using some unseen switch to shut off the massive machine. 
 
    “I call her Scorpio,” he introduced his creation with an outstretched arm. The machine glinted in the sunlight. 
 
    “So you think it’s weird that I named Daisy, but you can name a machine?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” he asked, caressing the lifeless creation’s shiny metal side panels. “Of course I would name her.” 
 
    I walked up and touched it with my own hand, feeling the coolness of the metallic surface on the skin. It was hard and solid, and didn’t compare with the texture and warmth of Daisy’s fur. 
 
    Mordael and Durango brought up the claws and stinger before a large flatbed carriage arrived, pulled by four horses. Durango attached Scorpio and its pieces to the carriage and wrapped it in a burlap tarp. He rode with the driver of the four-horse carriage, while Mordael and I followed closely behind it in Daisy’s carriage. The ride lasted all day, with only a brief break at midday. 
 
    Finally, toward nightfall we pulled up to a lone inn. It was exactly like every Best Western I’d ever stayed at—except that it was one-story, had a hitching post for horses instead of a parking lot, and had a dirt floor and a thatched roof. I safely assumed that the motel also didn’t come with free Wi-Fi or an in-room blow dryer. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked Mordael as he stepped off of the driver’s box. He had been so busy preparing for Scorpio’s transport that I never got to ask where it was we were going. 
 
    “Breslenbrug is just a few miles up the road,” he answered. 
 
    My pulse raced with excitement. “This’s where Omaha is? And she can help me find Maia Sparks?” 
 
    From behind me, Durango entered our conversation. “It is, and you’ll love it, I guarantee. However, Maia isn’t likely here in Breslenbrug. Her last known whereabouts were the Cyphean Mountains, and you don’t have enough coins yet to get there, much less hire a guide to help you find her.” Seeing my disappointment, he rested his hand on my shoulder and added, “But I know people here. I will ask about her whereabouts for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely. 
 
    Making eye contact with Durango, I felt an unbidden wave of emotion. We stood there almost as if in a trance until Mordael snuck up from behind and announced, “The room’s ready.” 
 
    “Right!” I said, rushing into the inn behind Mordael, as the moment with Durango had gotten unexpectedly serious. I shook it off as just a lack of sleep and looked forward to a night where I might actually get to sleep in a bed. 
 
    All of us shared a room in the inn, including the cantankerous transport carriage driver named Abiaram. Durango and Mordael each took shifts staying outside and guarding Scorpio during the night. Apparently, theft and sabotage were concerns of theirs, making Breslenbrug already less appealing than it had been presented to me. 
 
    Excitement was in the air the next morning—I had never seen Durango or Mordael so eager and energetic. We approached the city wall, and as the sun was coming up we passed through a gate that hung open across the wide roadway. Other horses and carriages zipped past us, including more than a few steam-powered vehicles. The city walls were tall and dotted with watchtowers, and until we crossed the threshold into the walled city, I hadn’t gotten a full glimpse of the sheer size and commotion that was contained therein. 
 
    In addition to hundreds of two and three story wooden buildings sprawled across the city, there were at least a dozen bronze skyscrapers that towered high above the rest. The early morning sun glinted off of their metallic sides, creating a rainbow effect that seemed to span the entire city. Beyond the buildings, two zeppelins passed by each other, one flying into the city and the other departing. In so many ways, Breslenbrug reminded me a lot of New York City. People were everywhere—walking in every direction and cutting between traffic. 
 
    “Wow,” I gasped out loud. “This city really is something else!” 
 
    The steam-powered cars filling the roadways were noisy, chugging along and emitting plumes of smoke in varying shades of gray. There seemed to be no standardized car manufacturer, however. Each was unique. Some were small, barely big enough for a driver, others were large enough to seat an entire volleyball team. Some didn’t have side panels, so spinning gears were visible and the motor was displayed prominently. Yet others were fully enclosed or mimicked the shape of a horse-drawn carriage. One in particular was so tall that it had a ladder hanging out the side to climb into it! 
 
    “Watch where you’re goin’,” Mordael yelled at one man that had run past Daisy so closely that it scared her. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I shouted so that Mordael, who was driving the carriage, could hear me. 
 
    Over the city noise, he replied loudly, “The Breslenbrug Arena.” 
 
    My face was plastered to the window opening in the carriage and my head darted from side to side as we drove along. In addition to the unique vehicles and buildings in Breslenbrug, which were like nothing I’d ever seen before, were the distinctive outfits of the city’s inhabitants. Many of the men sported well-groomed facial hair, including handlebar mustaches and pointy goatees. A few of them also wore hats similar to top hats, bowlers and fedoras. Men and women alike were wearing a considerable amount of leather and layered clothing, along with a variety of wild accessories to accentuate their outfits. One woman was even wearing a shirt made entirely of feathers! For the first time since I left New York City, I felt underdressed. 
 
    Even before we arrived at the arena, it was clear that we were in the right place. Other large robotic insects were being driven down the same wide roadway. Like Scorpio, some were covered, although most were visible and I saw Durango hanging off the other carriage craning his neck to get a good view of them. Each insect was meticulously designed, like a piece of art. Of the ones I had seen so far, the spider was the most detailed, with metal even formed into delicate hairs covering all eight of its legs. But the grasshopper was the most realistic, sporting a worn copper patina over its intricately designed body. 
 
    We parked in an expansive dirt lot featuring troughs for watering horses adjacent to the arena. Durango, Mordael and I convened at the back of the flatbed carrying Scorpio. 
 
    “It’s bigger than I expected,” I said, looking up at the massive arena. From the exterior, it resembled an old football stadium made of stone and concrete. Its walls were intricately carved with designs of people and animals, and the main entrance at one of the smaller ends of the oval was highlighted by ten massive pillars. In many respects, it reminded me of the pictures I’d seen of the Roman Colosseum, except that it didn’t have the signature rows of curved windows and it wasn’t in ill-repair. In fact, it either had been built very recently or was maintained impeccably. 
 
    Barely giving the arena a glance, or my words a thought, Durango said, “Yes, it’s large. Now, I’d like to keep Scorpio covered as we transport her to the staging area so if we-” 
 
    “What’s the big secret?” a low, raspy voice asked. 
 
    I jumped, startled because I hadn’t seen anybody approach us. 
 
    “Sebastius,” Durango acknowledged with an obvious note of irritation, without even turning to see his acquaintance. 
 
    Sebastius, who wore a monocle and a cane but otherwise didn’t at all resemble Mr. Peanut, took delight in having irritated Durango and followed it up by raising his cane to lift the corner of the burlap tarp covering Scorpio. 
 
    Durango slapped the cane aside and faced his apparent foe. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    Grinning wildly, Sebastius, who was at least two decades older than any of us, lowered his cane. He wore a leather vest, which was a similar color to his brown hair. His vest, which fit tightly over his shirt, was strapped closed with three belt-like fasteners. He also wore a thick belt around his waist that had a variety of tools attached to it. 
 
    “I actually came to ask you the same thing,” Sebastius taunted. “First-year entrants often need assistance with their… what is this again?” 
 
    “You’ll see her soon enough,” Durango scowled. 
 
    Sebastius began pacing around our group, his eyes fixed on the tarp covering Scorpio, taking in any details he could about its general shape and design. “I’m surprised to see you entering the tournament this year, what with all of the spectators and all.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Durango said. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Alright,” Sebastius conceded with mock passivity. “I’ll leave you be. I’ve got others to meet with before the competition begins anyway.” Then his eyes turned to me, inspecting me from bottom to top. “You’re not Omaha,” he realized. “So how did you get wrangled in with these two?” 
 
    “I’m Beatrice,” I offered, extending my hand to him. 
 
    Instead of taking my hand in his, he merely tapped his cane against my purse, which I was wearing over the brown prairie dress. “I’ve seen a lot of things in Breslenbrug, but never a bag like this one. Did you make it yourself?” 
 
    “I bought it,” I said, lowering my hand. 
 
    “I bet you did,” he replied before lazily strolling away twirling his cane ostentatiously. 
 
    “What’s his deal?” I asked once the distinctive man was out of earshot. 
 
    “He’s just a man who has known me for a while,” Durango said while turning his attention back to Scorpio. 
 
    “Not just a man,” Mordael added. “Sebastius won the tournament the past three years. He’s smart and he-” 
 
    “He’s just a man,” Durango interrupted. “And a complete rustbucket if you ask me. Now if you don’t mind, let’s get to work.” 
 
    We carried the claws and tail into the arena and passed by dozens of large concrete rooms where people were eagerly piecing their machines together with blowtorches and wrenches. The staging rooms circled the ground level of the arena and were located directly below the audience seating areas. After finding an empty room, Durango proceeded to use large sheets of canvas to make a curtain that provided us with some privacy. 
 
    “I’ll be back with Scorpio,” he said as he marched away. 
 
    Like a bear, Mordael rubbed his back against a rough concrete wall to scratch an itch. “When Durango gets back, I’ll take you to meet my sister.” 
 
    My eyebrows, which surely were in need of grooming, shot up in surprise. “She’s here?” Mordael’s sister Omaha was my best chance to lead me to Maia Sparks. 
 
    “Of course. Didn’t we tell you that she lived in Breslenbrug?” 
 
    “You did. I just… I didn’t know she’d be at this… Well, I’m just excited to meet her is all!” Suddenly, I felt as excited as all of the competitors. 
 
    Soon afterwards, Durango pulled the curtain aside to let Scorpio, who marched obediently behind its creator, through. Scorpio was still covered with the tarp, except for its feet and face, and without its tail or claws, it looked more like a giant, marching, cloth-covered jellybean. 
 
    While Durango worked on reattaching Scorpio’s more dangerous parts, Mordael led me up to the public area. As we climbed to the lowest level of audience seating, I got my first official view of the competition field—it was massive, larger than a professional football field, and was covered with dirt. The edges were lined with a twenty-foot wall that periodically featured openings blocked off by grated gates. 
 
    The seating rows were tiered, and they encircled the entire facility except for the side where the main entrance was, which was opened to the outside, making the tops of the pillars visible from anywhere in the arena. While only about a tenth of the seats were taken, the facility looked like it could likely hold a capacity of 100,000 people or more. 
 
    “With all of these people, how will you find her?” I asked. 
 
    Mordael led me through the crowds that had packed into the lower area, and began heading into a higher tier. “I know where she’ll be,” he commented while pointing toward a lone figure standing at the very top of the facility, looking out at Breslenbrug from over the edge of the arena. 
 
    I was out of breath by the time we reached her, and she quickly spun around at Mordael’s voice and embraced him. “My brother! It’s been a year,” she said, pulling him close. “How have you been?” 
 
    As they separated and began discussing their whereabouts from the past year, I got my first real look at Omaha. I was shocked when I saw how young she was—likely younger than me. Yet, Mordael had explained that she lived and worked on her own in Breslenbrug. 
 
    Omaha’s sandy blond hair was wavy and wild, pushed back by a pair of aviator goggles on a leather strap. The rest of her outfit consisted of a white shirt with ruffled collar and sleeves, mostly hidden below a black leather dress that resembled a corset with various decorative latches—which was apparently the current style in that city. As she spoke, her hazel eyes sparkled, and the corners of her lips curled giving her the appearance of constant amusement. She was bright and lively in all the ways that her brother was dark and cynical. 
 
    “And who is this pretty friend of yours?” she asked her brother, with a tone implying that he and I might’ve been a couple. 
 
    “It ain’t like that,” he explained. “This is a friend of Durango’s. I was hoping you could entertain her durin’ the tournament. I have to go help him get ready.” 
 
    Omaha looked more shocked than Sebastius had been earlier. “So he’s entering this year?” 
 
    Mordael nodded solemnly. “He thinks the time is right.” 
 
    Turning from her brother, Omaha extended her hand, along with a genuine smile, to me. “I’m Omaha Brixstall. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “I’m Beatrice. Beatrice Cooper.” 
 
    Looking at me curiously, she complimented, “Nice dress.” 
 
    I looked down and remembered who its original owner was. “It’s yours, I think.” 
 
    “I know,” she responded sassily. 
 
    “Well, I gotta get goin’,” Mordael said before leaving us. “She ain’t from ‘round here, so go easy on her.” 
 
    Surprisingly, as Durango predicted, Mordael was starting to grow on me. I smiled and waved as he bounded down the steps. 
 
    “Where are you from?” she asked me immediately after her brother left. 
 
    I fumbled for an answer and struggled for words. ‘I’m a time-traveler from a land with magical electricity’ wasn’t the kind of first impression I wanted to make. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re rusty?” she teased. I was quickly learning that being rusty was a bad thing. 
 
    “No,” I replied quickly, trying to sound like I knew what I was talking about. “I’m not from Charrbrunia, actually. I’m from another… kingdom.” 
 
    Omaha eyed me suspiciously. “Alright,” she said disbelievingly. “So, is this your first time in Breslenbrug?” 
 
    “Yes,” I told her while looking over the edge of the arena for the first time. The bronze buildings towering over the sprawling metropolis were so tall that they seemed to touch the clouds. “It’s a beautiful city.” 
 
    She smiled and leaned over the edge of the arena. It was a far drop to the ground below. “Mordael knew I would be up here. He knows this is one of my favorite spots. I just love looking down at the city! I feel like a bird, or a goddess, from up here.” Then her gaze turned toward the tall buildings. “The spiral tower over there is where the Lord Mayor lives and works, along with the Enforcement Officers. The open area in front of it is the King’s Market. It’s much bigger and far better than the West Market, unless you’re looking for a good price.” 
 
    I began to tune her out as she rambled on about the city she so clearly loved. From that vantage, Breslenbrug was much larger than I had even thought it was. Smoke billowed from a few of the buildings and from machines that passed below in the roadways. A steady rumble emanated from the city below as steam and coal turned countless gears in thousands of machines. In the distance, I could see the walls of the city, encircling it and holding in the commotion and activity of Breslenbrug like a dam holds back water. 
 
    “What did you say?” I asked, as something Omaha said grabbed my attention. 
 
    She continued pointing to the distance. “I said that’s the Twilight Temple.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked, craning my neck to see from the angle of her arm. 
 
    “Just beyond the wall,” she motioned. “That black pyramid.” 
 
    Then I saw it, rising above the treeline that began just on the other side of the wall. As black as coal, the pyramid rose at least fifty feet above the tallest tree. Could that be where Maia Sparks was being held? Could someone from my world be as close to me as that building? A small wave of hope washed over me. 
 
    “We should get some seats before they fill up,” Omaha suggested as she began walking down the steps. 
 
    While the lower level was sparsely occupied, I noted the vast empty spaces in the higher rows. “I can’t imagine the stadium filling up,” I said doubtfully.  
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    Within an hour, the entire arena was densely packed with spectators. As we waited for the event to start, I looked for any chance to ask Omaha what she knew about Maia Sparks, but the opportunity never materialized. The last thing I wanted was to come across as needy—or crazy. So instead, we made small talk. Well, I should say she made small talk. I hardly got in a word as Omaha animatedly prattled on about all of the opportunities available in Breslenbrug that she wouldn’t have had available to her back home. Despite her young age, she had worked as a bakery chef, a welding artist—which I think meant that she tattooed machinery—a fashion stylist, and an architect’s apprentice. 
 
    “I couldn’t have possibly done any of that before moving here,” she concluded. “Although, I miss seeing my brother and Durango every day. But I really enjoy my freedom here!” 
 
    “So, are you a pilot or something now?” I asked as a zeppelin passed overhead. 
 
    “Me? No,” she said emphatically. 
 
    “Oh, I just thought, because of the goggles…” 
 
    She yanked the pair of aviator goggles off of her head and laughed heartily. “These? In case you didn’t notice, there’s a lot more goggles than pilots here in Breslenbrug.” 
 
    I glanced around and noticed that at least twenty percent of people were wearing or carrying a pair. Omaha held hers up to my eyes so that I could see through them. They made my vision a little blurry. 
 
    She explained as though I was perhaps rusty after all, “They’re for vision correction. I use mine primarily for reading. As for piloting, don’t get me wrong, I’d love it. Soaring across the sky and seeing everything below from such a unique vantage. In fact, I took aviation lessons for a few months, but it takes a lot of focus to be a certified pilot and, in case you didn’t notice, focusing isn’t my strong suit.” 
 
    She certainly did seem unable to stick to any one occupation. However, I had to admire her enthusiasm. 
 
    Two men carrying mugs of Ambrale stepped over us to cram into the seats beside us. A little splash landed on the ground beside my shoes. One of the men grunted an apology between animated comments to his friend about the last year’s tournament. 
 
    “I can’t believe how many people are here,” I told Omaha as crowds continued to stream into the arena.  
 
    “Well, it is the biggest event of the year. People come from all over Charrbrunia to see the tournament.” 
 
    “About that,” I said. “What exactly is the competition? I mean, I saw all those giant machines, but-” 
 
    The blasting of two dozen trumpeters marching onto the dirt field in the middle of the arena cut off my question. Adorned in matching green and white uniforms, complete with epaulets and pointy hats, the musicians circled the field once before finally assuming stationary positions facing the audience in the shape of a wide circle. Their song was majestic and melodious, and then it abruptly ceased. 
 
    Prior to the grand entrance of the marching horn section, the crowd had been loud and raucous. Once the music concluded, however, a stillness settled over the audience. I could hear nothing but a few coughs as everyone’s attention remained focused on the center of the field. Just before I could whisper to Omaha an inquiry about how long we were supposed to remain silent, a man made his way onto the field. He was dressed regally in a velvety green, floor-length robe that was trimmed in gold. The crowd gasped. Despite his lack of a crown, based on his garments and reception I assumed he must be the king of Charrbrunia. As it turned out, he was simply a representative of the king. 
 
    “On behalf of King Charr the Ninth, I would like to thank you for coming to the thirty-third annual Charrbrunia Mech Tournament,” he called out once he had made his way to the center of the field. I leaned forward because his voice, while strong, was barely audible as it struggled to reach the far edges of the vast arena. 
 
    In unison the trumpeters, who encircled the presenter, picked up horns that looked like they came from antique Victrolas and loudly repeated his words into them for all in the audience to hear. The crowd erupted in applause until the king’s representative raised his hands for silence. 
 
    The man continued to speak, pausing frequently to allow the marching musicians to retransmit his words for all to hear. It was a surprisingly effective way of communicating to such a large crowd—and the spectators showed great restraint and respect by their general silence. After extolling the virtues of the king and promoting the supremacy of Charrbrunia at length, he cited the importance of the tournament and concluded with the words, “Bronze versus steel. Steam verses coal. Beetles verses spiders—this year’s theme is Insects of Charrbrunia. Only one winner will prevail. Let us now find out who will take home the title of Mech Champion. Will it be our three-time winner, the formidable Sebastius Weckleton again?” 
 
    The crowd cheered for minutes and the speaker waited patiently for the noise to die down naturally. Then he waived a striped green and white flag above his head and announced, “By the decree of King Charr, let the Mech Tournament officially begin!” 
 
    Deafening applause followed as the king’s representative took a prominent seat near the edge of the field. The musicians too assumed stationary positions along the wall surrounding the playing field. Two metal gates opened on opposing sides of the arena and many of the people sitting in my section leaned forward to catch their first glimpse of what creatures might make their way through the openings. 
 
    On one end was a shiny silver ant, towering over the man who created it. At the other end was the spider I had seen earlier, its metal appearing slightly rusted and thus somehow more intimidating. The musicians announced, “Round One has Flame the Fire Ant, created by one of last year’s semi-finalists Zihanna Flinkstin verses Arachna the Spider, created by one of last year’s finalists Ghalistron Hemmeringsly.” 
 
    Both creators waved to the crowd before leaving the field to take shelter behind the metal gates. The ant was shifting its weight in apparent anticipation, while the spider simply stared menacingly at its mechanical enemy. Holding their trumpets to their mouths, the musicians played three short blasts on their trumpets before holding out one final long tone. 
 
    The moment the final note ended, both giant insects charged each other and the crowd went wild. 
 
    “How do they know when to attack?” I asked Omaha, but she was too entranced in the competition to notice. 
 
    As the two bugs, Flame and Arachna, crashed into each other in an eruption of clashing metal, the crowd leapt to its feet. I stood too, to see the action unfold on the arena floor. The ant’s pincer clamped down on one of Arachna’s feet, crimping the metal into unnatural angles. Not going down easily, the spider revealed iron spikes for fangs and slammed them into Flame’s abdomen. The ant reacted immediately, barely wriggling free of the piercing daggers. 
 
    As Flame broke free from Arachna’s bite, I could see that the fangs were dripping with liquid. 
 
    “Yes! Acid attack!” the man behind me yelled out. “Take that Flame!” 
 
    Flame seemed to lose control of its rear section, which began to drag behind it. It did not, however, give up the fight. Spinning toward the spider again, the ant revealed the reason for its name and shot flames out of its antennas as it again charged Arachna. 
 
    Arachna backed up, but not in time—the flames, which were thin beams of bluish white, sliced into Arachna’s face, severing off a section of its jaw and one of its fangs. The spider, not wanting to admit defeat, spun around and showed off another trick that it had been designed with. From a small opening in the rear of its abdomen shot a flow of some thick white substance that squelched Flame’s flames and began to subdue the ant, trapping it in sticky liquid. 
 
    The ant, barely freeing itself, strove to recover from the attack, but its eyes—or sensors, or whatever they were—were then blocked and it stumbled around wildly, trying to clear its vision with its front two legs. That allowed an opportunity for Arachna to take its final blow, rapidly piercing holes in the ant with its two front feet until nothing was left of Flame but a pile of metallic rubbish.  
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    There was an intermission while the grounds were cleared of Flame’s remains. 
 
    “You want a turkey leg or an ear of corn?” Omaha asked as she started to walk away. 
 
    “What is this? The Renaissance Festival?” 
 
    “The what?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “Just a festival from where I’m from. I guess I could take corn, but Mordael has my money so he’ll have to pay you back.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said airily as she disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, despite all of the people, I suddenly felt completely alone. Like when I first appeared in the future-world, I had no one to help me. My thoughts weren’t reasonable, but I couldn’t help but worry that if she never came back and I couldn’t find Durango and Mordael, I’d be lost and alone in a strange city. I focused on steadying my breathing until she returned, carrying one leg and one ear in her hands. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked, concerned. My face must have been pallid. 
 
    Not wanting to scare off my only female friend in that world, I flashed a hopefully believable smile. I wiped my sweaty hands on my dress and took the seasoned ear of corn from her, again relieved that the food in Charrbrunia was somewhat normal. 
 
    “Yes. Thanks.” Omaha sank her teeth into the giant turkey appendage as I admitted, “I’m really surprised. This competition is way more exciting than I expected. I can’t believe how into it the crowd gets. But I don’t understand… How do the machines know what to do? Is someone operating them remotely?” 
 
    “Remotely? No. I don’t know exactly how they work. I tinker a little here and there, but it takes a really skilled tinkerer to create a Mech. That’s why there’s only about twenty or so entrants each year. Durango could probably explain it to you because he’s been working on his for a few years now. He’s a really good tinkerer.” 
 
    Speaking with a mouthful of meat, she asked, “So, how did you get wrangled in with my brother and Durango anyway?” 
 
    Probably still not the time to reveal that I think I’m a time-traveler. “Well, I was lost in the woods and found them in a small town. Durango said he would help me out.” 
 
    Disbelievingly, she questioned, “Right before the tournament? That’s surprising. He’s been really focused on this. His Mech is the only thing that matters to him right now. And he’s got so much riding on this.” 
 
    I shrugged. As far as I knew Durango was simply a considerate and helpful person—at least, to me he had been. If he had some sort of ulterior motive, I couldn’t see it. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s been very helpful to me. He’s even helping me to get enough money to travel so that I can get back home. Right now I’ve got just over a hundred Daycoins, but he said that if we can earn a few hundred that I could get at least to the Cyphean Mountains.” 
 
    “A hundred Daycoins?” A bit of turkey meat hit me on the cheek as she voiced her shock. “That’ll get you anywhere in Charrbrunia. And beyond! I can’t imagine all of the adventures I could go on if I had a hundred Daycoins. What on earth could you need more money than that for?” 
 
    That didn’t make sense. If a hundred Daycoins was more than enough for my travels, then why did Durango and Mordael insist that we needed to put on so many more shows? If I performed in all the disc golf demonstrations that they had planned, I’d have well over five hundred Daycoins by the time we were done. 
 
    Omaha continued, “Why would you want to go the Cyphean Mountains anyway?” 
 
    That was my opportunity. “About that, I was actually hoping you could help me out with something too. I’m looking for someone that you might know how to find. It’s a woman and her name is Maia Sparks, and someone said that she-” 
 
    Omaha’s eyes widened. “Wow, you’re involved in more of a conspiracy than I would’ve guessed. But trust me, if the Twilight clerics can’t find Sparks, neither can you.” 
 
    “So you don’t know anything about her whereabouts? Nobody that might know how I can get in touch with her?” 
 
    She hesitated, giving me a glimmer of hope. “I do have a friend that was a follower of Maia…” She eyed me cautiously, thinking. “I suppose that I could talk with her and see if she knows anything. But I wouldn’t count on much.” 
 
    The tension in my shoulders relaxed—I was one step closer to possibly finding a way home. “Thank you. It’s really important to me, so anything you can find out would be helpful.” 
 
    Not long after we finished our spicy fair-foods, the trumpets blared again. Instead of two gates opening, like in the first round, there were eight. A variety of giant metal bugs made their way onto the field, including Scorpio. I could barely make out Durango standing beside it, not because he was so far away but because he was dressed in outrageous clothing. He looked like he was ready to go to a Halloween party as Captain Jack Sparrow, complete with an oversized tricorne hat. 
 
    The announcers proclaimed, “Round Two consists entirely of new entrants includes Pincer the Earwig created by Shellton Sprinkleton, Jumper the Grasshopper by-” 
 
    I leaned closely to Omaha’s ear while the announcers spoke. “Why are there so many machines in this round?” 
 
    “Legacies get preferential treatment. Those are the people who won a round the previous year. The rounds of new contestants are always six to eight.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem fair to Durango!” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s how the tourney’s played.” She quieted me with her finger as they announced the final contestant. 
 
    “-and Scorpio the Scorpion by Durian Brixstall.” 
 
    Durango indicated that he wasn’t related to Mordael or Omaha—so I couldn’t figure out why they announced his last name as Brixstall. And I doubted that Durian was really his first name. Did contestants have to use fake names for some reason? As the applause began to die down, I asked Omaha, “Why did they say that name for Durango?” 
 
