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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    We sat in uncomfortable and well-worn seats at the Pittsburgh International Airport, anxiously waiting to board the plane. The early morning hours filled the busy terminal with the aroma of fresh brewed coffee mixed with the occasional wafting odor of cologne. My foot tapped nervously as I sat upright in my seat, closely watching the pilot and flight attendants enter the gate. The cheap upholstery on my chair created a whooshing sound with each bounce of my knee. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Mary asked. The worry was evident in the deep wrinkles around her eyes. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Erik, sitting beside me, placed his arm around my shoulder for support. It may have seemed like a small gesture, but coming from him it meant a lot. 
 
    My dad’s face was filled with concern for me. “I’m so sorry that my disappearance caused you to feel this way. In all those years that I was stuck in the 1920s, I thought of you and Mary constantly. I could only imagine how terrible it was to deal with my disappearance. But I never considered that you might’ve developed a phobia of flying. I’m so sorry, Pumpkin.” 
 
    I waved him off, wishing they would just quit talking about it. Every word or action, regardless of how well intentioned, served to make me feel like I was in some way inadequate—broken. 
 
    “I flew on a zeppelin in medieval-future-world just a couple of weeks ago,” I explained with false bravado. “It didn’t even have seatbelts. So, if I could handle that, I can handle this.” 
 
    “Now boarding flight 942 to Newark in concourse A, gate 22,” a robotic voice announced over the loudspeaker. 
 
    Everyone remained still, staring at me, waiting to see how I would respond. After a deep breath, I stood up and spoke with hollow confidence. “Well, come on.” 
 
    Just before nine o’clock in the morning, our plane taxied to the end of the runway, preparing to takeoff. Dad sat with Mary a couple of rows in front of Erik and me. The airplane cabin was both small and full. Everyone else was reading or talking calmly, and it seemed like I was the only one that was a few minutes away from a panic attack. Every time I looked around the cabin, it seemed like the walls were closing in and the space was getting smaller. Trying to get more comfortable in the narrow space, Erik shifted. He bumped his knee into the seat in front of him, which contained a woman whose hair stood taller than her headrest. She turned to glare at him and he mumbled an apology. 
 
    Erik had only recently told me that he had been hiding his true feelings toward me. That put me in a dilemma, since I had, just weeks before, started dating Durango. My lack of response to Erik seemed—especially to him—to be tacit agreement that we were a couple. It wasn’t that I was keeping Durango a secret. It was just that I hadn’t had a chance to explain everything to him yet. Now that Erik and I were traveling to New Jersey to meet up with Durango, I had to let him know where I stood. Although, that position was not as clear as I would’ve liked it to have been. 
 
    At my request to keep from seeing the world passing by me at five hundred miles per hour, Erik kindly sat on the window side and I took the seat along the aisle. Considerately, he even kept the shade mostly down for me. 
 
    Erik was understandably concerned. “Are you sure you’re alright? You look pale.” 
 
    About the flight? No. About our relationship? No. “Yes,” I lied. 
 
    The flight attendants finished their safety drill, which I tried to pay attention to but was too distracted by my anxieties. Erik placed his hand on mine—something I couldn’t imagine him doing unless he thought we were a couple—which emphasized that I had to tell him about Durango. He would find out one way or another, and I’d rather him hear it from me. 
 
    “Erik, before we get to Newark, there’s something I want to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Sure. What is it, Bea?” 
 
    The plane’s engines revved, filling the cabin with louder and louder rumbling noises, even though we remained stationary. The pilot began speaking as the overwhelming engine sounds were making me panic. I could feel my seat shimmying ever so slightly, and my breathing became uncomfortably short. 
 
    Erik reached above my head and angled a slow stream of cool air onto my face. “It’ll be alright,” he said. 
 
    My previous flying experience on the zeppelin entailed a gentle, graceful lifting into the air. I’m not sure what I expected with an airplane flight, but I was taken aback at the sheer force as the pilot seemingly put the pedal to the metal. The giant machine that we were trapped in raced down the runway, everything outside of the window blurring into a mixture of grays and whites. 
 
    At the end of the runway, the plane tilted up sharply. Was it supposed to angle this much? My vision began to blur as I saw my dad turn around and look at me through the gap between the seats. I recognized the feeling that I was about to pass out. 
 
    Sometime later I awoke, as the plane was coasting smoothly across the clear blue sky. The window shade in my row was pulled all the way down, but I could see through other windows that the sun was bright outside. 
 
    “Are you alright?” my father asked, seeing me rouse. “You passed out, Pumpkin.” 
 
    “Where’s Erik?” I was slightly confused. 
 
    “He’s sitting with Mary. I wanted to be with you right now.” 
 
    “I feel a little bit sick.” 
 
    My father unbuckled my seatbelt and grabbed a paper bag from the seat pocket. “Let me walk you back to the lavatory. Hang onto this just in case.” 
 
    He led me down the narrow aisle, where everyone was reading, talking and playing games on their phones without a care in the world. It really made me feel that my fears were blown out of proportion and that I truly was in some way broken. 
 
    “I can wait here for you,” he said as I opened the door. 
 
    “No,” I told him. “I’ll be alright. It’s not like I could get lost.” 
 
    The restroom was tiny—like unhumanly tiny. The bathroom in my childhood Barbie house may have been larger than the one on this plane. If I sat on the toilet, my knees hit the door. In fact, I could touch all four walls without spreading my arms out. Not that I wanted to. Gross. Nonetheless, it felt nice to splash my face with cool water, and that lessened my queasiness. Looking in the mirror, I had to acknowledge that Erik was right—I looked terribly pale. I needed to get myself together. 
 
    “You can do this,” I whispered to myself. A slight bit of turbulence shook the plane and I took a deep breath. “It’s not that difficult. Millions of people fly every year, and crashes almost never occur. We’ll land safely in a half-hour in New Jersey, and Durango will be waiting for me. It’ll be alright. Just go sit down, and calm down.” 
 
    On the way back at my seat, a stern flight attendant told me, “Ma’am, the fasten seatbelt sign is lit up. You have to be in your seat.” 
 
    I ignored him and kept walking. A small plastic cup of ginger sat on a flimsy tray, awaiting my return. 
 
    “After what happened to you, why aren’t you scared?” I asked my father as I nestled into his arm. 
 
    “You know, being in a plane crash is obviously traumatic. And during takeoff today, I’ll admit that I felt more anxious than I used to. But before that crash I used to fly all the time for work. So I guess the rational part of my brain just knows that overall it’s safe. Yes, extreme things can happen with a plane, but that’s true with driving on the highway or any other number of things. In fact, I’d rather be here than back at the Merola’s place.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said, remembering how close we were to death. 
 
    The pilot interrupted us, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have just been cleared to land at Newark Liberty International Airport. Please make sure that your seat belt is securely fastened. The flight attendants are currently passing around the cabin to make a final compliance check and pick up any remaining cups and glasses. Thank you.” 
 
    I tugged on the seatbelt strap, verifying that it was secure as the plane began to descend. When the wheels touched down, it felt like a rough roller coaster, and when the pilot hit the brakes it was like nothing I’d ever felt before. The moment we were allowed to, I eagerly exited the aircraft with my dad holding my hand the whole time. Outside the airport, before we got in a taxi, my dad told me he was proud of me, and Erik and Mary concurred. 
 
    Just wanting to change the subject from my vulnerabilities, I asked, “So, what do you think Maia wants us to do? She doesn’t want us to time-travel again so soon, does she?” 
 
    The taxi driver ignored our conversation, instead choosing to listen to Russian pop music. 
 
    My dad responded first. “On the phone she said it was urgent. So, whatever it is we decide to do, we might have to act quickly.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go,” Mary protested. “We finally have a chance for everything to be normal again.” 
 
    “I know,” he said reassuringly. “And if it isn’t something extremely important, we won’t go anywhere. But I think we need to hear her out, just to find out.” 
 
    “I’m kind of excited for it,” Erik admitted. “There’s so much to explore in the future. This is the opportunity of a lifetime.” 
 
    Remembering how sickly I felt whenever I time-traveled, I said, “Well I’m not looking forward to it.” 
 
    My dad came to my defense. “I don’t think you should go, Pumpkin. It’s just too dangerous for a young girl and I can’t think of any reason that you would need to go.” 
 
    While I appreciated my dad looking out for me, it seemed to me that he was being too overprotective. On the other hand, I was also relieved when he said it. Truthfully, I had absolutely no desire to time-travel again—ever. It was fine with me if the adults handled this one. The tension in my shoulders released as I reasoned that he was right. Why would I have need to go anywhere to stop Sebastius? It wasn’t my responsibility. 
 
    Nonetheless, I did speak up about something he had said. “You can just call me Bea.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bea. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 
 
    “It’s not that I’m embarrassed,” I lied. “It’s just that Pumpkin was a great nickname when I was a little girl, but I’m a teenager now, basically an adult, and it feels a little bit… juvenile.” After a brief but uncomfortable pause, I requested, “Can we change the subject now?” 
 
    My dad turned to Erik, who was wearing an old Aerosmith concert tee shirt. “So, how much trouble are you going to be in?” 
 
    Erik began twirling the edges of his unkempt hair. “My parents are going to kill me. And I don’t just mean that like an idiom the way everyone else uses it. They might actually murder me when I get back.” 
 
    “I told you that you didn’t have to come,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” he said with a wink. “Whatever happens, this is worth it.” 
 
    “Erik, I’m certainly glad you’re here for Bea. But I don’t want your family to worry. You should give them a call.” 
 
    “I totally get that, Mr. Cooper. I’m planning on texting them later at the hotel.” 
 
    It wasn’t even noon when the taxi dropped us off at the lobby entrance of the familiar building where Maia’s office was. 
 
    “Have you eaten yet?” was the first thing she said to us, her manner much more casual than the urgency we had expected. “The office catered subs so you can help yourself.” 
 
    After awkwardly plating food in front of dozens of people in suits that all knew each other and recognized us as outsiders, we retreated into Maia’s office. She played a classic rock station in the background while we ate our lunch. 
 
    “Where’s Durango and Omaha?” I asked with a mouthful of potato chips. 
 
    Maia shook her head disapprovingly. “They’re on their way. The cab is waiting on them at their hotel right now. But Omaha said she wanted to see the end of some movie ended before they would leave.” 
 
    Erik guffawed and Maia cleared her throat to remove any semblance of lightheartedness from the room. Clearly, she wasn’t amused by Omaha’s free-spirited nature. 
 
    Maia began to hand out stapled reports, labeled Future TimeRift Analysis. “I made each of you a detailed analysis of the blue and yellow timerifts.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Erik teased. 
 
    She gave him a castigating look. “Knowledge is power. You would do well to remember that. Now, Mary, I didn’t make one for you, but you can look on with Jacob if you’d like. Since I’m the only one that has been to the blue timerift, I included all of the pertinent information I could think of about that time. But since most of us have already been to the yellow one, my notes are less detailed.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you’ll need to go to the blue timerift?” I asked curiously. The blue timerift was in the future, but not as far into the future as the yellow one, which is where Durango and Omaha were from. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t said what we’ll need to do. But you’ll recall that Sebastius said that his legacy would be found in the blue timerift. I have some opinions about how we handle the situation, of course, but we should wait until all of us have arrived before we discuss it and come to any decisions.” 
 
    “Look at this,” Erik said to me excitedly as he flipped through the report. I glanced at where his finger pointed on the third page. “They’ve developed post-embryonic genetic manipulation.” 
 
    I read the words that Maia had written, but most of them were too technical for me to make heads or tails of. 
 
    “That’s right,” Maia confirmed. “The blue timerift is approximately a hundred years ahead of this one, and the process for genetic manipulation has progressed greatly.” 
 
    Erik furthered, “And you were there? You saw this personally?” 
 
    Maia nodded. “But I couldn’t stay long and didn’t get nearly as much information as I wanted to.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “I was there on reconnaissance, and needed to maintain cover. But due to the prevalence of genetic manipulation, adults that weren’t augmented stood out like a sore thumb. Unless I were to undergo some sort of genetic enhancement, I couldn’t stay there long.” 
 
    “That means that if we do have to go there, it will have to be us kids,” I deduced. 
 
    Erik, noting the apprehension in my voice, consolingly interlocked his fingers with mine. If I hadn’t been so disheartened at the news, I might’ve found the gesture sweet. 
 
    “We finally made it,” Durango’s voice boomed as he entered the office with Omaha in tow. His eyes naturally turned to me first, and as they flicked down to see Erik’s hand entwined with mine his expression dropped. 
 
    “Bea?” he asked, hurt and disappointed. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I called as Durango stormed out of the office. I disentangled my fingers from Erik’s and began to follow Durango. 
 
    “What happened?” Erik asked, absently looking up from the papers that he had been so focused on. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I muttered as I left the room. 
 
    Outside the restrooms, I found Durango pacing back and forth. Perturbed, he turned his attention to me as I approached. 
 
    “How could you not tell me?” he accused. “And don’t tell me that it isn’t what it seemed. Omaha made me watch a dozen romance movies in the past two days. I know affection in your time when I see it.” 
 
    “It’s not like that, Durango,” I pleaded. “I mean, yes it’s true that Erik likes me. And I’d liked him for a long time too.” I realized that I was digging myself deeper with every word.  
 
    “And you two are a couple,” he concluded. He wasn’t wrong—but he wasn’t exactly right either. “It’s no wonder you tried to talk me into returning to my home and said you couldn’t make me any promises. Of course you couldn’t.” He stopped pacing and focused on me. “You used me, Bea.” 
 
    Omaha approached from behind me, interrupting our heated discussion. “Maia says that there’s a good chance that Charrbrunia is in danger. Something far worse than what your father was planning to do,” she told Durango. 
 
    Durango knew all too well what his father, King Charr, had planned: the king, along with Durango’s brother Prince Timotai, had been manipulated by Sebastius, who was influencing them to destroy the neighboring kingdom of Kernwalden. Durango had spent years executing a plan to stop them—a plan that would have left him imprisoned for the rest of his life. He would do anything to stop the atrocities of his father. Knowing that the future of Charrbrunia was in danger, he disregarded our spat for the time being. 
 
    “What did she say?” Durango asked sharply. 
 
    “Come back,” Omaha petitioned. “She’s ready to explain it all to us.” 
 
    Durango gave me one more disparaging look before marching back to Maia’s office. Omaha sat by Erik, so I was left with a lone folding chair that sat in the corner. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Erik mouthed from across the room. 
 
    I shrugged and sent him a brief text: Later. 
 
    He checked his phone and gave me a perplexed look. 
 
    “Now that we’re all finally here,” Maia began, handing out two more copies of her report. “I believe that I’ve figured out what Sebastius is planning on doing, at least to some extent.” 
 
    She drew a black horizontal line on a dry erase board that was on the wall behind her desk. Then, using various markers, placed four vertical lines from left to right: red, green, blue and yellow. It was obvious what she was depicting, but she explained it anyway. 
 
    “This is the timeline. The red mark refers to 1930. The green is right now. Blue is in the future, and yellow is even farther in the future.” She began drawing additional angled arrows with the black marker to convey her next points. “What we know is that Sebastius went to 1930 to build wealth for himself through the Merola Firm. And that he had many members of the Kennedy family killed off.” The six of us in the audience paid rapt attention as she continued to speak. “We also know that he said that his legacy would be in the blue timerift. The thing that ties all of these together is the Emergence Legends.” 
 
    She abruptly pointed to Omaha. “Omaha, as I understand it, you are the most familiar with the Legends?” 
 
    Omaha willingly explained, “I worked with a girl named Santi, whose father restored books and scrolls. A few years ago, the king conscripted him to repair damage to the spine of the king’s copy.” 
 
    “The king has a copy of the Legends?” Maia verified. She, like me, assumed that only the only copies were in the Twilight Temples. “Durango, did you know about this?” 
 
    “I did, but I never got to see them. Even princes are not allowed to read the Legends. The book is for the king’s eyes only.” 
 
    Maia turned back to Omaha. “Continue.” 
 
    “Well, even though he was being watched carefully, Santi’s father made a show of restoring every page so that he could read as much of it as he could. He shared the information with Santi and a few others before King Charr had him decapitated for subversion.” 
 
    Mary gasped at the thought. 
 
    Durango dropped his head in shame, covering his face with his hands as Omaha added, “With a guillotine, right in the middle of the Breslenbrug Arena for everyone to see. Everyone in the whole city had to attend, and I even saw an old friend from back home. She’s married now and has two kids, but-” 
 
    “And what did the Legends say?” I encouraged. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Omaha stared blankly and her eyes glazed over as she recalled the details. “In the Prior Times, the gods provided electricity to power the world. It created much good, but was also used to do much harm. At some point, the violence and wars became too great and the gods decided that they would no longer help humans. They instructed King Charr the First to protect himself and those who served him in an underground shelter because when the gods left, the entire world would be annihilated. But there was one god who didn’t want to leave the humans without assistance, so he stayed behind. He used a human named Kennedy to create a community of people that would be prepared for the return of the gods—and the return of electricity.” 
 
    “The Twilight Temple clerics,” I surmised aloud. 
 
    Omaha nodded. “Yes, and Kennedy became the Immortal One because his thoughts live on forever through the clerics.” 
 
    Erik turned to Maia, “Is that what these papers mean when they talk about genetic fusing?” 
 
    “I believe so. Perhaps Omaha can enlighten us. Do you know the connection between the Immortal One and the clerics?” 
 
    “It’s said that the clerics don’t have individual thoughts, but that they are all just pieces of a bigger entity, the Immortal One. As long as there are clerics, the Immortal One lives on forever.” 
 
    Maia concluded, “And that is what I believe Sebastius is after—eternal life.” 
 
    “That’s why,” my dad added, “he had all that money saved up and so many of the Kennedy’s killed off? So that he would be able to go to the blue timerift and take the place of whichever Kennedy descendent would’ve become this Immortal One.” 
 
    “Why did you say that this has an impact on Charrbrunia?” Durango asked. 
 
    Maia drew another, shorter horizontal line on her dry erase board, connecting the blue and yellow lines. “Any changes made here in the blue timerift have an effect on the yellow timerift—the place where you are from. Now, I can’t know for a certainty that Sebastius has ulterior motives for Charrbrunia, but I can say that he has shown some very disturbing intentions thus far and has been very efficient and effective in accomplishing his aspirations.” 
 
    “So, what are you suggesting that we do about it?” my dad asked. 
 
    “Perhaps nothing. But I recommend that before we destroy the Initiator, we should use it to take a brief expedition to the yellow timerift so that we can verify that Sebastius hasn’t altered it negatively, or at least not in any extreme ways.” 
 