    “Well, they obviously couldn’t have used his real name.” 
 
    Obviously? Before I could inquire further, the short blasts of horns began and I saw that Durango and the other creators were safely behind the gates. After the final long blast, round two was underway, but this time the Mechs were more hesitant than the ones in first matchup. At first I thought it was because they were inexperienced, but I quickly realized that it was a strategy they were implementing. With so many adversaries, the safer tactic was to keep back while the others fought each other. The crowd, eager for destruction and mayhem, began yelling and chanting ‘Fight, Fight, Fight, Fight’. 
 
    The machines seemingly responded to the noise, and unfortunately, Scorpio was the first to be attacked. Jumper, the grasshopper, leapt at least thirty feet into the air, launching himself onto Scorpio’s back. At first, it appeared that Scorpio didn’t see the attack coming, but at the last moment it realized what was happening. There wasn’t time for Scorpio to retreat, so it reacted offensively by crouching down and pointing its steel-tipped tail straight up right as Jumper came down. 
 
    Jumper too reacted, spreading its long back legs to prevent its harsh landing, but the weight of its torso couldn’t be slowed. With a deafening crunch, the bulk of Jumper smashed directly into Scorpio. At first, it appeared that Scorpio might be terminally crippled, with such a bulky beast upon it. But as Jumper tried to hop off of Scorpio, it became clear that the grasshopper had suffered the more serious injury due to Scorpio’s tail. 
 
    At first, Jumper floundered and seemed to be simply unable to break free of Scorpio. Then, I realized that the situation was far more lethal for Jumper. The obvious sign of grave trouble was a gaping hole forming on the side of Jumper’s torso. 
 
    “Yesss! Acid attack!” the acid loving man behind me joyfully publicized. 
 
    Some sort of important internal part—presumably its engine—then shut down and Jumper went limp. Scorpio swiftly gripped Jumper’s lifeless remains with its powerful claws and detached the grasshopper from its tail. Scorpio hadn’t taken nearly as much damage as it had at first appeared. Some metal was dented on its back and the tip of its tail had snapped off, but otherwise it was intact and capable of fighting. 
 
    The spectators screamed in delight at the destruction of a competitor and Scorpio seemed to take it all in, holding Jumper’s decapitated head high and parading in a circle for all to see. The distraction Scorpio and Jumper had provided allowed for a few of the other Mechs to take swift and stealthy blows to some of their opponents. Scorpio, on the other hand cleverly backed against a wall and placed Jumper’s remains in front of him. That largely hid him from the view of the others and provided him with a shield of sorts. I was impressed at the ingenuity and fast thinking, although I still didn’t know if Durango was remotely controlling the machine or if it somehow was programmed to react and respond. 
 
    The remaining six Mechs fought viciously, each using their design’s unique skills to their advantage. Antennas pierced. Legs snapped. Metal crumpled. And bodies piled up until only a few competitors remained—including a beetle that had primarily played defensively, hiding below its titanium shell. 
 
    Realizing that it was one of the final three, the beetle came to life, shooting legs out from its shell and lifting off the ground. Finally taking an aggressive position, it attacked a badly injured mantis. The beetle used its pincer to grip onto the mantis, flipping it on its side. The mantis tried to punch back, extending its lanky arms, but due to the injuries it had sustained while fighting a caterpillar, the blows proved ineffective. Instead, the beetle manhandled the mantis by flipping it over and over until its triangular head snapped off and a final puff of smoke floated from its body. 
 
    The final matchup of the round was the beetle versus Scorpio. Still on the offensive, the beetle charged Jumper’s limp body, effortlessly flipping it aside. The surprise was evident on the beetle’s face—if that was even possible—when Scorpio was no longer hiding behind the giant mechanical grasshopper. The beetle frantically spun in a circle, trying to find where Scorpio was hiding. 
 
    “Where is he?” multiple people around me asked aloud. 
 
    Then, in a swift and purposeful motion, Scorpio revealed itself. When all of the other machines—and many of the spectators—had been distracted, Scorpio had buried itself below the dirt, with merely an eye visible. Just as the beetle was spinning above it, Scorpio shot its strong claw out from the ground and put a death grip on the beetle’s less protected underside. By the time Scorpio’s second claw snapped two of the beetle’s legs off, the round was all but over. 
 
    Just as it had done with Jumper, Scorpio seemed to grandstand its victory by marching the beetle around the arena to garner everyone’s approval. Scorpio was quickly becoming a fan favorite. Finally, after circling the entire arena, Scorpio repeatedly smashed the beetle into the remains of a once intimidating pincher bug until it finally quit moving. 
 
    “He did it!” I exclaimed. “Durango won!” I hadn’t realized how into the tournament I was until Scorpio garnered Durango a win. “What happens next?” 
 
    Clapping her hands wildly, Omaha explained, “Semi-finals tomorrow. And if Scorpio wins that round, then she’ll compete in the finals round next week.”  
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    Omaha grabbed my arm and began to pull me through the crowd. “Come on, let’s go congratulate him!” 
 
    We wound our way through the mass of people until we finally made our way to the staging area below the seats. As we walked, I overheard snippets of conversations, all of which were about the tournament. The opinions were split fairly evenly, half in favor of Scorpio and half in favor of Sebastius’s yet to be revealed Mech. Only a few of the other contenders were mentioned, and even then just as an afterthought. 
 
    “It’s this way,” I pointed, remembering where they set up Scorpio. 
 
    The canvas curtain was drawn and I slid it open to see if we could find Durango. At first I only saw Scorpio, but the machine looked lifeless since it was turned off. I waved for Omaha to follow me and we slipped through the curtain. Only then did I see Durango as he stood up from behind Scorpio. He looked ridiculous, dressed up like a steampunk pirate. At least I was no longer the only one that had a ‘costume’. 
 
    “Congratulations!” I cheered, feeling genuinely happier than I had since I left my own time. “You did it!” 
 
    Durango glanced at us and dejectedly turned away. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Omaha asked as she rushed to his side. I kept stride with her. It didn’t make sense—Durango had been preparing for that tournament for years. He should’ve been ecstatic that he won. 
 
    Durango pointed to his creation. “Look at her. She can’t fight again.” 
 
    From the front, Scorpio looked as good as new. Its face and claws were pristine. The back half, however, was another story. Its tail was snapped and the entire back of its abdomen, where the tail attached, was crushed. 
 
    “You can fix it,” I encouraged. “I mean, you created it.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and left it there as he contemplated his dilemma. “I could hammer her back into shape. And reattach the tip of her tail.” Then he rested his hand along Scorpio’s face. I could hear the despondency in his voice as he explained, “But there isn’t time to repair her tail back to full functionality. And the acid tank is utterly destroyed.” 
 
    Omaha patted him comfortingly on the back. “The others will be injured too for the semi-finals.” 
 
    Durango sighed. “True, but Sebastius has unlimited money and a whole team of tinkerers. And most of the other Legacies do too. I can’t afford a new acid pump injector. Without a fully functioning Mech, there’s no way I can win the Finals.” He turned his attention away from Scorpio and smiled genuinely at Omaha. “Well, anyway. Omaha, how have you been? It’s been almost a year.” 
 
    They embraced. “I know! It’s been far too long. Did you know that I-” 
 
    My mind wandered while they reconnected and reminisced. I hated seeing Durango so distressed. Was there any way I could help him? I had over a hundred Daycoins in Mordael’s pouch, which was so full that it looked like it might burst if one more coin were jammed into it. Would that be enough for Durango to get his part? 
 
    No, I shouldn’t think like that. I couldn’t. That money was for me to use trying to get home. That was what mattered most to me. Durango may be unfairly disadvantaged in the tournament, but sometimes things like that happened. 
 
    I realized they were both staring at me. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Wow, you really zoned out didn’t you?” Omaha pointed out. 
 
    Durango picked up a large screwdriver and tossed it between his hands. “I said, Can you stay here and watch Scorpio? I need to check out my competition during the next round, and Mordael is out fetching some of my tools right now.” 
 
    “And I’m going to look for my friend Amania. She’s the one that might know something about Maia Sparks.” Omaha said ‘Maia’ in a whisper, as though utter her name might magically conjure temple clerics. “Amania works as a gofer for one of the Legacies and should be down here somewhere.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I can wait here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Durango said as he handed me the screwdriver. 
 
    “What’s this for?” 
 
    “In case anyone gives you trouble.” He smiled at the concern on my face. “Don’t worry. There won’t be any trouble. I just need you to keep an eye on things here, and don’t let anyone in. There’s been rumors of tampering and sabotage over the years and I can’t be too careful.” 
 
    The two of them slid past the curtain and I sat down on one of Scorpio’s large claws. I could hear the muted sounds of trumpets and crowds—another round must have begun. I imagined the machines that were fighting it out on the other side of the concrete wall that separated me from them. The ground rumbled and I heard the familiar crunching sound of metal crushing metal. I imagined another jumping insect, like a cricket, was pouncing on a giant tick. They’re hard to squish though, so the tick might not have been exterminated so easily. 
 
    Outside the curtain I heard Omaha’s voice calling out, “There you are! How’ve you been?” 
 
    She must have found her friend! I walked up to the curtain and peeked out. Sure enough, Omaha was having an animated discussion with another woman. They were across a wide walkway from me, up against the concrete wall that separates the arena field from the staging area. Due to the distance, and the loud crowds of people chanting in the seats above, I couldn’t hear a word they were saying. 
 
    Not that I wanted to pry… but I was so eager to hear any information about Maia Sparks and I was dying to know if she found anything out. The ground shook again as Mechs fought each other just beyond the wall that Omaha stood up against. Since a round was currently being played, there were very few people in the walkway. And Omaha’s back was to me. I supposed it couldn’t hurt if I moseyed over to them and overheard just a little bit of their conversation. 
 
    I glanced around again to be sure that nobody else was around—there wasn’t anyone. Then I quietly made my way to a trash receptacle that was a few feet behind Omaha and pretended to throw something away. 
 
    “I don’t know what she wants with Sparks,” Omaha said to the woman. “But what concerns me is Durango. Why would he bring in someone he doesn’t even know at a time like this? He even trusted her to be alone with Scorpio!” 
 
    The woman nodded in understanding. “Maybe he’s just using her. Like maybe she’s got a lot of coin or something.” 
 
    That was clearly not a conversation that I should’ve been overhearing. And if Omaha caught me snooping, then she’d never help me find Maia Sparks. So I swiftly and silently raced back behind the curtain, my heart beating loudly. I started to fret: Could it be that Durango was taking advantage of me? Maybe he never had any desire to help me out at all, but was just using me as his ‘Amazing Flinger Woman’ to earn money for his Mech. It seemed unlikely, as he seemed to be such a genuinely nice person. Was I really that wrong about his character? Hopefully Amania was just misreading the situation. 
 
    Nonetheless, my face flushed, embarrassed at my predicament. I was hurt that Durango might’ve been taking advantage of me like that. I hadn’t realized it until then, but I had begun to develop a bit of affection for him. Finding out that he was probably using me stung every bit as much as when Erik rebuffed my invitation to go to the homecoming dance. 
 
    Flustered and confused, I wanted to storm out of the arena so that I didn’t have to face them again. But what if Omaha had gotten some information about Maia Sparks? I at least had to wait to hear from her. 
 
    A loud and unexpected clank from behind Scorpio made me jump. My heart raced again as I looked in the direction of the sound. 
 
    “Hello? Is someone there?” I called out. 
 
    Hoping to find backup in case there was an intruder, I peeked out of the curtain, only to see that Omaha and Amania were gone and the walkway was empty. If someone was hiding behind Scorpio, I would have to confront them myself. It was probably nothing, I told myself as I gripped the screwdriver firmly. 
 
    Before checking it out, I took a deep breath, exhaled and whispered to myself, “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Slowly, I rounded Scorpio’s large and inanimate body. To my relief, there was nobody there—just a metal panel that had fallen from Scorpio’s side. It must have been damaged during his fight and had finally loosened to the point of falling off. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, the curtain shifted and again I jumped—the entire situation had me on edge. Still, it was nothing. The curtain was just flapping a little on the end. Perhaps it was a breeze, or someone walking on the other side of it may have bumped into it. 
 
    Slumping down onto Scorpio’s claw, I began to consider what I should do about Durango. Was I just a pawn in his plan? Even if I was, what good would it do me to confront him about it? He might have been using me, but I was using him too—using him to get back home. 
 
    I closed my eyes to calm myself down. What Amania said really made sense. It was the only explanation for why Durango would pay me any attention during such an important event. I decided that I would have to play it cool in order to get through the day, get my money, and get any information that I could. Then I would be on my own, alone in an upside-down future-world trying to find someone that could help me to time-travel. Even as I thought it out, I knew that it sounded outrageous. But I couldn’t stay with them and let myself be taken advantage of. I reminded myself that I needed to play it cool. Thinking about the entire situation, my frustrations began to build again. Unexpectedly, a hand on my shoulder startled me. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Durango asked. “You look like you were zoning out again.” 
 
    I stood up and leaned away from his touch. “Yes. I was just meditating.” 
 
    “Were you also keeping an eye on Scorpio? Nobody came in here, right?” 
 
    “Is that all you care about? Your stupid machine?” I blurted as I threw my hands in the air. My emotions were definitely getting the better of me. 
 
    Durango backed up, surprised at my outburst. “Beatrice, are you alright?” 
 
    “No, I’m not alright. Why did you lie to me?” So much for playing it cool. 
 
    Confusion danced across his face. “I didn’t lie to you. What are you talking about?” 
 
    My voice was rising and my speech quickening. “A hundred Daycoins is plenty to get me to the Cyphean Mountains and you know it. Why did you tell me we had to keep putting on that show? And why did you even help me in the first place? Just to see if you could get money out of me?” 
 
    “Listen,” he said sternly. “I think you need to calm down.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down!” 
 
    “Alright. Well, why don’t you just go take a walk and we’ll discuss all of this tonight.” Durango held open the curtain, urging me out. 
 
    Stomping my feet loudly, I made my way out of his curtained off room. “Fine! But don’t think this is over. I want some answers out of you.” 
 
    After winding my way out of the arena, I stepped into the sunshine and looked up at the sky. Taking a deep breath, I took in the bright blue sky and the occasional green tree in a city that was otherwise dominated by shades of browns, beiges and silvers. The fresh air outside of the arena was nice, and I really wanted to play a round of disc golf to help calm myself down. So, I decided to make up my own urban course. The first goal would be a trash receptacle located across the street. Since a round of the tournament was going on, there were very few people or cars around. I took aim, focusing on the disc and its trajectory. Everything else disappeared—Durango, the tournament, even my need to get home no longer concerned me. My only care was to sink my disc in that basket. 
 
    And I did nail it. On my first shot. I made my next basket a little more challenging and got it in two shots. That continued for eight baskets as I traveled down cobblestone streets lined with rustic-industrial and brick-modern buildings. 
 
    My anger had begun to subside. I was ashamed that I had spoken so harshly to Durango, similar to the way I felt when I mouthed off to Mary. Sure, he deserved it. But I regretted that I didn’t keep it together better. 
 
    Happy with my therapy, I decided to continue on and play a few more baskets. Before I could identify a ninth fairway, I got distracted by a song. For some reason ‘Yesterday’ by The Beatles was suddenly stuck in my head. I hadn’t heard that song in years, so I had no idea why it popped into my head at that random moment. I supposed that it must’ve been that the lyrics about troubles and problems mimicked my situation ever since I had inherited that black box. That was what I thought until… I shook my head in disbelief. The song wasn’t just stuck in my head. It was being played. Someone within a block or two of me knew a song from my time! 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Rushing to find the source of the music, I spun my head in every direction, even cupping my ears. I had to identify the musician before he stopped playing. Racing across the street, the sound got a touch louder and I confirmed that it was definitely ‘Yesterday’ being played. The man singing had to be from my time. That’s the only explanation. Maybe I didn’t need Maia Sparks after all. I was quickly building up hope that that musician might know how to get me back home. 
 
    A two-story building with a rusty metal exterior across the street seemed to be where the song was coming from. I yanked on the door handle, but the sturdy wooden door was locked. The sign above it read Cogsworth Pub, and there were no windows—at least not on the street level. The song inside suddenly ended and I began worrying that I would lose my lead. I began pounding loudly on the door. 
 
    “Hello? Can you hear me?” I called, banging my fists harder. No more music played, and after a few minutes of silence, I was nearly ready to give up hope. 
 
    As I was about to walk away, the door opened just a crack. A burly man wedged his face into the opening. “I’m sorry ma’am. We’re closed until after the tourney.” 
 
    I stuck my foot in the door so he couldn’t lock me out. “I don’t mean to bother you. It’s just, that song. Who was singing it? I’ve got to talk with him.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” he said as he swung his foot back to kick mine out of the doorway. “Now if you don’t mind-” 
 
    Moving my foot so it didn’t get damaged by the large man’s boot, I began to croak out a rebuttal. Before I got out a word, another man stepped into the doorway and opened it wider. 
 
    “It’s alright,” the man, who donned a shaggy moptop hairdo, said. “I always take time for my fans.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Ringo,” the burly man conceded, stepping out of the way. 
 
    The Beatles wannabe brushed the hair out of his eyes. “I was practicing for my show tomorrow before the tourney, and was afraid someone in the street would overhear me. Would you like an autograph?” 
 
    “An autograph? No. I just… Did you say your name is Ringo?” 
 
    “Star struck, I see. Yes, it’s really me. Ringo Starr in the flesh.” He bowed toward me, with one arm outstretched. Startled, I realized that his right arm was not only missing, but had been replaced by a mechanical prosthetic with gears smoothly turning each joint. It was both fascinating and creepy at the same time. “Now, I really must get back to my rehearsal. But it is such a pleasure to meet a fan.” In a dramatic fashion, he grabbed my hand, wrapping his cold metallic fingers gently around mine, and gave it a farewell kiss. 
 
    “You’re not Ringo Starr,” I blurted as I pulled my hand from his. I knew what The Beatles looked like, and this man was nothing but a copycat. 
 
    “I most certainly am,” he said defensively. 
 
    The burly man returned and stood behind him, eyeing me crossly. Based on my experience with Professor Volt—and now Ringo Starr—it seemed that every performer in Charrbrunia was a hoax. 
 
    “Look. I know that you’re not. And I know that you didn’t write that song. But I don’t care about that. I just need to know where you learned the song from.” 
 
    Ringo stuck his head out the door and looked down the street, confirming that I was alone. Then he grabbed my arm and yanked me inside—his pleasant demeanor suddenly disappeared. The pub was empty and dimly lit, and it reeked of Ambrale. Pipes snaked from the bar across the ceiling to each of the tables, which seemed like an oddly clever and creative way to dispense drinks. 
 
    “Who sent you?” Ringo forcefully asked. “Are you looking for more money?” 
 
    “What? No.” I was intimidated and wondered if it had been an extremely poor decision for me to, by myself, confront a man who clearly didn’t want me to be there. So I got to the point. “Are you from the past or from this time?” 
 
    They both stared at me, confused. Apparently, time-travel wasn’t within their realm of comprehension. Nonetheless, Ringo had to have gotten his song—and his ridiculous stage name—from something or someone from my time. 
 
    His disposition softened. “Who are you?” Ringo finally asked, pulling a couple of chairs out from a table. Ringo and I sat while the other man continued standing, his bulky arms folded impatiently in front of him as he looked menacingly down on me. 
 
    I needed to let him know that I wasn’t a threat. “My name is Beatrice, but I’m nobody. And I’m not from around here. And I don’t want any money from you. I just need to know how you got that song. Was it from someone else?” 
 
    “What makes you think Ringo doesn’t write his own stuff?” the burly man, who acted like he might be Ringo’s personal security guard, interjected, taking a step closer. 
 
    “I’ve heard that song before,” I said, repeating a couple of the lyrics for emphasis. “It’s really popular where I’m from… a place far away from Charrbrunia.” 
 
    Ringo stood and confronted his guard, now speaking to the man like he might also be his manager. He jabbed him in the chest with a stiff metal finger. “I knew it! I knew these songs we bought weren’t original.” 
 
    “You can’t believe every strange girl with a weird accent that comes around,” the man responded. “We don’t know a thing about her.” 
 
    “Except that she knows my new, unreleased song. And she’s not from Charrbrunia. And she’s got the same accent as Maia!” 
 
    “Maia Sparks?” I asked excitedly, leaping from my chair. “You know where she is?” 
 
    Concerned, they both gave me their attention. Clearly I had blown the cover on their deception and correctly identified its source. 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone what you know,” Ringo demanded, one of the fingers on his metal hand twitching, making him seem more threatening than the much stronger man beside him. 
 
    “What you think you know,” the bodyguard corrected. 
 
    “I need to find her,” I insisted. “Please, you have to help me.” 
 
    They guard stepped in front of Ringo and grabbed my arm, squeezing a little too tight for comfort. “We don’t have to do anything for you.” 
 
    Ringo then put his hand on the man’s shoulder, although it looked tiny on the man’s stocky body. “Let her go, Flashburn.” 
 
    “We can’t let this information get out,” the bodyguard, Flashburn, explained. “If she runs her mouth about this, your career is over.” 
 
    A speck of candlelight glinted off the machete-like sword that Flashburn pulled from a sheath on his belt, and I knew from the look in his eyes that he meant business. Ringo continued to plead in my defense, and so did I. 
 
    “Please,” I begged, trying fruitlessly to break free from his grip. “I won’t tell anyone. I just need to find Maia Sparks.” 
 
    As the sword pressed against my neck, I could feel the skin begin to break and a trickle of blood drip down to my shoulder. 
 
    “That’s right you won’t tell anyone,” Flashburn confirmed. 
 
    Ringo held Flashburn’s forearm, using his mechanical strength to pull the sword away from my throat. “There’s no need for anyone to get hurt over this. Maybe we can work out a deal with her. Maybe she’s got songs too. Think about it. If she’s from America too then she knows the same music and we can get it from her cheaper.” 
 
    Just hearing someone say the name of my country eased my fears. It made getting home feel like it could actually be possible. 
 
    “You think?” Flashburn asked curiously. 
 
    “That’s why I’m the brains and you’re the brawn in this operation,” Ringo confirmed. 
 
    They both looked at me. Still threatened by Flashburn’s grip, I pleaded, “Yes. Yes, of course. I know all the songs.” 
 
    Satisfied, Flashburn loosened his hand, releasing me. “But unlike Maia, this girl isn’t locked up. How do we know she won’t tell?” 
 
    Ringo brushed his hair out of his face again and looked at me intensely. “We’ll just have to trust her.” He cracked his knuckles, half of them clicking unnaturally. “We can trust you, can’t we?” I nodded before he began to walk away and reasoned, “Besides, everyone knows these as my songs so who would even believe her?” 
 
    “Locked up?” I asked. “You said Maia Sparks is locked up. Where is she?” 
 
    “You give us a song first,” Flashburn negotiated. “No, make it two songs. Both hits. Then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Ringo returned with a guitar-like instrument, which was covered in more gears and knobs than his arm. It had small horns protruding from the base of its copper exterior and ten strings that ended near an inset pressure valve. He tried to hand the outrageous machine to me. 
 
    “I… I don’t know how to play,” I stammered. 
 
    The closest I’d ever come to playing an instrument was a kazoo that I had gotten in first grade, and I couldn’t even get that to work. I also wasn’t able to hold a tune to save my life—which unfortunately may have been just what I needed to do at that moment. 
 
    “That’s alright,” Ringo said, sitting down with the heavy, metal guitar strapped over his neck. He motioned for me to sit too, and I did. “I’ll play. You just tell me how they go.” 
 
    Having The Beatles on my mind, I began with ‘Hey Jude’, but he already knew that one. ‘Let It Be’ too. 
 
    “I need something new and fresh,” Ringo clarified. 
 
    “Okay then, give this a try,” I said before singing Taylor Swift’s You Belong With Me to the best of my ability. I could see his eyes light up with delight when I got to the chorus. 
 
    “This is what we need,” he said to Flashburn before I started the second verse. As I finished the final chorus, he cringed—clearly I couldn’t hold out the high notes well. 
 
    “I’m not sure what a phone is, or wornoutjeans,” he concluded. “But this could work.” 
 
    Ringo played it back, his synthetic fingers flying across the guitar like a banjo player in fast forward. Rather than sounding like a typical guitar, his instrument produced all of the sounds of a full bluegrass band, but with discordant distortion and effects.  Even though the melody didn’t really sound much like the Taylor Swift version and the lyrics were all changed up, it still sounded really good—Ringo really was a talented musician, even if he stole all his song. 
 
    He finished with a smile and Flashburn told me harshly, “One more. That’s the deal.” 
 
    I racked my brain and settled on Britney Spears. I thought Baby One More Time actually sounded much better than the original when Ringo sang it back to me. He seemed pleased with the songs I’d selected. 
 
    “Now, please,” I begged. “You said you would help. Where is Maia?” 
 
    “A deal is a deal,” Ringo agreed. 
 
    “But you can’t tell anyone,” Flashburn threatened. “I will find you and I will kill you if you do.” 
 
    “Oh, Flashburn,” Ringo said, his mood toward me having lightened. “Look at this girl. We don’t need to worry about her.” Flashburn grumbled before Ringo explained quietly, “What I’m about to tell you is a highly guarded secret. You can’t tell anyone.” After pausing for emphasis, he finally told me, “Maia is at the Twilight Temple.” 
 
    “The one outside of the city walls?” I asked. 
 
    Ringo nodded and I stood. I had the information that I needed! Maia Sparks was so close, and I could probably find my way there by nightfall. If she was the wizard behind the curtain that I hoped she was, I could be back home by tomorrow. A chill of excitement and anticipation ran down my body. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ringo asked as I raced for the door. 
 
    “To the temple.” 
 
    Flashburn let out a brief but hardy snort before Ringo explained, “You can’t go there.” 
 
    I thought about it and Ringo was right. The Twilight clerics were super creepy and it seemed like more of a members-only kind of club. Surely I couldn’t go alone, but if I had someone go with me… 
 
    “Come with me,” I requested. “I’ll get you a dozen more songs. Even better than those two.” 
 
    Ringo’s face went pale. “I can’t go there either.” 
 
    “But that’s where Maia Sparks is. You said so. You had to have gone there to get these songs from her, right?” 
 