    “A simple exploration mission,” my dad reiterated. “That sounds like a smart idea, and we should be able to remain relatively safe. But why did you say that the situation was so urgent?” 
 
    She pointed to the report in his hands. “Please, turn to page twenty-two.” 
 
    The sound of rustling papers filled the room as all of us flipped through our documents. My dad read Maia’s printed words aloud: “My brief assessment of the blue timerift corresponds to the period leading up to the ascension Immortal One for at least three reasons. First, the United States vice president’s name is Darryl Charron, who could easily become the Legend’s King Charr the First. Second, genetic enhancements have progressed to such an extent that genetic fusion is being tested, which would allow a scientific basis for the Legend’s Immortal One. Third, due to threat of war by various nations, along with the technological advances that could lead to greater destruction than the world could endure, there were rumors that the United States Department of Defense was developing a satellite based EMP that could deactivate all electronics worldwide in a moment’s notice.” 
 
    Not understanding what genetic fusion was, I read the footnote to point two. Although Maia’s wording was complex, it appeared that there was research being done that was looking into transferring one person’s consciousness into another person’s body. 
 
    Maia added, “And that was the situation in the blue timerift about five years ago. Surely the situation has escalated. We may have years to stop Sebastius, but we may only have days. And given what we’ve seen so far in regard to Sebastius’s speed in implementing his plans, I would assume that it’s closer to days.” 
 
    “Alright,” my dad said. “So we’ll go to the yellow timerift to make sure nothing has changed. I assume that Durango and I will go?” 
 
    Maia countered, “This isn’t a time for chauvinism.” 
 
    My dad didn’t back down from her confrontational manner. “I call it chivalry. And I chose Durango because he would be able to notice any major differences.” 
 
    Maia too wouldn’t budge. “There’s no reason for you to go, Jacob. You have very little experience with temporal transitions and you have absolutely no experience in the yellow timerift. I should lead the team, and Durango, Omaha and Bea should accompany me. We’ve all spent time there, and any one of us might notice a change that the others don’t see.” 
 
    “Me?” I practically yelled. “Why should I have to go?” 
 
    Omaha came to my defense. “I agree with Bea. Time-travel makes us sick, so I don’t want to go unless I have to.” 
 
    Maia reached into the pocket of her blazer and pulled out a pair of matching compacts, handing one to Omaha and one to me. “You two should find these helpful.” 
 
    There wasn’t much makeup in the yellow timerift future—except for on the prostitutes—so I didn’t know what the compact was for. As I opened it, expecting to see a mirror and some foundation powder, I was startled to see a circle of small pills. She had handed me birth control right in front of my parents! 
 
    “I don’t need these,” I insisted, glancing at Mary and my dad. “I’m not… I mean…” 
 
    While Mary had a shocked look on her face, my dad grinned mischievously. “That’s not what they’re for,” he explained. “The pills help prevent time-travel sickness.” 
 
    Maia added, “With temporal transitions, men may feel a little off, but women can get very sick due to their erratic hormone levels. These pills keep your progesterone and estrogen levels in check so that you don’t have such a severe reaction.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said quietly. 
 
    “If Bea’s going, I’d like to come along,” Erik asserted. 
 
    Durango huffed just before Maia shut Erik down. 
 
    “Absolutely not. This isn’t a vacation. We are going to do important research, and selecting a team that has experience in the environment is essential.” 
 
    After a little bit of arguing about the team—Erik really wanted to go, and my dad and I really didn’t want me to go—Maia got her way. She handed us some clothing bags containing apparel that would be appropriate for the yellow timerift. 
 
    Maia sat down in her chair. “Since time is of the essence, we’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning. I’ve got two hotel rooms booked at the Holiday Inn, one for the Coopers and one for Erik.” The Holiday Inn was where Maia had put us up last time—but it wasn’t the hotel that she’d gotten for Durango. 
 
    “That’s not where you’re staying,” I said to Omaha and Durango as everyone in the room stood up to leave. 
 
    “They’re at the Hampton Inn,” Maia confirmed. 
 
    I didn’t understand: “Why are we at different hotels?” 
 
    She looked annoyed, “The Hampton is more convenient for the nurse that I hired to check up on Durango after he got out of the hospital. It shouldn’t matter.” Then she added with half-sarcasm and half-legitimate-concern, “Unless you’re planning on leaving without me again.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Maia wasn’t nearly as pleasant in my time as she had been in the yellow timerift. “Whatever.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Erik asked, pointing to some scribbles on a piece of paper sitting on Maia’s desk. 
 
    “That’s nothing that concerns you,” she responded. 
 
    Erik picked up the paper, which looked like something that Albert Einstein would’ve had written on a chalkboard. “Is this the equation that you used to determine the timerifts?” 
 
    “No,” Maia said, giving in to Erik’s persistence. “We had used an equation like this one to upgrade my Initiator so that it was more precise in the landing spot. Since Sebastius now has that ability, I was trying to remember what it was so that I could upgrade Bea’s too.” 
 
    Erik stared at it for a long time. Maia was clearly growing impatient and nearly spoke up before Erik asked, “What if the derivative of the coefficient of Y was negative?” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Maia said as she snatched the paper back. Then she examined it for a moment and her expression softened. “That actually might be a start. Where did you learn differential equations?” 
 
    “I taught myself so that I could calculate the trajectory of discs so that they would hit the basket,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    Maia held the paper up and nodded. “You know, I’ve got some things I might want you to look over while we’re gone. I’ll get them prepared tonight.” 
 
    Erik smiled—glad to have finally gained some respect from Maia and eager to be able to learn more about how the Initiators work. “Okay, yeah. That’d be great.” 
 
    “Well,” Maia concluded. “Everyone should try to get a good night’s sleep. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” 
 
    As our entire group made our way to the elevators, I said to Durango, “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “No,” he corrected before stepping ahead of me. “You don’t.” 
 
    Before we got in the taxis that Maia had arranged for us, my dad suggested, “We should all go to dinner this evening.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Cooper,” Durango said as he rubbed his side, where he’d been shot. “But I’m still recovering from my injury and need to rest before tomorrow.” 
 
    I had seen the way that Durango comported himself during the meeting and knew that his wound wasn’t seriously affecting him. He was using it as an excuse to not have dinner with us—to not have to talk to me. 
 
    It killed me to know that Durango was upset with me. Especially since I didn’t really feel like I was in a relationship with Erik. Durango had sacrificed so much for me, to get me home. And now it looked like I had been the one toying with his emotions for my own selfish reasons. It wasn’t true. I felt a connection with Durango unlike any I had ever felt with anyone before. I just needed a few minutes for him to actually listen to me. Otherwise, he might just go to the yellow timerift and decide that there’s no reason to even return to my time—I might never see him again after that!               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    It was early in the morning when I knocked on Erik’s hotel room door. He was already awake and opened it quickly, greeting me with a wide smile. 
 
    “Bea! I’m glad to see you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    I expected him to make a joke like, ‘because I don’t have supervision this morning’, but instead he said with awkward sincerity, “Because I missed you.” 
 
    How was I supposed to respond to that? I mean, Erik was a great guy and all. I’d known him a long time. And I really did like him. But really? We’d seemingly been dating for only a grand total of like four days, and even that was based largely on supposition. 
 
    Flatly, I told him, “I just wondered if you wanted to go down to breakfast with me.” 
 
    “Sure.” He grabbed a heathered gray hoodie and tossed it on over a concert tee-shirt. 
 
    On the way down to the hotel’s complementary continental breakfast, he laid it on stronger. “I can’t believe that I just blindly listened to my parents for so many years and never asked you out. Erik, if you date a girl your grades will drop. Erik, you’ve got to focus on your schoolwork. Erik, you need to get into an Ivy League school to have a successful career. It’s like none of that matters now. Being with you, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “You’re probably just excited to be with me right now because you’re skipping school for once in your life,” I bantered, hoping he would match my lighter tone. 
 
    “I actually like school,” he said. Of course he did. “But really, I feel like I’m a different person now when I’m with you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, stopping in my tracks. Turning on my heel, I faced him and put my hand on his chest. “This has got to stop.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “All this ‘I’m so happy when I’m with you’ stuff.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what you wanted,” Erik said. “You seemed to like it when the prince treated you like that.” I hadn’t realized that Erik could pick up on my subtle feelings. But his explanation made me realize why he was being so weird—in an effort to endear my heart to him alone, he was trying to mimic Durango’s more sensitive ways. In reality, Erik’s efforts only showed that he wasn’t nearly as charismatic as Durango. 
 
    “Can we just get back to sarcasm and wit, with the occasional intelligent conversation tossed in for variety?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, slightly hurt at my abrasiveness. Then he started walking again. “Come on. If this breakfast is like the last time we were here, you won’t believe you how rubbery the eggs are. I broke a knife trying to cut into them!” 
 
    Not the funniest, but at least he was trying to be normal again. Throughout breakfast, Erik continued to try too hard to make jokes. After his expressions toward me, I still hadn’t found the right time to tell Erik that my feelings for Durango went beyond simply appreciating his sincerity—I’d fallen for him quicker than I ever had anyone before. It could wait, I told myself. I was about to go on a serious mission and needed to focus on that. Erik would still be here when I got back, unless his parents actually murdered him, and then I’d find an appropriate time. Besides, the trip would give me time with Durango, and I could apologize to him and explain what he thought he saw between me and Erik. 
 
    Mary and my dad came down to the breakfast buffet and joined Erik and me, and I was glad for the distraction—if I had to hear one more bad pun I might lose it.  
 
    “Morning Mr. and Mrs. Cooper,” Erik said. 
 
    “How are you two this morning?” my dad asked. 
 
    Erik looked at his plate and explained, “I was fine until I got these tiny sausage links. I bet you never sausage a puny link before.” When no one laughed, he added, “Get it? Sausage a thing-saw such a thing?” 
 
    “Where are you going, Bea?” my dad asked. 
 
    “Anywhere,” I said as I went to refill my orange juice, hoping that Erik didn’t ask: Orange you going to get me a refill too. 
 
    Once everyone had eaten and had their fill of coffee, my dad reminded me to take my time-travel sickness pill. I discreetly took a pill out of the compact and swallowed it with a sip of my juice. 
 
    “Now you’ve got to get dressed,” my dad told me. “I can walk you up to the room if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Arm in arm, we made our way up to our room, where he commented, “It’s none of my business, but it seems like you’ve got two men that are really interested in you.” 
 
    “You could say that again.” 
 
    “How do you feel about them?” 
 
    Normally my love life was the kind of conversation that I would have had with my school friend Ava—not a parent. Never a parent. But I hadn’t talked to Ava in over a month, and my dad was right here. My feelings were so confused, and having a sounding board seemed like a decent idea. Plus, he was trying to show an interest in me after we’d been apart for so long and I didn’t want to shut him down. 
 
    Reluctantly, I explained, “I’ve known Erik forever. And he’s smart and funny and great. And he was really there for me after you died, or well, you know. We have a lot in common. But I’ve only known Durango for a few weeks now.” 
 
    “But how do you feel about them?” 
 
    I hesitated. “I don’t know. I’d always dreamed about dating Erik. Did I tell you that one time I even asked him to a school dance? He turned me down and I never pushed the issue after that. But Durango? He’s a special kind of guy. I really like Durango. A lot.” My cheeks felt warm just saying his name aloud. 
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    I slipped out of his arm and turned away. “Dad!” 
 
    “It’s a simple question. Let me tell you a story about your mother.” Instantly, I was excited. Mom died when I was so young that I hardly remembered anything about her. “I met her in college, and at the time I was dating another girl.” 
 
    “You dated people before Mom?” I didn’t know why—it shouldn’t have—but it surprised me. 
 
    He shrugged off my question, like it was no big deal. “I’d had a couple of semi-serious girlfriends. But when your mother came along, it was different. It wasn’t just that I thought she was pretty or that we simply got along, although both of those things were the case. There was something else there.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain. There was something that told me that she was the one, you know? Something that drew me to her like a magnet. I just knew that my connection with her was different.” 
 
    “And what about Mary?” I pushed. 
 
    He shifted on his feet. “Mary’s great too. I love Mary, Bea. You know that I do. But I’ll never feel that same connection like I did with your mother. When she died, a part of me died with her.” 
 
    Did I feel the way toward Erik or Durango that Dad had felt toward Mom? The way that my father put it suddenly made my decision seem so simple. “Thanks for sharing that.” 
 
    “I hope it helps.” He gave my shoulder an affectionate squeeze. 
 
    I told him the truth as I stepped into the bathroom to get dressed for my journey: “I think it does.” 
 
    When I opened the bag, expecting to see a drab prairie dress, I was intrigued to see a sleeveless black overcoat with three copper clasps. Beneath it was a puffy white blouse, a pair of black leggings with loose lacing on the sides, and a unique leather tool belt with a couple of storage compartments and other hooks hanging from it. Lastly, after putting on the stylish outfit, I strapped on a pair of black wristbands that really tied my ensemble together. “This outfit rocks,” I said to myself as I admired myself in the mirror. It certainly beat the cowgirl look that I’d had when I was in the yellow timerift before. Whether it was appropriate for the time-period or not, I added black eyeliner because this outfit was begging for it. 
 
    My dad grinned when he saw me, and I instantly became a little bit self-conscious about the outfit—at least until I went to a timerift where it would be more fitting. 
 
    “I look like I’m going to a Halloween costume party, don’t I?” 
 
    “You look great, Pum-, I mean Bea.” 
 
    As we strolled back to the hotel dining area, I drew more than a few looks from passersby. When Erik saw me, his mouth dropped. 
 
    “Bea, you look…” I gave him a warning look so that he knew better than to give me a sincere compliment. He settled on, “You look like someone I’ve seen before. Were you in the Golden Compass? Or perhaps it was The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen? No, no!A vintage Madonna video?” 
 
    “More like the height-checker at the Pirates of the Caribbean ride.” 
 
    “That’s it! I knew I’d seen you somewhere before!” 
 
    “And check this out,” I showed him that my belt had clasps in the back that had been specifically designed to securely hold my Initiator and a disc, hiding them from view. “Hey!” I called when I saw that Erik’s eyes meandered lower than my beltline. 
 
    He grinned and then had the decency to at least pretend to look sufficiently chastised. I shook my head and asked, “Are we ready to go?” 
 
    Erik and Mary had already cleared their table and my dad had already called us a taxi, so we were out of the hotel within minutes. 
 
    Durango and Omaha were already in Maia’s office when we arrived. Their clothes looked even more genuine—because they were. Durango looked positively dashing in a black shirt and his form fitting leathers. He refused to make eye contact with me or even glance in my direction, leaving my confidence a little deflated. I had secretly hoped that he would see my outfit when I arrived and would be impressed. 
 
    Omaha was wearing the same outfit that she’d worn when we’d left her timerift, which included a leather corset and a lacy black skirt, but now she also sported a pair of large copper earrings. 
 
    “You got your ears pierced?” I asked her. 
 
    She cupped the dangly earrings and explained, “I never thought to put holes in my ears for jewelry until I saw it here in your time. I think it’s such a polished look!” 
 
    Maia donned a much more toned down ensemble, most of it hidden behind a long black overcoat that was plainer than mine. 
 
    “You look like you Zion operatives,” Erik observed. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “From the Matrix,” Omaha deduced with a smile. 
 
    Ignoring our interchange, Maia greeted Erik first: “I spoke with your parents and a couple of your teachers last night.” 
 
    “You what?” he asked with his mouth agape. After she gave him a curious look, he added, “It’s just that my parents don’t exactly know that I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I got that from them. But I told them that I recruited you for a scientific research and expedition project, and also mentioned that I would be able to provide financial compensation toward your further education. That calmed them down a bit. Your teachers too said that they would overlook any schoolwork or tests you miss out on.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said slowly, cautiously. “Can you do all that?” 
 
    “And more,” she added smugly. 
 
    “But I still don’t understand. Why did you contact my parents and teachers?” 
 
    “Well, I had to see if you were actually talented enough to comprehend the specifics of timerift theory before I share my life’s work with you.” 
 
    “And?” I asked inquisitively. “Did he pass your test?” 
 
    Durango, who still hadn’t even glanced my way since we arrived, grunted. Clearly, he was still upset. 
 
    “With flying colors,” Maia said as she handed him a small piece of paper. “I’m sorry I don’t have longer to explain it all to you before we go, but these credentials will give you access to everything that Zachariah’s team had deduced. Feel free to look it over while we’re gone and I’ll explain it in better detail when we get back.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Erik said with cautious enthusiasm. 
 
    Maia next looked me up and down. “Bea, you look exquisite. Did the Initiator and disc fit securely in your belt?” 
 
    I turned and lifted my overcoat so that she could see. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Durango glancing in my direction, but he turned back before I could make eye contact. He stared at the floor sulking. 
 
    “Now, I assume that you read my report this time,” she began. I nodded, having skimmed some of it before bed the night before. “So you know that we really only have to see what, if any, differences Sebastius has made to the future timeline. Then we can return and decide if we need to intervene. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone remained quiet, respectful of Maia’s confident leadership. 
 
    “Alright, well say your goodbyes and we’ll be off,” she waved her hand and turned back to her desk, busying herself with things less emotional than farewells. 
 
    Mary and my dad gave me a tight embrace. Then Dad gave me a kiss on the cheek and said, “You be careful, Bea. If there’s any danger at all, you come right back, alright?” 
 
    “Of course, Dad.” 
 
    Next, Erik leaned in for a clumsy hug, also planting a kiss on my cheek as though he needed to compete with my dad. Over my shoulder, I could hear Durango let out a quiet groan. 
 
    As I pulled out my Initiator and approached Maia, Durango and Omaha, I heard a few more Be Carefuls. 
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked. 
 
    Maia gave an affirmative response. Omaha nodded. Durango mumbled, “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    It killed me that Durango was so upset with me. Setting the Initiator to yellow, I reached my hand into the middle of the group. Maia joined my hand. Instead of reaching for the middle, Omaha used her hands to connect herself to both Maia and Durango. She gave me a scathing look and I realized that she too was upset with me—Durango must’ve gotten to her. Plus she had a thing for Erik, and was surely bitter that he liked me. 
 
    Repeating Durango’s words and matching his mood, I grumbled, “Let’s get this over with.” Holding my finger over the Initiator’s activator light, I mentally counted to three.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    The blinding light and piercing sounds associated with time-travel were exactly what I was used to. But the headache, lightheadedness and nausea were a fraction of what I had experienced during my past trips, which was an immediate relief. 
 
    As the yellow light rapidly faded from my vision, I caught a glimpse of the four of us holding onto one another just as we had when departing Maia’s office, with Durango across from me. But before we all even came into focus, Durango abruptly disappeared from my view like he had landed on a trap door. I gasped. Omaha tried to hold his hand, but his fast downward trajectory caused it to slip. 
 
    While my eyes were locked on the place where Durango had been, peripherally I took in our surroundings. We were perched on the rim of some sort of mining operation. Me, Maia, and Omaha were positioned securely at the top of the ridge, while Durango—who ended up with no solid ground beneath his feet—fell dramatically into the pit. 
 
    Omaha shrieked and I followed it up by yelling his name. Maia, more pragmatic than either of us, quickly stepped to the edge and looked down. “He’s alright. For the moment,” she assured us. 
 
    Hesitant to see what could’ve been a gory death scene, I slowly peeked over. Just a few feet below me, Durango held onto a steep cliff wall like he was Spider Man. His knuckles were white as they bore into tiny grip-holds in the rock wall, and his feet barely perched on a ledge that couldn’t have been more than three inches wide. Below him was a steep cliff with a sixty-foot drop. 
 
    “Grab my hand,” Maia said as she lay on the ground, with her arms over the edge of the rim. She wrapped her hand around Durango’s forearm. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Omaha quickly mimicked Maia’s posture and took ahold of Durango’s other arm. As they began the struggle to pull Durango’s muscular body up and over the cliff wall, I reached around Omaha to help her. I gripped the sturdy leather of Durango’s vest and yanked as hard as I could. As soon as we got him high enough that his head and arms were no longer in the pit, Durango began using the rocky ground to pull himself to safety. 
 
    Once he was no longer in danger, the four of us collapsed onto the ground, breathing heavily from the exertion. Between landing conspicuously in a busy bowling alley and on the precipice of a deep pit, I couldn’t help but wonder if my lousy experiences with time-travel landing locations were bad luck or simply coincidence. For an older woman of such small stature, I was glad that Maia was much stronger than she looked. I was also glad to realize that my headache, which was not that severe, was the only time-travel symptom that persisted—although watching Durango slip out of view and nearly plummet to his death left me feeling queasy. 
 
    “I know where this is,” Omaha finally said, jumping up and looking around the giant hole in the ground where multiple steam engines were slowly carving deeper into the earth. “This is the Marboan coal pit.” 
 
    Durango shook his head and moved closer to the drop off than I preferred. 
 
    “Be careful!” I cautioned. 
 
    He didn’t even look in my direction as he responded to Omaha. “Not possible. That pit isn’t even half this deep.” 
 
    Omaha pointed across the crater. “No, see those mountains back there? The larger one directly behind the smaller one. I’ve been here before and this is definitely it.” 
 
    Durango scrutinized the mountains as Maia proposed, “That could be a change in the timeline. There may be more excavating of the earth.” She began taking notes in a small journal. “These are exactly the kind of changes we’re looking for.” 
 
    “I suppose it could be the Marboan pit,” Durango conceded skeptically. 
 
    “So, are we far from Breslenbrug?” I asked, easing the strain in my neck as I stood and stretched. The sooner we found that city, the sooner we could confirm the timeline and head home. 
 
    “A day’s walk,” Durango said offhandedly. “Maybe more.” 
 
    “Let’s get going then,” Maia suggested, getting up and retrieving her over-the-shoulder haversack from the ground nearby. 
 
    We hiked at a quick pace down a narrow, hilly road that cut through a dense forest. I was impressed with Maia’s ability to keep up with the pace that Durango set for us, since she was around three times our age. Traveling at the brisk pace kept me on the verge of being out of breath so I didn’t talk as we hiked. And nobody seemed to want to talk to me as we traveled. So, in silence we walked. And walked. And walked. 
 
    After a few hours, we came to a wider road where Durango and Omaha confidently turned left. It was only a matter of minutes before a vehicle passed us by. When a second one did, they decided to flag it down so that Durango could arrange for us to stowaway. 
 
    We climbed into the back of the black truck and Durango pounded on the metal floor twice to let the driver know we were secure. Riding in the back of the steam-powered flatbed felt oddly reminiscent of my trip in the back of a pickup truck in 1930. Both times, we had hitched a ride to get to a big city. Both times, we sat in the back with boxes all around us. And both times, I had suffered from a fading time-travel headache. The primary difference this time, however, was that easy-going Erik was replaced with micro-manager Maia and doesn’t-want-to-talk-to-me Durango. 
 
    “Do you want a piece?” Maia offered as she rummaged through one of the wooden crates on the truck and pulled out some broccoli, reaffirming my sense of deja-vu. Her voice was overly loud as it competed with the pulsing and grinding sounds of the steam engine that powered the vehicle. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, trying to remember if it was broccoli or cauliflower that Omaha had found in the 1930s truck. 
 
    The four of us snacked on raw vegetables until we came to a stop outside of the Breslenbrug city wall. We looked toward the city, scanning for obvious differences while Durango thanked the driver. Breslenbrug’s tall copper spires still towered over the smaller buildings. The now-familiar tang of metal mixed with oil still hung in the air. Zeppelins still floated above, coming and going with ease. People still populated the streets, driving every sort of vehicle imaginable. In my opinion, there weren’t any major changes and we could head home and consider this mission over. 
 
    “Everything looks right,” Omaha observed, agreeing with my observations. 
 
    “That’s a good sign,” Maia commented as she again wrote in her journal. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    She stopped scribbling and looked up at me briefly. “I’m documenting all of the changes so that when we return we can accurately determine whether we need to stop Sebastius or let him be.” She continued her extensive notetaking. 
 
    There had literally been one change so far—a deeper pit—I’m pretty sure we could remember it without writing it down. But who was I to say? I wasn’t the accomplished scientist of the bunch. 
 
    “So, everything looks good. What now? We go back?” 
 
    Maia put her notepad away. “We need to talk to someone just to verify that things aren’t politically or socially different. Omaha, you lived in Breslenbrug. Is there anyone that you know of here that we can talk to, to give us a rundown of the current political climate and other relevant topics?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “There are a lot of people I know, but I think our questions would seem odd. Or maybe suspicious.” 
 
    Durango entered our circle. “I know of someone.” We turned toward his masculine voice. “I left Mordael at the arena with Scorpio. He would be our best informant.” 
 
    Omaha smiled at the mention of her brother’s name. “Yes, he could tell us everything we want to know. I should of thought of that!” 
 
    Maia contemplated, “There’s a chance that he won’t be there—that you wouldn’t have entered the contest—in this timeline. But it’s worth a shot.” 
 
    At Omaha’s suggestion, we took a shortcut through the King’s Market to get to the arena. She only noticed small changes to the market: the prices were higher, the customers were a little more agitated and desperate, and there weren’t as many wares or food items available to purchase. Personally, I also couldn’t help but feel like there were people that were staring at us—perhaps it was my imagination or self-consciousness from my atypical outfit—but more than once I saw people watching us or even pointing in our direction. Fortunately, I only spotted one pair of Twilight Temple clerics, standing in quiet alertness at the edge of the market. 
 
    “Durango,” I said to him as we walked single-file through a particularly crowded section of the market. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “We have nothing to talk about,” he asserted. 
 
    “Please,” I begged. I wanted nothing more than to correct things between me and Durango. 
 
    Omaha and Maia led our group, so when Durango stopped and faced me—looking me in the eyes for the first time since he saw Erik’s hand in mine—the two of them continued walking away unaware, and I worried that we would get lost. 
 
    There was a distressed tone to his voice that I wasn’t familiar with. “Fine. What do you have to say?” 
 
    People crowded us in, bumping into us as they passed by. The commotion of buying and selling was a constant buzz around us. Odors of meats roasting intermingled with the pervasive scent of sweat and dirt that filled the air in the busy market. But none of that diverted my attention away from Durango. 
 
    “I know what it looked like. I know that you saw Erik holding my hand and giving me a kiss goodbye. And I didn’t mean for any of that to happen. Or to hurt you or make you mad. But, Erik? I don’t feel about him the way I feel about you. He’s a great friend, like Omaha, but Durango—it’s you. It’s only you that I love.” 
 
    Until I said the words aloud, I hadn’t really known if they were true or not. But my dad’s advice kept running through my mind and, while I loved Erik as a friend, Durango was something special. I knew that now. Deep down, I think that I knew it all along. 
 
    Durango cast his eyes heavenward for a moment, mulling over my words. “Now I know how it feels,” he commented softly. 
 
    “How what feels?” I had to lean in close to hear what he said, but the vulnerability was written all over his face. 
 
    “You spent all those days not knowing if I was telling the truth—not knowing if I was just playing with your emotions. I must be honest with you, Bea. I don’t know what to believe right now.” 
 
    “Believe me,” I begged. 
 
    “I wish I knew if I could.” 
 
    Stone-faced, he turned and continued winding his way through the busy market. I rushed to keep up with him, fearful that I would never find my way to the arena on my own if we were separated. As much as it hurt to hear him say it, Durango’s comments made sense. He would simply need time to for me to prove that my affections lied with him—that my heart belonged to him the way he had once entrusted his heart to me. Even if I didn’t have a time machine attached to the back of my belt, time was something that I could give him. It might be a rough patch, but something told me that things would eventually work out. 
 
    When we arrived at the arena, where Maia and Omaha were waiting for us, it too looked just as I had remembered it—tall, sturdy, in impeccable condition. 
 
    “Things seem right,” I said aloud. The only thing that felt out of place was the way that passersby were staring at us like we didn’t belong—or like we were criminals. 
 
    Brimming with excitement, Omaha urged, “Let’s go see if Mordael is inside.” She led the way, practically skipping through the arena’s side entrance. 
 
    Within minutes, we were in the bowels of the arena. It was a place that I never thought I’d see again, and it brought back so many memories. Delicious grilled corn on the cob. The thrum of the electrified crowd cheering on fighting mechanical insects. But primarily it was the memory of Durango professing his love for me for the first time. As we passed by one of the gates, I could almost see myself there with him. The contrast of the warmth of that memory and the heartbreak that I felt around Durango now overwhelmed me. Just give him time, I told myself. 
 
    Omaha peeled back a burlap tarp, exposing one of the staging areas for the Mechs that had competed in the tournament. Eagerly, all of us craned around one another to see what hid behind the curtain. 
 
    “Mordael!” Omaha exclaimed. 
 
    Mordael was leaning against a wall, a piece of straw bobbing up and down in his mouth. In front of him was a badly damaged Mech—Scorpio’s massive body had deep dents in it and most of its detachable pieces were disassembled. 
 
    “Omaha, you’re back,” Mordael commented, stepping forward to greet us. “You made it back, and just in time.” Omaha leapt onto her brother, wrapping her arms around him. 
 
    Scorpio may have been damaged more than I had remembered, but it seemed that basically everything was exactly as we had left it. Then another person, who had been concealed behind Scorpio’s large mechanical body, revealed himself. I’d never seen the man before, but he had familiar features: he looked like Durango, but he was a little shorter, his face was not as slender, and his thin arms revealed that he—like almost everyone on the planet—had much less overall muscle tone. 
 
    With a streak of grease crossing his forehead, the man greeted Durango from across the room in the most friendly of voices. “Durango, I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    Durango’s face twisted in confusion as his hand intuitively reached for the knife that he always kept with him. “Timotai?” 
 
    It was Durango’s estranged brother—the very one that had been seeking to kill him and obliterate a neighboring kingdom.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Timotai laid a set of wrenches on Scorpio’s detached claw and walked up to Durango. Still wary, Durango kept his knife close by as he stood as firm as a board while Timotai wrapped him in a hug. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Durango finally asked warily. 
 
    Taken aback and genuinely confused, Timotai replied, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Durango backed away from his older brother, choosing instead to stand by Maia, Omaha and me. “I mean that you were arranging for my murder. Now, you just show up out of nowhere and expect me to embrace you like the brother that you haven’t been in years?” 
 
    Mordael spat the straw out of his mouth. “What’s gotten into you Durango?” 
 
    Indignantly, Durango began to lay into Mordael. “What’s gotten into me? What’s gotten into you? After all of our years together, are you actually working with Timotai?” 
 
    “Hush,” Mordael commanded. He looked out the curtain, paranoid. “Don’t use his name! If your father catches wind that either of you are here then the whole plan is off. And I hope you knew better than to go in public without a disguise.” 
 
    Durango didn’t lower his voice or acknowledge Mordael’s concerns. “My brother says that he’s working with us now… and you actually believe him?” 
 
    Maia stepped between the men, clarifying the discrepancy in their understandings to the best of her knowledge. “Durango. Don’t you see? This is all due to a change in the timerift.” She glanced at Timotai, to see if he reacted to her reference to time-travel. He didn’t. “In your memory, your brother is an enemy, but now, in this timeline, it seems as though he isn’t being influenced by Sebastius, and thus is instead working with you.” 
 
    “Is it true?” Durango asked Timotai. 
 
    Passively, Timotai held his hands up. “I don’t even know who Sebastius is.” 
 
    Mordael looked like he wanted to slap Durango—to slap some sense into him. “What’s with you? You’re actin’ like you’re on some kind of drug or somethin’.” 
 
    “He claims to not know Sebastius,” Durango defended. 
 
    Mordael got into Durango’s face. “Who cares about Sebastius right now? Who even is Sebastius? We’ve got to get Scorpio ready for tonight.” 
 
    “Sebastius,” Durango reiterated, dumbfounded. “The winner of the Charrbrunia Mech Tournement the past three years.” 
 
    Mordael turned away and huffed. “Well now I know you must be takin’ somethin’! You’re soundin’ about as rusty as a ship that’s been abandoned at the bottom of the Great Sea since before King Charr the First.” 
 
    “Ghalistron Hemmeringsly won the last two years,” Timotai patiently enlightened. 
 
    “Durango,” Maia said. “You’ve got to understand that your memories are no longer accurate. The way you feel about your brother is based on things that never happened. Since Sebastius became the Immortal One, he never came to this timerift. He never entered the tournament. He never influenced your father. Or your brother.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Timotai asked, concerned. 
 
    Durango pondered aloud, ignoring his brother, “So things are better here now?” The ferocity of his voice was replaced by a tone of confusion. “Kernwalden is no longer in trouble?” 
 
    “No more than they have been for the past hundred years,” Mordael mumbled. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Maia asked as she pulled out her notebook and began jotting things down. 
 
    “I mean the Charrs have enslaved the Kernwalden people for decades. Same as every other kingdom. That’s what we’re tryin’ to stop.” 
 
    “Slavery?” I asked. I’d heard about the wars with other kingdoms. But when Durango had mentioned Kernwalden, he never said anything about them being slaves. 
 
    Timotai lowered his head in shame and explained, “Yes, we Charrs have had a long legacy of cruelty and slavery—both within our own people and among neighboring kingdoms. But when Durango ascends the throne, that will all change. Isn’t that right, Durango?” 
 
    “I am to be king?” Durango asked. In his memory, he was going to be killed right after the tournament for having been a part of the dethroning of his father. 
 
    Mordael explained, “Your brother was gonna take the fall for Scorpio. You’ll be the king that’ll stop the slavery. But you’re bein’ so rusty right now that I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    Maia restated the situation as she was understanding it. “Yes, Durango. As the son of King Charr the Ninth, if Timotai were imprisoned, then you would assume the throne once Scorpio kills the king after tonight’s tournament. Then, it seems you would be in a position to put an end to the Charr tyranny.” She turned toward Mordael and Timotai. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Only if we get Scorpio back in workin’ order in the next few hours,” Mordael said, pacing around the room while rummaging through crates of random parts. “So whenever Durango’s done bein’ a dried out rustbucket, it’d be good if we can get back to work on her.” 
 
    “This is a fascinating development,” Maia said as she continued writing feverishly in her journal. “Would you say that the Charr’s reign has thousands of slaves under their control?” 
 
    Timotai nodded. “You could say that.” 
 
    “Millions?” 
 
    Timotai nodded again. 
 
    “And how are the slaves treated?” 
 
    “Who are you again?” Timotai asked. 
 
    Durango explained, “This is Maia. She’s here to help us. She just needs information.” 
 
    Timotai looked apprehensively between the two of them, deciding whether or not Maia merited his trust. 
 
    “She has been an invaluable friend to me thus far,” Durango added. “Any information you can provide will help us greatly.” 
 
    “So,” Maia pushed. “About the slaves?” 
 
    Grabbing Durango’s shoulder and firmly shaking him, Timotai said, “Well, if you trust her, then I trust her.” He then turned to Maia and began, “For starters the life expectancy is around twenty or twenty-five in most places, since they have to work in the mines starting at age seven.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Timotai began detailing starvation tactics and cruel beatings that his father had condoned, and Maia was eagerly taking all of it in. 
 
    Durango stepped aside to speak with Omaha and me. He had lines of concern etched across his face as he spoke quietly. “What do you think about all this?” 
 
    “He seems nicer than you described him,” Omaha said. “And more handsome in person than I imagined, too!” 
 
    “I think Maia is right,” I added after swatting Omaha. “Here your brother hasn’t been influenced by Sebastius.” 
 
    “I understand the logic of it, and it makes sense. But I’ve known him my whole life,” Durango argued. “It isn’t just Sebastius. He’s always had lofty aspirations. Even when we were children playing games, he would always find some reason to claim the victory after I beat him. He isn’t the type of person that would give up the kingship to me so easily.” 
 
    Durango’s concerns were valid, and in the back of my mind I did sense that something might be off about his brother. Even though Timotai was saying the right things and acting in all the right ways, I couldn’t help but have a feeling that there was something he was hiding. 
 
    “What concerns me more than Timotai,” I said, “is what Mordael said about you needing a disguise. Did you see how everybody was looking at you in the market? It’s like I was walking around with Kanye out there.” 
 
    Durango shrugged off my concern. “People here wouldn’t recognize me.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have in your timeline,” I pointed out. Things were definitely different now and I worried that the reason people had been looking at us so closely had to do with Durango’s royal identity. 
 
    As Timotai continued talking, something that he said caught Durango’s attention: “And here in Charrbrunia the farmers aren’t slaves, but they are sometimes killed for not producing enough, or for keeping food for themselves.” 
 
    Durango interrupted. “Here in Charrbrunia? This is worse than before. But you’re saying that if Scorpio wins tonight, we can change it all?” 
 
    Maia cut off Durango’s line of reasoning abruptly. “If we go back and stop Sebastius, then none of this will have happened in the first place. Clearly he used the Twilight Temple clerics to influence the Charrs.” 
 
    “It’s in that book,” Timotai agreed. “In those Emergence Legends. I’ve obviously never read it myself, but I’m sure that’s where our father is getting it all from.” 
 
    “It would be nice to see the Legends,” Durango said, trying to decide whether it was in his best interest to follow Mordael and Timotai’s plot to take over the kingship or to follow Maia’s advice. If he went back and stopped Sebastius, none of this will have ever happened. 
 