    “Sorry, but we’ve never met Maia in person. I mean, I heard her telling stories in the town square once, but that’s all. And those temples,” he shuddered before continuing. “They’re like a hornet’s nest. If they sense a threat, clerics come out in droves. And they’re deadly, so you’re not getting us to go anywhere near that place.” 
 
    “Wait, what? You’ve never actually met Maia! Then how did you get music from her?” 
 
    They exchanged worried looks before Ringo finally filled me in on the process. “It’s one of the Twilight clerics. They have a defector, of sorts. He brings me songs and I pay him off. That’s the process.” 
 
    “Okay, well then how do I find this rogue Twilight cleric?” 
 
    “You don’t.” He said that there was no way of contacting him, but that ‘he would find you’ only if and when he wanted to. Based on the explanation Ringo gave me, that particular cleric—like all of them—was extremely secretive and controlling. 
 
    Despite all of the information I received from a fake Beatle at the Cogsworth Pub, I was ultimately still at square one. Sure, I finally knew where Maia Sparks was, but getting to her seemed further away than ever. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    I slowly meandered back to the arena. The streets were largely empty of people so I got a chance to look at more of the peculiarities of the city. Through dirty windows, I noticed that the businesses lining the streets were selling a wide variety of mechanical looking gadgets and accessories. Things were much more high-tech than I would have thought possible in a world without electricity. The items on the racks of the clothing stores looked more like they belonged in costume stores than department stores. Everywhere I went, the smell of oil and smoke hung in the air. 
 
    The sky lit up orange as evening descended on Breslenbrug. I took one last look up at the arena and contemplated my options before went back inside. I couldn’t see a way to get to Maia Sparks on my own, and Durango had been one of the only people to provide me with any help so far. But he had also lied to me. Even if he continued to offer to help me, could I trust him? There were also the Brixstall’s. Mordael was cranky at times, but Omaha seemed nice. Although, both of them had expressed doubts about me and my intentions. 
 
    Omaha and Mordael were sitting next to each other on one of Scorpio’s claws when I stepped behind the curtain. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Omaha said, jumping up to welcome me back. She wrapped me in a quick hug then stepped back to check me for damage. “We’ve been worried sick about you!” 
 
    “I just went for a walk.” 
 
    “You’ve been gone for hours,” Mordael pointed out, nonchalantly chewing on a piece of straw. “We figured you got lost in the city somewhere.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” I mumbled under my breath. The only real information I had on Maia’s whereabouts I had gotten on my own. Besides, it wasn’t like I couldn’t go for a walk without them needing to babysit me. 
 
    “I wanted to go looking for you,” Omaha said. 
 
    Mordael pulled the straw out of his mouth and looked at me for the first time since I returned. “I figured you’d find your way back sooner or later.” 
 
    It was nice that he at least acknowledged that I wasn’t incapable of taking care of myself. Of more importance was finding Durango—now that I knew where Maia Sparks was being held, I just needed a little bit of information or assistance in order to get to her. 
 
    “Where’s Durango?” I asked. 
 
    “Gettin’ parts,” Mordael said. 
 
    “I need to talk to him. I need his help with something.” 
 
    Mordael rolled his eyes and huffed as Omaha told me, “Beatrice, I don’t want to be the one to tell you this. But since Durango’s like a brother to me I have to look out for him, and I know how important this tournament really is to him. I’m afraid that he might need some space until after it’s over.” 
 
    “He don’t need the distraction,” Mordael clarified. 
 
    “Is that what he said?” I asked, feeling even more rejected by him—perhaps I would have to find help elsewhere. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Omaha said as she walked toward the curtain. “My place isn’t too far from here so you can stay with me tonight, and then tomorrow morning we can come back to see Durango compete in the semi-finals.” 
 
    It was one thing to travel with Durango and Mordael, and I knew that she was Mordael’s sister, but realistically I didn’t know a thing about her. She seemed like a great person, but she could’ve been a liar, a thief, and a murderer for all I knew. However, nightfall was upon us and I didn’t have anywhere else to pass the night. With so many people in the city, at least Omaha was sort of a friend to me, so I yielded to her offer. 
 
    The final round had ended and I could hear a band performing for the crowds—it wasn’t Ringo, and it didn’t sound at all like anything from my time. It was like a concoction of steel drummers playing along with Nine Inch Nails, but with a singer that made animal noises between each word. No wonder Ringo and his ripped off songs were such a hit. I must not have been the only one to dislike the music, since people were pouring out of the arena. Keeping close to Omaha so I wouldn’t lose her in the crowd, I followed her into the streets of Breslenbrug. 
 
    “Did you find out anything from that friend of yours? Amania?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I did!” Omaha leaned toward me conspiratorially. In a whisper, she revealed, “She said that it’s top secret, so you can’t tell anyone, but she heard that Maia is being held prisoner in one of the Twilight Temples. She’s not sure which one though, and there’s like a hundred or more in Charrbrunia. So, I don’t know how helpful that is to you, but it’s a start, right?” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, although I had already found out more information on my own than she had from her friend. Maia was in fact being held in a temple—and it was the one just outside of the Breslenbrug city walls. Nonetheless, I appreciated that Omaha found out and gave me any information. She really did seem to be the nicest of the Charrbrunians I had met so far. 
 
    Omaha’s place was a compact studio apartment on the second floor above a dirty eatery on a busy street. I assumed that she had roommates, so I was surprised to see that it was only large enough for one person. 
 
    “So, you live on your own?” I asked, noting her young age. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How old are you? And what about your parents?” 
 
    “I’m sixteen, so not that young. And Mordael and I moved away when he was fifteen and I was twelve.” She shrugged. “No biggie. Besides, you’re out here on your own and you’ve got to be around my age.” 
 
    While her observation was accurate, it certainly didn’t take into account that I didn’t want to be there by myself. Instead, I just wanted to get back home. Mary must’ve been worried sick about me—having disappeared in a big city. Erik too. And my friends at school. 
 
    Omaha’s place was tiny. Smaller and more cramped than a camping trailer. And, while she wasn’t dirty, there were tons of knick-knacks and clutter sitting around. The best feature of her apartment was that she had a large window offering a view of Breslenbrug. Above the less impressive building across the street, the cluster of bronze towers was visible, disappearing mysteriously into the night sky. Since the streets below were more serene, I appreciated the solitude of the city at night. 
 
    Omaha fed me and provided me with enough cushions and blankets to be moderately comfortable sleeping on the floor outside her bathroom. After fully undressing—unabashedly—she climbed into a tiny bunk stashed above her kitchen. The occasional strange noises of a steam-powered car chugging down the street outside, combined with the pungent and peculiar stench emanating from the restaurant below, kept me awake for a while, but eventually I fell into sleep. 
 
    The sounds of breakfast woke me. 
 
    “I’m making eggs,” Omaha said once she saw that I was sitting upright. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “As long as you don’t flavor them with whatever that restaurant downstairs uses.” 
 
    She sniffed. “I hardly notice the smell anymore. It’s a Nattoboru restaurant, so what do you expect?” 
 
    “Nattoboru?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s fermented soybeans. You actually develop a craving for it once you get used to the smell. I like mine topped with chopped fish.” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” 
 
    The fried eggs Omaha made were about half the size of standard chicken eggs, but I didn’t bother asking what type of bird they came from—it was probably better that I didn’t know. Then I washed up while Omaha rifled through an overstuffed closet. 
 
    “Would you like some fresh clothes?” She held a replica of what I was already wearing, but it was at least clean. 
 
    I appreciated the gesture. “Are you sure you don’t mind? I feel like you’ve already done so much.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You’d be doing me a favor. I’m never going to wear this old thing again. I wouldn’t be caught dead in this dress, here in the city.” Then she glanced at my outfit. “No offense.” 
 
    Omaha’s outfit couldn’t have been any different than mine. Whereas my dress was baggy everywhere, she wore a pair of bizarre pleated pants that were cinched around her tiny waist. To complete the look, she had on a shirt—if you could call it that—which was merely a thin panel of molded metal across her front with strings that tied around her back. As odd as the ensemble sounded, Omaha looked amazing in the ridiculous getup. When we were ready to go, she slung her aviator goggles around her neck and flounced out the door. 
 
    As we entered the arena, I could hear Ringo Starr finishing the chorus to the Taylor Swift song I had bartered with yesterday. The crowd sounded like they loved it. 
 
    “Can’t we go see Durango now?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s in the first round today,” Omaha explained. “We should let him focus right now.” Although she was probably right, I was frustrated at the delay. “Guess we’re too late for the good seats today,” she said when we got our first glimpse of the crowds—it looked like there wasn’t a seat left in the entire arena. “Semi-finals and finals always draw the biggest crowds. Plus Ringo Starr is performing right now, and everybody loves him. His music is just so futuristic!” 
 
    “It sounds like a classic from where I’m from. Couldn’t we just go down to the staging area and watch the tournament through one of the giant gates?” 
 
    She began to rebuff me, but then looked at the overly full benches lining the arena. Then she grinned. “Well, I suppose it would give us a unique view of the games.” 
 
    Omaha snatched my hand and pulled me down to the walkway below the seats. We stopped at the first gate, which was about twenty feet tall and made of crisscrossing metal poles. The space between the poles left one-foot wide squares for us to see through—perfect for seeing the action at ground level. Only a few spectators—likely friends of competitors like us—were at the gate with us, along with a worker whose job was to keep the gate closed unless a competitor was coming or going. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Omaha told me before darting away. “To me it’s not a tourney without a turkey leg.” 
 
    Ringo had finished his performance and was waving magnanimously at the crowds as Flashburn packed and carried his equipment. The two of them walked into a different gate than the one I was at, but Ringo caught a glimpse of me as he left the field and shot me a brief thumbs up. He seemed happy with the deal we had made. 
 
    Just before the tournament officially began, one of the competitors passed behind me in the wide walkway that circles the arena. At first I only saw his Mech, which was a massive hornet with sinister eyes. I knew exactly who the machine’s creator was when I heard his voice. 
 
    “We meet again, Beatrice.” Sebastius’ face half-twisted into a grin as he saw me. 
 
    “I take it you won yesterday,” I commented. 
 
    “I always win,” he proudly told me. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like your wasp was even damaged.” 
 
    He looked approvingly over his Mech. “I can’t say Stinger wasn’t hurt, but there’s very little that I can’t fix if I want to. Enough about her though. I’m surprised to see you here. I figured you would be chasing after Maia Sparks by now.” 
 
    The shock registered in my face, and in my voice. “How did you know I was trying to find her?” Only a very short list of people had any idea I was looking for her. And from what I understood, if the Twilight Temple clerics found out then they would likely come after me. 
 
    Sebastius took obvious delight in having shocked—and scared—me with his awareness. “Let’s just say I have both instinct and insight. I really must be going now. Enjoy the tournament.” Just before he rounded the corner with his mechanical creation, he called back, “And I hope you find you way back home. I understand it is a long journey.” 
 
    Could Sebastius have possibly known about me, that I was from the past? And if so, could he have any answers to my time-traveling questions? If my Maia Sparks lead didn’t pan out, I wondered if Sebastius might be able to help me—truthfully though, he didn’t seem the helpful type. 
 
    A loud trumpet blast drew my attention back to the field. As before, the day’s events began with trumpeters playing their song and the king’s representative giving a speech. He added that King Charr himself would be present for the final round in two weeks’ time, and that he would personally award the winner. 
 
    “Make way,” the gate guard said as he began to unlatch the gate and swing it inward. I backed up, allowing it to open fully. Once opened, it blocked the entire walkway, gating off myself and the few other spectators. 
 
    Another Mech marched up to the gate—one I had gotten to know well. “Scorpio!” excitedly escaped my lips. 
 
    Scorpio looked to be in like-new condition. Durango must have stayed up all night fixing it. He marched closely behind the metallic insect, and the moment I saw him my heart fluttered. I was still angry with Durango, and I was knew that I couldn’t really trust him. But there was something about seeing him again that made me excited and nervous and happy all at once. 
 
    At first he didn’t glance my way, and Omaha was right—he didn’t need a distraction at a time like this. The announcers were going to introduce him and Scorpio any moment now. So I kept my mouth closed. And I kept my eyes on his every move. He didn’t look nervous. He looked focused. And confident. And, despite his ridiculous costume, handsome. 
 
    The announcer introduced Stinger first, and the crowd cheered exuberantly when Sebastius made his appearance from across the field. Clearly they loved a champion more than an underdog. 
 
    As their extended applause continued, and just before he was to be introduced, Durango looked in my direction and caught a glimpse of my face looking through one of the square gaps in the gate. His eyes lit up and he ran to me, the metal gate separating us. 
 
    “Beatrice! Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick!” 
 
    “I stayed with Omaha last night.” 
 
    Scorpio was then introduced and proudly marched onto the field. Durango remained behind with me. 
 
    “I need to tell you something, Beatrice,” he said. 
 
    The announcer called his stage name, but Durango didn’t flinch. 
 
    “Looks like it’ll have to wait,” I said. “They’re calling you now.” 
 
    His eyes remained locked on mine and he gave no indication of leaving. Despite everything going on—including the tens of thousands of people waiting expectantly for him—his full attention was directed only at me. 
 
    “This can’t wait,” he said pleadingly.  
 
    Durango reached his hand up to a horizontal gate pole, placing it on mine. My instinct was to pull away—he did lie to me after all—but I let it remain and felt the callousness of his fingers brush against my own. 
 
    He continued, “I need you to know that the only reason I deceived you about the money was, well… that I didn’t want you to leave. I know, it was selfish, but if I could just have kept you with me for another week, another day… even another minute, then it was worth whatever I had to do or say. I don’t know how to tell you this; I’ve never felt this way before. You are an intriguing girl like no other that I have ever met. And Beatrice, I’m falling in love with you.” 
 
    As his words sunk in, my heart melted. How could I have been so dense—so rusty? Here he was, trying to help me because he was infatuated with me, while I was condemning him for a little white lie. Something inside me had told me that he was an honorable and trustworthy person, but I ignored that deep-seated instinct. 
 
    The announcer called his name. Again. This time with a note of confusion or concern. Even Scorpio looked back at us. 
 
    “Beatrice, you are so special to me. You deserve to be treated with so much more dignity than I’ve given you. And I am sincerely sorry if I hurt you.” 
 
    He bowed his head contritely for just a moment before he removed his hand from mine and backed up from the gate. His gaze continued glued to mine for an eternity crammed into a few seconds. Then he turned and stepped confidently onto the arena field. 
 
    After the crowd’s applause died down, he returned to the walkway and the gate shut, this time with us both together inside. My hands clammed up and I didn’t know what to say. As amazing as Durango was, I wasn’t from his time. I had to return to my home. No matter how much his words made my heart glow, and despite that I felt like I could sense the nobility in his soul, in reality I had only known him for a few days. 
 
    He placed my hand in his and my resolve almost slipped—was I developing feelings for him? Or was I simply flattered by the attention he was bestowing upon me as he bared his heart to me? I forced my hand away from his as the trumpet blasts initiating the round began. As Scorpio and Stinger began circling the field, seeking an advantageous position for initiating an attack, Durango looked down at my hand, hurt. 
 
    “I can’t,” I choked out. “I just can’t.” 
 
    “Please,” he pleaded. “I deeply regret having deceived you-” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s just… It’s just that I don’t belong here. I have to get home. Do you understand?” 
 
    He bit his lip and nodded. Then he told me confidently, “If that is what you want, then I solemnly vow that I will get you home.” 
 
    Metal crashed into metal, not far from our gate, and a small sheet of bronze flew through the air, making loud contact with the gate. I jumped as Stinger made its first attack on Scorpio. 
 
    “Well, it can wait until after the round,” I offered hollowly, as our gazes were fixed on the competition. The two opponents were again separated, waiting for the best position to strike. “Can Scorpio win?” 
 
    “I couldn’t fix her tail mechanism, so she can’t shoot acid. But she does still have those two powerful claws… So, maybe.” 
 
    “I got two,” Omaha yelled as she came running back, but she froze in place when she saw Durango standing by my side, leaning so closely to me that we could be mistaken for a couple. 
 
    “It’s already started,” I told her. 
 
    “I know,” she said quietly, handing me a turkey leg. 
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    The competition that played out before us was a welcomed distraction—a distraction from my inability to return home, and also from the mixed feelings I had for Durango. Giant metal insects attacking each other mere feet from a person had the uncanny ability to dominate one’s full attention. 
 
    “Grab him,” Durango yelled a couple of times when Scorpio got within reach. Scorpio continued to play it safe, leaving its claws clamped shut. 
 
    Then, finally, Stinger showed off one of its hidden super powers. I didn’t know why it surprised me to see it fly—I mean, it was a hornet after all—but it did. The weight of all that metal seemed like it would be too encumbered by the effects of gravity to ever become airborne. Nonetheless, Stinger’s four thin wings began fluttering wildly and within a second or two, it was airborne. 
 
    Durango’s eyes widened—he was surprised too. “She didn’t do that in her opening round,” he muttered. 
 
    “No Mech has ever done that,” an awed Omaha contributed. 
 
    Scorpio jumped back and forth, keeping its eyes on Stinger as it hovered above, but the hornet was just too quick. With a surprising suddenness, Stinger thrust down and gripped Scorpio firmly. Scorpio lifted its claws to grab Stinger, but the claws stayed closed and instead of crushing the wasp, they merely punched at it futilely. 
 
    Durango was shaken. “What is she doing? Why isn’t she using her claws? She must be broken. She’s broken!” 
 
    Stinger curled its abdomen and pierced Scorpio right where its tail met its body—an area that was particularly vulnerable after yesterday’s match. Scorpio, realizing that its claws were immobilized reacted as well it could, thrusting its tail forward and racing ahead so as to snap off Stinger’s needle. 
 
    Stinger fell aside, startled and damaged, but it was clear that Scorpio walked away the greater casualty. Acid had eaten away at Scorpio to the point that its tail began dragging behind it limply, ready to fall off at the next opportunity. Stinger tried to take flight, but must have damaged one of its wings during the fall because only three wings were then flicking up and down rapidly. 
 
    Stinger was close to the gate, and the wind hit me along with the loud buzzing sound they produced. While each Mech reassessed their position, Durango began pacing and reasoning out why Scorpio wasn’t performing to its full potential. 
 
    “I just don’t understand what could’ve happened with her claws. It’s like she was sabotaged. The claw relay switch must’ve been disabled. But she was monitored continuously. I was with her every second since her last match…” He looked at me, concerned. “Every second except when I had you watch her… Nobody came in while I was gone, did they?” 
 
    “No,” I said defensively. But there was the strange incident where a panel randomly fell off of Scorpio’s side. Sheepishly, I asked, “Where is the relay switch located?” 
 
    “Below the motor, where…” Understanding registered on his face, combined with regret and despair. “Where that panel had fallen off while you were watching her.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I heard a noise when the panel fell off, but I didn’t see anyone. I promise. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Durango threw his hands in the air, frustrated and disappointed. “She doesn’t stand a chance without claws or her stinger.” Then he stormed off, unable to even watch the end of the match. 
 
    Rubbing salt in my wounded self-esteem, Omaha spoke her mind next. “I’m not the kind of girl that gets upset easily, but you really blew this one Beatrice. This tourney meant a lot to Durango. To all of us.” 
 
    She followed after him, leaving me alone to watch Scorpio’s imminent demise by myself. The guilt was crushing. 
 
    As they turned the corner, I felt a tear dripping down my cheek—and it frustrated me. When playing a disc golf tournament, I had to keep my focus on the game. If not, I would make bad shots and poor decisions, and ultimately lose. Similarly, I knew that in order to get back home I had to keep my focus on achieving that goal. I couldn’t allow myself to get so caught up in Mech tournaments or even with people that weren’t from my time. Yet, for some reason I was emotionally vested in these people—in my relationships with them. I was frustrated at myself for losing my focus and I knew that it could lead to disaster. And I was even more frustrated that I felt so powerless to change it. 
 
    Metal crunched outside as Stinger made its next attack. Gripping onto Scorpio’s back, Stinger began piercing Scorpio with its two sharp mandibles. Sheets of metal dented, holes formed, panels fell off, and all the while Scorpio struggled to even feebly swing back at its adversary. After a few minutes of being pummeled, Scorpio wriggled free of Stinger’s claws. It made its way to my gate, and I could’ve been mistaken, but it seemed to look at me with sadness and disappointment. 
 
    Finally seeing the full damage done already to Scorpio, it was amazing that it was even still functioning. The tail had come off and a gaping hole replaced its backside—nearly up to the powerful engine that keeps Scorpio operational. The protective plates over the engine were missing, making it exceptionally vulnerable. Scorpio’s front claws dragged along the ground, leaving two trails in the dirt wherever it went. It seemed that there really were no offensive or defensive features left remaining on the creature. 
 
    Stinger too was damaged—one of its wings was broken and its stinger had been snapped off. Outside of that, however, it seemed brand new compared to Scorpio. Stinger was still shiny and complete. And it moved with a liveliness that Scorpio no longer had. It was as though Scorpio was just waiting to be put out of its misery—and Stinger couldn’t wait to oblige. 
 
    The crowd began changing ‘Stinger, Stinger, Stinger,” as the wasp began walking circles around Scorpio, eventually cornering it against a wall. Stinger kept its glossy black eyes focused on its prey, not allowing Scorpio any chance at escape. Now that Scorpio’s engine was exposed, it would face a swift demise—one well-placed attack with Stinger’s mandibles and it would all be over. 
 
    Scorpio crouched into the corner, making itself as small and protected as possible, as Stinger made its final approach on the defenseless insect. I nearly covered my eyes, unsure if I wanted to see the brutality take place. Scorpio’s downfall was my fault and its execution would only escalate the guilt I already felt. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Scorpio had one last trick to reveal. Although small, it had two chelicerae with tiny claws tucked around its mouth. Just as Stinger was mounting Scorpio to inflict the final blow, Scorpio leapt from its crouched position and began choking the tiny point where Stinger’s thorax met its abdomen. 
 
    Stinger began thrashing to loose itself, but Scorpio’s grip held tight. Next, Stinger began thrusting its mandibles toward Scorpio’s engine, but was thwarted, coming just a bit short. Scorpio’s head twisted a couple of times, adjusting its grip but never letting loose for even a moment, before the unimaginable happened—Stinger was severed in half. Falling to the ground in two large, lifeless metallic pieces, Stinger lost its semi-final round. 
 
    Unlike before, Scorpio did not revel in its victory. Once the battle was clearly over, Scorpio too fell to the ground in a heaving pile—too exhausted and too damaged to remain upright. It took the crowd a moment or two to register what had happened, but slowly the applause increased and eventually led to a full-on cheer. 
 
    I too clapped. And smiled. Like the weight of the world had been lifted off my shoulders, I was so relieved that Scorpio had won. And I was so happy for Durango. I couldn’t wait to see him—to find out that he forgave me. As I looked back and forth down the hallway, he was nowhere to be found. But I was at the gate that he would likely need to use in order to retrieve Scorpio through, so I waited. 
 
    Ten minutes passed, and machines were already on the field cleaning up Stinger’s parts, before anyone I recognized came my way. 
 
    “Where’s Durango?” Sebastius snarled, his upper lip curling as he spoke. He lifted his cane menacingly. “I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “It’s just a game,” I said, although I knew that to these men it was much more. “And I don’t know where he is.” 
 
    Fuming, Sebastius pointed his cane at me, jabbing it a few inches from my face as he spoke. “Well when you see him, you’d better tell him to stay clear of me because I’ll kill him. And you,” he said with a particularly close jab. “You’ll especially wish you could get back home if I decide to tell the Twilight clerics who you really are.” 
 
    I wanted to know how Sebastius knew so much about me—but not then, given his bitter disposition. I’d met a sore loser or two in my time, but never someone as enraged as Sebastius was. He stormed off down the walkway, in his effort to seek and destroy Durango. In reality, I doubted that he would really try to hurt Durango—Sebastius would lose a fistfight with Durango far more quickly and decisively than Stinger lost his match with Scorpio. 
 
    After Stinger was completely removed from the playing field, I began to wonder if anyone was going to come back to retrieve Scorpio at all. Then, finally, Mordael arrived. 
 
    “Where’s Durango?” I asked. “Does he know that he won?” 
 
    The gate guard opened the gate for Mordael, and I followed after him onto the field. The view from the field was intimidating—hundreds of thousands of eyes looking down on us from every direction. 
 
    “Of course he knows. He’s thrilled.” 
 
    “Well, where is he then?” 
 
    “It’s less than two weeks until the final round and he’s gotta get Scorpio put back together like new. That ain’t a lot of time in Mech tinkerin’ time. So he took the money pouch to go and get some parts he’ll need.” 
 
    Mordael and I made it to Scorpio, whose motor was still purring. The damage seemed more extensive from up close—if that was even possible. Mordael made a couple adjustments in a control panel on its side and Scorpio came to life. 
 
    “Well, he needs to watch out. Sebastius is looking for him and says he’s going to kill him.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about Sebastius,” Mordael said. “Durango knows how to take care of himself.” Scorpio limped as he followed Mordael and me back through the gate. “But listen,” Mordael continued. “I know you wanna get back home. And I know you want our help. But you gotta give Durango a couple of weeks to focus on the tournament. After that, he’s all yours. Got it?” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed, unsure if I could uphold that promise. An extra and unnecessary two weeks in that world would feel like an eternity. Besides, Durango vowed to help me. And if he was as decent of a person as he seemed, he would try to fulfill that promise—and I surely wouldn’t stop him from doing so. 
 
    “Why don’t you go spend time with Omaha,” Mordael offered as he began to take Scorpio back to the staging area. “She’s back at the top of the arena.” 
 
    Once Scorpio clambered out of view, I turned to leave the gate. Mordael was right—I should have climbed the seating area and joined Omaha. She was nice and helpful. She provided me with food and a place to sleep. She even gave me her clothes. 
 
    But my overwhelming urge was to be with Durango. 
 
    When I had ventured outside of the Arena yesterday, I had passed by a small hobby shop that sold Mech kits for kids. It wouldn’t sell the massive and intricate parts that Durango needed, but maybe he would be out there somewhere. I wandered outside the arena to see if I could find him looking for parts. I’d much rather talk to him when Mordael wasn’t around anyway since Mordael didn’t want me to interrupt his work in the upcoming weeks. 
 
    The streets surrounding the arena were busy during the intermission, and the restaurants and food carts all had lines. There was no way I would find Durango in that commotion. As I turned to head back into the arena, I froze in my tracks. A Twilight Temple cleric was standing near the entrance that I had just come from—and he was staring intensely at me. 
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    Despite the hustle and bustle all around me, the Twilight cleric’s red eyes remained locked on mine. He didn’t grin, he didn’t blink—he just stood there motionless like a statue. Thin, circular tattoos crisscrossed his entire face. 
 
    My first instinct was to turn and run. If he chased me, I figured that I could lose him in the commotion of the crowded streets. I wanted Durango by my side more than ever before. 
 
    Instead of running, I backed up slowly to see how the cleric would react. He continued intently watching me, but didn’t pursue. I stepped behind a food cart, hiding from his view, and took a moment to breathe. I worried: What could he want with me? Does he know where I’m from? Does he think I have electricity? 
 
    I peeked around the food cart to see if he was coming for me or if he remained in place—but he wasn’t there. Frantically, I stepped away from the cart and spun my head around to see where he was, but I couldn’t spot him anywhere. He hadn’t had time to go anywhere else, so he must have gone inside the arena. I worried that he was going to wait near Scorpio’s staging area to attack or abduct me there. I had to get away from the arena—away from him—as quickly as possible. But where could I go? 
 
    Then I remembered Omaha’s apartment. It would be locked, but at least the Twilight clerics wouldn’t look for me there. Was I just being too paranoid? No. I had felt like they were watching me ever since my first encounter with them, but this time was different. This time I sensed a danger when I saw him. I had to go—to hide out until Omaha or Durango or whomever could help me. 
 
    On my way to Omaha’s, I stayed on busy streets in the hopes that I could blend in—or at least in the hopes that if I were confronted by a cleric there would be witnesses. As I turned onto one particular street lined with shops, the most fortuitous thing occurred. I saw Durango! 
 
    He was about two blocks up, and dozens of people separated us. He had also changed out of his goofy public outfit back into his normal plain clothes. Just seeing his muscular frame washed me in relief—having served as my shield once before, I was confident that he wouldn’t let me down this time. I wanted to scream his name, but I didn’t. Not only would the distance and ambient street noise likely make my efforts pointless, but he was secretive about his real name in public. Within seconds of having spotting him, Durango turned down a side street. 
 
    Sprinting to the corner where he turned, I hoped to catch up to him—and I nearly did. He stood in a skinny, dark alleyway, and he was conversing with someone through a barred window. I stood quietly, unsure if I should approach. The meeting looked clandestine, and after I had nearly been caught listening in to Omaha’s secretive conversation the day before, I didn’t want Durango to be upset, thinking that I had followed him there. 
 
    I hid around the corner of the building, wondering what I should do. Go back to the arena? Not with a tattoo-faced stalker possibly hunting me down. Wait for Durango to finish his covert activities and act like I just ran into him randomly? Maybe. Or continue onward to Omaha’s apartment? I wasn’t sure what to do. I just knew that I couldn’t let him find me spying on him like a jealous girlfriend. 
 
    Craning my neck to see down the alleyway, I saw that he was still talking, although I couldn’t hear his words from where I stood. Then, he pulled the money pouch out of a fold in his garment. It was still exceptionally full, unmistakably containing all of my money as well as his and Mordael’s. Instead of counting out money, Durango handed the entire pouch to his hidden accomplice before heading farther down the alley. 
 
    My heart raced as the implications came rushing upon me. Not only had Durango lied to me twice—first about my need to put on more performances, followed by his vow to help me get home—but he was also stealing from me! Mistakenly, I had considered him honorable and supportive. Instead, he was clearly nothing but a selfish thief that was using my money to buy parts for his stupid machine. And the most embarrassing and enraging of all was that he had toyed with my emotions just to get what he wanted! 
 
    Irate, I stormed away from Durango. I had to let off some steam so I walked a few blocks and then took out a disc. I aimed and missed. That made me more angry so I picked it up and threw it again, missing again. Looking up skyward, I let out a scream—muffled at first but growing in intensity. 
 
    “Are you okay, ma’am?” one concerned man asked. I looked at him. He was a simple man, dressed more like the people from smaller towns than the ones that live in Breslenbrug. 
 
    The fury and passion in my eyes answered him, and he quickly scurried away. Fearing that I would break down, I needed to be alone so I turned down a quiet street to walk off my sour disposition. 
 
    Reveling in my self-pity, I rehashed my deplorable situation—lost in a foreign world with no way home, taken advantage of by people that I thought were friends, emotionally crushed. Could it get any worse? 
 
    As it turned out, yes it could. 
 
    A black carriage made up of two connected compartments turned onto the road, slowing as it approached me. The walls of the steam-powered vehicle were solid, with only the slightest indication of a door on each side. I couldn’t understand how a driver could see to maneuver it down the winding stone road, as it had no windows or any remarkable features. 
 
    The doors popped open suddenly and several pairs of blood red eyes locked onto me, as five Twilight Temple clerics were quickly encircling me. I backed up against the brick wall of a house, fear overtaking me—there was no way to escape as they hemmed me in. All that I could think was that in his rage, Sebastius must have told them whatever he thought he knew about me. 
 
    The cleric in the center was familiar. He was the one that had circular tattoos crisscrossing his face—the one that had been watching me earlier. The cleric snarled his upper lip, exposing teeth that had been sharpened into triangular points, as he hissed, “We’ve got you now Beatrice.” 
 
    I struggled against them, but they easily overpowered me. I screamed for help, but the few passersby gave us a wide berth. I pleaded with the clerics to let me go, but they didn’t even acknowledge my words. 
 
    They tightly strapped my hands and feet together and loaded me into the back section of the carriage, which quickly jolted to life and headed down the otherwise quiet street. 
 
    The other four clerics sat in the front compartment, while circle-face sat in the back section with me as I pleaded for my life. 
 
    “What do you want with me? What did Sebastius tell you about me? Whatever it was, it isn’t true! Please, you have to believe me. You don’t have to do this. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. But please don’t take me!” 
 
    Sitting across from me, the cleric didn’t respond, or even react to my pleas. He just stared through me with his burning red eyes. 
 
    “Help!” I called at the top of my voice, in case there was anyone on the streets that could hear me. “I’m being kidnapped. Please, help me.” 
 
    I felt the carriage turn back and forth, occasionally slowing and speeding up until if finally came to a stop. The door opened as they began to unload me. None of them talked—not to me and not to each other. They swiftly untied my legs, but kept such a controlled hold on me that I couldn’t even consider attempting an escape. The carriage was parked alongside five or six nearly identical others. These guys were professionals. 
 
    Looking up, I saw the pitch black Twilight Temple towering above me. Unlike all of the shiny metals in the city, this was not a polished, glossy black—instead it was the kind of darkness that seemed to drain all of the other colors. The giant pyramid was much taller in person than I had imagined when I first saw it from a distance, being at least twice the height of the arena. The stones comprising the temple had geometric shapes all over them too, matching the clerics’ face tattoos. 
 
    My chest felt hollow as I stared up at the immense structure. Either it was the fears about not knowing exactly what lay inside or the knowledge of how many more of the clerics likely were in there, but standing before the temple caused my knees to tremble and my muscles to weaken. The cleric with circular tattoos exposed a few pointy teeth—a smile of sorts—at my dread. 
 
    That was when I remembered that this was where Maia Sparks was being kept. The clerics were unknowingly bringing me somewhere that I wanted to go—well, somewhat wanted. Clearly I didn’t want to be brought there as a hostage in shackles. I stood upright, my resolve reinforced. 
 
    “Is Maia Sparks here?” I asked Circle-Face as he robbed me of my purse. 
 
    He remained stoic, but I could tell that his breathing increased after I asked. Maia Sparks was at the temple, I just knew it! And assuming that she had been kept alive, they would probably keep me alive too. And assuming that I could somehow talk to her, I could finally get some answers about where or when I really was, and how exactly I had gotten to be there. 
 
    The clerics ushered me inside their temple, which had a mere two guards standing outside of its large rectangular entrance. Inside, it was darker than a cloud-filled night—not a single lamp lit the way. In the complete darkness, I couldn’t see where they were taking me. But their red eyes somehow enabled them to see, as they navigated me purposefully through a maze of hallways. I could hear other clerics everywhere, by means of their footsteps, whispers and hisses. 
 
    Frightened, I continued to control my breathing and tried to remember where they were taking me. Right, left, left, down stairs, right again—I started to forget after another set of stairs that I didn’t expect and almost fell down. The musty smell of mold and mildew filled the lower level, which was cool and damp. 
 
    Finally, the clerics on either side of me released their grips, which no doubt left marks on my upper arms, and shoved me forward. I heard the creak of a heavy door followed by the clinking of an iron latch.  
 
    I spun around wildly in the dark, searching for the gate that they had just closed. Rattling it, I yelled, “Wait! Don’t leave me here. What are you doing? I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    There was no response except for the sound of their footsteps retreating into the dark void. Were they just going to leave me there? Were they let me to starve to death? Why would they just abandon me all alone in the dark? 
 
    “Is anybody there?” And then a little more hysterically, “Help! Can anybody hear me?” 
 
    Stepping back from the gate, I paused, only to hear a silence like I’d never heard before. Within a few seconds, I could hear my breathing and even my heartbeat. The darkness was so extensive that my eyes wouldn’t—couldn’t adjust. I was alone. 
 
    Except… Could I hear breathing? Not mine, but someone else’s? I held my breath, listening closely. A shallow, wheezing breath. Inhaled. Then exhaled. Not that far from me. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I asked, my words resonating louder than I had expected. 
 
    There was no answer. But the wheezing continued. 
 
    “Hello? Who’s there?” I repeated at a notably lower volume. “How long have you been down here?” 
 
    The person’s breathing continued steady—were they asleep? Either way, it brought me a measure of comfort to know that someone else was there and I wasn’t entirely alone. I began to feel around to get a sense of my surroundings. The floor was smooth and cool, likely stone. The gate was made of thick metal rods, as were the walls adjacent to it. The prison cell was about ten feet square, with the back wall being stone. 
 
    No one else, and nothing else, was in the cell with me—no food, no furniture, no bedding, and no toilet. Based on the sounds, the wheezing person seemed to be in a cell next to me. Even after only a half-hour in that wretched environment, I thought I might soon go crazy. 
 
    “How do they bring us food and water?” I asked, not very expectant that the other person would respond. So I decided to try a different line of questioning—more to the point. This time I allowed myself to be a slight bit hopeful. 
 
    “Are you Maia Sparks?” 
 
    She didn’t respond except for a sharp intake of breath. It was response enough to confirm the only hope I still held onto—I had found her! Perhaps the only other person in the world that was from my time. My heart started racing. There may have been no way for us to escape, but at least I would get some answers if only I could get her to talk. 
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    “As I understand it, you’re the woman behind Ringo Starr’s success. I particularly liked his rendition of ‘Yesterday’,” I sassed. I could hear her shift in her cell. “But what I can’t understand is why you went with Ringo, when John and Paul were the real stars.” 
 
    Maia cleared her throat and spoke weakly, her voice soft and warm. “John and Paul?” 
 
    “Sure. Or Elvis Presley, now there’s an iconic name.” 
 
    She spoke slowly. “Who… Who are you? Were you sent here to rescue me?” 
 
    “My name is Bea Cooper,” I said. “Nice to finally meet you, Maia.” 
 
    “Bea?” she said, disbelieving. “Zachariah’s granddaughter? He would never have sent you here.” 
 
    Surprised, I asked, “You knew my grandpa?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, confused. “But if he didn’t send you, then who did? How did you get here?” 
 
    “Five guys with red eyes brought me down here. But I’m guessing you mean, how did I get to this time? Well, I wasn’t sent here. In fact, I’m not supposed to be here at all. And I was hoping that you could help me get back.” 
 
    I could hear her slowly scoot across the floor and then lean back against a wall. “Well, unfortunately Bea, that is something that I can’t help you with. I’ve been trying to get back for four years myself.” 
 
    My heart dropped. I supposed that somewhere deep down, I knew that Maia Sparks wouldn’t be a guaranteed ticket home—but she was my last real hope. And if she was unable to help me, then I’d have to resign myself to itchy skirts and dirty bathwater—or worse if we never escaped the dungeon. 
 
    I focused on steadying my own shallow breathing before resuming the conversation. Then, my questions tumbled out in quick succession. “How did you know my grandpa? And how did you end up here? In fact, where are we—or, when are we?” 
 
    There was a smile in Maia’s voice as she reminisced. “Zachariah was my theoretical physics professor at Columbia. Most people thought he was eccentric, some thought he was crazy. But nobody denied his intelligence. He and I clicked right away. Before long, we were spending hours a day after class discussing quantum mechanics and disruption theory. We had the best of times together. Everything changed, however, when I shared with him a theory I had developed about temporal transitions.” 
 
    Maia paused so long that I had to encourage her to continue. “What happened?” 
 
    “He invited me to his home that very day, which was a large mansion on the outskirts of the city. The place was a mess; it had been neglected and trash was everywhere. He took me to his workroom where he had a nearly identical equation to mine scribbled across his wall.” 
 
    “So, you two invented time-travel together?” I sounded more skeptical than I had any right to, considering my current situation. 
 
    “We didn’t invent it. We discovered it. And that day was just the start of a long journey,” Maia continued. “We both dedicated ourselves to the project. I dropped out of school immediately, and he quit teaching soon after. We worked tirelessly on the theory, day and night. Eventually we brought two more people onto our team, Jim Chin and Samuel Cohen. Jim was primarily an investor and Samuel was an engineering prodigy who attended the university. It took us nearly twenty years, but together the four of us finally made it happen.” 
 
    “So, why can’t we get back then?” 
 
    She chuckled softly at the irony of our plight. “I can try to explain it to you, but I’ll have to simplify the process quite a bit. Firstly, you need to understand that time-travel has certain limitations. We can’t just go whenever our impulses and desires wish us to. While the universal timeline was believed to be impenetrable, we were able to discern rifts in the chronological barrier. We found five definitive soft spots that we could travel to, three in the past from our original time, and two in the future. And time-travel progresses on a linear plane. Are you following what I’m saying?” 
 
    “I’m trying to,” I replied, more than a little confused. While I had a mild interest in Science class, I was no star student. 
 
    “I mean to say that if we could return to our time, I could only return four years after my original departure. And for you, if a week has passed in this time, then a week would similarly have passed in that time.” 
 
    “Okay, but I still don’t understand why we can’t get home. Other than being locked away in this dungeon, of course.” 
 
    “That brings us to the next fundamental principle of time-travel. Initiating a temporal transition requires an electrical charge. Not a necessarily high voltage is required, but an electrical charge nonetheless. And surely you’ve noticed that electricity is absent from this time period.” 
 
    “You’re a scientist. You invented time-travel. Can’t you just invent a 9-volt battery and get back?” 
 
    Maia sighed. “It just doesn’t work that way. It isn’t that they haven’t discovered electricity. It’s that it is entirely nonexistent. Haven’t you noticed? There’s no lightning in the sky. There’s no static in your clothes. And believe me, I’ve tried everything. Unfortunately, bioelectricity, solar power, hydraulic energy… none of those are able to be transitioned into an actual electrical charge in this timerift. My current hypothesis is that there is a disruption in the earth’s electromagnetic field, without which all electricity is being suppressed.” 
 
    “I have a box. A small black box that Grandpa gave me. I think that’s what sent me here. Will that help?” 
 
    “An Initiator, we call them. They’re temporal transition initiation devices. And no, they’re useless here too. Our engineer, Samuel, designed them to be solar powered so that we wouldn’t have to rely on batteries, which worked great for our trips to the past. But then when Samuel went to the farthest forward time period, the one we’re in now, he never came back. We couldn’t know what had happened to him, so we proceeded with caution, considering all possibilities. This included that the world had been destroyed or was uninhabitable, that he had been attacked, or even that he had recklessly decided to stay.” 
 
    “Or that he had transitioned into the middle of a mountain,” I offered. 
 
    “Impossible. Temporal transitions always occur at lower atomic densities. He would have safely shifted to the top of the mountain. Anyway, as I was saying, Samuel never returned. Eventually we decided to undertake a reconnaissance mission to come up with a plan to rescue him. I volunteered, so they set me up with a NASA inspired hazmat suit that could withstand anything this world might have offered. I arrived, tested the soil and air, and realized that it was fully inhabitable. The plan was to return right away with my results, but I quickly realized that my Initiator had malfunctioned. It took only another few hours to discern the reason why.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they send another rescue mission?” 
 
    She let out a long, wheezing breath. “It was decided that if I didn’t return, then all of the Initiators would be destroyed. By our trips to the past, we had already discerned that we were able to make changes that had affected the timeline. Most of them were subtle, but some had far-reaching consequences. I assume you can understand why that could be dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Back to the Future, so I get that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just the idea that if our discovery got into the wrong hands it could have devastating consequences. Even under our own control, while we were trying to be careful, changes in the timeline were evident. Once it was confirmed that we were negatively impacting the timeline, we began discussing dismantling the project. But we pushed our limits by transitioning to the future too. Our thirst for knowledge got the better of us. Then, after Samuel’s disappearance, we concluded that if I didn’t return from this time right away, something serious was wrong and all of the Initiators would be destroyed. I hope I’ve explained my position sufficiently, but now it’s my turn to ask you a question. How did you get an Initiator?” 
 
    “My grandpa, Zachariah, left me one after he died.” 
 
    I could hear Maia sit up a little straighter. “He died?” 
 
    “Yes, about a year ago. And he left me an Initiator, but without any instructions. I had no idea what it did.” 
 
    “Why would he do something so dangerous? So careless? So reckless?” 
 
    A pair of footsteps approaching our dungeon cell silenced us both. The person stopped just outside of our cells. 
 
    “Are you prepared to provide us with electricity?” a temple cleric hissed. The voices of the clerics were breathy and reptilian sounding—the way a snake might talk if it could. 
 
    Maia remained silent and I followed her lead. Then the cleric placed something on the ground and began slowly sliding things across the floor. Then, he abruptly stopped and left. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I whispered to Maia once the cleric had departed. 
 
    “Dinnertime,” she said, retrieving something from under the gate of her cell. “I don’t have a good concept of time down here, but as far as I can estimate, they bring me food around eleven a.m. and seven p.m.” 
 
    I felt around the bottom of my gate, and there was a gap of around six inches. Reaching through the gap I could feel a tray that I dragged into my prison. The tray was wooden, with a pile of scentless material on it—food I presume—and there was also a square wooden cup with around three pints of water in it. 
 
    Maia began eating right away, while I was understandably more tentative. “What is this?” I asked as I ran my finger through it. It felt like room-temperature chunky yogurt, and smelled like damp cardboard. 
 
    As she chewed, Maia explained, “I’m not sure. I like to think of it as gravy on vegetables. But somedays it feels more like a tough bread in the sauce, and other days like a soft meat.” 
 
    “You make it sound so appetizing,” I sarcastically replied. 
 
    My stomach growled loudly and I decided to try the mystery food. The blandness and peculiar consistencies weren’t the biggest problems with the meal—it was actually the darkness. In the pitch blackness, I couldn’t see if the food was moldy, bug-ridden, or any number of other distasteful abnormalities. My mind went wild imagining wriggling maggots and curdled milk, and my stomach clenched up. Disheartened, I pushed the tray aside. It would be a number of hours before I finally decided to give it another try. 
 
    After she finished her dinner, Maia’s mood improved. She began humming songs from The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. They weren’t songs I particularly liked, but their familiar melodies were a small reminder of home in an otherwise unfamiliar place. They also hid our digestive sounds, which were all too audible in the otherwise silent dungeon. 
 
    As she started in on Eleanor Rigby, I began to consider what Maia had said about time-travel being linear. As far as I could recall, eight days had passed since I had been transported to the future. That meant that eight days had passed in my own time. What must Mary have been going through? She had to have been worried sick, wondering where I was or if I had died. She was probably back home in Wexford, trying to get used to a quiet house—something she rarely had when I was around. 
 
    My school friends had to have noticed my absence too. Had they been told that I was missing? Had they been trying to get in contact with me? And then there was Erik—the two of us got along great even though we weren’t constantly in touch. Did he even know I was missing? Or did he just think I was ignoring his texts? I imagined that he at least thought about me whenever he played disc golf—which was nearly every day. 
 
    As Maia hummed the chipper and upbeat ‘Penny Lane’, my despair really began to set in. Here she was, a physics genius that discovered time-travel, and she couldn’t get home. There was no way I was ever going to either. And the fact that she couldn’t find a way out of the dungeon meant I would likely live the rest of my life locked up, eating slop in the darkness. I couldn’t imagine a more depressing and miserable life. 
 
    A number of hours after Maia fell asleep, I finally did too, lying uncomfortably in the corner of my new home—a damp, dark, and bone-chillingly cold prison cell. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Maia filled me in on another adversity that comes from living in the basement of a Twilight Temple. 
 
    “Where’s the bathroom?” I asked her as I felt around my cell again. 
 
    “In order to keep from making a mess of your cell, you have to use the food trays,” she explained. “They take away your old tray when they bring your next meal.” 
 
    I shuddered, hoping that the temple had a high-quality steam-powered dishwasher. “And no showers, I assume.” 
 
    “You can stay a little clean,” she said. “If your cell is like mine, there’s a pipe in the back wall, near the ceiling. Whenever it rains, water will pour out of the pipe.” 
 
    Feeling around with my hands, my fingers ran across the pipe. It was only a few inches wide, so even though it might lead to the outside world it could never be used in an escape. 
 
    “How can you stand it?” 
 
    “What?” Maia asked as she shuffled in noisy laps around her cell. Occasionally she would stop to add in moves that sounded like she might have stolen them from Mary’s Pilates class—Maia called it all her morning exercise routine. 
 
    “This. Being lost and locked up. The food. The darkness, primarily. All of it. How can you stand it?” 
 
    “It’s not my preference, of course. But you get used to it.” 
 
    “I don’t think that I ever could,” I pouted, knowing that Maia was probably right. After a few difficult and awkward days, it probably would begin to feel like and unwelcomed routine. Then, after a few long weeks, I would begin to forget some of the indulgences of the outside world. By a few months, I might not even remember what good food tasted like. I couldn’t let myself get to that point. I had to find a way out. Even if I couldn’t get home, I couldn’t survive like this. I refused to allow myself to become complacent and give up hope. 
 
    “Do they ever let you out of your cell? I mean, even in prisons they give you rec time. Do we get any of that?” I asked, hoping to discern an opportunity or a weak spot in their defenses. 
 
    “They used to give me a little bit more freedom,” she said. “In fact, right over there they set up a laboratory for me to work in.” I squinted in Maia’s direction, but was obviously unable to see a laboratory, or even which way she was pointing. She abruptly stopped pacing and leaned against the bars. “They had me working to create electricity, although all of my experiments failed.” She sounded wistful. 
 
    “And that’s why they don’t let you out anymore?” 
 
    “Oh, no. That’s because I made a rudimentary bomb and used it to try to escape,” she said with surprising casualness. 
 
    “You made a bomb?” I asked, astounded. 
 
    “It’s really not that difficult if you have the right equipment and materials. But, needless to say, they haven’t been as lenient with me since.” 
 
    Our eleven o’clock meal arrived, along with the same question from our warden. “Are you prepared to provide us with electricity?” His voice was like fingernails on a chalkboard. 
 
    Maia ignored the cleric, then devoured her food after he left. I too ate right away, with less tentativeness than the day prior. It had already begun, I realized—my slow descent into complacency. 
 
    After eating, Maia began humming again. Between songs, I asked her, “How did you get songs to Ringo?” 
 
    “It was one of the clerics. He would bring me extra food if I provided him with songs.” 
 
    “Would he bring you anything else? Like whatever you need to make another bomb?” 
 
    “No. I tried negotiating, but all I could get out of him was more food. But at least it was different food… apples, oranges, and the like.” 
 
    “When does he come down here?” 
 
    “There was no pattern to it. Sometimes at night, sometimes during the day. I haven’t heard from him in a while.” 
 
    I kept seeking to find one, but there seemed to be no cracks in the prison that I could exploit. Circling my cell, matching the pace of Maia’s footsteps, I worked hard to mentally fight off an impending sense of hopelessness and depression. There just had to be a way out—I simply couldn’t see it yet. At least, that’s what I told myself. 
 
    Throughout what was probably the afternoon, we talked more. Maia told me her version of arriving in Breslenbrug, which was considerably different than Durango’s explanation. For starters, her name wasn’t actually Maia Sparks—it was Maia Sperokis. “It’s Greek,” she explained. But the people of Charrbrunia thought she said Sparks and she didn’t bother to correct them. Also, she wasn’t telling the crowds stories from our time as a show or to gain followers. She was simply looking for Samuel so that they could put their minds together and hopefully find a way to return home. 
 
    “But I never found him,” she concluded. “I asked around, but nobody had ever heard of a Samuel Cohen. My assumption is that he died, either from being lost in the woods or by being attacked by a wild animal, or even a person. He may have been smart and very clever, but one thing I’ve learned about time-travel is that anything is possible. How about you? What happened when you first arrived here?” 
 
    I told her about Durango, Mordael and Omaha—how they had helped me but were really just using me for money. When I explained that we were in town for the Mech tournament and that Durango had stolen all of my money to rebuild his machine, Maia interrupted me. 
 
    “Wait, so this guy, Durango, he built a Mech by himself? Without a team assisting him?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. Mordael said that Durango is a great tinkerer, which I think means he’s good at building things.” 
 
    “A tinkerer is basically their term for an engineer. And I have never heard of anybody building a Mech by himself. He would have to be an exceptional engineer.” 
 
    “I think he is. They say he’s very focused.” 
 
    “In the Cyphean Mountains,” Maia spoke softly, nearly a whisper. “I was working on a steam-powered engine to trigger my Initiator. It was nearly as large as a Mech, almost the size of your cell. Nonetheless, I could’ve used a good engineer like him to oversee my work.” She let out a long, shallow sigh. “Although, I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered. Without an electrical charge, I’m not certain that it would’ve worked anyway.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have wanted him,” I countered. “Did you miss the part where he stole all my money?” 
 
    Before dinner, I was lamenting the difficulties of our situation, nearly breaking down. “It just isn’t fair,” I complained. “I’m not even seventeen years old yet. I should have my whole life ahead of me. In two months, I’ll be stuck here eating slop instead of cake. I shouldn’t be here—not in this time, and not in this cell. And talk about cruel and unusual punishment—even prisoners back home get a bathroom and decent food. And time outside. And also lights. I don’t understand how you can seem so content with all this. We didn’t do anything to deserve it!” 
 