    “You know that’s impossible,” Timotai said. “It’s in the King’s Vault. Not only is it located in the king’s sector of the castle, but it’s also protected by two Royal Guards at all times.” 
 
    As though summoned by reference to them, at least ten guards—Royal Guards, each displaying the official green and white stripes that represent Charrbrunia over their armor—rushed around the edges of the burlap curtain that blocked our room from the public. They swiftly grabbed ahold of each of us before anyone even had a chance to react. 
 
    “Timotai and Durian Charr,” one of them announced in a regal manner. He wore the most badges on his armor and was clearly the head guard of this troop. “Or should I call you Tera and Durango Brixstall? Regardless of the names you choose to use, by decree of King Charr, you are both being held for treason, to be publicly executed tonight, immediately following the tournament.” 
 
    Dumbfounded at the severe pronouncement, I didn’t have the mental acuity to react or even tighten my slackened jaw. Durango fought and kicked, requiring three guards to keep him subdued. 
 
    “What do we do with the rest of them?” the guard holding Mordael asked. 
 
    “Let them go,” Durango responded forcefully. “They have nothing to do with my brother and I.” 
 
    “The king will determine that,” the guard holding Durango’s left arm spat. 
 
    The head guard looked at Mordael. “Are you Mordael Brixstall? Tera’s right-hand man?” 
 
    “I am,” Mordael said boldly, through clenched teeth. 
 
    Evenly, the guard replied, “Congratulations, Mordael. You have just inherited Scorpio. And she’d better be ready because the king wants a good show tonight.” To the man holding Mordael, he commanded, “Let him go.” 
 
    “And the others?” another guard asked. 
 
    The head guard looked us all over—three women that clearly posed no threat. “If any of them have weapons on them, kill them. Otherwise let them go.” 
 
    The leader, along with half of his troop, took Durango and Timotai away. The rest of us were searched before being released. 
 
    “What’s this?” one of the guards asked another as he pulled my Initiator from my belt. 
 
    “That’s mine!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you, wench.” He slapped me roughly. As the guard’s gauntlet scraped across my jaw, a quick spurt of blood shot from my face, splattering on the ground below. 
 
    “Be careful with that,” Maia warned. If they so much as bumped the Initiator the wrong way, they could be taken away from their timerift—and along with them our only means to get home. Then we’d be trapped in the wrong time—a position that we knew all too well. 
 
    “Might be a weapon,” another guard suggested. “Leave ‘em be. But let’s take this thing to the king.” 
 
    As quickly as they arrived and accosted us, the guards threw us to the ground and disappeared. Things couldn’t have been any worse—Durango was to be killed, and without my time-machine we would be stuck in this time forever. I felt the crushing weight of our predicament immediately. 
 
    “They got the Initiator,” I said as Maia came to tend to my bleeding jaw. As she used a cloth to put pressure on it, the pain increased greatly. 
 
    “I know,” she said calmly, with only a touch of dejection in her voice. “We’ll have to get it back.” 
 
    “And get Durango back,” Omaha added. 
 
    “I don’t see how we’re gonna do any of that!” Mordael yelled, slamming a large wrench into Scorpio’s dented body. 
 
    “We can use Scorpio!” Omaha suggested excitedly. 
 
    “She can’t win nothin’ like this,” Mordael said, frustrated. “We’ve been tryin’ to get her fixed up all week, but without Durango we ain’t got nowhere.” He continued banging the wrench repeatedly, adding dents and scratches to the machine—and a loud clanging sound that echoed both in our room and in our heads. 
 
    Mordael’s frustration mirrored my own. His close friends had just been taken by the Royal Guards and sentenced to be executed. Mentally, I felt like I was about to break down too. I didn’t know what I would do if Durango actually met that fate. In fact, I couldn’t even think about it. Omaha’s optimism was the only thing keeping me from imploding. So I latched onto it—we would have to find a way to save them. I’d survived two attacks by Sebastius and one by the Merola mafia. We could do this, I told myself. We could do this. We had to do this! 
 
    “Stop it!” Maia ordered Mordael, who was still making a racket, breaking things and cursing. He complied, throwing his wrench to the floor. She then told us, as she removed the cloth from my jaw, “We’ll think of something. We have to. Your cut isn’t that deep. But you’re definitely going to have a bruise for the next few days.” 
 
    “And it’s sore,” I said, referencing the throbbing ache that penetrated deep into my mouth. I moved my jaw back and forth gently just to be sure I could. 
 
    Omaha was already arms deep into Scorpio. “She doesn’t have to look pretty to win. But if she does win tonight, then, since Durango and Timotai are in prison, their cousin Lafe would assume the throne. Lafe is close to Durango, so he’ll surely release them. It’s our only option. We have to make Scorpio win!” 
 
    “If only it were an option,” Mordael said pessimistically. “One of her claws is broken, her stinger can’t shoot acid, and her engine’s only runnin’ on half its pistons.” He kicked the machine solidly, his boot making contact with Scorpio’s side. 
 
    Maia and I approached Scorpio too, so that all four of us were standing around her single attached claw. 
 
    “Omaha’s right,” Maia said. “Winning is the most straightforward—and perhaps the only—way that we stand a chance.” 
 
    “How long do we have until the tournament?” 
 
    Mordael glanced at the ceiling, as though he were looking at the sun to tell time. “About four or five hours.” 
 
    “And how much money, er Daycoins do we have?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    The answers kept getting worse, so I hesitated to ask, “And what’s the condition of our competition?” 
 
    “Ghalistron Hemmeringsly is a legacy. He’s got a team with unlimited money and resources. His Mech is Arachna the Spider, and we can expect that it’ll be in top shape.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Looking at the massive pile of metallic rubbish that was once Scorpio led to a heavy dose of discouragement. We all felt it, but none of us spoke it aloud except for Mordael. With such an impossible task at hand, we all focused on repairing Scorpio to the best of our abilities. 
 
    Omaha took the lead, asking for various parts, tinkering with the engine and calling out orders. Mordael was the brawn of our operation, hammering out metal plates and lifting and attaching heavy parts. Maia and I kept busy passing parts and tools to Omaha and Mordael, and tightening screws and bolts. Altogether, we made an efficient and capable team. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could build a Mech,” I told Omaha. 
 
    She blushed. “I can tinker a little bit here and there, and maybe get her up and running again. But I could never have created one.” 
 
    When we had finished working on it, we all took a step back to admire our work. Scorpio looked decent. True, it was still scratched and dented, but you could tell that it was a scorpion—which was a vast improvement. Given what we had accomplished in just a few short hours, we felt some amount of pride as we admired the end result. 
 
    Mordael ruined our mood. “She looks alright, but I don’t know how she can possible win since she still don’t work all the way.” 
 
    He was right—and deep down we all knew it. Despite how clever Scorpio was in the arena, with only one working claw and no stinger, there wasn’t much hope that it could beat a fully functional Mech. 
 
    Trying to keep optimism and hope alive, Omaha said, “Well, we’ve seen Arachna fight so at least we know what we’re up against. Maybe we can think of some kind of defense. She’s got tall legs to avoid attacks, acid-shooting iron fangs, and she can also shoot some kind of sticky liquid like glue.” 
 
    I added, “Plus I remember Arachna using its feet to pierce its opponent to death. It just stabbed it over and over again. I think it was an ant.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Mordael interrupted. “Hold on. You mean Flame the Fire Ant? Arachna didn’t fight Flame. Flame is the Mech that practically destroyed Scorpio. See, look at the burn.” He gestured to a blackened streak across Scorpio’s body that ended where her claw had been detached. 
 
    Maia explained, “In our timeline, Flame and Arachna fought.” 
 
    “What are you talkin’ about?” Mordael asked her, understandably confused. 
 
    I began, “Do you remember me saying I was from a different time or place?” 
 
    “Sure. I just thought you had a steam valve missin’. Until Durango left to go help you find your time machine.” 
 
    Maia interrupted, “Actually it was a generator for the time machine.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Mordael dismissed. 
 
    “Well,” I continued. “After we time-travel, different timelines form, and our memories may not match up anymore.” 
 
    Unmoved by the prospect of time-travel, Mordael threw his hands in the air. “I don’t know what kind of philso… philisto… philosophic stuff you’re talkin’ about. But I guess it don’t matter now. What matters is defeatin’ Arachna.” 
 
    Maia asked genuinely, “And now that we know how Arachna fights, the real question is how do we defend against any of that?” 
 
    “Given what we’ve got available to us…” Omaha started. Her voice trailed off as she thought. 
 
    “We can’t,” Mordael finished, kicking a thin, aluminum bucket across the room. 
 
    “There’s got to be something we can do,” I said, racking my brain. Then, an idea hit me like a guard’s gauntlet. “Omaha, do you know what part acts as Scorpio’s brain?” 
 
    Anticipating my line of reasoning, she replied eagerly, “Yes.” 
 
    “Could you switch it out with Arachna’s brain?” 
 
    Omaha’s grin widened. “Yes!” 
 
    “If only we had access to her,” Mordael countered. 
 
    “It might be our best shot,” Maia replied thoughtfully. 
 
    I turned to Mordael. “Where is Arachna?” 
 
    He motioned with his thumb over his shoulder. “Four stations down. She’s got a team of tinkerers in and out, plus two security guards that are always in there with her.” 
 
    “Are they armed?” 
 
    He gave me a bewildered look. “They have arms, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    Maia interjected, “She means, ‘Do they have weapons’?” While most English phrases stood the test of time, every now and then one would cause confusion. 
 
    “When you see those guys, you’ll see that they don’t need ‘em. But yeah, they probably have knives at least.” 
 
    “Okay,” I surmised. “So it looks like we won’t be able to sneak in. Maybe we could draw them out somehow.” 
 
    Mordael shook his head. I was quickly getting frustrated at his negativity. If I let his attitude affect me, even in the slightest, I didn’t know what I’d do—probably have a panic attack and die. 
 
    “What now?” I asked, irritated. 
 
    “They’re professionals. With what they’re probably gettin’ paid, they’d die for that machine.” 
 
    Before he even finished his explanation, I saw another alternative. “Maybe,” I said, staring at the ceiling speculatively. 
 
    Everyone’s eyes followed mine. The concrete walls that separated each staging area stopped short of the ceiling by at least two feet. Some metal support framing filled the space, but Omaha could easily fit through it. If she just climbed through the framing, we could use rope to lower her onto Arachna. I stared quietly for a minute—maybe two—contemplating how we would accomplish the task. 
 
    Omaha’s voice surprised me, as she was now standing behind me. “I just checked it out. Right now it’s just the two guards and Phillspa replacing one of Arachna’s feet.” 
 
    “Phillspa?” I asked. 
 
    “Ghalistron’s chief tinkerer. Plus, Arachna’s standing tall, so her head is close to the ceiling.” 
 
    I grinned. Sure, we might get caught—but the timing seemed right. For some unknown reason, I had a good feeling about this. “Let’s get her brain-thing out!” 
 
    Omaha literally jumped to action, climbing onto Scorpio’s body and removing a sturdy panel over its head. Mordael helped Omaha while Maia and I went to work on creating a ladder to get to the framing that lined the ceiling. 
 
    “Be careful,” she told Omaha before explaining to me, “I learned how to make a simple rope ladder during one of my expeditions. It was during the California gold rush of the 1820s, where rope ladders were used to get in and out of some of the mines.” 
 
    “I thought the gold rush was in the 1850s,” I replied. 
 
    “After I got involved,” she said with a smug smile. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what Maia meant, or why she would want the gold rush postponed, but part of me wondered if that was where she got her astonishing and seemingly endless wealth from. 
 
    All of us worked hastily because we knew that time was running out—the final round of the tournament would begin within the hour! 
 
    After I found a couple of long ropes, Maia made secure knots every foot or so along them. Once we had a long enough rope, I hopped onto Scorpio’s tallest point, its curved tail. The ceiling was then only about ten feet above my head. 
 
    “Tie something heavy to it, like a rock,” I instructed Maia, who stood below me with the ropes in hand. “Then I’ll throw the rock up into the grating.” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Omaha announced, holding up a small square box with tubes flowing in and out of it. 
 
    “Me too,” Maia said, handing me a boomerang shaped piece of metal with rope tied around one end.  
 
    “Mordael, keep watch that nobody comes in,” I instructed while tossing the boomerang into the air. Unlike my discs, I wasn’t an Amazing Flinger when it came to other shapes. I missed my mark on the ceiling and it crashed onto the ground next to Maia. 
 
    “Watch it, Bea,” she warned as she picked up the item to hand back to me. 
 
    Giving it a second try, I had improved my throw, narrowly making it through one of the holes in the framework. Maia pulled firmly on the rope, which became taut—the metal caught on the rafter and it held securely. 
 
    “Be careful,” I reminded Omaha as she began deftly climbing the rope ladder with the Mech’s brain-box hanging by a tube clenched in her teeth. “If we’re caught…” My thought didn’t need finished. We all knew how much was on the line. 
 
    After Omaha wedged herself inside the metal framework lining the ceiling, she checked to make sure that the variety of wrenches and tools that she had with her were secure. Then she gave us a thumbs up and a wide grin. Her optimism was rubbing off on us all, even Mordael who expressed his enthusiasm by nodding slightly. 
 
    While Mordael and Maia stayed with Scorpio to prevent anyone from seeing the rope that indicated our trespass, I stepped past the curtain into the wide walkway below the arena’s seats. Walking slowly, I kept pace with Omaha as she crossed one staging room. Then two. Then the third. The fourth one had its burlap curtain drawn—no doubt to keep prying eyes away from Arachna and its tinkerers. 
 
    From a slight gap on the edge of the curtain, it appeared that Omaha’s initial assessment was still accurate: there were two guards and one tinkerer visible in the room. Both guards were bulky men, each donning a few select pieces of armor. The tinkerer, Phillspa, was a thin man that wore aviator goggles as he tapped a hammer lightly but steadily on one of Arachna’s feet. 
 
    Omaha had disappeared from my view, having already crawled into Arachna’s room as she snuck into the rafters just above the mechanical spider’s giant chrome body. The guards, standing as still as statues, kept their eyes on the curtain, ready to pounce at any disruption. Since Omaha would be behind their backs, unless she made too much noise, they wouldn’t even know she was there. But if Phillspa were to look up, he would surely see her. It was time for me to do my part, something that was both dangerous and necessary: I had to distract the tinkerer so that Omaha could lower herself onto Arachna’s head and switch out the Mech’s brain-box without getting caught. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, I firmed up my resolve and reached for the curtain to slide it open, prepared to put on a performance for their benefit. I’d done it once before—distracting the Merola customers so that Erik could tinker with their radio—so I could do it again. 
 
    I pulled my disc from my belt and stepped through an opening in their curtain, letting my voice boom. “I’ve got a-” 
 
    That was all I got out before a guard roughly grabbed the shoulders of my overcoat and firmly pushed me against the concrete wall. Phillspa barely gave me a glance before continuing his work. 
 
    “This is a secure area,” the guard hissed, his breath enveloping my senses. “No spectators allowed.” 
 
    “I’m here to offer help,” I squeaked, the fabric of my shirt pressing tightly into my throat. 
 
    He looked down on me like I was the rustiest of them all and began to manhandle me as he shoved me back out of the curtain. I had to distract Phillspa—at any cost. With the flick of my wrist, I let my disc fly in his general direction. 
 
    At my action, the guard’s eyes burned with anger and I feared that he would hit me harder than the Royal Guard had earlier. My disc danced gracefully between Arachna’s legs, bouncing solidly against both walls of a corner and ricocheting back in my direction. It landed near one of Arachna’s feet. 
 
    The guard drew his sword and prepared to strike. I cringed, knowing that it would be a painful and serious injury—did the healers in Charrbrunia even have antibiotics? Before the sword swung in my direction, a high-pitched male voice said, “Wait!” 
 
    Phillspa picked up my disc and approached us. “Is this a creation of yours?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a material like this before. How does it fly so well without an engine? Are you a tinkerer?” 
 
    The guard continued to hold me tightly. “Can you have Igor let me go so I can explain it?” 
 
    Phillspa glanced at the guard before turning his attention back to me. “No. You came here to talk to me and I don’t have much time. So talk. What is this contraption of yours?” 
 
    Behind him, I caught a glimpse of Omaha using a rope to lower herself onto Arachna. Our plan was working. I had to fight the urge to look at her, since it could draw unwanted attention to her duplicitous actions. 
 
    I explained, “It’s a flying disc. It’s powered by aerodynamics.” 
 
    “So it doesn’t need a machine?” 
 
    “No. It just needs to be the right shape and be thrown in the right manner.” 
 
    He looked at it closer, flipping it over in his hands. “And why are you bringing this to me?” 
 
    I had to keep his attention for at least five minutes—maybe more. So I intentionally slowed my speech. 
 
    “I want you to win. I always root for your Mechs. You could use something like this as a weapon in next year’s entry.” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Well, a Mech is disqualified if it uses a detachable machine. But if this flying disc isn’t powered, then it could be used as a non-mechanical projectile. Have you tried weaponizing it?” 
 
    My eyes involuntarily briefly darted toward Omaha. She had Arachna’s skull detached and was quietly working. I wished that she would hurry it up. 
 
    “I used a metal one with spikes once. It nearly sliced a man’s arm off.” Not just any man—the giant Tonkath. Without Sebastius using him as a henchman, I wondered what Tonkath was up to in this timeline. Hopefully nothing that would cause me to have a run in with him. 
 
    Phillspa handed the disc back to me. “I am very interested in hearing your offer, but unless you’ve been living under a metal helmet, you know I have only a few minutes left to tweak Arachna. Let’s talk after tonight’s tournament.” 
 
    He began to turn so I blurted, “I won’t be here.” He again focused on me. “I have to leave right away afterwards.” 
 
     “Well, that is too bad. Next year’s theme is Two-Wheeled Vehicles and I hadn’t thought of a good weapon to equip my Mech with.” 
 
    Again, he turned back toward Arachna. 
 
    “Wait!” I exclaimed loudly. 
 
    “Take her away,” Phillspa called, and his guard readily complied, forcing me outside the curtain. 
 
    Inches from my face, the man told me, “If I see you again before the tournament’s over, you’re crushed metal. Understand?” He held his sword high to emphasize his seriousness. 
 
    My heart raced—Omaha was still on top of Arachna and Phillspa stood almost directly below her. If he so much as glanced toward the ceiling then she would be caught. I backed away from Arachna’s staging area, but kept my eyes on Phillspa and Omaha. Mentally, I tried to project my thoughts to Omaha: Come on, hurry up. I kept repeating the thoughts in my mind. 
 
    Phillspa continued working on the spider’s foot and I considered throwing my disc at him again just to get him to turn his focus back to me. Then, suddenly, Omaha silently raced up the rope ladder back into the safety of the scaffolding, taking her incriminating ropes with her. Had she completed the task? Did it work? 
 
    I ran back to Scorpio. 
 
    “How did it go?” Maia asked me as Mordael opened the curtain for me. 
 
    “I think it went alright. Omaha’s crawling back now.” 
 
    Not one second after Omaha safely stood atop Scorpio again, a man in an official Charrbrunia green and white uniform stuck his head through the curtain into our room. “Mordael, two minutes until you’re on.” Then he disappeared, leaving only a flapping curtain in his wake. 
 
    We stood frozen for a moment, then I barked, “Omaha, get to work.” 
 
    She snapped into action and began tinkering with Scorpio’s head, installing Arachna’s brain-box into the Mech that Durango had built. Before she finished, the tournament official reappeared and spoke to Mordael as though the rest of us didn’t exist. 
 
    “It’s time. Bring Scorpio and follow me.” 
 
    Mordael glanced back at his sister, who was still holding a wrench in one hand and a metal plate in her mouth. 
 
    “We ain’t ready,” he replied. 
 
    The official’s eyes widened like he might be killed if he didn’t get the Mech on the playing field—and perhaps that was true. Besides the king, there were a hundred thousand spectators above us just waiting for a good show. 
 
    “We are!” Omaha called down proudly. “We’re ready.” 
 
    “You sure?” Mordael asked. 
 
    Omaha smiled and hopped off of the giant machine. She wiped a greasy hand across her forehead to clear the sweat, leaving a dark smudge across her skin. “She may not be thinking clearly, but she should be ready for battle.” 
 
    “Alright,” Mordael muttered as he walked up to the side of the scorpion. He wound a rope around an unseen part between two of Scropio’s protective bronze plates and pulled it. The machine sputtered and popped, and all of us stopped breathing. If Scoprio’s engine didn’t run, there wouldn’t be a fight—and if there wasn’t a fight, we had no hope of getting Durango back. Then, suddenly the insect’s engine roared to life and I released the tension in my muscles. As though startled from a deep sleep, Scorpio jumped to its feet and spun its head from side to side. It turned toward Maia, Omaha and me menacingly. Then, suddenly it charged toward us a few feet, just to see how we would react. We stood our ground. 
 
    “Is she alright?” I asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t recognize us,” Omaha explained quietly. “She’s got Arachna’s brain so she’s imprinted on Ghalistron.” 
 
    Maia deduced, “And Ghalistron is having the same issues right now with Arachna.” 
 
    “I would assume,” Omaha agreed. 
 
    “Come on,” the official called. “We’re supposed to be at the gate by now.” 
 
    Mordael walked to the curtain, where the official stood. We followed after him—but Scorpio didn’t. It held its ground. If we didn’t get the Mechs on the tournament field, then all of our work up until that point would’ve been for nothing.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    A commotion filled the walkway outside of our staging area. Phillspa, the two guards, and at least ten others were pulling chains that wrapped around Arachna’s neck, forcing the uncooperative Mech down the walkway. The massive machine pulled back like a dog fighting to break free from its leash. 
 
    Beside a tournament official, Ghalistron led the group, loudly berating Phillspa. “What did you do to her? She won’t even respond to my voice. If I lose tonight, you’re fired! Or you’ll be sent to the scrapyard!” 
 
    At the same moment, as Ghalistron passed by us, the two Mechs saw whom they associated as being their respective owners. Excitedly—if machines could get excited—they both rushed toward the handlers that they knew. The men with the chains around Arachna nearly fell to the ground as it reversed course and obediently ran toward us. At seeing the behemoth spider move in his direction, Mordael took a fearful step back before he realized what was happening. 
 
    “Well, at least she recognizes me,” Mordael mumbled, acknowledging the seeming success of his sister’s work. 
 
    “Come on,” Maia instructed, pushing Mordael toward Ghalistron. 
 
    Having regained his footing and his confidence, Mordael taunted Ghalistron, “Looks like you’re havin’ some trouble with your Mech.” 
 
    “If you had anything to do with her,” Ghalistron began to threaten. “No, I suppose that’s impossible.” Then he looked over Scorpio, who was watching him with about as much hatred as Mr. Rogers in the Neighborhood of Make-Believe. “I see you got Scorpio working. Although, she doesn’t look like she’ll make much competition.” 
 
    “I don’t expect her to win,” Mordael said honestly. 
 
    “Me either.” Ghalistron looked at the four of us. “Where’s Tera?” 
 
    “Got held up,” Mordael explained vaguely. “I’ll be introducin’ Scorpio tonight.” 
 
    The two men walked side-by-side, following the lead of the officials. The contrast of seeing them walking together was humorous. Mordael was short and walked with a slight hobble that resulted from years of manual labor, and he was dressed in torn, mismatched, grease-stained burlap. Ghalistron was tall and slender, had a confident, graceful stride and looked like he had gotten his clean, new outfit directly from the king’s closet. 
 
    It was clear that both Mechs were confused. Scorpio was walking with its front claws dragging and its tail hanging limp. Arachna, on the other hand, hunched awkwardly down on the ground as it walked. Both insects were confused about what they were, and this was sure to be an unconventional finale to the Mech tournament. 
 
    There was a little bit of disputing between the officials, since the competing machines were supposed to enter the playing field at different times and from different gates, but they wouldn’t separate from their owners due to the confusion they were facing. Finally, it was agreed that they would be allowed to enter the field from the same entrance. 
 
    We stood at the entrance to the gate, looking through the large spaces between its metal rods. As the noble anthem of Charrbrunia ended, I the marching trumpeters took their places around the stage, facing the crowd. The audience silenced as though on cue. 
 
    An announcer took center stage and began, “On behalf of King Charr the Ninth, I would like to thank you for coming to the final round of the thirty-third annual Charrbrunia Mech Tournament.” The horn players loudly relayed his words in unison so that all of the spectators could hear. The applause that followed reached such high decibels that it sounded like the seating above us would collapse. 
 
    The announcer quieted them before continuing. “King Charr requests that all of you stay in your seats for a special presentation that will immediately follow the crowning of the winning Mech tonight.” An escalating whisper bubbled up in the crowd and he waited patiently for the murmur to die down. 
 
    As the spokesman continued speaking about the magnanimousness of the king, I realized that the special presentation was going to be the executions of Durango and his brother. The thought of having to see that made me sick to my stomach. What we were planning with Arachna had to work. It just had to. I simply didn’t know what I would do without Durango in my life. 
 
    After another round of applause, the announcer cried, “Now, without further ado please welcome your king, the benevolent King Charr.” 
 
    The king stepped into view, and although he was only six-feet tall, the arrogance he projected made him seem at least a foot taller. He donned green and white velvet, and his polished gold crown and accessories all glinted in the firelight that lined the sides of the stage. The king had features similar to Durango and Timotai, but he was older, and he looked around the arena in a condescending manner that I’d never seen Durango display. It was as though the tens of thousands of people cheering for him were nothing but tools that he callously disregarded except for when he needed them to do his bidding. 
 
    The king took a prominent seat on a platform along the edge of the stage and the announcer introduced, “Please also welcome Mordael Brixstall with his creation, Scorpio!” 
 
    “I never heard my name announced before,” Mordael told us with a slight grin before he marched onto the field. But Scorpio stayed put. Instead, Ghalistron screamed at Arachna as it followed after the wrong master. 
 
    There was obvious confusion among the raucous crowd and on the field, but the announcer kept the procession going, speaking quickly. “And welcome our two-time winner, Ghalistron Hemmeringsly with his creation, Arachna!” 
 
    Ghalistron stormed onto the field, taking his place beside Arachna. Scorpio followed after him, nearly squishing Ghalistron between the two giant machines. Mordael laughed at the tinkerer’s confusion. 
 
    The announcer concluded, “Bronze versus steel. Spider versus scorpion. Creation versus creation. Yet, only one winner will prevail. Let us now find out who will take home the title of Mech Champion!” The crowd applauded for minutes before he finally waved a striped green and white flag above his head and announced, “By the decree of King Charr, let the Mech Tournament officially begin!” 
 
    Mordael and Ghalistron retreated to the safety of the gate before the two machines were to tear each other apart on the field. Ghalistron began threatening Phillspa while the Mechs took their places across the field from each other. The two metal insects may have been confused about their owners and about their bodies, but they knew exactly what they were supposed to do when pitted against one another in the arena. In position and ready to attack, the Mechs came alive with anticipation. Eager for a fight, Arachna tapped her front two legs as she prepared to do battle. 
 
    The sky was nearly dark, and the edges of the arena field were lined with flaming torches, which caused the metallic surfaces of the Mechs’ bodies to shine in a terrorizing way that I’d never seen before. With a single unified blast from the trumpeters, the final round of the tournament began. Our hopes of returning home, along with Durango’s very life, depended on the results. 
 
    Arachna struck first, ineffectively charging the scorpion and ramming it with its much smaller body. Scorpio, whose weapons remained feebly limp, thrust back at the spider. The two of them pressed against each other like two tired boxers in the tenth round, neither making any progress. The unsatisfied crowd began to boo and heckle the machines. 
 
    “Why isn’t she using her fangs?” Ghalistron demanded. 
 
    Phillspa replied tensely, “I… I don’t know what’s wrong with her. I haven’t touched any of her technical components, I promise.” 
 
    “I don’t need promises. I need results.” 
 
    The crowd erupted in applause, turning our attention back to the field. Scorpio realized that it had claws and began twisting and bending one of Arachna’s legs, preventing its retreat. 
 
    “This isn’t what we want,” I whispered, as Scorpio got the upper hand in the match. 
 
    “Not at all,” Maia agreed. 
 
    “Just wait it out,” Omaha suggested. “Arachna is the stronger Mech.” 
 
    “Was the stronger Mech,” Mordael corrected, as one of Arachna’s lanky legs snapped, causing the entire machine to crash onto the ground in a booming thud. Dust rose around it in a lazy circle. 
 
    Concerned, I said, “We need to make sure that she wins.” 
 
    “Just wait for it,” Omaha consoled as the spider regained its footing on its remaining seven legs. “They’re still figuring out who they are.” 
 
    With impatience coursing through my veins, I wasn’t able to heed Omaha’s advice. I pressed my face against the gate to see what would happen next. As Omaha predicted, Arachna finally realized one of its destructive functionalities. Swiftly, it lowered its head and plunged both of its fangs into Scorpio’s dented body, producing the horrendous sound of metal scraping against metal. The crowd went crazy and I could almost hear someone wildly shouting, “Acid attack!” above the thundering horde of spectators. 
 
    True enough, evidence of acid began eating away at Scorpio’s body as a frothing, bubbling hole developed on its underside. It wasn’t a death blow, however, as Scropio’s engine continued to rev. It retreated slowly, clinking its only working claw. The spider followed closely, ready to pounce again. Things were turning in Arachna’s favor. 
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    From the far end of the gate, Ghalistron called to me suspiciously, “Why are you cheering for my Mech? Why do all of you look happy that Arachna is triumphing?” 
 
    “We just want a good show,” I replied cooly. 
 
    Omaha added, “No matter how it turns out, the annual Mech tournament is the most exciting event of the year!” 
 
    Ghalistron watched us attentively for a minute, turning back just in time to see his creation clinch the win. Arachna spun around, finally aware of all of its offensive capabilities, and released a stream of sticky liquid onto the injured scorpion. At first Scorpio fought it, but quickly its engine succumbed to the expulsion of glue-like fluid. With a sudden pop and a plume of smoke, it was clear that Ghalistron was the winner. 
 
    For a moment, sadness overwhelmed me. Yes, this was our plan, for Arachna to destroy Scorpio. But I couldn’t help but mourn the loss of the once beautiful machine that Durango had worked so hard to create. Now, instead of a powerful machine to be proud of and an underdog to root for, Scorpio was a defeated pile of rubbish that people would soon forget. Durango didn’t even get to see her in battle for the last time. 
 
    As the officials opened the gate to let the winner enter the arena, Ghalistron pumped his fist and Phillspa let out a dramatic sigh of relief. We were all relieved too. 
 
    “That was close,” I said. “It seems like Arachna knows who it is and what it needs to do now.” 
 
    “You mean Scorpio,” Omaha corrected. 
 
    “No, Arachna,” I insisted. 
 
    “The spider with the scorpion’s brain,” Maia mediated. 
 
    “Right,” we agreed in unison. 
 
    Mordael commented, “Only one thing left for her to do.” 
 
    Attentively, we watched as Ghalistron basked in the glowing praise that the audience bestowed upon him. Arachna/Scorpio the spider finally began treating Ghalistron as though he were its maker. 
 
    Perplexed, I said, “It’s almost like it figured out our plan and is playing along.” 
 
    “I think she did,” Mordael agreed. 
 
    I couldn’t understand how the Mechs operated any better than I could figure out how the Initiator worked. Somehow, the Mechs behaved independently, making decisions and reacting like they had a life of their own. But they also assumed the goals and desires of their creator. Since Arachna had Scorpio’s brain-box, it was resolved to accomplish what Durango had ultimately created it for—to remove the king so that someone more compassionate could rule the kingdom. 
 
    The announcer silenced the crowd and began, “Congratulations to Ghalistron Hemmeringsly, now a four-time champion of the Annual Charrbrunia Mech Tournament. Please now give your attention to King Charr as he presents Ghalistron with the Royal Medal of Honor.” 
 
    “This is it,” Maia surmised as the king approached Ghalistron and Arachna. 
 
    I didn’t want to look. As far as I understood, the scorpion’s brain-box would direct the spider’s body to execute the king right there in front of everyone—and in front of me. I’d never seen an execution or an assassination or a murder in real life, and the moments preceding it felt far more raw and authentic than I’d expected. This wasn’t a scene from the television series 24. This was real life. King Charr, while arguably a terrible person, and in this timeline even moreso than before, was nonetheless a real person. Despite that my brain kept telling my eyes to close or turn away, my vision remained locked on the king as he inched closer and closer to his demise. 
 
    When it finally did happen, everything occurred with startling suddenness.               
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    I gasped a split second before the entire audience of a hundred thousand citizens did. In one swift motion, Arachna had swung one of her feet and used the iron tip at the end of it to pierce through King Charr’s chest, leaving him suspended a foot off the ground. A second blow was neither necessary nor implemented. Limply, the king hung from Arachna’s leg like a piece of uncooked beef on a grill skewer. Blood slowly began to flow down the spider’s foot and drip onto the ground, puddling around the crown that had been violently thrown from the king’s head. 
 
    Finally, I did turn away, although the image of the impaled king had been burned forever into my mind. The crowd above began to scream and fight amongst themselves in the confusion of the situation. While I had been rooting for this outcome—it saved Durango’s life after all—the reality of the situation left a pit in my soul. Had I really played a role in the assassination of a sitting king? Had I had a direct hand in someone’s death? I couldn’t think about it without breaking into a panic attack. Instead, I closed my eyes and blocked out the world, wishing that the entire situation were over with. 
 
    “Come on,” Omaha said as she pulled on my sleeve. 
 
    Mordael and Maia had already begun walking away. Omaha and I quickly followed after them. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, jogging to keep pace with Omaha so that we could catch up with our friends. 
 
    “The people have started rioting and the announcer declared an immediate curfew. Royal Guards are coming to punish anyone that doesn’t obey. We need to get to my place right away.” 
 
    Outside of the arena, the situation was worse than I had expected. There was turmoil everywhere. People were getting into fistfights and brawls. Multiple vehicles were on fire. And things were randomly being thrown into the crowd. A heavy piece of metal struck Mordael in his shoulder, knocking him down. He looked around with anger in his eyes, prepared to retaliate against anyone that might’ve thrown it. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” Maia encouraged, helping Mordael to his feet. He growled but kept walking. 
 
    Omaha and I held hands. It was entirely due to the dangerous and frightful surroundings, but I hoped that in some way it solidified our otherwise tenuous friendship again. I had never meant to hurt her by keeping my history with Erik a secret. And to be honest, I didn’t even mean to be in a relationship with him. It was merely a misunderstanding that I hadn’t had a chance to correct yet. 
 
    The four of us huddled together closely as we forged our way to Omaha’s apartment. While the rioters were primarily conglomerated around the arena, a few unsavory groups passed down her street, throwing stones through windows. 
 
    “We should be fine up here,” Maia surmised in the relative safety of Omaha’s small apartment. She pulled the curtains shut as she added, “As long as nobody sets the restaurant below us on fire.” 
 
    That was an addition to my fears that I hadn’t even considered. Something heavy smashed into the building’s wall outside, startling us all. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Omaha told us in a wavering voice. “I’m sure the guards will clear the streets soon.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen to Durango?” I asked. “Will he be freed?” 
 
    Omaha took a seat on her couch as she explained the politics of Charrbrunian royalty as well as she understood them. “Upon the king’s death, the eldest son would take his place immediately to keep order in the kingdom, typically being crowned the next morning. Since Timotai and Durango are in prison, neither of them qualify to be granted the kingship. Charrbrunia law clearly states that only a Charr can succeed him as king, so that leaves the king’s nephew, Lafe Charr, to receive the throne tomorrow, likely in the morning if the unrest is under control.” 
 
    “So what will happen with Durango?” I repeated. 
 
    “It will all be up to Lafe. The two of them get along well and Lafe is a very understanding person, so he will surely release Durango and Timotai. Probably tomorrow.” 
 
    Maia added, “And we can get the Initiator back too.” 
 
    It sounded too good to be true—too easy. But I had to admit that I was excited at the possibility of going back home as soon as the very next day. I would be safe. Durango would be safe. And Maia had what she needed—there was abundant evidence that Sebastius had a direct effect on Charrbrunia, causing countless people to have been enslaved over the years. Maia would surely want to stop him in the blue timerift, but I took consolation in the fact that I hadn’t ever visited that time period and there was no conceivable reason that she would want me to join her. I was confident that the next day would be my final time-travel jaunt—returning home to a normal life again. 
 
    In Omaha’s tiny apartment, we slept in uncomfortable positions, curving our bodies unnaturally around Omaha’s furniture so that we each would have a space to lie. The sporadic sounds of breaking glass or people yelling kept me awake each time that sleepiness nearly overtook me. Apparently, there weren’t enough guards to patrol all of the side streets in the city. 
 
    Morning couldn’t have come soon enough. I was tired and sore, plus I had a throbbing pain every time I brushed the gash on my bruised cheek. But despite all of that, I spent the entire night looking forward to the events of the day. We were to be reunited with Durango, and with the Initiator! 
 