    My rant continued on for a few more minutes. Maia quietly listened as I vented my frustrations. When I finally stopped my whining, nearly in tears, she spoke to me in an unexpectedly compassionate tone. 
 
    “Bea, I know this is difficult for you. And you’re right, it isn’t fair. But life rarely is. And I know how hopeless our situation seems.” 
 
    “Then how do you handle it all so well? You seem fine down here.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve lived a bit longer than you have, and I’ve seen that life sometimes takes you places you don’t expect. When I was younger, perhaps just a year older than you, I was in an advanced physics class and my teacher discriminated against me simply because I was a woman that wanted to enter into a male-dominated field. Even though he knew that I excelled in the class, he graded me harsher than the other students and refused to provide me with a recommendation letter for my college classes. Later on, I realized that he was simply jealous of me.” 
 
    I didn’t know where she was going with this story, and seeing as how I was in an embittered mood I nearly interrupted to ask her to get to the point. But in a way, I could also relate to her story—men often underestimated me too. I hadn’t really considered that they too were jealous or felt threatened by me. I let her continue. 
 
    “And a recommendation letter from him was necessary for me to get into a decent university. I remember coming home from school frustrated and nearly to the point of giving up on my dreams. Everything I had worked so hard for seemed to be just out of my reach. And the entire situation was completely unfair. Nonetheless, my mother encouraged me to apply for the universities that I was most interested in anyway, even without the necessary recommendations to be considered. As it turned out, I got accepted into Columbia, which was my first choice.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that relates to being stuck in a prison,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Well, Bea, you’re right that our situation seems bleak. But a few weeks ago you could never have imagined this scenario playing out. Just as your situation unexpectedly got dramatically worse, it could also unexpectedly improve. For me, when you arrived, my circumstances changed in a way that I couldn’t have imagined. I don’t know what might come of that development, but I suppose what I’m saying is that I hope you don’t give up on hope, Bea.” 
 
    Her words gave me a lot to think about. At first, I balked at them, but as time went on I supposed that she could be right. She never expected to get accepted into Columbia. Who could know what changes might occur at the temple? I didn’t know what the politics were like in this world—maybe the king of Charrbrunia was about to take a stand against the Twilight Temple and force them to release their prisoners. Or maybe someday an opportunity to escape would avail itself. Even though I wasn’t ready to be hopeful just yet, her words at least made it feel possible that I could be. 
 
    Soon, dinner came and went. Then another miserable night’s sleep. Morning brought on Maia’s routine of pacing around her cell. 
 
    Following her example, I decided to try to keep up my strength. I did some push-ups and sit-ups, and even pretended to play a few rounds of disc golf, all the while cursing myself for developing a routine as though this were going to be my future. How long would it be until I became comfortable with my imprisonment? A few months? A year? 
 
    When our morning meal arrived, I expected the same question from the cleric that he had asked at every prior meal. Instead, he said, “Be ready in one hour,” before he quickly departed. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    Maia answered thoughtfully. “I don’t know. They’ve asked me the same question with every meal since the incident with the bomb. But I recognized his voice. That’s the cleric that gives me food for songs.” 
 
    “They all sound the same to me.” 
 
    Maia and I pulled our trays into our cells and she proclaimed, her voice filled with excitement. “I’ve got something.” I could hear globs of her food plopping onto her tray as she lifted something up. “There is something hidden in my food. Matches, it feels like. Do you have anything in yours?” 
 
    I felt around, running my fingers through the slimy substance. “No,” Then I felt something hard on the bottom of my plate. “Wait, yes. I think it’s a key.” 
 
    I could hear her sniff. “And my water cup… I think it’s filled with oleum!” Her eagerness was contagious. 
 
    Unable to exercise any patience, I reached through the bars of my cell and found the lock. I slid the gravy-covered key into a small keyhole and when I turned it, I could hear the distinctive sound of metal shifting—it worked! Then, with a low creaking sound, my door swung open. I almost squealed in excitement, but Maia was shushing me. 
 
    “Open the door slowly,” she whispered. “We don’t want anybody on the floor above us to hear what we’re doing.” 
 
    I tiptoed to her cell and felt around for the lock. Soon we were both standing in freedom—well, we were still in the pitch black dungeon of a Twilight Temple, so it wasn’t really freedom. But just being outside of my prison cell sure felt like freedom to me! 
 
    Maia brushed up against me, and I impulsively embraced her. She tensed up as I wrapped my arms around her, but I didn’t care if she reciprocated—we were going to succeed in our escape, I could feel it! Although, after her never give up hope pep talk, I expected something along the lines of an ‘I told you so’, to come out of her mouth. But no such expression was uttered. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked her quietly. 
 
    “We have to wait,” she said. “The cleric said in one hour.” 
 
    “But we can’t trust him. He’s one of them,” I said, picturing the hideous deformed faces of the clerics—their creepy red eyes, their distinct tattoos, their pointy teeth. 
 
    “We have to trust him,” Maia countered. “He’s the only reason we’re out of our cells right now.” 
 
    Maia stepped away from me and I tentatively followed after her, moving slowly as I felt my way along the walls in total darkness. 
 
    “Why would he help us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But the one thing I’m certain of is that it isn’t simply for our benefit. It serves his best interest in some way.” 
 
    As I stepped closer toward Maia’s voice, she lit one of the matches. She was only about ten feet away from me as she reached the match onto a small table lamp, the flame of which began to dimly light the room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. “If they see this light they’ll catch us!” 
 
    She looked over my shoulder, toward the stairwell leading out of the dungeon, confident and unconcerned. “They don’t ever come down here except at mealtime. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Despite Maia’s assurance, I was a nervous wreck. This was our only chance to escape and if we missed it or if we did anything too careless, we would probably be caught and locked up forever. 
 
    In the flickering lamp light, I got my first look at Maia. I was surprised to see that she was only about forty to fifty years old. Since Grandpa Cooper was around eighty when he died, I assumed that Maia would be elderly too. And her voice, soft and a little unsteady, contributed to my assumption. She was thin and tall, and had dark hair with a few gray streaks in it. 
 
    Maia calmly and methodically got her water cup and mine and began to examine them on the table. My feet tapped rapidly as I glanced back and forth between the darkness behind me and the table that she was working at. There were rows of vials, stacks of papers, and a variety of other items that I could only assume she had been given to try creating electricity for the temple. She mixed the liquids, then found a canister at the edge of her workspace. She poured a measured amount of white powder from the canister into her concoction and stirred it gently. 
 
    “I think this will work,” she finally exclaimed, holding a small mass of dough in her right hand. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A crude nitroglycerin. The cleric gave me the ingredients I needed, the same ones I used last time.” 
 
    It took me a moment to remember what nitroglycerin was. “Dynamite?” 
 
    “Basically, yes.” 
 
    “Well, what do we do with it? Do we just light it and make a break for it?” 
 
    She cautiously sat the material on the desk. “No. We need to wait for the cleric. The last time I tried to make my escape, it didn’t work out well. There are hundreds, if not thousands, of clerics up there. And they can see in the dark. We don’t stand a chance on our own, so we should take advantage of any help he provides.” 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of relying on a temple cleric. But Maia was right—he was likely our only chance. Ringo Starr had referred to the Twilight Temple as a hornet’s nest, filled with lethal clerics. That didn’t sound like somewhere that we would be able to simply walk out of without help. 
 
    “Are you ready?” a cleric’s voice startled me. I hadn’t heard him stealthily make his way down to Maia’s laboratory. 
 
    “I have it right here,” Maia said, motioning to the Play-Doh-like mass. “Just let us know what we need to do.” 
 
    “Put these on,” the cleric hissed, his voice barely loud enough to hear. He handed us two black cloaks, identical to the ones that all the clerics wore. I took them from his hand and one of his sharp fingernails scraped against my palm. The entire time I slipped the cloak over my clothes, my stomach churned at the raw feeling that remained where he had brushed against me. 
 
    The rogue cleric instructed Maia to place her dynamite dough on the locks of our gates, along with some string dangling from them. Then, just before we made our break, Maia lit the bottoms of the strings. As if I weren’t already eager to escape the Twilight Temple, two ignited wads of explosives put some extra haste in my steps. 
 
    Unable to see in the darkness, I held onto the back of Maia’s robe, and she did the same with the cleric. The winding route through the temple seemed to take forever and I worried that the nitroglycerine was going to ignite before we escaped. As instructed, we kept our heads down as we walked, although it was difficult not to look up when shafts of daylight began to filter into our view. My heart thumped harder with each step as we made our way closer to our deliverance. 
 
    I actually had to squint my eyes as we finally crossed the threshold into freedom—having spent so long in darkness, the bright sunshine was too much to take it at first. Maia, having spent far longer in darkness, was likely having a harder time with it than I was. 
 
    Not fifty steps past the temple, the explosion finally occurred. It was far less dramatic than I had expected—a brief but deep thumping sound that may have vaguely shook the ground. The reaction from within the temple, however, was far more notable. Like ants from a disrupted anthill, hundreds of them rushed outside. Without communication, they began encircling the temple and venturing into the woods, trying to find the culprits no doubt. 
 
    “This way,” our hooded guide called. “And keep your heads down.” 
 
    Turning my attention away from the threats and confusion all around me, I stared down at my feet. One time in my past, when I felt overwhelmed about a lengthy school assignment, my father told me a story about a friend of his that hiked the Appalachian trail. Completing the entire trail seemed impossible to him, but he didn’t think about the immense journey ahead of him. He simply took it one step at a time. Eventually, he realized that he was well over half-way and that completing his hike was attainable. I recalled that story as I watched my feet—one step at a time. That’s what it would take for me to escape. 
 
    Not far from the temple, we arrived at a busy road. A few horses, carriages, and steam-powered vehicles passed us by. There were also a few other clerics heading our way. The roadway was lined with dense woods and I wanted to just take off running—to get away from the temple, the cleric, and everyone else for that matter. But I knew that it was in my best interest to stick with Maia and continue to follow her lead. 
 
    “Follow me,” our cleric hissed as he traveled down the road. Silently we obeyed. 
 
    After a mile or two, our guide turned off the busier road onto a less-traveled dirt road. The other clerics continued down the busy road and I lifted my head up. Finally, I felt like our escape might be successful. Another half-mile down the smaller road, the cleric stopped. 
 
    “Take off your robes and hand them to me,” he demanded. 
 
    After removing our robes, I got my first good look at the cleric—he was all too familiar. The circle tattoos across his face identified him as the one who captured me to begin with. 
 
    “Why are you releasing us?” I questioned as I handed him my robe. “Why did you capture me, just to help me escape?” 
 
    He handed me back my purse and then pointed down the road, his fingers gnarled and his fingernails untrimmed. “Continue in that direction.” The cleric turned without any explanation for his actions and began walking back toward the temple. 
 
    “Don’t you want anything from us?” Maia called after him. The cleric said nothing in response, but continued his steady pace away from us. 
 
    “That was odd,” Maia said to me as the cleric disappeared from our view. “The rest of them are unified, but that one… he looks out for himself. I assumed he would get something out of our escape.” 
 
    “Well, if he does, that something is down this road. Should we follow his directions?” 
 
    Maia spun her head slowly in every direction. “We can’t go back toward the temple. And we could get lost if we hike into the woods. So, I think that’s our only option,” she said pointing farther down the road. Maia had ratty, stained clothes and looked like she was in desperate need of a shower. Despite her overall appearance, however, it was clear by the look in her eyes that she still maintained the intelligence and logic that helped her discover time-travel. 
 
    We began walking quietly, with only the occasional twig snapping below our feet. After a mile, we came upon a dilapidated log cabin and she stopped abruptly, holding her hand out to halt my steps. 
 
    “There’s someone, or something, on the other side of that structure,” she whispered. 
 
    “A cleric?” I asked, ready to sprint into the woods in a moment’s notice. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    We stood in silence for a minute, hearing the occasional noise—a muted voice or the rustling of leaves—from beyond the cabin. Then Maia began slowly and quietly walking forward to investigate. The loud whinny of a horse halted her movement again. Our eyes were fixed on the side of the cabin, the roof and one wall of which had collapsed some time ago. 
 
    Then, the horse that was making so much noise stuck its head out from beyond the log wall. 
 
    “Daisy!” I called, immediately recognizing the distinctive white stripe that stretched the length of her long nose. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” I called excitedly as Omaha peeked around the edge of the dilapidated cabin. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Maia said as she raced after me. “You know this person?” 
 
    I ignored her as I embraced Omaha, happy to be alive, free, and with a familiar face. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “We were beginning to think you weren’t going to make it.” 
 
    Before I got a chance to ask why on earth she was expecting me, I saw the rest of the ‘we’ that she was referring to—the lying thief Durango that toyed with my emotions to steal my hard-earned money. 
 
    Oblivious to my distress, Durango proclaimed to Omaha in his typical arrogant way, “I told you they’d be here.” His eyes locked onto mine as he stepped toward me. He softened. “Beatrice? Are you alright? You haven’t been hurt, have you?” 
 
    I stuttered, unable to formulate words to express the depth of my anger—anger about his lies? Yes. His theft? Sure. But primarily I had determined that it was that he flirted with me just to take advantage of me. I mean, what kind or person would tell someone that they were falling in love with them just to get some Daycoins? 
 
    “Listen,” Maia interrupted. “I’m not sure if you’re here to help us or to harm us, but if there’s any way you could give us a ride in your carriage we’d appreciate it.” She looked over her shoulder, watchful for Twilight Temple clerics that may be pursuing us. “And we’re kind of in a hurry.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Durango said, holding the flap of the carriage for us. “You’re right.” 
 
    Maia jumped into the carriage first. I followed relieved to be off the street where I had been so exposed, and Omaha joined us inside. Durango took the driver’s seat and we were quickly on our way—each clomp of Daisy’s feet putting more distance between us and the Twilight Temple. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Omaha asked. “Is something going on? I mean, outside of the obvious?” 
 
    I could feel that my cheeks were still flushed. Durango was the last person that I wanted to step in as my knight in shining armor. Again. I would almost rather have just kept walking—almost. And I couldn’t help but wonder what arrangement he had made with the Twilight cleric. The cleric had sold songs for money, so maybe he and Durango planned to exploit my disc-throwing ability, or possibly glean some valuable time-traveler secrets. Whatever it was, I didn’t want to be a part of it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Omaha repeated. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I said, turning away. 
 
    “I’m Maia,” she interjected, offering a handshake. 
 
    “I know,” Omaha said with adoration. “I’ve heard you’re quite the storyteller.” 
 
    She glanced at me with a wink. “I couldn’t tell you a thing that Bea couldn’t tell just as well. Where are we heading?” 
 
    “Durango arranged a room at an inn outside of town,” Omaha said. 
 
    “Did he also find a place for me to perform for money?” I blurted sneeringly. My lucrative income stream must have been the primary reason he was helping us. Especially right now when he should’ve been repairing Scorpio. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Omaha asked, partly concerned and partly troubled by my attitude. She was right—I shouldn’t have been taking my anger toward Durango out on her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely, offering a weak smile. “This doesn’t have anything to do with you. There’s just something between Durango and me.” 
 
    Maia cut into the awkwardness by thanking Omaha for giving us a ride away from the temple. That led to Omaha inquiring about what the inside of the Twilight Temple was like, followed by a lengthy reply from Maia. I was barely half-listening while she described the despicable food and unending darkness, instead focused on what I would tell Durango when we stopped. 
 
    My initial reaction was to tell him what a low-life he was—how terrible of a person he was for pretending to have an interest in me only to steal my money for his stupid Mech creation. But every bit of irritation that I might express toward him would just show him how much he hurt me—and I didn’t want to give him the gratification. Instead, I resolved to play it cool, keeping my emotions in check. After all, he didn’t see me witness his secretive transaction, and thus he didn’t yet know that I was aware of his theft. Hopefully if I confronted him, he would fess up to me and apologize. I didn’t know that I would forgive him, but that would at least be a step toward an amicable resolution. 
 
    The inn we pulled up to was isolated and desolate—a perfect place for me and Maia to hide out until we made a plan to get home. Then again, who was I kidding? She all but told me that it was impossible for her to get us home. Our best bet was to find some place outside of the reach of the temple clerics where we could blend into this steam-age future. 
 
    As we got out of the carriage, Durango said, “Omaha, you take Maia to the room. I’ll bring in the luggage later, but first I need to speak with Beatrice privately for a moment.” 
 
    The two of them walked off toward the large ranch-style building. It was lined with cedar siding and scattered with windows. The large courtyard where our carriage stopped had a couple of other carriages along with seven or eight horses tied to hitching posts. The parking area was complete with a large watering trough and a mound of baled hay sheltered from the weather. The whole place looked like it might double as a summer camp for FFA kids. 
 
    Durango placed his hand on my shoulder but I instinctively shrugged away from his touch. “Beatrice, are you alright? Have I done something to upset you?” In his eyes, he looked so sincere but I knew that he was able to put on a convincing performance when he needed to. “Were you mistreated in the temple?” 
 
    Putting on my best smile, I said with striking casualness and only a hint of sarcasm coming through, “No, everything’s fine. Great actually.” 
 
    His eyes remained on mine for so long that I nearly turned away—somehow I kept his gaze as he stared into my soul. I felt like he could read everything I was feeling and thinking. Eventually, his shoulders dropped and he again reached for me. This time I let his hand tenderly graze against my upper arm. 
 
    “Alright,” he yielded. “But if anything is bothering you, know that you can always come to me with anything. Anything at all.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said flatly and began walking away from him, leaving his hand outstretched where my body had just been. “I’m fine. I’ve just been stuck as a prisoner in a dark, damp basement and the only thing bothering me right now is that I need to go wash up.” 
 
    Durango silently walked beside me—as hard as I had tried to hide it, it was obvious to both of us that something else was bothering me. I mean, just a few days before I was yearning to be near him, whereas now I could barely stand the touch of his hand. 
 
    He led me to our room in the inn, holding the door open for me. It had two beds and a washroom. And a table stocked with food! It was piled high with as assortment of dark breads, dried meats, a variety of fruits and nuts, and several pints of Ambrale. 
 
    Maia was lounging in a chair and had already taken advantage of the bounty. As I entered, she let out a muted belch as she hummed a song—I think it may have been Aerosmith—and promptly excused herself. I also couldn’t resist the temptation before me, being grateful for anything edible besides that Twilight Temple slop. So, I grabbed a pear-like fruit and took it into the washroom with me. 
 
    I spent a while inside the privacy of the room, just composing myself. It also felt nice to wash my hair and body, even though the water was tepid. My only wish was that I had a razor to take care of my ever-growing leg and armpit hair. After taking a deep breath, I headed back into the room—ready to put on the pretense that I was, in fact, fine. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Maia was saying with awe. “You’re the guy that Bea said built a Mech by himself?” 
 
    “Yes,” Durango replied simply. “And you’re the woman from some other time when the earth had magical electricity.” Even still, Durango had trouble saying it without conveying a touch of disbelief. I suppose it would’ve been the equivalent of Erik trying to convince me that he was actually some kind of Harry Potter style wizard. Except that Maia and I knew that it was true and not some fanciful deception. 
 
    Maia stood attentively, pleading with Durango. “Please can you help me? Before my stint in the temple, I built a machine to help me get back home. If you’re as good of an engineer… a tinkerer, that is, as Bea says you are, then you could possibly help me… help us to get home.” 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Durango’s cheeks reddened. Was he blushing? “Of course. I’d love to take a look at it.” 
 
    “After the competition,” I cut in sharply, biting my lip to not say more because I knew it would betray my irritation. Omaha rolled her eyes at Durango and left our room. I could sense something was wrong. “Is she okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Durango said. “There was just something that Omaha and I disagreed about.” Turning back to Maia, he asked, “Where is this machine of yours?” 
 
    Maia began to detail the machine and its location inside a cave in the Cyphean Mountains. I turned to follow Omaha. She was good-natured and was the most genuine person I knew, so it concerned me that she might’ve been upset. 
 
    She was sitting in the lobby, twirling her hair in her fingers. The lobby was a large common room lit by occasional torch lamps, its walls lined with various animal head trophies like a hunting lodge. The flickering lights against the silhouettes of antlers and fur created disturbing shadows throughout the room. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, sitting down beside her. 
 
    She sighed. “Yes. It’s just that Durango can be so infuriating sometimes.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I agreed. 
 
    Without missing a beat, she replied, “Okay, it’s the tournament. He’s been preparing for it for years. And now he’s in the finals and he’s not even going to participate.” 
 
    I bolted upright in my chair, in shock. “He’s not?” 
 
    “That’s what he says. But the thing is, this tournament is so much bigger than just him. Mordael has sacrificed a lot too, you know. And I don’t know how much Durango has told you, but it would affect a lot of people if he won.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She hesitated, not wanting to break his confidence. “Let’s just say that he wants to do something important after he wins. Something that will help a lot of people. But now he says he’s not going to participate.” 
 
    “Why not? Is Scorpio too broken to compete?” 
 
    Durango’s voice called out to us. I turned to see him sticking his head out of the doorway of our room, excitedly waving us toward him. “Can you two come back in here? I think we’ve devised a plan.” 
 
    Durango and Maia briefly detailed a hasty plan that would enable us to get to the Cyphean Mountains where Durango would look over the machine and possibly—hopefully—get it operational. It was no surprise to me the callousness with which Durango mentioned stealing rides as stowaways on a barge. I nearly pointed out that we would’ve had enough money to buy tickets if he hadn’t stolen it from me—but I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    They continued discussing the details until it became late. We ate again, the pile of food having been reduced to a more reasonable amount, before we went to sleep. Omaha and I shared a bed and Maia took the other—Durango slept on the floor to allow a level of propriety between him and the three women in his presence. 
 
    “This bed feels amazing,” Maia commented in the darkness of the room before anyone fell asleep. After only two nights on the dungeon floor, I couldn’t agree with her more. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    By sunrise, we had made our way back into Breslenbrug. Maia and I altered our appearances as best we could—wearing ridiculous cowboy-like hats—to lessen the likelihood that we would be spotted by any roaming clerics. Putting on new clothing and washing did a lot to change Maia’s look. She transformed from looking like a haggard old woman to someone that I could imagine might represent the dignified and accomplished scientist that she was. 
 
    “Where’s Mordael?” I asked Omaha as Durango drove us to our destination. 
 
    “He stayed with Scorpio in the arena. I think he’s trying to fix her, but Mordael can’t tinker any more than he can breathe water.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Durango want to compete in the finals? Is he afraid he’ll lose?” 
 
    “No it’s not that. Didn’t he talk to you?” Her eyes then got large as she stumbled onto an idea. “I know what you should do. If you think he should compete, why don’t you try to talk some sense into him?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I said sharply. 
 
    Even though I had only known Durango for a short time, I was certain that if he’d made his mind up that he wasn’t going to participate—for whatever his reasons were—then there was nothing I could do to persuade him. Besides that, it seemed that he was finally going to help me and Maia to get back home, and that was my only priority. He could enter another Mech tournament another time, but I couldn’t just pretend like I was on an extended vacation in bizarro-future. Again, I didn’t know what his reasons were—perhaps he just wanted to be able to tinker on a time machine—but how could I say anything to him that might dissuade him from helping us in get home? 
 
    Missing my sarcasm, Omaha grinned widely. “Really? Thanks!” 
 
    I didn’t know what she thought I was going to say that could possibly make a difference. But it didn’t matter anyway. We were mere minutes away from sneaking aboard a barge that would take us to the Cyphean Mountains. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop outside of a large but otherwise unremarkable wooden building. There were no signs indicating what the building was. I looked around, but didn’t see any barges. Or ships. Or waterways at all. Was this a stop on the way to the barge? Or was Durango pulling one over on us again? I was a little more than suspicious. 
 
    “Is there water around here?” I asked Maia, who looked at me confused. 
 
    Before she could answer, as Durango was stepping down off the driver’s seat, Omaha grabbed Maia’s arm and pulled her away, announcing loudly, “Let’s go check out the barges. Beatrice has something that she wants to talk to Durango about.” 
 
    Durango looked a little relieved, and I no doubt looked troubled. “Beatrice,” he said as they were well out of earshot. “There’s something I wanted to tell you too.” 
 
    Here it was. He was going to fess up to the theft and beg my forgiveness. I steeled my resolve not to let him off too easily. No matter how badly he pleaded and apologized, I couldn’t just overlook his actions. Even though, as I looked into his dark eyes all I wanted to do was get the Durango back that I thought I knew—even if that person never really existed. 
 
    He placed his hand on my upper arm—touching me seemed to be a mannerism of his whenever he was being sincere. Or, at least, when he wanted to convey sincerity. I had to remind myself that even though he looked and sounded genuine, I knew the real Durango. 
 
    His next words did nothing but reemphasize my unfavorable opinion of the man. “I just wanted to let you know that even though I’m sacrificing so much for you, I don’t have any regrets. I would make the same choices time and again.” 
 
    Instead of admitting to his guilt, he had the gall to try to make me feel indebted to him! His arrogance was both insulting and infuriating. 
 
    Using every ounce of willpower I had, I forced a half-smile and shrugged, unable to verbalize a response. I wanted to call him out on how fake he was, but truthfully, I knew that I needed him. If Maia thought that he might be able to fix the machine that could get us home then I had to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    Durango looked a little hurt that I didn’t fall to the ground and worship him for his extensive generosity toward me. It wasn’t entirely my fault that his stupid scorpion machine was broken beyond repair—or whatever kept him away from his precious tournament. He had to have known that his Mech would get damaged or destroyed in the first couple of rounds. 
 
    Durango doubled down on his patronizing attitude. “Like I told you, Beatrice, if you want to get home then I’ll do anything in my power to make it happen.” 
 
    I kept my eyes focused on his, fully aware that they would roll if I allowed them any freedom at all. He could sense that I was upset. I was able to hide my feelings about as well as a British princess could hide an engagement ring from the paparazzi. 
 
    “Please, Beatrice, if you’re still upset with me about deceiving you about those Flinger Woman performances, I’ve already apologized, and I am doing everything I can to make it up to you.” 
 
    His expression held such sincerity. Despite every reservation I had about him, there was something about Durango that drew me to him like a magnet to iron. 
 
    “Well anyway,” he said, removing his hand from my upper arm. “What was it you wanted to talk with me about? I can’t help but feel like I’ve done something to upset you.” 
 
    I forced out a lie. “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “Well, what is it then? Omaha said you have something on your mind.” 
 