    Just as the sun began to come up, we were greeted by the sounds of trumpets blowing on the street below. The sound of the brash instruments unsettled the early morning calm, waking every man, woman and child on the block. Neighbors from every building opened their windows to see the commotion: a pair of men in official Charrbrunia uniforms stood stoically. They were positioned in the middle of the otherwise empty street, looking up at the residences. Once enough people were attentive to the two men, including the four of us with our heads hanging out of Omaha’s single window, one of them unfurled a scroll and loudly proclaimed his announcement for all to hear. In the distance, the sounds of other horns blasting were garnering the attention of other residents across the city. 
 
    “On behalf of the Charrbrunian Royal Family, we have some disturbing news to share. King Charr the Ninth was assassinated at last night’s Mech tournament, having died shortly after sunset. The criminals have been captured and have been sentenced to public execution. The presence of all of the city’s residents is requested at the Breslenbrug arena at noontime to witness the succeeding king’s coronation, along with the criminals’ punishment. That is all.” 
 
    As the officials marched away, the street outside was calm outside of a few neighbors talking loudly across the street from one window to the next. 
 
    “We should get there early,” Maia advised, her hair flat on one side from sleeping on it. “If Durango’s being freed this morning we’ll have an easier time locating him before it gets too crowded.” 
 
    “Who are the criminals?” I asked. Mordael wasn’t in custody since he was with us, and we expected Durango and Timotai to be freed. 
 
    “Ghalistron and Phillspa,” Mordael surmised. “They were the ones that built Arachna and they take the blame for anything she did.” 
 
    “I feel bad for them,” Omaha said from her kitchenette. “They didn’t do anything.” 
 
    After consuming a meal that Omaha had quickly prepared, we made our way to the arena. The staging area was blocked off by Royal Guards who stated that we were not allowed access. Each guard intimidatingly held a sharpened spear in their hands or a curved sword on their belt. We explained that we knew Durango and we pleaded with them to let us pass, but they wouldn’t budge. Like they were members of the Queen’s Life Guard, they steadfastly ignored our plight. As we walked away, dejected, Mordael remained behind, offering one last plea. 
 
    “I’m Mordael Brixstall,” he said in as formal of a voice as he could. “Owner of Scorpio. We need to recover my Mech.” 
 
    His argument sparked some quiet discussions among the guards. Finally, one of them said, “Wait here,” before he disappeared into the depths of the arena. 
 
    “Nice thinking,” Omaha offered softly. 
 
    “I don’t think much,” Mordael replied proudly, puffing out his chest. “But when I do, I get results.” 
 
    The guard returned and told us, “Alright, come with me.” 
 
    Relieved, we followed him to the very staging area that we had used to rebuild Scorpio the day before. Guards were stationed at each gate and the mood was quiet and somber. Stepping past the curtain, we saw Scorpio, lifeless and still covered in Arachna’s sticky glue. 
 
    “You are not authorized to travel freely. Gather your possessions and remain here,” the guard stated as he left us to tend to our Mech. 
 
    “I don’t see how we could sneak out to search for Durango,” I said, considering our dirtied clothing and fatigued appearances. “There are guards everywhere and we stand out as being distinctly not royal.” 
 
    “The presence of so many guards has me worried,” Maia admitted. We all looked at her as she explained, “If they find out that Arachna’s brain box has been tampered with, they might question us. We should get our stories straight.” 
 
    “We should hide the evidence,” I pointed out, looking at Scorpio’s limp head. 
 
    “Can we get her running?” Omaha asked, hopeful. “We could send her out of town.” 
 
    In addition to being dented, scratched and coated in glue, a gaping hole had formed on its mesosoma from Arachna’s acid attack. As Omaha and Mordael examined the machine, Mordael accurately assessed, “She’s gone for good this time. The best we’ll get is a few Daycoins at a scrapyard.” They looked upon the heap of metal like they were mourning a close friend. 
 
    “I’m pulling Arachna’s box out of her now,” Omaha said as she tinkered in the massive machine. She lifted the small part tenderly from the head of the once majestic beast. After a small shake of her head, Omaha grabbed a hammer and bashed the brain until the pieces were utterly unrecognizable. 
 
    Maia bent down to examine the bits of smashed metal that had fallen to the ground around Scorpio’s head, ensuring that she was content with the destruction. “That should do it,” she added with nod. 
 
    Then, a man dressed in a velvety green robe, like the one that the king had worn, interrupted our duplicitous activities by stepping into Scorpio’s staging area with us. “Mordael? Omaha?” 
 
    Omaha stepped off of Scorpio’s back as her eyes lit up and she ran to embrace the man. “Lafe!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be gettin’ ready to take the crown?” Mordael asked directly. 
 
    “I am not meant to be royalty,” Lafe explained. He looked tired and ashen, and even the tone of his voice exposed the exhaustion he felt. 
 
    “So you freed Durango and Timotai?” I asked. 
 
    Rather than entertain my curiosity, he asked, “And who might you be?” 
 
    “That’s Beatrice,” Mordael said. “Durango’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “Former girlfriend,” Omaha pointed out in an unusually spiteful tone. 
 
    “And that’s a friend, Maia,” Mordael finished. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Maia told Lafe respectfully angling her head deferentially. 
 
    “So, if it ain’t you,” Mordael asked, “then who are they givin’ the crown to?” 
 
    We stood in a loose circle around Lafe so that we wouldn’t miss a word as he explained, “Immediately after the attack on King Charr, I was rushed to safety by the Royal Guard. They informed me of the situation regarding Timotai and Durango, and that the kingship was legally mine. But, to be honest, I don’t want to wield that kind of power. So I spoke with the two of them and used the authority that I had been granted to transfer my power to Timotai.” 
 
    “So they’re free?” I asked, pleased with the way that things had transpired thus far. 
 
    “I think that one of the things that I had to sign exonerated Timotai. And after his coronation is complete, Timotai can then pardon Durango and have him released.” 
 
    Durango’s long standing mistrust of Timotai had settled deep within my gut. I couldn’t help but worry that his freedom rested in his brother’s hands. Maia could sense my concern, as she told me, “Remember, Bea, this is a different timeline. Timotai hasn’t been influenced by Sebastius.” 
 
    I looked at Mordael, the only one who was acquainted with the new and improved Timotai. Mordael nodded casually, indicating that he trusted Timotai. 
 
    “When is the coronation?” Maia asked Lafe. 
 
    “In about two hours.” 
 
    “Can we see Durango while we wait?” I asked. 
 
    Lafe gave it serious but brief consideration. “I suppose you can. Follow me.”               
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    Eagerly, we followed Lafe through the spacious walkways below the arena. Despite the lack of electricity, the space was surprisingly well lit with natural light making its way through the periodic gates that we passed and from the regular placement of oil lanterns along the walls. The numerous Royal Guards barely gave us consideration since we were being led by a man of nobility. As he had been described, Lafe seemed to be a genuinely nice person, although currently overwhelmed by all of the confusion and responsibilities being thrown at him. 
 
    At the far end of the arena, a guard finally had the audacity—or authority—to stop Lafe. “This area is restricted, at Prince Timotai’s order.” 
 
    “Prius,” Lafe appealed. “You let me in here just last night.” 
 
    “Another one named after a car,” I pointed out quietly to Maia. “Who will we meet next? Silverado? Tesla? Accord?” I snickered at my own wit. She ignored me. 
 
    Prius hesitated, thinking through the ramifications of letting us pass. “Alright,” he finally said. “I’m sure the order doesn’t apply to you.” 
 
    “My guests, too,” Lafe said as he led us past Prius. Despite being uncertain of his decision, Prius allowed us all to enter the arena’s makeshift prison. 
 
    We reached four more guards, more formidable than Prius, but with a nod from Prius they didn’t try to stop us. Just past them, I could see a figure sitting hunched in the musty darkness of an alcove—even with only the outline of the man, I was able to identify Durango right away. 
 
    “I’ve brought some friends of yours to keep you company,” Lafe called. Durango stood abruptly, his cuffed hand catching on some pipes along the cold concrete wall as he tried to reach us. Then Lafe told us, “I have other duties to attend to, but Prius will see to it that you are safely led away when you are done here.” 
 
    Maia thanked Lafe, as I, along with Mordael and Omaha, raced to our dear friend’s side. “How are you?” Omaha and I asked almost in unison. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Quickly down to business, he changed the topic. “Did Lafe fill you in on the developments of the night?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “Your brother will become king and then he’ll free you, right?” 
 
    “Yes. And he said that the Initiator is in the King’s Vault, and that he will be able to return it to us this afternoon.” Durango gave me a troubled look and reached for me with his untethered hand. “Bea, what happened to your face? Are you alright?” 
 
    “It’s just a bruise. I’ll be fine.” My skin tingled from head to toe as his rough hand gently caressed the skin around my injury. It felt like a step toward forgiveness on his part. “I’m already feeling better,” I added. 
 
    “Did one of the Royal Guards do this to you? I’ll make sure he’s punished severely.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I insisted, considering how they handled severe punishments in Charrbrunia. Being slapped across the face shouldn’t cost a man his life. 
 
    Along with Durango, we sat on the hard, damp floor. Mordael tested Durango’s handcuff, verifying what we already knew: it was secure, as was the metal pipe that it was attached to. Not that it mattered since Durango was scheduled to be released in a couple of hours. 
 
    Durango listened raptly as we told him how we exchanged the brain-boxes—or Cerebral Mechanisms, as he called them—in the Mechs in order to get the needed results from the tournament. 
 
    As we finished the story, Mordael slapped Durango on the shoulder and added, “She won’t be able to recover from this one. But she did you proud.” 
 
    Durango’s strong face showed a wisp of sentimentality. “And she accomplished her purpose,” he added. 
 
    Prius returned, interrupting us. “The crowning of King Timotai is occurring now, if you would like to watch.” 
 
    “Can Durango come with us?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but no. He must stay here until the king gives the order to release him.” 
 
    “We’ll stay here,” she decided for the group. It was the right decision because I didn’t want to let Durango out of my sight again. Not before we got home—and not afterwards either. 
 
    Over the next hour, Durango plied us with questions about the tournament. He wanted to know every detail, and he was especially interested in how Omaha disassembled and reconnected the Cerebral Mechanisms so quickly and accurately. 
 
    “I guess my small hands came in handy,” she concluded. 
 
    Impressed, Durango told her, “I wish Mordael had informed me of your tinkering ability. You would’ve been an asset to our team.” 
 
    Mordael growled under his breath. 
 
    Another hour passed, and we were becoming restless. 
 
    Then one more hour. 
 
    “What’s taking Timotai so long?” I whined. 
 
    “I’m sure that there are a lot of king-things he has to do,” Omaha acknowledged. 
 
    “True,” Durango said. “He will be attending an Inauguration Ball tonight. And signing official documents before that. But first he is to familiarize himself with the King’s Vault, where he has access to many rare and valuable items.” 
 
    “Like the Emergence Legends,” Omaha said reverentially. 
 
    I added, “And the Initiator.” 
 
    “Yes,” Durango continued. “His intention was to obtain the Initiator for us, then immediately sign my freedom.” 
 
    “But that ain’t happened yet,” Mordael brusquely reminded us. 
 
    Durango looked at the floor, concerned and dejected. “I know.” 
 
    A short while later, Prius entered our area and announced formally, “Please rise for the arrival of King Timotai.” 
 
    We all stood, more so out of excitement than regal formality. Dressed in Charrbrunian royalty’s signature velvet green with gold and white trim, Timotai rounded a corner. He wore an extravagant crown upon his head and walked with more confidence than before, his shoulders back and his head held high. Two Royal Guards stood motionless behind him. 
 
    “Timotai,” Durango called. “My brother, congratulations!” 
 
    “On the death of our father?” he asked derisively. At hearing his response, I realized that something was wrong. 
 
    “I didn’t wish our father to die,” Durango responded. “But, like you, I will be glad to see the end of the cruelty of his reign.” 
 
    “Yes, about that…” Timotai glanced at each of us before turning his attention back to Durango. “I just left the King’s Vault.” 
 
    “Did you get the Initiator?” Maia asked bluntly. 
 
    King Timotai fixed Maia with a flinty glare. 
 
    Maia took that as confusion and began to explain, using hand gestures, “The Initiator is a small device about this big. It’s smooth and black, and it-” 
 
    The king pointed fiercely at her, silencing her mid-thought. “You will not speak to the king so insolently,” he demanded. 
 
    The guards behind him shifted to a more threatening posture where their spears were pointed toward us, synchronizing their movements. Things were definitely not going as we had hoped. 
 
    “I know all about your device,” the new king said, turning away from Maia. 
 
    Durango petitioned, “What happened, Timotai? Last night we were in agreement on everything.” 
 
    Calmly, Timotai explained, “Being king brings great responsibilities and also offers great privileges. Within the King’s Vault, my first duty was to examine the Emergence Legends. They were… enlightening.” 
 
    “What did they say?” Durango asked. 
 
    “The details of them are for neither prisoner nor prince to know. The secrets within the Legends are only for eyes of the clerics and the king. Needless to say, however, the information I gleaned has… altered my views.” 
 
    Durango motioned with his arms, but his restraints caught on the pipe and made a clinking sound. “And where does that leave us?” 
 
    “To be honest, I haven’t decided. You have been a good brother to me and I would like to let you be free. But I have my concerns that just as you took action against our father, you might also try to do something to me.” 
 
    “Your highness,” Maia said through gritted teeth. “If you would be so kind as to return our Initiator, I can promise that we won’t do any harm to you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Durango said. “You know that you can trust me. You know that I have never spoken a deceitful word to you. We will leave you forever.” 
 
    King Timotai retrieved a piece of yellowed paper from a hidden pocket inside his cloak. He unfolded it for us. “Do you see this?” The paper had a detailed diagram of an Initiator. “This leaf was included in the Emergence Legends. The caption reads, ‘This above device is powerful and can bring about the end of Charrbrunia. If any king ever comes across this item, he must without question destroy it immediately and anyone who has seen it should be executed with haste.’ Why do you think it says that, dear brother?” 
 
    “The Immortal One,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Timotai took one step closer to me. “Excuse me? You are to speak up when talking to the king.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and slowly let it out, trying to decide how much I should reveal to the man that controlled our fates. “I said it was the Immortal One. At the inception of the Twilight Temple, he wrote the Emergence Legends.” 
 
    “And how did he know that some hundred years later you would show up with that strange-looking device that could bring about the end of our legacy?” I paused, still unsure about how much information I should reveal. 
 
    Maia cut in and took over. “I know it to be true because I’ve met the Immortal One. He knows that the device can be used to destroy him. To destroy everything he has created.” 
 
    Durango added, “It has nothing to do with you, my brother. You, like all of the kings before you, are just a pawn in the hands of the Immortal One. If you would return it to us, we would be liberating you from his control. We will be able to free everyone.” 
 
    “Ah, if only I knew whether that were true.” 
 
    “My brother, it is true. Believe me.” 
 
    “What I believe… Would you like to know what I believe? I believe that it is all of you that have been deceived. I believe in the Emergence Legends. And thus, I believe that if you were to reclaim that device, it would lead to the end of Charrbrunia—and the end of the Charr dynasty. No, I cannot return it to you.” 
 
    “Then what are you gonna do with us?” Mordael asked gruffly. 
 
    Swiftly, he made his decision. “Whomever takes responsibility for this device shall be executed. The rest of you may live.” 
 
    “It’s mine,” Durango blurted. “Let the rest of them go.” 
 
    I couldn’t let him take the fall—he would never have seen an Initiator if it weren’t for me. “It’s actually mine.” 
 
    Maia, too, decided to take responsibility. “I created it.” 
 
    The king grew frustrated with us. “I don’t have time for this. I have an Inauguration Ball to prepare for. If you can’t tell me once and for all, I’ll just have the entire lot of you killed!” 
 
    With a swift karate-style punch, Maia’s hand struck Durango’s throat, leaving him clutching his neck with his unshackled hand and struggling to catch his breath. It was a sight to see thin Maia take down the strong and mighty Durango with just one blow! Durango recovered quickly, but not quickly enough to prevent Maia from taking the blame. 
 
    “It is mine,” Maia said firmly. “Mine alone.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone take down my brother so easily,” the king commented with slight amusement before calling, “Prius!” 
 
    Prius raced to the king’s side. “Yes, my king?” 
 
    “Take this woman to the Royal Prison to await her punishment.” 
 
    “Yes, your honor.” 
 
    “The rest of you are to leave Breslenbrug immediately. And if I ever hear of you causing subversion or even being near the city again, know that I won’t be so lenient with you in the future.” 
 
    “No!” I cried as they took Maia away. Without so much as a glance back at us, she marched away with her head held high. 
 
    Durango, despite his misgivings about me and Erik, placed his arm comfortingly around me, pulling me close to him. Had it not been for the traumatic circumstances that were bringing me such anguish—I mean, Maia was all but dead—I would’ve taken the time to relish being in his protective embrace. 
 
    “Come on,” a guard said as he unchained Durango’s restrained hand, “You heard the king. It’s time for you all to leave.” 
 
    Surrounded by guards, we were promptly and forcefully ushered out of the arena. In the heat of the midday sun, I turned to Durango, my eyes wet with sorrow and anguish, and saw him rubbing his neck. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    His voice was raw. “Who would have thought that the old lady could throw a piston punch?” 
 
    Durango’s shocked expression made me laugh. “She must’ve taken martial arts or some kind of self-defense classes. Plus, she basically single-handedly pulled you out of that pit when we first got here. She’s been surprising me a lot lately.” 
 
    “Standing up to Timotai like that? That was so noble of her,” Omaha said. 
 
    “Noble?” Mordael grumbled. “I’d call it stupid.” 
 
    “No way,” Omaha argued, punching her brother playfully on the arm. “She knew that Durango would have taken the blame and she practically knocked him out and fell on the sword for all of us.” 
 
    “We all know what she did,” Durango said defensively. 
 
    “I can’t believe Timotai turned on us so easily,” Mordael huffed. 
 
    “I can,” Durango replied as he leaned against the cool stone wall of the arena. Durango had a much longer history with his brother, and knew him as a different man than the one that Mordael knew. “But right now, Timotai isn’t our concern. What we need to decide is how we’re going to rescue Maia.” 
 
    Mordael snorted. “There’s no way to rescue her. The Royal Prison is in the castle. It’s got more guards than anywhere else in the kingdom—in the world. I respect your ambition, Durango, but that’s a suicide mission. You know that better’n any of us.” 
 
    Fighting the urge to give in to pessimism, I considered all of the other difficult situations that I had been in over the last few years. With the help of my friends, I had successfully overcome obstacles as great as this one. I also remembered the story Maia had once told me: She had gotten into a good university even though she faced opposition from her teachers and it seemed impossible. Her point was to never give up hope, even when the situation was bleak. If ever her words rang true, this was the time. 
 