    I certainly wasn’t going to talk him out of fixing Maia’s time-travel machine. So I racked my brain for something else to say to him. 
 
    “I just…” I hesitated, looking around for the world to provide me with answers. Then I sucked up my bruised ego, and I smiled at Durango. Despite his misgivings and possibly selfish motivations, he was helping us out so I focused on that. Through gritted teeth, I told him, “I just wanted to say thank you. For helping us. For helping me.” 
 
    He looked relieved and just a little bit self-righteous, but before another word had been spoken, we were interrupted by the chugging and whoomping sounds of a steam-powered vehicle turning onto the street. 
 
    “Get inside and hide,” Durango demanded. “If the clerics somehow found us, I’ll slow them down.” 
 
    Racing to the nondescript door that Omaha and Maia had slipped through earlier, I caught a glimpse of the approaching vehicle. It wasn’t the black boxy carriages that were parked outside of the temple, so I had hope that the temple clerics hadn’t found me. Instead, it was gaudy, made of silver and gold, with a prominent and showy engine pulsing and heaving as it propelled the ostentatious vehicle. The driver blew a train-like whistle, releasing a thick plume of steam smoke into the air. 
 
    I remained just inside the doorway—hidden from view in case it was someone chasing me down—so that I could catch a glimpse of whomever would be absurd enough to drive such a garish machine. When Sebastius strutted out of the carriage’s doorway, I wasn’t all that surprised; he tended to show up at the most inopportune times. After Sebastius had lost to Durango in the tournament, he had threatened both Durango and me. He had to have been the one that turned me in to the temple clerics, and I could barely restrain myself from giving him a piece of my mind. 
 
    “What’s this I hear about you dropping out of the tournament?” he pompously asked Durango. 
 
    “What do you want Sebastius? And how did you find me here?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got my ways of finding the things that I want to find. Regardless, the venerable King Charr himself has declared that if Scorpio and his creator don’t show up Stinger and I will get your spot in the finals. And, of course you well know that the winner gets a seat at the king’s counsel table. You must be chasing after something very important to you to take you away from the tournament,” he taunted. 
 
    Why was Durango willing to risk so much for us? After having spent years working on Scorpio, he wouldn’t just abandon his spot in the tournament finals for nothing. Then it hit me—he must’ve understood the value of the time machine! He probably wanted to get it operational to use for his own gain. I felt a small bit of pride in having figured out his ulterior motive. And I knew that I would have to keep a close eye on him so that he didn’t double cross us or take advantage of me again. 
 
    I leapt back and the door slipped shut when Maia sidled up to me and startled me with her voice. “I don’t know how you found these people, but thank you. I’ve never met anyone in this timerift so willing to help me out before.” 
 
    “Well, remember what I told you about Durango. They’re not saints like they’d have you believe.” 
 
    “Either way… I don’t want to get your hopes up but if Durango can get my machine to produce enough power, then we could be home by tomorrow night!” 
 
    “I still don’t understand what you think he can do. If there’s some kind of magnetic issue with the earth, or whatever you said, that prevents any electricity—and if electricity is needed to time-travel—then what do you even hope he can do?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she acknowledged. “I don’t think he can make an electric charge. But I have this theory that if I could just create enough energy—and I mean a lot of energy—then it might just be enough to activate a temporal transition via the Initiator.” 
 
    “You really think that could work?” 
 
    “It has to,” she lamented. “It just has to.” 
 
    Omaha approached us. “Well?” she prompted. 
 
    “What?” I asked, before remembering that she wanted me to talk Durango out of dropping out of the tournament. I simply shook my head. 
 
    “He can be so stubborn,” she reluctantly admitted. 
 
    The inside of the building was filled with machines and cartons that were packed with a variety of household items. Unexpectedly, however, the facility was well lit by the sun, as there was no roof. 
 
    “What is this place? Some kind of warehouse?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Omaha explained. “This is where they load the barges with supplies before they send them out to other places in Charrbrunia.” 
 
    That made sense, as the place looked like a shipping warehouse. There were even a couple of workers at the far end of the building moving large items toward the back docks. 
 
    Omaha continued, “And we won’t have to wait long. I found a barge leaving for the Cyphean Mountains in one hour that we can stowaway on.” 
 
    Darkness descended over the warehouse and my eyes turned heavenward. I let out an audible, “Whoa”, as a zeppelin passed overhead, not forty feet above the building. Up close, it was far larger than I would’ve expected, the hanging gondola looking like it could hold at least six semi-trucks. Smoke poured out of the back of the suspended undercarriage, next to a giant propeller that drove the massive flying machine forward. The dirigible’s balloon looked like a giant metallic watermelon with rudders and fins. 
 
    “Why is it flying so low?” I mumbled. 
 
    Ignoring the larger-than-life zeppelin above us, Omaha asked where Durango was. “Is he taking Daisy to the stable down the road?” 
 
    “He got held up by Sebastius,” I said slowly while my attention stayed on the flying machine until it had fully passed us by. 
 
    “That snake,” she commented. “What is he doing here?” 
 
    We sat and waited for about twenty minutes before Durango finally joined us in the warehouse. Omaha took the opportunity and explained to Maia who Sebastius was—the way she described him made it sound like Durango was a superhero and Sebastius was his archenemy. She also proudly detailed how Scorpio defeated Stinger in the semi-finals. 
 
    Meanwhile, I just wanted to get on the boat that would take us to the mountains. Maia and I were on the verge of finding our way back home, and I was antsy with anticipation. 
 
    “It wasn’t the clerics,” Durango announced, stating what I already knew from observing him through the doorway. “It was Sebastius.” 
 
    “What did he want this time?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “To brag that he was going to take my place in the finals primarily. But he also knew I was traveling out of town and was very curious about where I was heading.” 
 
    “Did you tell him?” I asked, panicked. The last thing I wanted was the man who turned me in to the temple clerics to know where I was. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Omaha stood and smiled at Durango. “Well, I’ve got some good news. I found a barge we can stowaway on. It leaves soon and will take us directly to the Cyphean Mountains!” 
 
    “That’s great news.” 
 
    Curiosity and nerves caused me to speak up. “How will we sneak on board?” 
 
    They looked at me with confusion. Finally Durango asked, “Why would we need to sneak on board?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say we’d be stowaways?” 
 
    Maia corrected me. “Here, being a stowaway doesn’t mean doing anything illegal like it does where we’re from. It just means that we can board a ship for free since they have extra room.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, slightly embarrassed, but relieved that we wouldn’t have to worry about getting caught doing something illegal. 
 
    We got the luggage that we had prepared that morning—which consisted of my purse and three packs of food and supplies—and we followed Omaha’s lead as she navigated us through the large warehouse. The few workers we passed by didn’t give us a second look. Eventually we got to the far end of the building and walked through another door. I had expected to see a river or lake, lined with ships and boats. Instead, what I saw brought on an intense and immediate panic attack—we were at an airfield. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” Durango asked anxiously as my breathing shallowed. 
 
    It had been years since I endured any full-scale panic attacks like those after my father died—for years I’d been alright, but the anxiety of being stuck in the wrong time was exacerbating my condition. Between the one at Cassicus’s dig site and the one I was having at this moment, I worried that I would have to start seeing the therapist again once I got home. 
 
    My throat constricted and I couldn’t speak. Even though I had chills, I could feel sweat begin to bead up on my skin. I closed my eyes and practiced Dr. Poller’s techniques for calming my mind and body—ignoring the outside world, I pictured myself on a disc golf course. 
 
    The most familiar course to me, by far, was Knob Hill Community Park, in my hometown. It was an eighteen-hole wooded course that I played practically every day. There was a great combination of short holes and longer ones, which helped me perfect my putt and work on my long drives. A handful of times each summer, Erik would drive up and join me for a round, and since he wasn’t as familiar with the fairways as I was, I always trounced him. 
 
    I focused my thoughts on my favorite day there. The course was sloppy since it had recently rained. With muddy shoes and legs, Erik and I were playing the fifteenth hole, which featured a bridge that crossed a small creek. I had aimed just right, arcing my disc around the trees lining the creek and landing my second hole-in-one for the day. Erik followed up by slamming his favorite disc into one of the trees. We then watched as it dropped lazily into the creek. Due to the heavy rains the night before, the creek was flooded but Erik refused to give up on his disc. We spent at least ten minutes trying to fish it out with a stick before he slipped and fell in, splashing wildly as he grabbed his disc and crawled out of the gully. 
 
    Picturing the victorious look on Erik’s face as triumphantly he held his disc high above his head, with his hair matted down and mud streaking his clothes, almost made me laugh. And channeling the calmness and focus that I always had while playing disc golf had begun to slowly relieve my symptoms. But when I reopened my eyes, my anxiety threatened to come back as strongly as ever. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Durango asked again, wiping the sweat off of my forehead with his sleeve. I was sitting down—they must have sat me on the ground during my panic attack. 
 
    I weakly pointed my hand toward the airfield, which was lined with zeppelins of various sizes and shapes. “I can’t fly in one of those.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” Durango asked, confused. 
 
    Unable to verbalize that my father had died on an airplane and I was deathly afraid of them, I simply shook my head. Thinking of my father’s death was not going to help my looming second panic attack. 
 
    “But flying is so much fun,” Omaha piped in. “And I’ve heard that statistically you’re safer on a zeppelin than you are riding in a carriage.” 
 
    “Give me a minute with her,” Maia demanded, stepping between Omaha and me. 
 
    Even though I had only known Maia for a few days, she had quickly become a trusted friend. Perhaps it was that we had been prisoners together and she helped me to cope with that situation. Plus there was her connection with my grandfather. And I couldn’t help but admire her accomplishments in the field of science—and the way that she remained poised and unaffected even after all that she had been through. It also didn’t hurt that she was the only other person I knew in the world that had ever heard of Netflix and microwave popcorn. 
 
    Once it was just the two of us, Maia sat down in the dirt next to me. “I can only imagine what might have traumatized you to flying. And you don’t have to talk about it. But I can tell you that this is something you can overcome. When I first arrived at Columbia, I had panic attacks too. I was a thousand miles from my family or anyone I knew at all. And I was the only woman in my engineering classes. I felt so much pressure to succeed—to prove myself—that I nearly had a nervous breakdown. For the first few weeks, I even thought about dropping out. I talked with a counselor who helped me to see that most of my fears were not going to be realized. So I just focused on each class, each assignment. And I didn’t think about the things that were out of my control, the things that overwhelmed me. After a while, I found myself able to do more than I would’ve ever thought possible.” 
 
    “This is different,” I said, not expounding at all. 
 
    “I know. I’m sure it is. But the other thing I can tell you is that this aircraft is the only way we’re going to get to the Cyphean Mountains. There are no roads that go that far and flooding damaged the only train tracks. It could be years before they decide to rebuild them. So my advice to you is to focus on your stepmom, or your friends, or whatever you have to get home to. Because this,” she pointed to the zeppelin closest to us. “This is the only way I know of to get you back to them.” 
 
    “Do you have a couple of Xanax?” I asked and she laughed. Her hearty laugh even brought a smile to my anxious face. 
 
    “Right now they’re on the ground. Would you be willing to just step inside one and see how you feel?” Maia was being so considerate of my limitations that I nodded—not because I thought I might actually ride in one but simply to give something back to her for her tenderness toward me. 
 
    Durango and Omaha joined us as we approached the zeppelins. “This is it,” Omaha said, pointing to a rather large one. “So, you’ll do it?” 
 
    Maia spoke in my behalf. “Right now she’s just testing it out.” 
 
    It was so embarrassing to have my greatest fears and vulnerabilities exposed in front of Durango and Omaha, who seemed to have no limitations at all. They must’ve thought I was fragile or weak. Like Maia at Columbia University, I felt like I too had something to prove. 
 
    “I thought you said that we were taking a barge,” I pointed out crossly. 
 
    Again, Maia enlightened me. “The English language has changed over the centuries. Now, the term ‘barge’ refers not just to ships, but to zeppelins, trains, or any vehicles that transport freight.” 
 
    My heart raced as I tentatively stepped through the threshold into a large gondola. Even though it was firmly tethered to the ground, I could sense my fears rising into my throat and choking out my rationality. 
 
    Durango, who also was being peculiarly sympathetic to me, grabbed my hand. His firm grip eased my anxiety ever so slightly. Porthole windows lined the perimeter of the gondola, but the bulk of the space was filled with building supplies and crates that were strapped to the floor. Thin aisles snaked between the cargo, and as a group, we surveyed the accommodations. I glanced out a window once—primarily to verify that we were still moored securely to the ground. Omaha and Maia stayed by the windows while Durango took me to an area in the center of the ship that was filled with smaller crates, some of which we could sit on. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” he asked. I felt much calmer sitting beside him than I thought I would—given that he was more or less a stranger and that we were currently on a flying contraption made by people living basically in the Dark Ages. “Maia assures me that this is the only way to get you to her machine and back home.” 
 
    Despite all the deceitful things Durango had done to me, I suddenly gave in to his assurances. I wanted to believe in him again. Deep down, I knew that I might’ve been setting myself up for another heartbreak, but if Maia was right, then it didn’t matter anyway—I would be home by tomorrow night. 
 
    I looked around at the stable, well-packed room. It seemed sturdy and secure, so I nodded. “Okay. Let’s do this.” I was determined not to allow my anxieties and insecurities to control me—so I focused on controlling them as best I could. 
 
    “They’re about to unrope us,” Omaha announced from across the gondola. I supposed that was a good thing because it wouldn’t allow me enough time to change my mind. “Durango, aren’t you going to come watch? Watching the takeoff is your favorite part of the flight.” 
 
    Durango stayed put. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I told him. 
 
    He squeezed my hand in his. “That’s alright. I’d rather be here with you.” He was definitely winning me over. 
 
    The ground shifted with a disturbing shudder, and the entire gondola tilted. I let out a yelp and Durango slid up against me, wrapping me confidently in his arms. “It’ll be alright,” he solaced. 
 
    Reluctantly, I temporarily let down my defenses and leaned into him, grateful for the comfort he provided. The room leveled out and from the other side of a large shipping container I heard Omaha squeal with delight. We were airborne. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was the anxiety, my nervousness, or the firmness of Durango’s arms cutting off my circulation, but I fell asleep for a good portion of the ride. Still wrapped in his arms, I awoke to the humming sound of the rear propeller carrying us across the sky. Leaning forward, I could see down a thin aisle to an exterior window. Clouds zipped past us at a remarkably fast pace and I quickly leaned back, wishing I hadn’t looked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Durango assured, feeling my breathing increase as I sat against him. “Everything’s going fine.” 
 
    “How much longer is this trip?” 
 
    “Less than another hour,” Maia’s voice said from below me. I looked down to see her lying on the floor by my feet. 
 
    “And where’s Omaha?” I asked, glancing around and not seeing her. 
 
    “She won’t leave the windows until after we land,” Durango said. 
 
    Every so often, the floor of the gondola would tremble and vibrate. Durango would secure his hold on me each time. I never thought that I would fly. Ever. And especially in such a shoddy contraption. Yet, somehow, it wasn’t as bad as I had feared. I thought about Maia’s experience at Columbia University, and realized that it’s true what she said: We can do far more than we think possible. 
 
    Our landing was rough and I tensed more than I wanted to. Omaha clapped with joy once we were finally stationary and grounded. I joined her, happy to have survived. Durango and Maia joined in, applauding me for overcoming my fears. 
 
    We exited quickly—to be honest, I couldn’t get off that aircraft fast enough. The town we landed in was run-down and reminded me of Kruvell—the first town I had found in Charrbrunia—only considerably larger. Hopefully the saloon women in this town wouldn’t be as threatened by me as they were in the last one. More remarkable than the town, however, was the majestic mountains that created a beautiful backdrop. Even though the sun’s warmth heated the ground we stood upon, the tops of the mountains were snow covered. 
 
    “My workspace isn’t far from here,” Maia told us. “And I’ve got some friends in the town that can help us out, too.” 
 
    “You lead the way,” Durango said. 
 
    I could tell that he was going to grab my hand as we walked, so I swiftly stepped right behind Maia and kept pace with her. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate Durango’s comforting touch. It was that I didn’t want to get hurt again. I couldn’t get close to Durango and still be objectively wary of him. I had to remember that he was capable of double crossing us and stealing the machine, so I absolutely had to keep vigilant. And guarded. 
 
    Maia led us to a general store that looked like it had seen better days. When we stepped through the door, a small bell dinged overhead. The shopkeeper came from the back to greet us, and when he saw us, his jaw nearly hit the floor. 
 
    “Maia Sparks! I can’t believe you’re back. I thought the Twilight Temple Clerics killed you.” 
 
    Smiling, Maia enthusiastically shook the man’s hand. “They had me alright. But they didn’t break me. Do you think you can help us out?” 
 
    “Of course! Anything for you. Are these…” the shop owner hesitated, unsure of how to phrase his unusual question. His voice lowered conspicuously. “Are these people from your time too?” 
 
    Maia glanced my way and winked. “Just one of ‘em.” 
 
    The shopkeeper, whose name was Jarvian, provided us with some supplies and agreed to warn us if he saw any temple clerics in town. “It’s a small town so I’m sure I’ll catch wind of it if any of them are spotted around. I’ll lower my flag outside to half-staff if there’s anything you need to worry about.” 
 
    Outside the shop was a green and white striped flag on a flagpole, identical to the ones that I saw at the tournament. It must’ve been the national flag of Charrbrunia. We thanked Jarvian and followed Maia as she led us out of town. 
 
    “Are you sure we can trust him?” Durango asked. 
 
    “Positively,” Maia replied. “When the clerics seized me, that man punched one of them square in his face. It was a sight to see, I tell you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Omaha asked attentively. 
 
    “Well, there were ten of them and only the two of us. Needless to say, they took me. And as for Jarvian, well I’m just glad to see that he’s alive and seems to have no lasting injuries.” 
 
    We hiked up the hills at the foot of the mountain, and even though there was no trail to follow, Maia proved to be a very decisive leader. All along the walk, Omaha was pointing out buzzards in the sky, unusual trees, and anything else that caught her attention. She was soaking up every minute of the adventure. When Maia stopped unexpectedly, there was nothing but a steep rock wall in front of us. The way she abruptly halted made me wonder if she had made a wrong turn. 
 
    “Don’t tell me we have to climb that,” Durango said while he looked up at the sharp angle of the mountain, shielding his eyes from the sun. 
 
    “I hope we do!” Omaha excitedly exclaimed. 
 
    “No,” Maia said. “I just didn’t know that the entrance was covered. Jarvian must have done it to hide my work after I got taken. Come help me with this.” 
 
    Maia placed her hands on a thin but tall stone that looked like it had slid off of the rock face above it. As soon as she brought our attention to it, it was obvious that it was sealing the cave that she worked in. The four of us shoved, and by slowly rocking the stone back and forth we were able to shift its weight so that it rolled over, still leaning against the mountain wall. As expected, moving the stone door revealed a cave entrance that we all needed to hunch to step through. 
 
    Maia lit a couple of lamps with oil and matches that Jarvian had given her. The inside of the cave was almost the size of my living room back home, and only in the center was it tall enough for us to stand upright. On one wall was some bedding, but the bulk of the cave was dedicated to a massive machine that glimmered in the flames of the lamplight. 
 
    Durango was immediately drawn to the machine and had to shuffle through piles of tools and parts to get to it. Not wasting any time, he eagerly began to examine the device. “You have a cast iron flywheel and a chrome slide valve on the steam chest. This is excellent craftsmanship. Do you have a centrifugal governor?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maia said as she made her way to the device and began discussing its components with Durango. I looked at the machine and wondered with awe if it would really be possible for it to take us back to our time. If it was, I knew that by working together, Maia and Durango were our best chance at getting it operational. 
 
    “He gets excited like a little kid when he sees a new machine,” Omaha pointed out to me. 
 
    “I know. It’s kinda cute.” 
 
    Omaha gasped and looked at me shocked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You like him, don’t you?” 
 
    “What? No,” I insisted. Yes, he was charming and attractive. But I could see through his façade, and the rational part of me told me that I didn’t—couldn’t—have feelings for him. 
 
    “I didn’t see it before because you were so standoffish around him. But you’ve changed. You totally do!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Omaha didn’t know me. She didn’t know whether I had a crush on someone or not. If I had truly fallen for Durango then I would’ve known it. I walked over to the two people who were animatedly talking about the machine. Durango was lying on the ground, scooting his body underneath it to see from that angle. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. “Can you make it work?” 
 
    Maia held a small lamp to the ground so that Durango could see better as he explained, “I really can’t say for sure. It’s getting late, and tomorrow in the daylight I’ll be able to assess it better. But it is certainly a well-built, powerful machine. You tinkering skills are superb.” 
 
    “I can’t take all of the credit. True, I designed it, but I had a lot of help building from a few tinkerers in town.” 
 
    Near the bedding, a few large spiders had built webbed funnels. Being used to spiders in forested disc golf courses, I wasn’t afraid of them—but I couldn’t say that I liked them either. So, while Durango and Maia were tinkering on the machine, I decided to rid our lodging of the eight-legged interlopers. 
 
    “Wait!” Omaha shrieked as my right foot hung above the first spider’s nest. She got on her knees and gently scooped the entire web with a spider enclosed into her hands. “It doesn’t have to die,” she explained as she took it outside of the cave and released it. 
 
    “It would if it lived in my house,” I contended. 
 
    After she did the same with the other spiders, we prepared accommodations to the best of our ability. The night was cool—no, it was downright cold—and we didn’t have a sufficient number of blankets. Maia slept on the tiny mattress pad, while Omaha and I huddled together for warmth beside her. The hard, dirty and uneven ground was as uncomfortable as anyone might have expected it to be. To add to the poor environment for sleeping, Durango kept a lamp on and worked on the time machine all night. 
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    The early morning hours remained cool and I couldn’t stop shivering. Finally, even though the sun hadn’t yet fully risen, I decided to get up and go outside—for a run or to play disc golf or anything that might get me moving so that I could raise my body temperature. Maia was already up too, and was sitting on the ground next to Durango. They were whispering quietly about the machine. Maybe they could get it working, but I sure wasn’t going to be of any assistance. 
 
    “Hold on to these gudgeon pins,” Durango said as he handed Maia some parts. Then he removed a long rod from the side of the frame. 
 
    Maia, groggy from a poor night’s sleep, took the pins and slowly looked up at me. 
 
    It took me a minute to register that the machine looked different this morning—and not in a good way. What was a large, complete machine the night before was now four separate pieces, not to mention all of the loose pins, rods, tubes and belts that had been removed from it. 
 
    “What happened? You broke it!” I impulsively blurted. As soon as I said it, I realized that Durango wasn’t ruining it. He was examining it piece by piece, or rebuilding it in some way that would work better. 
 
    When Durango heard my voice, he stopped what he was doing and smiled at me. “Good morning, Beatrice.” His face was pale and his eyelids a little droopy. 
 
    “Did you get any sleep?” I asked, worried that he was overworking himself. 
 
    “Yes, a couple of hours.” 
 
    Maia cleared her throat and explained, “Durango’s taking it apart to rebuild it outside of the cave.” 
 
    Durango furthered, “I can work better in the daylight where I can see everything.” 
 
    The sun was coming up, and I told them that I was going outside to throw some discs and to warm up. Durango dug around in his pack and pulled out a few gifts for me. They were like the aluminum version of my discs, but the metal was more solid and they had design flourishes. One of them had curved notches around the edge. Another had cutouts on the top. The final one looked like a gear, but they all maintained the same basic shape and weight of a standard disc. 
 
    “Give these a try,” he suggested. 
 
    “When did you have these made?” I asked. 
 
    “Just before the tournament.” 
 
    Snatching them from him, I realized that he must’ve had them designed to sell for more money than the standard aluminum ones that he was selling to kids—and a few adults—at my shows. Durango was all about the money, and I would have been only a little surprised if he was planning to sell the time machine to the highest bidder. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll try them.” 
 
    I remained close to the cave so that I wouldn’t get lost while I blew off some steam. I started off by throwing my own discs because they were familiar. Their feel in my hand was comfortable, their arc and flight path predictable. And most of the trees I aimed for were a direct hit. As I ran my hand along the edge of my discs, though, I realized that they were getting scraped pretty badly from hitting so many trees. So I decided to give his gimmick discs a try. 
 
    The one with curved notches was sharp and I didn’t know if tetanus shots existed in this place, so I was careful and threw it only to a nearby tree, maybe fifty feet away. I was surprised when it stuck! Similar to the blade on a circular saw, the sharp points on the notches cut into the tree, leaving it wedged in place. Carefully, I removed the disc and admired its design. 
 
    The disc with the cutouts on top didn’t fly the way I was used to, so I was short of the tree by more than a few feet. After two more throws with it, I finally hit my target. The pattern on the disc made it striking, but it caught the wind differently than plastic discs, causing the disc’s altitude to unpredictably rise and fall mid-flight. 
 
    The third one—the one that looked like a gear—flew well and landed where I wanted it to. I didn’t aim for a tree though because I actually thought it was a really amazing design—like none I’d ever seen before—and I didn’t want it to get dented or damaged. When I got home, it would look nice hanging on my wall, as a fitting souvenir to remember my crazy trip to the future. 
 
    From the distance, I could hear Omaha calling my name. I looked up at the sky and realized that time had gotten away from me—it was probably past noon. Hurriedly, I made my way back up to the cave. 
 
    “Oh, there you are,” she said before turning to Durango. “See, I told you she didn’t get lost.” 
 
    Durango was glad to see me and he and Maia took a break from tinkering so that we could all eat lunch together. We had fresh fruit and stale bread—leftovers from the feast at the inn. They had completely rebuilt the time machine outside of the cave. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like a time machine,” I commented between bites. “Are we supposed to crawl inside of it?” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand how the process works.”
Maia said while reaching to the ground and picking up an Initiator identical to my own. “You’re thinking of time machines from the movies. This is nothing but an extremely powerful engine. We connect an Initiator here, and a big enough jolt from the engine will hopefully be enough to activate it. Then, anyone touching the Initiator will be sent back to our time.” 
 
    “And how big of a jolt do we need?” 
 
    “I think that if it can produce a burst of two billion joules, then it could theoretically activate a temporal transition via the Initiator.” 
 
    “And how many joules are you up to now?” 
 
    “Well, there’s not a good way of testing it, but before I got abducted by the clerics, I’d say I was around a half-billion.” 
 