    “Oh, Mordael,” Omaha said, seemingly ignorant of the challenges we faced. “Don’t be such a stick in the cogs. Durango grew up in the castle. He’d know if there’s a way or not.” 
 
    We gave our attention to Durango, who stalled. 
 
    “Well?” I pressured. “Is it possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, turning away. “It won’t be easy, that’s for sure. And Mordael’s right; if we’re caught we will be killed.” After sighing, Durango added, “In fact, I should go alone.” 
 
    “No,” I insisted. “I’m going too. I’m the reason we’re all here.” 
 
    “Bea,” Durango pleaded. “It’s too dangerous. I can’t let you put yourself in that position.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me,” I contended. 
 
    “Bea’s right,” Omaha added. “We’re all in this together.” 
 
    Omaha held her hand out for us to solidify our team. I placed mine on hers, prepared to join my friends in the risky notion—I couldn’t just sit idly by while Maia was murdered. Durango reluctantly added his hand to ours, hesitant to condone our involvement in what he felt was his responsibility. When Mordael stood his ground, we all turned toward him. 
 
    “What?” he asked gruffly. “Somebody’s got to drive the getaway carriage.” 
 
    I appreciated even his tacit support. 
 
    Durango forged ahead with a plan. “We should act this evening, during the Inauguration Ball,” he suggested. “The guards will be busier than usual, and there will be a lot of visitors so we will have a better chance of blending in.” He turned to Mordael. “Can you have Daisy and the carriage waiting for us just outside of the Breslenbrug East Gate?” 
 
    Mordael nodded as I smiled, pointing out, “You used Daisy’s name. I thought you said it was silly to name a horse.” 
 
    “It is silly,” Durango agreed. “But it is her name now nonetheless. Now, Mordael, you should go right away so that you can be ready for our hasty departure after nightfall.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “And if we don’t arrive by the first light of morning, you should assume that we didn’t succeed.” 
 
    “Or that we went back to Bea’s time,” Omaha offered. 
 
    Durango jumped at the idea. “That’s right! The Initiator is in the King’s Vault, in the castle. If we could access the vault, then we could free Maia and get home all at once.” 
 
    “Now I know you’re crazy,” Mordael said. “Ain’t no way to get in the King’s Vault.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. But either way, there is a good chance we will never speak again,” Durango added solemnly. 
 
    Omaha wrapped her arms around her brother. “Mordael, if I go back to Bea’s time, I’ll miss you so much!” 
 
    “You too, sis,” he said quietly. 
 
    I gave him a hug too—it felt like hugging a hairy statue. “Thank you for being there for me when I was lost and alone. I’ll never forget your hospitality.” 
 
    Then it was Durango’s turn to say his goodbyes. “Mordael, you have been a true friend to me. You have given up so much to protect me, letting me find shelter in your home and caring for my needs while I worked on Scorpio. I could never have asked for a better friend. You proved to be the brother to me that Timotai didn’t.” 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Mordael wiped a tear from his eye and his voice waivered unsteadily. “You all talk like you’re gonna get caught. If anyone can break someone out of the Royal Prison, it’s you three. I’ll see you tonight. I will.” He wiped another tear, certain that his last statement was false. 
 
    “Goodbye, brother,” Omaha said one last time, resting her hand on his. 
 
    Mordael turned quickly, leaving before letting any of us could see that he actually had emotions like the rest of us. “Tonight,” he called back over his shoulder. “Tonight.” Quiet and motionless, we watched until Mordael turned a corner and was out of our view. 
 
    Durango broke our silence. “We haven’t much time to prepare. We should get started.” 
 
    He took us to a discreet hiding place between two buildings that were adjacent to the arena, where I asked him, “You used to live in the castle—what’s our best strategy?” 
 
    “Well, the castle is old, and it was designed for the protection of the Royal Family. As such, it has a number of secret passageways that may be used as escape routes should there ever be an attack by rebels. I believe that we can use these passageways to access the prison and perhaps the vault too.” 
 
    “Who else knows about the secret passages?” 
 
    “Timotai knows; the two of us used to get in trouble for using them to play seek-and-find as children. Most of the guards also know about them. However, the passageways aren’t often used, so we may be able to travel within the castle largely unhindered.” 
 
    “And what’s the prison like?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “It’s in the castle’s dungeon. I was rarely ever down there, as the underground level of the castle is where all of the servants live and work. But I know that it is guarded and is very secure, made of thick steel bars on all four sides.” 
 
    “And the King’s Vault?” I wondered, hopeful that we could get ahold of the Initiator since we would be so close. 
 
    “The top level of the castle is the Royal Family’s residence, and that’s where the King’s Vault is located. Similar to the prison, it is a guarded cage, only instead of thieves and rebels it is filled with treasures and valuables.” 
 
    “And you’ve never been in the King’s Vault before?” 
 
    “As a child, I used to stare in the openings of the steel gate that separated me from all of the unique and priceless items contained in the King’s Vault. But no, I have never personally been inside. The key is secured inside of the king’s crown, which is always kept on the king’s head. Even while he sleeps, it sits on a shelf above his bed.” 
 
    Omaha stated, as though it were a simple task, “So we just need to break into the two guarded cages and escape?” 
 
    “I think we could just break into one of them,” I suggested, a plan forming in my mind.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    As evening approached, the sky lit up in glorious reds and oranges. Discreetly, we reached the center of the city—an area I’d never seen before up close. Above us, bronze buildings towered to the sky, their curved and spiraling architecture dramatic and imposing. In the center of the shiny copper-toned metropolis, a two-story medieval castle, complete with manicured grounds filled with tightly trimmed topiaries, stood in contrast with the otherwise modern setting. A protective fence encircled the castle’s grounds. 
 
    As the sun set, carriages were steadily pulling up to the castle, unloading distinguished citizens of Breslenbrug. As Durango had anticipated, many of the guards were occupied with verifying that the guests posed no threat to the new king before they were admitted to the castle for the royal function. 
 
    “Where is the tunnel?” I asked, referring to an escape tunnel that Durango had detailed earlier in the afternoon. 
 
    He pointed to a green small-scale version of the city center skillfully created out of a thicket of boxwoods. “In there.” 
 
    “That’s inside the fence!” A detail he conveniently left out. “How are we supposed to get in there?” 
 
    “It’s all about looking like you belong,” he explained. 
 
    The king’s guests were all dressed in long gowns and dark suits. While our outfits were fine for the tournament, we certainly didn’t look like we belonged at the Inauguration Ball. 
 
    “Follow me,” he directed. 
 
    I looked at Omaha, who shrugged before we fell in step closely behind Durango. The people entering the castle’s expansive grounds—whether by carriage or on foot—were only given a compulsory glance by the guards, while a complete search was conducted as they entered the main doors of the castle proper. Durango led us to a group of four that were making their way to the perimeter fence and told us to keep close. 
 
    By joining the group’s procession, we blended in well enough due to the dim torchlight. The guards didn’t even look at us for more than a second or two. As soon as we had cleared the fence, Durango darted between two parked carriages, where we stood in silence for a minute. Before slipping into the topiary garden, Durango snatched a small piece of metal that was in a tool basket on the back of one of the carriages. 
 
    “This may come in handy,” he whispered as he tucked away. 
 
    Up close, many of the topiaries were much larger than I had first thought. Many of them were animals that were lifelike enough to distinguish, even in the shadowed evening light. Others were more fantastical such as a dragon breathing a plume of fire, an intricately designed mermaid complete with flowing hair, and an entourage of fish. Some had been sculpted into beautiful, overlarge blooming flowers. There were even a few whimsical cottages and tiny Smurf-like townspeople scattered about. I couldn’t help but think that the well-designed grounds would have made an exquisite and unique disc golf course. 
 
    We quickly navigated our way across the topiaries to the shrub-city. The copycat buildings towered above my head by at least five feet. Nonetheless, I felt like Godzilla marching through the city made of plants. 
 
    “Right there, below the castle,” Durango said, pointing to a thick castle-shaped bush that came up to our waist. 
 
    “How do we get to it?” Omaha asked, accidentally jabbing herself on a sharp hedge. She began sucking her thumb, where the thorn had pierced her flesh. 
 
    “We have to tear it up,” Durango explained while stomping the back of the castle flat. The tunnel entrance remains fully obscured so that it can’t be found by anyone that doesn’t know about it.” 
 
    Omaha and I helped ruin the meticulously pruned masterpiece. “Watch out for the red ones. They’re really sharp,” she warned as we flattened the horticultural masterpiece. 
 
    “Here it is,” Durango announced, kicking his feet on the newly exposed ground. Each stomp made a loud thud sound, hinting at a hollow compartment below the ground. 
 
    We brushed aside enough dirt to reveal a small circular opening similar to a sewer drain lid. Unlike a sewer lid, however, the tunnel door was sealed closed from the inside. 
 
    “It’s locked shut,” Omaha concluded after trying to pry it up with her fingers. 
 
    Durango pulled out the metal rod that he had procured—it was like a long, flat crowbar. “That’s why I got this. I should be able to break the lock with leverage.” He wedged the rod in a small gap between the round metal door and the metal frame surrounding it. Using it like a pry bar, Durango put all his might into it, slowly bending the rod. Just as the rod was about to snap in half, the door loudly popped open. 
 
    “Come on,” Durango said, ushering us into the secret passageway. “You two go first.” 
 
    The underground corridor was small—so small that we had to crawl. Omaha took the lead, I followed, and Durango took up the rear. It was pitch black, and the ground was damp with dirt and rot, but we continued crawling for at least a hundred yards before Omaha stopped. My knees and hands were muddy, and my muscles ached, but I was thankful that I had on leggings. Omaha’s knees must be in terrible shape, as she was wearing a short skirt and boots, no doubt making it difficult for her to crawl. 
 
    “What did you stop for?” I asked after Omaha had abruptly quit moving. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think we’re here.” She slowly opened a hatch in the darkness and crawled through. Just on the other side, the passageway was still thin, but large enough for us to stand up, although Durango had to hunch so that his head didn’t scrape the ceiling. 
 
    “Yes,” Durango confirmed. “We are now against the lowest level of the castle. I’ve been in this corridor once or twice before. To the right is the prison, and to the left is a ladder leading upstairs.” 
 
    “To the ladder,” I said. Although it was the opposite direction of Maia, it was the plan we had agreed upon. 
 
    We followed Durango as he quietly led us up a crude ladder made of stone notches carved into the wall. At the top, he helped pull me over the edge onto a passageway on the main floor. This corridor was cleaner, with smooth walls and a higher ceiling. 
 
    “This way,” he whispered to us, as though the guards and guests on the other side of the block wall might be able to hear him if he spoke up. They wouldn’t have been able to—the music from the main ballroom was so loud that it was resonating within our secret hallway. A couple thin shafts of light leaked in from a crack above our heads, and Durango stopped. 
 
    “Have a look,” he said, regarding the crack. 
 
    “It’s at least three feet too tall,” I objected. 
 
    In one quick motion, Durango grabbed me around the waist and hoisted me into the air. It took all I had to not let out a squeal of surprise. Within seconds, my face was even with the tiny gap in the concrete wall. I closed one eye and pressed the other into the opening. Cool air rushed through the crack, gracing my eyelashes. 
 
    While we stood in a cramped dark aisle, on the other side of the wall a spacious ballroom bustled with activity. Well-lit by regularly placed torches and a majestic crystal chandelier lined with candles, I could see every aspect of the party. Hundreds of attendees swirled and spun as they danced and socialized. Castle servants snaked in and out crowd, carrying beverages and delicacies. Prominently featured along the wall were a series of paintings of all of the kings that had ever ruled Charrbrunia. 
 
    “Do you see Timotai?” Durango asked eagerly. I glanced down toward him as he spoke, but saw nothing in the darkness of the tunnel. 
 
    On the left side of the room, the band played a peppy song on horns and stringed instruments. At the far edge of my vision, past the band, I finally saw King Timotai. He proudly wore his new crown and sat upon a baroque throne, on a raised stage that kept him separated from the lively crowd. Two guards stood on either side of the king, while a third guard escorted people one or two at a time to speak with him. A line of people eager to congratulate the new monarch had formed; the entire arrangement was reminiscent of families in the mall waiting to let their children sit on Santa’s lap. 
 
    “Yes, I see him,” I said before Durango lowered me back to the ground. 
 
    “Can I look?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Durango said as he raised her up. Her face blocked the thin shaft of light that filtered into the passageway. 
 
    “Like you thought, he’s sitting on a stage,” I said. “And there are guards on both sides of him and a line of people waiting to talk to him. I don’t see any way that you’ll be able to get the key out of his crown.” 
 
    “The alternative is to get Maia and escape, leaving the Initiator with the king forever. We would always be fugitives, and this passageway would forever be guarded better, eliminating any chance we have of attempting to retrieve it in the future.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to go home. It’s just that I literally don’t think you can do it. I mean, there are a thousand pairs of eyes watching him right now.” 
 
    Durango thought aloud. “If we wait until after the Inauguration Ball, security will be heavier at both the vault and the prison chamber. I don’t think we can afford to wait, or it will be too late for Maia.” 
 
    As Durango lowered Omaha, she said, “I need to use the bucket.” It took me a moment to realize what she meant. 
 
    “There’s obviously no bucket in here,” Durango pointed out. “If you have to go that badly, you’ll have to just do it on the ground.” 
 
    “That’s it!” I said. “Your brother will have to use the restroom—I mean, the bucket—sooner or later. He’ll be alone then.” 
 
    Even in the darkness, I could sense Durango nodding lightly as he considered my suggestion. “I suppose that’s true. He would still have one guard with him, but it would be my best chance.” 
 
    “Where would it be?” 
 
    Durango skillfully led us down the passageways, taking appropriate turns as needed. Spider webs occasionally brushed against my arms, and I forced myself not to think about what sort of creatures might be lurking in the dark tunnels. Taking a deep breath, I coughed, having sucked in too much dust. 
 
    “Are you alright, Beatrice?” Durango asked. 
 
    After clearing my throat a couple of times, I forced out a reply. “I’m fine.” 
 
    As we walked, I tried to determine our position based on a diagram he had drawn for us that afternoon. While I wasn’t as sure as him about which turns to take, I thought I had an idea of where we were. 
 
    “Here,” he said, stopping abruptly. 
 
    Near the floor, another crack in the concrete wall allowed us to observe the room adjacent to us. We dropped to the ground and peered through the tiny opening. It was a small, dimly lit room, no larger than Mary’s walk-in closet. 
 
    “This is perfect,” Durango said. “This is the closest bucket room to my brother. There’s an emergency entrance to this passageway hidden behind a painting around here somewhere.” Durango stood up and began feeling around the wall before announcing, “Here it is.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” I asked, feeling nervous and excited. 
 
    He explained, “You two wait here. I’ll hide behind the entrance to the bucket room. When Timotai arrives, I’ll take out the guard, knock my brother unconscious, and steal his crown. Then we’ll have to rush to the vault before the guards become aware of our presence.” 
 
    “Do you think you can do it?” 
 
    “I have no choice,” he asserted. 
 
    Briefly opening a hidden compartment in the wall, Durango climbed through. After he had entered the room, he shut the hatch door and sealed it, again filling our area in darkness. Omaha and I watched through the crack, where we could see Durango stealthily wedge himself into a concealed corner of the room. 
 
    Due to the location and width of the horizontal crack in the wall, we could only see Durango’s lower legs. Omaha broke the tense silence by raving about what she’d seen in the ballroom. 
 
    “Did you see their clothes? And the food? I’ve always wanted to go to a Royal Ball! I’d eat one of everything. And I’d dance all night long…” 
 
    Worried about Durango, I barely indulged her with the occasional “uh-huh” and “yeah” as she rambled on excitedly. 
 
    Eventually, her conversation tapered off and my nervous energy had turned into uncomfortable lethargy. In the darkness, drowsiness was even threatening to overcome me. That all changed when a second pair of shoes stepped into my line of sight and I was again on high alert, my heart pounding heavily. Trailing behind the highly polished shoes hung the bottom of a dark green velveteen robe trimmed with white piping. The king had arrived, and Durango stood in position to enact our plan. I could only silently watch as the action unfolded. 
 
    Unfortunately, things didn’t go as planned. 
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    As he had no doubt rehearsed in his mind a dozen times while waiting for his brother’s arrival, Durango jumped into action the very moment that the boots of the king’s guard became visible to me. As quickly as Durango had revealed his presence, the guard collapsed due to a strike unseen by Omaha and me due to our limited vantage. We next saw Durango’s feet turn toward the king—his brother—as he lunged toward him. Had a second guard not been following the king, I have no doubt that Durango’s attack would have been successful. 
 
    The second guard raced across my field of vision and I heard Durango let out a pained groan. Then Durango fell to his knees as Timotai commanded, “Take him to the prison at once!” 
 
    After the sound of more commotion, two guards dragged him away. A million questions raced through my mind. Why didn’t he fight back? Why did he need to be dragged away, rather than stand and walk? How badly was he hurt? What had the guard done to him? Now that they found him, would the guards search the hidden passageways and find us? 
 
    Omaha vocalized my next question, “What do we do now?” 
 
    “The only thing we can do,” I determined. “We get the Initiator and save both Maia and Durango.” 
 
    “How can we do that without the key?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s what we have to do. And we need to hurry.” To be honest, I didn’t think that it would be possible, but I couldn’t leave the castle without at least seeing if I could reclaim my Initiator. 
 
    The two of us darted through the darkness, winding our way around rooms of the castle while holding each other’s hand so that we didn’t get separated. We alternated between jogging and walking, moving as quickly as we dared in the darkness and running into walls more than once. A few times, we had to decide which way to turn and I hoped that we were making the right decisions. My confidence was bolstered when we nearly stumbled on the first steps of a stairwell. 
 
    “I think it’s just at the top of these stairs,” I surmised. 
 
    “I remember that being in Durango’s map,” Omaha concurred. 
 
    At the top of the stairwell, there were no cracks or openings in the wall—we were going in blind. The King’s Vault may have been on the other side of the wall, but we had no idea if it had one guard or twenty. I felt around and found the opening that Durango had described to us. A small latch held it tightly shut. 
 
    “I’m going to open it just a little bit,” I said quietly. “If they see us we might have to run. Are you ready for that?” 
 
    She sounded more sure than I did. “I’m ready.” 
 
    I tried to turn the latch but it wouldn’t budge. “I can’t get it open,” I whispered. 
 
    Omaha nudged me out of the way and I heard the faint sound of metal scraping against metal. “It was rusted shut,” she explained. 
 
    Slowly, the hatch door finally opened enough to reveal a hairline shaft of light.  
 
    “You’re awesome,” I told her quietly. 
 