    “That’s not even close!” 
 
    Durango added to my concern. “And to be honest, the machine is already working at nearly optimal speed. But I think I can increase the pressure to ramp it up a bit.” 
 
    I inquired, “So you’ll have to build like four of these machines then?” 
 
    Maia tossed the tiny remnants of an apple core aside—hardly enough of it remained to hold the seeds together. “Unfortunately it doesn’t work that way. There has to be just one power source, so multiple engines won’t work. And a larger engine probably wouldn’t help either because there gets to be a point where the size is actually a detriment to the amount of power it produces.” 
 
    Hope was slowly seeping away from me the more they spoke about how impossible their task sounded. Even if they could produce some crazy high amount of energy, Maia still wasn’t sure if it really could power an Initiator or not. And if I couldn’t get home, it was only a matter of time before the clerics caught up to me and locked me away again. The more I thought it through, the more downhearted I became. 
 
    Omaha snatched another bread roll and stood up. “Okay, well I’m going to town now.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” I offered. A distraction from this conversation would do me good. 
 
    “No,” Durango said. “You and Maia shouldn’t go into town. If clerics are here and they spot you…” He let out a heaving sigh. “It’s just too risky.” 
 
    I appreciated his concern, but I wasn’t going to let him tell me what I could or couldn’t do. So I stood up and stated firmly, “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    Durango looked like he wanted to talk me out of it, but thought better of it. Instead, he nodded reluctantly. 
 
    As Omaha and I trekked down the hills toward town, she told me, “I’ve got it all figured out now.” 
 
    “Got what figured out?” 
 
    She grinned widely. “Why Durango’s helping you.” 
 
    I didn’t want to tell her that I had it all figured out too—he wanted our machine. So I played along. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Oh, like you don’t know,” she said coyly. Then I realized what she thought. 
 
    “He doesn’t like me,” I insisted. “He just pretends to like me in order to get what he wants. It’s like you and Mordael each told me—he’s focused. He’ll do whatever it takes to achieve a goal.” 
 
    “That’s true. But his goals have changed. For the past three years, nothing has distracted him from the tournament. Then you come along and his entire world gets flipped upside down.” Omaha sprung into an elegant cartwheel just to prove her point. 
 
    Before I could object, she squealed in delight and ran toward a thick vine hanging from high up in a tree. 
 
    “Watch out!” I called as she leapt onto the vine and swung over a steep dropoff. 
 
    Holding tightly, she swung back and forth, relishing every moment. “It’s fun! You should give it a try.” 
 
    At her encouragement, I tried it once—the vine held my weight and I swung a little, but not enough to get close to the crag. 
 
    “It hurts my hands,” I told her as I rubbed the dirt and bark off of them. 
 
    “You just need to build up calluses.” Before she leapt onto it one last time, she added with a giddy grin, “These vines are all over the woods here. I was swinging on a few others all morning.” 
 
    It didn’t take much to amuse Omaha, and it relieved my stress a little bit to see her enjoying herself so much. 
 
    Once we reached the outskirts of the town, Omaha stopped, a look of alarm spreading across her face. I followed her gaze and see that the green and white flag outside of the general store was at half-staff. 
 
    “That’s not good,” she said. 
 
    I recalled my stint in the dungeon—something I never wanted to repeat. “That’s the understatement of the year.” 
 
    She turned to me and giggled lightheartedly. “That’s a funny way of saying it. Did you just come up with that?” 
 
    “Now’s not the time,” I said, slinking behind a tree so that nobody in the town would be able to see me. I felt faint with fear—they were there. And if they were there, they’d find us. Unless… Unless we could get that machine working. “We’ve got to get back to the cave.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Omaha said calmly. “One of the reasons I was coming to town was to get some parts that Durango needs to get that machine working as well as he wants it to. So, how about you wait here while I go get the parts and talk to Jarvian to see what’s going on. Even if the clerics are here, they won’t recognize me.” 
 
    I wanted to run—to sprint up the hill toward the cave. But Omaha was right. Her reasoning seemed solid—the clerics wouldn’t apprehend her. She could safely wander the streets and figure out what was going on. “Alright, but be careful. I’ll be right here, and if I’m not here then it’s because someone saw me and I headed up the hill to the cave. Okay?” 
 
    She agreed and walked into town. The tree I was hiding behind was a large pine, and I actually squeezed myself into the branches to conceal myself fully. It felt like she was gone for hours, and one time I heard a noise nearby. I nearly abandoned my pine hideout before I realized that the noise was just a squirrel digging around in the grass. 
 
    I couldn’t figure out how the clerics had found us. It wasn’t like they had surveillance cameras or GPS trackers. Had Sebastius figured out where we were going and reported us to the temple? And if so, why did he have it in for us? He already had his spot in the finals—wasn’t that enough for him? 
 
    Eventually Omaha finally returned, carrying two crafted metal pieces. I couldn’t even guess what they did. They looked heavy so I took one from her. It was even heavier than it looked. “Well?” I asked edgily. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, looking over her shoulder as we started up the hill. “The good news is that Jarvian hasn’t seen any clerics. And those guys definitely stand out. But he lowered the flag because there were a couple of strangers in town.” 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked. “Does he think they’re looking for us?” Hopefully I was just being paranoid. 
 
    “That’s the bad news. The way he described one of them, I think it might be Sebastius.”               
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    “Why would Sebastius be here?” I asked. “Shouldn’t he be preparing for the final round of the tournament?” 
 
    Omaha continued to glance over her shoulder as we hiked up the hill, verifying that we weren’t being followed. “He’s got people that do most of his Mech work for him… but yes. I can’t think of any reason he would be here unless somehow he knows about the engine that Maia built.” 
 
    We hastily made our way back to the cave and dropped the heavy parts at Durango’s feet. Both of us, speaking in out-of-breath urgency, explained to him and Maia what Jarvian had reported about Sebastius. 
 
    “And he described the other one as being practically a giant,” Omaha concluded. 
 
    Keeping his cool, Durango nodded. “That’s Sebastius alright. And his personal security guard Tonkath.” 
 
    “Who is this Sebastius guy, anyway?” Maia asked. Within a few seconds, all three of us had answered her. 
 
    “He’s only the most evil person in Charrbrunia,” Omaha said bluntly. 
 
    “And he’s the three-time champion of Mech Tournament,” I added. 
 
    Durango joined in. “He’s also gotten a little too close to the king for my preference.” 
 
    Maia held her hands up. “Okay, okay. Give me a break. I’ve been locked up for the past few years and it’s not like the clerics gave me daily updates of the news in Charrbrunia. So, what’s he doing here?” 
 
    Durango scratched the short hairs on his chin. “Wouldn’t I like to know?” 
 
    “I bet he’s after the machine,” I suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” Durango countered as he looked at the massive engine that he was working on. “But this engine we’re working on really isn’t anything beyond his capabilities.” 
 
    Maia held up her Initiator. “This one is.” 
 
    After a thoughtful moment, Durango conceded. “I suppose that will have to be our best assumption.” 
 
    “We could hide out here,” Maia offered. “I chose this location because it’s secluded and difficult to find.” 
 
    Durango added, “But once we try to start up that machine, everyone in town will know exactly where we’re at. So we’ll only have one shot at it. And if it doesn’t work…” His sentence hung unfinished while each of us imagined our worst-case scenarios. 
 
    “So what do we do?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “We could wait a couple weeks,” I offered reluctantly. “He’ll have to go back by then for the tournament.” 
 
    Durango shook his head. “As much as I would enjoy your company for a while longer, it wouldn’t work. Sebastius and the king are close. I’m certain that the king would postpone the tournament for him.” 
 
    “So, what then?” Omaha reiterated. 
 
    “Since we’ve just got one shot at this,” Durango said while grabbing one of the new metal pieces and a wrench, “Let’s just make sure that it works the first time.” 
 
    He and Maia quickly got back to work on the machine. Together they made a good team, working efficiently while being quick to offer suggestions and commend one another. Omaha headed a little farther down the hill where she had a vantage to keep watch for anyone heading our way. That left me with time to think. 
 
    Trying to rationalize how Sebastius might have not only known about the Initiators but also known essentially where to find us, I could only come up with one conclusion: Durango must have been secretly working with Sebastius. It was true that they seemed to hate each other, but even Professor Xavier was willing to work with Magneto when he had to in order to protect the X-Men from the humans. And a time machine would certainly be enough of a prize to motivate them to work together. 
 
    By nightfall, we all met back at the cave entrance where Durango announced that he had enhanced the machine to the extent of his abilities. 
 
    “Will it be enough?” Omaha asked him. 
 
    “It’ll be close. We should make our attempt at first light.” 
 
    Detecting a potential trap, I said, “Or we could do it right now.” 
 
    “No,” Durango insisted. “We need the daylight so that I can monitor the gauges. If the pressure mounts too quickly without an appropriate release, then the couplings will split. It’s a very precise operation.” 
 
    “But,” I began before Maia cut me off. 
 
    “He’s right, Bea. It’s too dark to see and a lamp might give away our presence. However I understand your concern, with Sebastius so close. So I suggest that we take turns sleeping out here to keep an eye on the machine.” 
 
    Maia most certainly didn’t understand my concern. And there was no use in explaining it to her. Both she and Omaha viewed Durango as some kind of superhero that could do no wrong. They were so blinded by his charisma that they couldn’t see the deception he was pulling off. 
 
    “I’ll take the first watch,” I announced. Not that I wasn’t tired, but I couldn’t entrust the machine to Durango. If Durango was working with Sebastius to steal the time machine’s generator, I would do whatever I had to in order to protect it. Getting back home was just too important to me to trust to anyone else. 
 
    Durango tried to convince me not to take a night watch, but his insistence did nothing but fuel my resolve. I told him that he needed rest more than I did since he hadn’t really slept the night before. Eventually, Durango agreed to join Omaha and Maia, who were already sleeping in the cave. 
 
    “Just wake me when you start to get tired,” he told me as he brought me a blanket from the cave. “Or if you get too cold.” 
 
    I let him tuck it around me. He leaned in for a hug—or a kiss, I’m not sure, but the warmth of his breath across my cheek felt nice. I had to turn my head away from him to keep from giving the impression that I was falling for his advances. 
 
    Omaha’s words kept ringing in my ears—was she right? Was I falling for Durango? Anyone who knew me would’ve told me he wasn’t my type. My friends back home were sarcastic and funny, easy to be around—and that’s what I’d always loved so much and found attractive about Erik. Durango, however, was practically the opposite. 
 
    However, despite the fact that I was certain that he was a swindler, which I hated, I couldn’t help but admire his confidence, his direct manner, his strength, his intensity, his compassion. Seeing his eyes sparkle in the moonlight, I realized that if things had been different, I might just have fallen for him. 
 
    Durango leaned away up after my rebuff. “I understand, Beatrice. You’re from another time and you’re leaving tomorrow. Destiny doesn’t have a place for us.” 
 
    “You believe me,” I realized. For the first time, he didn’t say it as though I were crazy or to be pitied. 
 
    “I think somewhere deep inside I always wanted to. And I suppose that I have come around ever since Cassicus confirmed it. But I just had to bury the truth deep inside of me because I didn’t want it to be true.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you want to believe it?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? Because I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Even as his words drew me in, I had to remind myself that Durango was as much of a charlatan as Professor Volt. He had used that line on me below the stadium before he stole my money. 
 
    With that, he turned and went into the cave, leaving me alone in the cold, quiet woods with my warring emotions. I kept thinking about the money. Why had he traded my money for machine parts if he were going to skip out on the tournament? It didn’t make sense. So I determined that before going home—assuming that the engine actually worked—I would confront him and get the real truth out of him. Some part of me felt incomplete until he fessed up to his deception. 
 
    From my vantage up in the hills, I could see the twinkling firelights in the town below. As the night wore on, they slowly distinguished until the only light remaining was the starry night sky. 
 
    While I obviously missed everything from back home, I had to admit that this world had a few unexpected benefits. Looking up at the sky, I marveled at the vastness of the heavens, something I had never seen before living outside of Pittsburgh. And not being able to use my phone for a while, I had become more self-sufficient and realized that I didn’t have to rely on an app for everything in my life. Mostly, though, my time in Charrbrunia had made me consider what was most important to me—it wasn’t the things in my life. It was the people. 
 
    I may have dozed off a few times, but I stayed up most of the night drowsing beneath the stars. Besides my thoughts, only the sounds of coyotes in the distance kept me company. Finally, after a long cold night, the beginnings of a sunrise became evident in the eastern sky.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Before the sun crested the horizon, Durango stumbled out of the cave, rubbing his puffy eyes. Even in the dim morning light, I could see that his usually smooth hair was sticking out every which way. 
 
    “Beatrice, why didn’t you come and get me? You could’ve gotten frost bite!” 
 
    I pulled my fingers out from my armpits, where they stayed relatively warm, and wriggled my toes, which were numb with cold. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I lied through chattering teeth. “But I need to talk to you.” 
 
    He sat up against me, wrapping me in his warmth—not the best position to be in while I confronted him, but I couldn’t resist the break from the cold. Leaning into him, I closed my eyes. Fighting the urge to fall asleep in his comforting embrace, I groggily told him what I had seen that day in the alley. 
 
    “I know you took all my money,” I said flatly. 
 
    “I spent all of your money and mine,” he said with equal directness. 
 
    Fatigue, combined with my cold and his warmth prevented me from getting worked up about his flippant acknowledgement of the crime. It was as though all of my stress had finally run out and I had none left in me. 
 
    “And doesn’t that bother you?” I asked. 
 
    “It was what I had to do.” 
 
    Despite his arrogant attitude, I nestled my head further into the crook of his neck. It was as if my head had been designed just to fit into that space. Despondency had taken over—either he was going to let me go home or he wasn’t. Truthfully, there was nothing I could do to stop him. 
 
    “So, what’s your endgame? I mean, what are you and Sebastius up to?” My posture and tone were about as threatening as a newborn kitten. 
 
    “Sebastius?” 
 
    “There’s no use hiding it,” I told him softly as I closed my eyes. “I know you must be working with him. How else would he know about the machine and where to find us?” 
 
    Durango pushed away slightly, but I continued to lean my weight into him. Tired from a near-sleepless night, I felt as though I had lost the strength to support myself. 
 
    “I did no such thing!” he claimed, his voice raised. “I would never work with that deviant.” 
 
    That might’ve been true. But he did admit to spending all of my money. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I admitted. “Are you going to let me go home?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “What has gotten into you?” 
 
    I reopened my eyes to see that the sky had begun to fill with the bright reds and oranges of a beautiful morning sunrise. I sat upright to see it more clearly. 
 
    Stretching, I told him, “Well, you’ve lied to me and stolen from me, so I figure what’s the harm in asking.” 
 
    “I never stole from you! And you’re still upset at me for lying to you about putting on more shows?” 
 
    I turned to him, wondering if he in fact was the crazy one. “You just admitted to stealing my half of the money.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, he exclaimed, “I did not steal from you! I gave all of your money and mine to a temple cleric so that he would take you to Maia Sparks and deliver you both back to me.” 
 
    My tiredness evaporated as quickly as the fading stars above. My brain was trying to make sense of his words. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I thought Omaha told you. After I had promised to get you home, I got in contact with a cleric that agreed to bring you and Maia to me. I even gave up my spot in the tournament to help you, Beatrice. All the while, you thought I was lying and stealing and double-crossing you?” The tilt of his head and the furrow in his brow revealed the extent of his disappointment. 
 
    “So you weren’t?” I stammered. 
 
    “It’s true,” Omaha’s voice confirmed as she approached us from the cave entrance. “I thought Durango told you.” 
 
    With her validation, I could hardly doubt him anymore. The pieces all began to fit together. Here, I thought Sebastius had sold me out to the clerics, when all the while it was Durango doing exactly what he told me he was going to do. Durango hadn’t stolen from me. He hadn’t continued to lie to me, either. No, instead he was sacrificing his place in the Mech tournament—he gave up three years of work and a place in the finals—for me. 
 
    “But why?” I asked. “You cared so much about that tournament. Why would you give it all up for a girl that you barely know and who was planning on leaving your time, and leaving you, as soon as you got this machine working?” 
 
    He cupped my face in his hands and stared into my eyes. “I should think it obvious, Beatrice. Do I really need to tell you again?” 
 
    I placed my hands over his, basking in the feel of his touch. 
 
    “I love you, Bea.” 
 
    And I melted. 
 
    That was the first time he used my name—not Beatrice, but Bea. Feelings that I wasn’t sure I possessed rushed to the surface. No longer having any reason to keep up my defenses, I let them crumble and leaned in to kiss him. As our lips were about to touch, the chill of night washed away, replaced by a heat that radiated throughout my body. 
 
    “Umm, guys?” Omaha said before he had a chance to kiss me. “You should see this.” 
 
    I reluctantly pulled away from him before I wanted too, turning in the direction of Omaha’s gaze. Five strange looking flying contraptions were slowly circling the town below. They resembled tiny airplanes, like the kind that the Wright Brothers might have made by combining bicycle parts with a little bit of ingenuity. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked. 
 
    “Go wake up Maia,” Durango ordered Omaha. “Those are Sebastius’s search party of motorized gliders. And they’re definitely looking for us. If we’re going to get you home, it’s now or never.” 
 
    The small, single-rider gliders—which had a pair of triangular wings and a propeller, enabling the pilot to steer them deftly across the sky—began making wider and wider arcs in meticulous patterns. They were purposefully covering every inch of the town and it wouldn’t be long before their search radius widened enough to include our hideout. 
 
    Durango slicked back his hair and began making a few final adjustments to the massive machine as Maia made her appearance. Glancing at the horizon, Maia wondered in a drowsy voice, “He’s hired the Cyphean Gliders to look for us?” After stifling a yawn, she added, “He’s really spared no expense looking for us.” 
 
    “Come have a look at these valves,” Durango urged her, getting right to business. 
 
    The scientist and the engineer began working on the final touches to the machine. Omaha joined me in watching the gliders as they darted across the sky, leaving thin streaks of smoke in their trails. 
 
    “You really didn’t know?” she asked, wrapping one of her arms around me. “He gave up everything for you.” 
 
    I just stared across the sky, mesmerized by the flying contraptions as my brain and my heart began an all-out war. My mind just kept telling me to force my emotions aside. We were nearly out of time and I had to get home and put this entire experience in my past. 
 
    “I think it’s ready,” Durango announced as he made a final tweak to a prominent lever. 
 
    “Good,” Omaha agreed as she pointed across the sky at one lone glider that was heading swiftly from our direction back to town. “Because I think they’ve spotted us.” 
 
    Maia slid her Initiator into a slot designed to hold it. With only one slot, I worried, “Where does mine go?” 
 
    “One Initiator can transition multiple people. The natural bioelectrical impulses in our bodies conduct the necessary currents. It’s the reason why our clothes and possessions transition too. We just need to be touching.” 
 
    She reached her hand toward mine. 
 
    I stepped forward slowly, still a few feet away from her grasp. Despite my knowing that I had to go home—I mean, that’s everything I’d been working toward since I got here—something inside was screaming at me to stay here. Nobody had ever made me feel the way that Durango could make me feel with just the touch of his hand. 
 
    Before I got a chance to shove my emotions back into place, Durango wrapped me in his arms. He leaned me back into a solid panel on the side of the mega-engine. The feel of his breath graced my cheek as he whispered, “I will never forget you, Bea.” 
 
    His lips made their way toward mine and we finally kissed. Even though the engine remained inert, sparks filled my senses. For the first time, I didn’t have a care in the world. Necessary things like food and sleep seemed trivial. Sebastius’s scheming was no longer of any importance. Even returning home didn’t seem too pressing. 
 
    Durango pulled away—and there was a deep sadness in his eyes. “I suppose that was our first and last kiss. Our goodbye kiss,” he lamented. “You really should go now before I decide to destroy your device so that you would be forever forced to remain with me.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Sebastius may be on his way here,” Maia interrupted. “We probably shouldn’t delay.” 
 
    Omaha gave her a playful shove. “Do you not have a heart at all?” 
 
    Maia furrowed her brows and verified that her Initiator was securely in place. 
 
    Omaha raced to me, and held me at arm’s length. “I can’t believe you’re leaving already.” 
 
    “Oh, Omaha, I’m going to miss you so much.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement for the year,” she replied. 
 
    I agreed with her, laughing and holding her closer. “Tell Mordael I said goodbye.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry I won’t get to return your dress,” I said to add some levity before I broke down and cried. 
 
    “I hope you take that thing a thousand years away!” 
 
    “Alright, it’s time,” Durango said, staring intensely into my eyes as he stood beside the engine. I kept his gaze until he finally turned away and explained to all of us. “I’ll start up the engine. It will probably take it a few minutes to build up enough pressure, then I’ll pull this lever, which will transfer all of the energy into that machine of yours. If your assumptions are correct, then you should be able to use it to travel back to your time.” 
 
    Without any further notice, Durango yanked on a pull cord and the engine rumbled to life. Maia placed her finger on the Initiator, in the exact spot where a bright LED light would soon be used to transport us back to his time. 
 
    I was left with only a few minutes to confirm that I was going down the right path—as the Clash so eloquently put it: Should I stay, or should I go?               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Pistons pulsed and tubes shimmied from mounting pressure. Durango watched the gauges closely as they quickly rose to indicate the power building within the massive machine, which chugged louder than a train engine. My eyes remained fixed on Maia as my brain forced my feet to step ever closer to her, my ticket back home. 
 
    One of Maia’s hands held the Initiator, and she reached for me with the other. 
 
    “We’re nearly at full power,” Durango warned. “Bea, this is it.” 
 
    Before I could reach out and grasp Maia’s extended hand, the machine decided to quit cooperating. As suddenly as the engine had roared to life, it let out a single deafening pop and promptly shut off. Smoke billowed from the seams of two of the tanks that lined the middle of it. 
 
    “No!” Durango exclaimed as he and Maia looked around in shock. “The couplings blew under the pressure.” 
 
    “Can it be fixed?” Omaha asked innocently. 
 
    The massive amounts of smoke coming from it, along with Durango’s look of despair told me that at the very least, it couldn’t be fixed quickly. 
 
    Maia yanked her Initiator out of its holster and threw it to the ground in frustration. It was the first time I’d seen her lose her cool—although if there were ever a time that it was warranted, this was the time. The Initiator slammed against a rock and ricocheted near my feet. 
 
    “This engine was our only chance,” she asserted. “Our only chance.” 
 
    “If Sebastius didn’t know where we were before, he definitely does now,” I pointed out. Both the sound of the machine’s halting to a stop and the smoke filling the sky were clear indicators. 
 
    Durango turned from the broken engine and looked at Omaha and me. “You two should go into the cave. Maia, you too. I don’t want any of you getting hurt. I can handle Sebastius.” 
 
    “We should all head up the mountain and hide,” I suggested as I picked up Maia’s Initiator, surprised that her metal piece stayed inside—I must’ve inherited an inferior refurbished version. Then I noticed a distinct difference between our two Initiators. 
 
    “Yours doesn’t have a cover in the back to remove that annoying piece of metal. Mine keeps falling out,” I lamented. 
 
    My words having garnered her attention, Maia rushed to my side and asked to see my Initiator. Her tone was urgent and—dare I say, optimistic—so I hurriedly took my device from my purse and handed it to her. Maia’s interest even caused Durango and Omaha to join us, creating a circle around the Initiator, now in Maia’s hands. 
 
    “This can’t be,” Maia exclaimed as she took the metal piece out of the cell phone-like box. 
 
    “What?” we all asked in unison. 
 
    She held the domino shaped piece of metal to the sky, examining it closely. “This is an EMI insulated battery!” 
 
    “Meaning?” I urged. 
 
    Stunned with euphoria, she explained, “Meaning that the electromagnetic field disruption that exists in this world wouldn’t affect it. It’s a battery that retains its electric charge even during an EMP.” 
 
    “You mean to say that it can work without the engine?” Durango clarified. 
 
    Maia was practically jumping in joy. “Yes! That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    While Durango and Omaha began to join in her excitement, I pointed out the flaw in Maia’s reasoning. “I already tried it. Even with the battery thing inside, it wouldn’t turn on.” 
 
    Maia spun the battery around so that I could see the small edge on top. A tiny plus sign was etched into the rectangular piece of metal. “You had it in backwards. We just need to align the battery correctly to maintain the current” she exclaimed as she stuffed it back into the Initiator. 
 
    I’m no wiz with technology, but seriously? Stuck in a different time because I couldn’t match up a plus sign to a plus sign? 
 
    As soon as the battery was correctly in place, a Barbie-sized hologram of my Grandpa Zachariah appeared above the small device. Durango and Omaha leapt back as the moving image glowed dimly, the two of them having never seen such a technological feat. Admittedly, I hadn’t ever seen anything like it in person either, but even the original Star Wars depicted holograms. 
 
    “Greetings, my dear Bea,” my grandpa began, staring at a blank space between Maia and me. His voice sounded tinny through the tiny machine, so we all leaned forward to hear clearly. “If you’re watching this message it must mean that I have died. To begin, I must warn you that this device that you are holding is very powerful and you must be very careful with it. I’m going to explain to you how to use it so that you can complete a very important assignment that I have been working on. After this assignment is completed, I implore you to destroy this device forever.” 
 
    Curiously, Omaha gently nudged the hologram. Her finger stuck into my grandpa’s side and, except for a brief glitch, his pre-recorded message continued unhindered. Maia shot Omaha an impatient glare. 
 
    “Before I explain the task that has now fallen on you, let me explain what this device is and how it works. While it may seem impossible, my colleagues and I have discovered a way to… well, to time-travel. This is not fiction. I am not delusional. This device, the device you’re holding in your hand right now, is known as an Initiator, and it is the key that unlocks the door to physically travel to other times.” 
 
    “Would’ve been nice to know a couple of weeks ago,” I commented. 
 
    Maia nodded in agreement as Grandpa explained that I could operate the device by pressing the light on the right-hand side against my skin for three seconds—something that I had already learned the hard way. The light on the left-hand side, however, was the control. By sliding my finger across it, I could change the color of the light, and thus change which timerift I would travel into: Red, purple and orange would send me back in time to each of the three timerifts before my time. Green was home. Blue and yellow would take me forward from my time. The explanation that Maia had given me in the temple about how the Initiators worked was making more sense. 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t use the Initiator in the yellow setting,” he appealed. “It will take you to an unstable time in the future, a time which may lead to your immediate death.” 
 
    “Again, something that I wish I’d known two weeks ago,” I said. 
 
    “But we’re so glad you didn’t heed that warning,” a raspy voice called from over my shoulder. 
 
    “Sebastius,” I muttered before I even turned to see his smug face. 
 
    Standing next to Sebastius was his giant of a henchman Tonkath. The enormous man stood seven feet tall, and had the build of a linebacker. Most notably—besides the fact that it looked like he had just climbed down from a giant beanstalk—was his misshapen face. Below his domed head, his brow protruded inches over his eyes and his cheekbones stuck out unnaturally. His nose, mouth and ears were all disproportionately large for his face. The anger conveyed in his eyes was heightened by the sinister grin forming on one corner of his mouth. 
 
    Maia quickly shut off the hologram and defensively held the Initiator behind her back before looking up at our adversary. While the rest of us instinctively backed up, Durango fearlessly stepped toward Sebastius and his personal Goliath. 
 
    “Don’t hurt them,” Durango pleaded—no, it was more like he ordered. 
 
    “No one has to get hurt,” Sebastius hissed. 
 
    “It can’t be.” Unexpectedly, Maia too stepped forward. “Samuel?” she asked. Then, with more conviction, “Samuel… How did you get here? I looked everywhere for you. I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Yes, Maia. I know.” 
 
    Durango turned to Maia in surprise. “You know Sebastius?” 
 
    “We used to work together,” Maia mumbled, unable to take her eyes off of Sebastius. Then she began approaching her former coworker, arms outstretched. “And we have so much to catch up on! They think you’re here to harm us, Samuel. I… I can’t believe you’re here!” 
 
    “Not another step,” Sebastius commanded as he whipped the cane that he always carried with him in her direction. Making a show of their power, Tonkath bared a large machete that looked more like a dagger in his monstrous hands. 
 
    Confused, Maia stopped in her tracks. “What are you doing, Samuel? We have a working Initiator! We can all go home.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sebastius replied coyly. “If only that were still my goal.” 
 
    Why would he prefer to live in this world without electricity, technology, family… not to mention plumbing? I couldn’t understand his motivations, nor could I hold in my shock. “You don’t want to go home?”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Sebastius slowly twirled his cane. “You’re still young, Beatrice. I don’t expect you to understand my motivations. But Maia, you should be able to see the nearly limitless possibilities available to us in this world.” 
 
    Durango instinctively placed his arm around my waist. Given the volatility of the situation, and the giant that held his sword threateningly, it provided me with some comfort. Omaha also stood close by Durango and me. 
 
    “Possibilities?” Maia replied rhetorically. “Our goals are to explore these time periods without making any unauthorized alterations to the natural timeline. You know this… You were there when we adopted the code of time-travel ethics.” 
 
    “What do you know about ethics? Ethics disappeared when I was abandoned here,” Sebastius dismissed. 
 
    “You weren’t abandoned. We took every precaution and planned for every contingency. I came for you as soon as we determined the best way to proceed.” 
 
    “A year passed. A full year before anyone came to my rescue. And what kind of rescue attempt was it? You arrived without any means for either of us to return.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I likely would have found you if I hadn’t been taken captive by the Twilight Clerics. Together we might have been able to find a way.” 
 
    “Taken captive,” Sebastius mused. “Didn’t you think it odd that you were kept in a prison for committing no crime? Did you never ask yourself why? Do you still not realize that I was the one behind your incarceration?” 
 
    Maia’s eyes got big, no doubt reliving the wretched conditions that she endured for the past couple of years—and the realization that she hadn’t been just randomly captured, but instead, mercilessly sent to that dreadful prison by someone whom she had considered a friend. 
 
    “But why?” she asked evenly. 
 
    “First, I’ll be taking control of your Initiator,” Sebastius informed us. “Then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Maia protectively held my Initiator close to her chest. She knew as well as I did that if it was taken from us, then any hopes of returning home would go with it. 
 
    Sebastius and his oversized friend exchanged a knowing look before he addressed us again. “Don’t make Tonkath take it from you the hard way. Like I said, no one needs to get hurt.” 
 
    Tonkath approached Maia, seeming even larger with each step. As his shadow overtook me, the giant outstretched his non-sword-wielding hand. Hesitantly, Maia sized up her opponent and realized that she had no option but to give up our Initiator. Before the device changed hands, I gasped as Durango released me and charged the giant. Durango bared a small knife that he always kept with him. 
 
    With little more than a twitch of his arm, Tonkath flung Durango heavily to the ground. Tonkath let out a low growl when he noticed Durango slowly begin to pick himself back up. 
 
    After verifying that he was given the Initiator with an operational battery, Sebastius grinned and ordered Tonkath, “Now take this item back to my airship, and be careful with it.” 
 
    Tonkath grunted in approval and began the descent from our cave back to town. His disjointed limbs, along with his hefty frame, forced him to lumber down the hill slowly to avoid tumbling. 
 
    As soon as Tonkath had turned his back, Durango began to position himself to make another attack, this time directed at a more reasonable foe. Sebastius pointed his cane at Durango and announced loudly, “I would be careful if I were you. Gunpowder may be plentiful here, but guns are a little more difficult to come by. Fortunately, my custom made cane is one of the most sophisticated weapons in existence right now.” 
 
    The end of his cane had an obvious shaft in it, not unlike the barrel of a shotgun. I gently wrapped my hands around Durango’s arm so that he didn’t do something hasty—and deadly. 
 
    “Now,” Sebastius addressed Maia again. “To answer your question: By the time you arrived, I had already used my engineering background to impress the king. I became his personal tinkerer and since King Charr has such a weak spine, he became my puppet. Of course, you know how he can be, don’t you Durango?” 
 
    Maia interrupted, “And you gave me up to the clerics because… because you thought I was a threat?” 
 
    Sebastius chuckled mockingly. “A threat? I could hardly imagine thinking that a woman like you could pose a threat to a man like me. It was more of a trade. You for a copy of the Emergence Legends.” 
 
    “The Legends? What do you want with those?” Omaha asked, suddenly engaged in the conversation. Her unexpected interest in the Emergence Legends hinted at something more than mere curiosity. 
 
    “Ah, they are everything. Yes, I could stay here in the yellow timerift, influencing the kingdom. Or I could return to the green timerift where I could have the fame and fortune that would come from discovering time-travel… but giving up that information could lead to a Pandora’s box of problems. From the Emergence Legends, I’ve learned that the blue timerift is really the key to my legacy.” 
 
    Recalling that my grandfather explained green as being my time, and yellow as being the future we were in right now, I figured that blue must refer to a time period somewhere in between. 
 
    “Take us with you,” Maia pleaded, the desperation evident in her voice. “Leave us in our time before you do whatever it is you plan on doing.” 
 
     “I’m not about to let a woman with your tenacity and the ability to create a temporal transition have access to the technology she needs to stop me. Now,” Sebastius added as he began to follow after his ogre of an accomplice. “If you’ll excuse me.” A few steps into his descent, he called back, “And my cane contains ten shots. Since there’s four of you I suppose you won’t need the physicist to do the math for you.” 
 
    Durango looked ready to charge after Sebastius, but allowed reason—and the threat of being shot—to restrain him. 
 
    “What do we do?” Omaha asked as we stepped forward to watch them clamber down the hill. Tonkath had a considerable lead on his boss, but Sebastius was making up ground quickly. 
 
    “He’ll shoot us if we follow him,” Maia warned. 
 
    Durango chimed in, “We’ve got to do something fast. He’s got his own airship so he’ll be out of town within the hour. And with the resources of the king at his disposal, we may lose the device forever.” 
 
    Since our time was running short and we couldn’t safely chase after them, I knew what I had to do. Grabbing the first disc I could feel, I steadied myself for the most important disc golf shot of my life. Tonkath, carrying my Initiator, was about 500 feet away, which was beyond my typical throwing range. However, since he was downhill I could make it that far—but without practice on such a steep decline, I worried that my aim might not be very accurate. Besides that, the target was moving and sporadic trees threated to interfere with my disc’s path. 
 
    Blocking out the rest of the world, I aimed and threw with all of my might. As I purposed, the metal disc took an anhyzer flight path around a stately oak tree and curved directly toward its target as Tonkath plodded along. 
 
    Before the disc even reached its destination, I pulled out a second one and flung it at Sebastius while he was still unaware of our aerial attack. Even though he was closer to us, perhaps 400 feet away, I had even less confidence in success because he was moving at a quicker pace and the disc I had grabbed was the less-accurate one with cutouts. But I was confident that as soon as Sebastius realized our attack, he would begin shooting his cane-shotgun in our direction. 
 
    The first target was a hit! The disc with the jagged edge slammed solidly into Tonkath’s upper arm and he promptly dropped the Initiator and fell to the ground. Remembering how the disc stuck in a tree like a sawblade, I feared that it may have severed Tonkath’s arm completely off. 
 
    As expected, Sebastius responded immediately by spinning around with his cane, preparing to fire upon us. I realized that I had overcompensated with the second disc, the one with the cutouts in it, and it was clearly on a trajectory that would cause it to pass harmlessly a couple of feet above his head. Before Sebastius was able to aim his weapon, the disc unexpectedly dropped in altitude—as that disc had a tendency to do—just in time to smash into Sebastius’s forehead. He fell backwards and his cane fired off one wild shot as it went flying out of his hand and toppled over a small but steep cliff. 
 
    “Take that, you old rustbucket!” I threw my hands in the air—something customarily done when successfully completing a tough shot. “I’d like to see Lucas Martin do that!” I shouted triumphantly. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Maia called as she and Durango wasted no time racing down toward Sebastius. Omaha and I hastily followed behind them. Sebastius, quick to his feet, realized that his weapon was out of reach and began a hurried retreat toward town. Durango kept up the chase a little farther than Maia, who stopped at the cane-gun while Omaha joined me in retrieving the Initiator. 
 
    Tonkath ripped the sharp metal disc out of his arm, exposing a deep, bleeding wound in his bicep. He fell to the ground, whining over his wound like a child with a skinned knee. The first to arrive at the device, I crept behind Tonkath and snatched it up, glad to again have the key to getting back home. I quickly backed away from him, because even though he seemed incapacitated I didn’t want him to notice me. 
 
    “The cane is out of reach,” Maia called toward us. 
 
    The sound of Maia’s voice awakened the subdued giant. Tonkath turned toward me, his face abruptly reddening as he growled in anger. He rose rapidly and, using his good arm, he unsheathed his machete and swung it at me. I barely dodged his blow by leaping behind a tree. As his machete struck the tree, the blade lodged itself halfway through the trunk. He began to yank the stuck sword, but it held onto the tree as sturdily as Excalibur. 
 
    Using a stick like a baseball bat, Maia tried to disrupt the giant’s attack. It might as well have been a wet spaghetti noodle for all the impact it had. However, it took a mere flick of Tonkath’s massive arm to knock Maia down to the ground. Omaha, whom I would never have expected to hurt a fly, made a more clever attack against our opponent—one that took advantage of his weakness. 
 
    Tonkath turned his attention from Maia back to me just as Omaha came swinging swiftly toward him on one of the many vines hanging in the woods. With her legs tightly pressed together and her knees stiff, she let her feet slam into his massive body. Tonkath, who was already unsteady on the sloped ground, lost his balance and tumbled downhill as Omaha gracefully hopped off the vine with all of the grace of an Olympic gymnast. We watched as Tonkath rolled downward more than a few yards, unable to right himself. He then fell off of a three-foot drop and hit his head on a rock below.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Tonkath was either fighting unconsciousness or simply wallowing in his own misery again, but either way he was curled up in a ball moaning loudly so we took advantage of the opportunity to escape. 
 
    “Wait!” I said frantically as we began our ascent back to the cave. “We need to look for the battery.” It seemed like a valid point, considering all of the times that it had fallen out, but I looked at the Initiator, and the battery was firmly in place. “Oh sure,” I mused. “Now it stays in place.” 
 
    Maia explained as we hiked uphill, “Now that it’s seated in the correct position it shouldn’t fall out so easily.” 
 
    The four of us reconvened by the massive machine, which was still belching out small plumes of smoke. Once we made sure that nobody had any serious injuries and the adrenaline began to wear off, we took a moment to catch our breath. 
 
    Omaha spoke first. “That was some shot,” she told me. 
 
    I nearly blushed as they all agreed and thanked me. “Are you kidding? If you hadn’t swung like Tarzan then that giant would’ve snapped me in half.” 
 
    “Is Tarzan a friend of yours?” 
 
    Then Durango explained, “Sebastius got away. He just had too much of a head start on me. But I did notice that he now has a lump on his forehead the size of an apple.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll come back after us?” I asked. 
 
    “As soon as he gets another weapon,” Durango predicted with conviction. 
 
    Maia nodded. “I agree. He is very determined, and whatever it is that he has in mind to do with this Initiator, I don’t think he’ll give up on it easily. That’s why we should probably leave right away.” 
 
    Durango focused his attention to me. “There’s one last thing I need to say to you, Bea, before you go.” My heart pounded in my chest as we stepped aside to the dimly lit cave entrance. “I feel the need to apologize-” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” I interrupted. “You’ve done so much for me. Given up so much-” 
 
    “Please,” he interjected. “Let me finish.” As he stood mere inches from me, I couldn’t resist winding my arms around his waist as he spoke. “There’s something that I feel bad about.” He paused exceedingly long, and I worried that there might actually be some inkling of truth to my previous misgivings about him. “After my initial deceit toward you, regarding the need for us to put on additional performances together, I promised to be honest with you. And I promise that I have been. But there is one thing that I haven’t told you.” 
 
    My heart raced faster. What, possibly, could he have hidden from me? His explanation of what had happened portrayed him as being nothing but selfless toward me. 
 
    I stepped back. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s about my father.” 
 
    “Your father?” I asked, confused. We had only spoken once about his family—and that was well before I became The Amazing Flinger. 
 
    “Yes. And my name also.” 
 
    “Your name?” I was becoming more perplexed with each word that he spoke. 
 
    Durango took a deep breath before letting it all out. “Yes. And I know that it doesn’t matter now, since you’re leaving me in a few minutes. But I wanted you to know the complete truth about me. My name is actually Durango Charr.” 
 
    “Charr?” I had trouble putting the pieces of his puzzling apology together. “Like King Charr?” 
 
    “Yes. My father actually is King Charr.” Durango pulled a coin out of his pocket and held the image in front of me. “That is my father.” 
 
    Even though the single-toned image on the thin coin was scuffed, I could see the resemblance between the man and Durango—the same narrow face and serious expression. 
 
    My eyes widened. “So, you’re telling me that you’re some kind of prince?” 
 
    “Of sorts. Because of the influence of some unsavory elements, I fell from my father’s good graces and went into hiding.” 
 
    “So that’s why you used the name Durian Brixstall at the Mech tournament?” It also explained why he wore such an outrageous costume—it was actually a disguise. 
 
    He nodded and added, “And it’s the reason why I needed so badly to win.” It was obvious that I needed clarification. “You see, the Charrs have a long history of cruelty towards other kingdoms. There have been many wars over the past hundred years, and due to the mechanical advances in Charrbrunia, countless deaths have resulted from the Charr dynasty. Most recently, the kingdom of Kernwalden has drawn my father’s attention, as it is full of copper, silver and iron ore. I tried to talk reason into my father, but he would not listen to me. In fact, Sebastius has influenced my father along with my older brother Timotai to such an extent that they were prepared to kill me.” 
 
    “What? Your own father was going to have you killed!” Given the loving relationship that I’d had with my father, that notion was incomprehensible to me. 
 
    Durango’s countenance was grim, and his voice somber. “Yes, but it gets worse.” 
 
    “How could it?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Sebastius claims that he can create a weapon that can be dropped from a zeppelin, not just with the ability to create a small explosion or a fire, but that can destroy entire cities the size of Breslenbrug. Together, they plan to burn to the ground nearly half of Kernwalden in order to take full control over its resources.” 
 
    “Like a nuclear bomb?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe that is what he called it. You’ve heard of it too?” 
 
    I was trying to process all that Durango had told me, but there seemed to be more questions than answers in my head. To begin, I pointed out, “But the winner of the tournament was expected to meet the king. If that’s your father, he would have recognized you right away.” 
 
    “True. But by then it would have been too late. You see, both he and Timotai would have been present, and it would have been my opportunity to stop their unprecedented plot, and stop the cruelty of the Charrs, once and for all.” 
 
    “How? You weren’t going to…” 
 
    “Murder them? Not personally, no. Let’s just say that Scorpio would have handled the dirty work.” 
 
    I knew that Durango was exactly the kind of man that would die for what he believed in. 
 
    But guilt began to overwhelm me. “So you saved me at the expense of thousands, or millions, of others’ lives?” 
 
    Surely I couldn’t be worth sacrificing so much for. Durango couldn’t think that much of me and so little of others. 
 
    “Had my Mech killed the king and Prince Timotai, I would’ve been sentenced to death and then my cousin—a good man—would’ve taken up the kingship. He may not have had the power to absolve me of my crime, but he would have rejected Sebastius’s extremist ideas. And to be honest, before you came along, stopping my father was all that mattered to me. Once that was accomplished, I would gladly have accepted death. But you, Bea—you gave me something to live for. I couldn’t go through with it anymore. Not until I was sure you were going to be gone from my life. Only then.” 
 
    In that moment, I knew that nobody could ever love me the way that Durango would. I could hardly believe everything he had given up for me. There was no doubt about the kind of man that he was. He was the most devoted and caring person that I had ever met. 
 
    He continued to explain, “Now that I know that I can create a Mech that can win the tournament, I will enter next year. And the year after that. Eventually I will stop them.” 
 
    Maia called toward us, “Guys? Are you two about done over there? Because Sebastius could be coming back any time now.” 
 
    Durango placed his warm hand on my cheek. “Can you ever forgive me for deceiving you, Bea?” 
 
    His guilt was unwarranted. His deception was minor compared with his benevolence. Not only had I misjudged Durango’s actions, but also his character—he was warmhearted and altruistic. 
 
    I smiled and looked into his dark eyes. “I already have.” 
 
    “Guys?” Maia repeated. Relief was evident in her expression as I approached and there was still no sign of Sebastius. Eager to turn the Initiator back on, Maia reached her hand toward mine. 
 
    I stepped forward uncertainly, still a few feet away from her grasp. Right then there was nothing that I wanted to do but jump into Durango’s arms. I had never met anyone as amazing as him—and I had definitely never imagined such a remarkable person would show an interest in me. As my hand slid into Maia’s, she tightened her grip on it. My hand hung in hers limply for a few seconds before I yanked it away. 
 
    “No. I can’t go back,” I announced, quietly at first. Then with more confidence. “I’m not going back.” 
 
    Maia’s jaw dropped. Omaha—apparently a hopeless romantic—grinned. And Durango yanked me into his embrace. Within seconds, he pulled me back, concern etched into his features. 
 
    “Are you sure that is what you want?” he asked. 
 
    Finally, fueled by the adolescent hormones and emotions coursing through me, I knew that it was what I wanted at that moment—that he was what I yearned for. Sure, there were difficulties with this world: No electricity and all of the inconveniences that come with that, for one thing. Pursuit by the Twilight Clerics for another. And Sebastius too. Nonetheless, with Durango by my side I would rather take on these challenges than return home without him. Wasn’t meeting a man like him a once in a lifetime opportunity that most girls only read about in fairy tales? 
 
    “Yes. I’m certain.” My only tinge of regret was that I never had the opportunity to say goodbye to Erik. Or Mary. Or my school friends. 
 
    “We’ve only got one shot at returning,” Maia reiterated. “If you have any doubts at all, you need to join me.” 
 
    “No. I’m staying. Go home. But could you find my step-mother, Mary Cooper, in Wexford, Pennsylvania and tell her that I’m alright?” I placed my arm around Durango’s waist. Omaha joined me on the other side and held my hand. “Because I am.” 
 
    Maia’s eyes pleaded with me. She feared that I was making a decision that I might later regret. I was certain that I wasn’t.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    When Maia turned the Initiator back on, we were all surprised that the hologram of my Grandfather returned. Apparently, his message for me hadn’t finished by the time Sebastius had interrupted us earlier. Again, we formed a tight circle around the Initiator, but none of us gave it our full attention since we were aware of the looming threat that Sebastius posed. None of us knew how quickly he might be able to get his hands on a weapon and return to prevent Maia from escaping with the valuable device. 
 
    “As for the assignment that I mentioned,” Grandpa Cooper continued as though the interruption had never occurred. “It is one that is important to me. I assume, however, that it will be even more important to you. As you know, it was reported that your father, Jacob, died in an airplane accident.” 
 
    The mention of my father’s name drew my rapt attention back to him. What was he talking about? Was he indicating that my father was still alive? This might’ve been the last time that I would have any contact from any of my family. If Grandpa Cooper had information about my father, I had to hear it before Maia left with the recording. 
 
    “It is true that the airplane he was flying in crashed into the ocean. But, as you know, they never recovered his body. Since I know that he had an Initiator with him on the plane, I suspected that there was a strong possibility that he used it before the crash. I know I would have! Well, it wasn’t until about two years after his death that I found out the truth. I know you can’t see this,” Grandpa Cooper said as he held up a piece of paper. “But this is a newspaper article from the year 1930, from New York City, picturing the initial groundbreaking of the Empire State Building. Bea, this is going to be hard for you to believe, but trust me. One of the men in the background is most certainly my son, your father, Jacob Cooper.” 
 
    My mind could barely comprehend the possibility that my father might have survived the plane crash—and that he had traveled to the late 1920s! Would I be able to see him again? I squinted at the hologram’s photograph but saw nothing but faint glowing lights in the shape of a sheet of paper. 
 
    My grandpa continued, “The timing corresponds perfectly with the red timerift, and I am certain that he must have transitioned to that time in order to save himself. Why he didn’t return to the green timerift afterward, I can only speculate. Perhaps his Initiator broke. Or he could have run into other troubles. Regardless, I have personally taken two trips safely to the red timeline to ascertain his whereabouts, each unsuccessful in that regard, I regret to say. Likely he is staying out of the spotlight so as to not affect the future, which is also making any attempts to find him more difficult. A safe rescue mission that doesn’t affect the timeline has been my top priority and I am now tasking you with this assignment. You will need to use this device to travel to the red timerift, locate your father, and bring him home.” 
 
    “I think that’s him,” Omaha interrupted, pointing down the hill. Her voice sounded panicked. A lone man was hiking purposefully in our direction, likely armed with another weapon. This time he would surely shoot us first in order to get his hands on the Initiator. Judging by the distance and his speed, he would be upon us within five minutes. 
 
    “So, my dearest granddaughter, Bea,” Grandpa concluded. “I leave this great responsibility to you and ask only that you treat this device and the power it gives you with great respect, and do not allow it to fall into the wrong hands. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there to help you with it, and I know that this is a lot to ask. But I am confident that you can find your father. Be careful and be safe. Farewell, Bea.” His image disappeared and the operational controls—a light on each side of the Initiator—appeared. 
 
    “It’s time. I should go now,” Maia said. 
 
    She slid her finger over the left-side of the device, changing the lights from yellow, past blue, to the green setting. I looked up from the green light to Durango, who was biting his lip to control his own emotions. A tear slid down my face and my mouth opened, although no words came out. 
 
    With sadness in his eyes, Durango told me in a cracked voice, “I know, Bea. I know.” He placed his hand on my lower back and gently nudged me toward Maia. 
 
    As I placed my hand in Maia’s, I knew that my life would never be the same without Durango in it. And he evidently felt the same toward me. But my father was alive. I couldn’t abandon him—I just had to take on the challenge of rescuing him. It was as though some kind of cosmic force was preventing Durango and I from being together. 
 
    Maia provided a solution to our predicament—the most obvious one that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t considered—her words spoken in a hurried and stressed tone. “You can come along too, Durango. There’s no consequential limit to the number of people that can transition at one time.” Then she glanced toward the rapidly approaching Sebastius, who menacingly carried a new cane in his hand. “But you really must decide now.” 
 
    Durango snatched my hand in his and excitedly asked, “You wouldn’t mind?” 
 
    “Of course not!” I squeezed his hand tightly, never wanting to let it out of my grasp. 
 
    Maia held the Initiator high, ready to trigger our time-travel voyage. 
 
    “Ummm,” Omaha interrupted. “Can I come too?” 
 
    “It’s your choice, but you really must decide now,” Maia said. 
 
    “It sounds like a fun adventure if you ask me!” she replied. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as she grabbed Durango’s other hand. 
 
    “Here goes,” Maia announced as she prepared to press her finger over the right-hand light. 
 
    With nervous excitement, I interrupted. “I know you said that we can’t be transported to the middle of a mountain, but what about in the middle of a busy highway?” 
 
    “That, my dear, most certainly can happen,” she replied matter-of-factly as her finger firmly covered light that would take us home. 
 
    Mentally, I counted down three seconds. 
 
    Three. 
 
    “Stop there,” Sebastius ordered as he finally approached the clearing in front of the cave, a smaller cane-like gun pointed in our direction. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I heard the sound of a shot being fired. Our joined hands were nearly separated when some in our group toppled to the ground—but I clutched Maia and Durango with all the strength I could muster. 
 
    One. 
 
    The sound of a sonic boom reverberated in my ears as a greenish light overwhelmed us, whisking us away, back to my time. I knew that there was a huge task ahead of me—locating my father among the millions of people living in 1930 New York City, along with any unforeseeable dangers that I might face in that timeline. But I also knew that with Durango by my side I would be able to handle whatever challenges lie ahead of me. 
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    ALSO BY DAVID KORSON 
 
      
 
    Having learned how to use the time-traveling device that she inherited, Bea sets out to rescue her father from the past. With one member of her team injured, she must recruit an unlikely ally from her own time—her old crush Erik. Whisked back in time to New York City in the spring of 1930, Bea and her companions take on the task of saving her father before he meets an untimely death. They will have to survive both the Great Depression and the mafia, all without affecting the timeline. To make it home alive, Bea will also have to protect her Initiator from a villainous foe that is chasing her across centuries. 
 
      
 
    Continuing in the page-turning style of Displaced, Unfocused is the second exciting installment in the Timerift series. 
 
      
 
    Unfocused © 2020 by David Korson 
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    As authors, we love to hear that people found our stories entertaining, and we regularly check online for new reviews of our books. So, we would like to ask you to do us a favor that would make our day: It would bring us great joy if you took a few moments to write a brief review of Displaced on Amazon or wherever you got our book from! 
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