    Omaha shrugged off the compliment as we risked a glance into the room. There was a large gate with solid metal bars on the far end of the room—the entrance to the King’s Vault. Only one guard stood outside. Typically there were two, but perhaps due to the demand for guards at the Inauguration Ball, the vault was lightly staffed. That was the good news. The bad news was that I had no idea how we would subdue him. And even if we did overpower the guard, without a key we wouldn’t be able to access the vault. 
 
    “Any suggestions?” I whispered. 
 
    With conviction, Omaha said, “I’ll take care of the guard. You just meet me at the prison with the Initiator.” 
 
    “What are you going to-” 
 
    Before I got my question out, Omaha flung the hatch open and leapt out. The guard jumped to action, startled at her sudden appearance. As though she had no plan at all, she rushed the guard and began pounding her fists feebly into the man. He didn’t even reach for his sword, being fully three times her size and immensely stronger. Instead, he restrained her firmly with his grip and asked who she was. 
 
    “I’m here for the ball and I decided to steal all of the king’s treasures,” she said outspokenly. 
 
    “Have you been drinking too much Ambrale?” the guard asked calmly. 
 
    “Maybe,” she replied with a wide smile. 
 
    “I think you’ll need to dry up for a while.” 
 
    “In the prison?” she suggested, a bit too eagerly. 
 
    “Yes. In the prison,” the guard responded, annoyed. 
 
    Discreetly, I pulled the hatch shut to give them time to pass me by. I couldn’t believe that Omaha acted so impulsively. What was I supposed to do? Without the key, I couldn’t get the Initiator. After that stunt of hers, everyone was stuck in the prison, and I was entirely alone and responsible for saving them all. 
 
    Muffled through the thick walls, I heard the guard saying, “I found a drunken straggler from the ball. I’m going to take her down to the prison to dry up.” 
 
    “How’d she get in there?” a man responded. 
 
    “You must’ve been asleep on the watch again. Keep an eye on the room until I get back.” 
 
    “I won’t let anyone in.” 
 
    Knowing that it was my only chance, I recklessly opened the hatch door and entered the room. It was large and opulently decorated. One opened doorway exited the room, presumably with the guard standing just outside of it. I needed to see the King’s Vault up close to determine if there was any hope of attaining the Initiator. 
 
    For the moment, I was alone in the giant room, but it would only be a matter of time before the guard returned. I approached the gate stealthily so that I didn’t attract the attention of the man stationed just outside the room. The vault was about ten feet square, and inside was almost as much gold and precious metals as you’d see in the final scenes of a National Treasure movie. My eyes ignored the shining valuables lining the walls, and were instead drawn to a small wooden podium in the center of the room. Upon the podium sat an antique book with thick, yellowed pages. The brown leather cover had no words—just an emblem embossed in the center. The symbol was clear to me; it was a pyramid with a sun setting behind it, representing the Twilight Temple. All the secrets of the Twilight Temple, including everything we needed to know about Sebastius, were only about six feet away from me. The book may as well have been a thousand miles away though, since the metal gate prevented my access to it. 
 
    Then I saw what I really needed to find; on the ground, leaning on the base of the podium, was the Initiator. The device that I needed to get home was also just outside of my reach. After giving the gate a quick tug, I confirmed what I knew to be true: the gate was locked shut. I glanced around the room—a stick or pole just three feet long would be enough for me to fish the Initiator to the gate where I could reach in and grab it. There was nothing in the room that would work: I saw a couch, some paintings, a footstool, a mirrored desk. Even the curtains over the barred windows didn’t have bars, but were hung on small hooks attached to the wall above them. 
 
    Seeing the doorway made my heart race and added impetus for me to hurry. The guard could return anytime. Then I had an idea that was risky, but just might work. 
 
    Embodying all of the disc golf trick shots I’d ever seen on YouTube, I pulled out the disc that was tucked securely into the back of my belt—a green Orc—and readied myself to act. Images of Brodie Smith, Simon Lizotte, and yes, even Lucas Martin, filled my head. Holding my hand above my head, I prepared to deliver a tomahawk throw. The sound of my disc hitting the walls would likely attract the guard’s attention, but with any luck my disc would sail through the grating on the gate, bounce off the back wall of the vault, and smash into my Initiator, propelling it to the gate where I would be able to reach it. It sounded impossible, especially since a tomahawk throw was one that I had far less practice with. But I was running short on time and it was the only idea I had. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I flung my arm over my shoulder and released the disc. It hit the exact spot in the back wall that I had aimed for, but the bounce landed it almost a foot away from my target. At the sound of my disc banging into the wall and floor, I intuitively slid my body along the wall to a corner where I attempted to conceal myself behind a large chair. 
 
    Silence followed. The guard outside didn’t hear the commotion—or at least he didn’t respond. Maybe he fell asleep on the watch after all. Slowly I made my way out of my hiding spot, keeping my eyes on the doorway. The room remained empty except for me. And my disc had landed within a foot of the gate, offering me a second chance. My fears relaxed slightly as I grabbed the disc and pulled it through the gate’s bars. Knowing that I wouldn’t have many more opportunities before I was caught, I focused again on making my next throw count. Again, with my arm over my head, I flung the disc into the same spot on the wall, but with more spin the second time. It hit the wall with a thud and crashed into the Initiator, catapulting it directly toward me. 
 
    I threw my hands in the air as a silent expression of victory! That shot would’ve made a great YouTube trick shot video—if only video cameras worked in this electricity-less world. 
 
    Snatching the Initiator, I stuck securely it in my belt as relief washed over me. Knowing I was short on time, I realized that I should race into the hidden passageways and rescue my friends so that we could go home. Something inside me, however, drew me to the mysterious book. It could be the key to determining how Sebastius could be stopped. I looked at the doorway—still, there were no guards visible. Again, my disc was within reach. Impulsively, I grabbed the Orc to throw it into the vault one final time. 
 
    This time, aiming for a different spot, I released my disc with much more velocity than before. It hit the wall hard, ricocheting toward the podium. With a much louder smashing sound than before, the podium came crashing down toward me. The book hit the ground and slid across the ground toward me. Hurriedly, I reached my arm into the gate, my fingers gracing the edge of the book’s cover, which lay splayed open, facedown. I could feel the thick, rough cover, but even pressing my shoulder into the gate’s grating couldn’t grasp it. 
 
    “Hey, you!” a man yelled—a guard. 
 
    I was caught red-handed. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The guard filled up the entire doorway, staring at me menacingly. Not far from him, a stately oil painting, which doubled as the small, discreet entrance to the castle’s hidden passageway system, hung slightly ajar on the wall. I felt like if I sprinted, then I could make it to the safety of the dark hallway before he did. But at that moment, my fingers wrapped around the book: it was in my hand and I couldn’t just let it go. So I impulsively took a second to pull the book to me and yank it through the opening in the vault’s gate. The guard was making up the distance between us quickly and I stood, hoping to agilely dart around him like a skilled football player. 
 
    “What’s that? The Emergence Legends? Those are sacred!” He froze about six feet from me, afraid that I would damage the priceless texts. 
 
    Recognizing the value he placed on the book, I adjusted my escape plan. I grabbed a handful of the ancient pages and yanked them from the dusty binding. As I hoped, the pages easily tore free from the book’s heavy cover. So I flung the remainder of the book like a disc, and it glided across the room toward the guard. Instinctively he dove to catch the valuable book. That opened the opportunity for me to race past him back to the hidden passageway. As I did so, another guard entered the room, quickly appraising and reacting to the unfolding situation. He charged at me and his hands grabbed at my overcoat just as I began to climb through the no-longer-secret opening behind the painting. 
 
    He pulled strongly on my coat and nearly yanked me back into the room. I held tight, resisting his pull. To free myself, I had no choice but to release the clasps of my overcoat. The momentum thrust me forward and I hurtled through the small opening in the wall, scraping my elbows along the way. 
 
    I nearly tumbled down the stone staircase, as I took off running at full speed. Then I did slam into a wall where the passageway took a turn, reminding me that I had to go at a moderate pace or I risked injury. I stuffed the pilfered pages from the Emergence Legends into one of the compartments of my utility belt. Running tentatively with one hand along the sidewall, I kept the other in front of me to keep from smashing into another wall. I hoped these particular guards were unfamiliar with the hidden tunnels. Even if they had known the tunnels were here, I had at least one advantage—those guys were large and would barely have even fit through the oil painting entrance. However there were many other entry points to these labyrinthine tunnels, and they were surely organizing an untold number of other guards to stop me. 
 
    My mind played tricks on me in the dark, skinny passages. Were those footsteps I heard behind me echoing off the stone walls? Angry voices? Had I made a wrong turn and gotten lost in my haste? 
 
    When I got to the inset stone ladder, I finally knew for sure that I was on the right path. According to Durango’s instructions, the prison would be at the end of the passageway at the bottom. As I fumbled down the crude damp ladder, the musty smell of the lower level assaulted my senses. I passed by the opening that led to the safety of the garden before a dead end came upon me abruptly. 
 
    Wanting to see my surroundings so that I could look for a hatch door, I carefully turned on the Initiator. Like laser beams, the LED lights on either side of the device lit up two tiny points of light on the walls, but did nothing to brighten up the area in general. A bizarre thought entered my mind as I saw the lights bounce across the walls: my friend Ava had an agile tabby cat that used to chase laser lights—the Initiator could have been marketed as the most dangerous cat toy on the market! 
 
    Not wanting to fumble when the time came, I set the time machine to the green setting. Whenever I used it next it would definitely be to return home. 
 
    “This has to be it,” I mouthed to myself, feeling a latch on a wooden section of the wall. There were no cracks and no traces of light, and even after cupping my hands I couldn’t hear any sounds from the other side of the wall. Having found the hatch, I realized that I didn’t know what to do when I did open it—I would be going in completely unaware of what I was up against. There might be two guards, or twenty-two. Or two hundred and twenty-two! 
 
    Slowly I turned the hatch, letting in the dim light of the prison room through a tight seam. I couldn’t see anything or anyone—just a concrete wall. But I did hear voices. Very close, one man was speaking to a group. 
 
    “There is at least one more infiltrator, a girl, in the castle. She is short with long dark hair. You’ll know her when you see her because she clearly isn’t dressed for the ball. She is being pursued through the escape tunnels right now. We have reason to believe that she may be headed here to the prison.” 
 
    “Is there even a tunnel entrance down here?” another voice asked. 
 
    I drew in a sharp breath, then immediately clasped my hand over my mouth to avoid making a noise. I was definitely running out of time! 
 
    “There is. We’re getting the castle diagrams right now to figure out where it is.” 
 
    “And what do we do if we find the intruder? Lock her with the rest of them?” 
 
    “She tried to steal the Emergence Legends from the king.” The sound of a half dozen guards gasping in unison told me how seriously they took my crime. “So if you see her, kill her. But watch out, she has a good throwing arm and she may be carrying projectiles.” 
 
    Then, I heard another voice—a familiar one. “You can’t kill her,” Durango said. 
 
    “Shut up,” one of the guards screamed angrily, smashing something against the metal framework of the prison cell. 
 
    “Now, everybody split up and search the walls for anything that might lead to the tunnel,” the guard taking the lead commanded. “Check loose bricks, decorations, paintings, frames, and make sure you look behind every piece of furniture. And look carefully. They’re meant to blend in. They don’t call these hidden passages for nothing.” 
 
    The search party was bearing down on my location so I had to act quickly. But with at least five or ten guards between me and the prison cell, I would be overpowered—or killed—instantly if I made my way into the room. Besides that, I didn’t have the key to release my friends, and I didn’t even know where the prison key was. Likely one of the sword-wielding guards had it on them. 
 
    Something orange down the tunnel caught my vision and I whipped my head toward it. Nothing was there but the blackness that I had gotten used to. Was my mind playing tricks on me? Then, I saw it again—a flicker of orange. Rapidly, the sporadic flashes of color turned into a steady flickering light at the far end of my tunnel. 
 
    A guard holding a small torch appeared above me, at the top of the ladder, his face a glowing red in the torchlight. “There she is,” he said, pointing in my direction. Two other guards rushed past him and quickly descended the ladder. 
 
    I could abandon my friends and reach the escape tunnel that led to the castle’s garden courtyard. Or I could rush into the room filled with guards and get caught. Neither option sounded promising, but I had to decide quickly as the guards were rapidly making up the distance between them and me. 
 
    I barreled into the prison, unsure what exactly to expect. The room was far less ornate than the vault. The space was dimly lit and offered little in the way of escape routes. The bars of the cell were only about fifteen feet away, but guards were all along the walls, searching for the tunnel entrance that I just revealed to them. 
 
    One guard stood just a couple of feet from me, but my sudden presence startled him, giving me a couple of seconds to act. I knew what I had to do, and I hoped that my friends realized what I was doing in time. Pressing my finger onto the Initiator’s trigger light, I sprinted toward the prison gate, knowing that in three seconds time it would transport me and everyone touching me back home. If I didn’t make it to them in time, they would be left in the prison to die at the hands of Timotai. I counted down the seconds. 
 
    Three. At once, all of the guards began to converge on me. The one closest to the gate lifted his sword and prepared to swing it at me. 
 
    Two. I dove to the ground, undercutting his swing, skidding toward the prisoners like a baseball player sliding head first into home plate. A second guard that was close by lifted his sword high, ready to drop it on me in order to split my body in half. 
 
    One. My free hand stretched forward as my body scraped on the floor, ripping my leggings and skinning my knees. Durango reached toward me too, our fingers barely grazing each other. Wincing at the anticipation of a sword separating my torso into two halves, I felt the relief of time-travel removing me from another deadly situation.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The now-familiar effects of time-traveling were somehow comforting and dreadful at the same time. The thunderous ringing in my ears, the greenish light obscuring my vision, the throbbing headache—all of it sure beat being cut in half by a medieval soldier bent on saving an ancient book, the contents of which were unknown to him. 
 
    Still in the same position as I was in the yellow timerift, I lifted my eyes nervously. Durango’s fingertips rested on mine, but prison bars no longer separated us. The moonlight revealed that his other hand, behind his back, held securely onto Omaha’s. Maia too kept contact with the pair of them. I rolled over onto my back, relieved that we had survived—all four of us made it back alive—and I let out the huge breath I had been holding. 
 
    The sky was dark. I could see a few stars peeking through the gaps between large pine trees. We were isolated, in the woods, in the middle of the night—lost, but safe. The sounds of crickets and insects revealed their presence in the woods surrounding us. The scent of decaying leaves and pine needles filled my nose as I lay on the ground. 
 
    “We did it,” I said softly, barely able to believe that it was true. 
 
    “You did it,” Durango corrected, reaching his hand to pull me up. I accepted it eagerly, and everyone enveloped me in a group hug. All of us felt the relief of being out of the yellow timerift once and for all. 
 
    “Now, we need to figure out where we are,” I said, looking at the dark and imposing forest around us. “Although, I guess we should wait until morning to do anything.” 
 
    Maia pulled a small black square out of her pocket; it was barely larger than a postage stamp. A tiny, solid red light dotted the corner of the item. “No need. This is a micro-GPS tracker. They’re usually used by hikers worried about getting lost in the woods. Before we left, I contracted with an agency that will be alerted as soon as I activate it, and they will come to get us.” She slid her fingernail into a depressed button beside the light, turning it from green to red. “Now we just need to stay here and wait.” 
 
    Durango told her, “I don’t understand what you say that machine does. But thank you for arranging for our recovery.” 
 
    A question had been lingering in my mind ever since Maia so forcefully took accountability for the time-travel device. “Why did you take responsibility for the Initiator? Timotai would have killed you.” 
 
    “There were a number of reasons, but primarily because it was my responsibility. I am the only one of us that helped create it after all.” 
 
    That reasoning made as much sense as any. I sat against a large tree, shivering slightly from the cool dampness in the air. Omaha joined me. Then Durango. Then Maia. We sat together in silence, relaxing in the peaceful sounds of the woods. Feeling drained from the vanishing adrenaline highs of the castle, it didn’t take long for me—and all of us—to begin dozing off despite the unfamiliar surroundings. 
 
    The sound of a snapping twig startled me awake. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Durango asked quietly. 
 
    “It was probably a deer,” I said. Durango stood, jostling Maia and Omaha awake too. 
 
    The beams of two flashlights crested a nearby hill, briefly panicking me. 
 
    “Over here,” Maia shouted. 
 
    “Maia?” one of them called back. “Maia Sperokis?” 
 
    She began waving her arms in the air and the flashlights found their way to us, blinding us with their intense beams. The men verified that we were alright, using items from a first aid kit to disinfect and bandage the cuts on my knees and face. Then they led us back through the woods as the early morning sun gradually lit up our surroundings. 
 
    After an hour of walking, we arrived at a pair of ATVs. During the hike, the men never asked what we were doing in the woods or why we were dressed so peculiarly—clearly, we weren’t typical lost hikers. Maia must have paid them well to quash their curiosities and inquiries. 
 
    One of them told us, “Our van is another few miles away. We can only carry two of you safely with us right now, so two of you will have to wait here for us to make a trip.” 
 
    “I’ll wait,” Durango offered gallantly. Then he turned to me. “And if it’s alright with Bea, I’d like her to stay too. I need to talk to her.” 
 
    I was instantly filled with warmth. After our harrowing ordeal in the yellow timerift, I sensed that the wedge separating us had finally disappeared. Getting home to my dad and a nice hot shower could definitely wait. This was our chance to officially reconnect. Meekly, I nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    Maia and Omaha took off on the backs of the ATVs, Omaha letting out an enthusiastic squeal with a pump of her arm as the vehicle took off. 
 
    Durango gently took my hand in his. The early morning sun rising gracefully behind him framed his face in soft orange light. I had to fight the urge to reach up and touch his unshaven face with my other hand. “Bea, I want to thank you for rescuing me from the prison cell. Whether it is your devotion to me or just your sense of responsibility to do what is right, I was touched by the risks you took in my behalf.” 
 
    “The reason is because-” I began before Durango cut me off. 
 
    “Please, hear me out, Bea. You know that I love you dearly. I want more than anything to believe that you feel the same way about me.” 
 
    “Then forgive me,” I pleaded. “Give me a second chance.” 
 
    Durango released my hand to place his on my unbruised cheek. “Bea, there is nothing to forgive. I am here for you. But as I understand it, you are in a relationship with Erik.” 
 
    “We’re not-” I began. 
 
    “Regardless, he believes that you and he are romantically involved. You will need to end it with him, or come clean about your true affections. Once your feelings are clear, both to him and me, there will be nothing between us ever again. Does this sound fair to you?” 
 
    I dreaded having to talk to Erik—to make him feel the sting of rejection. But Durango was right; I’d known it all along and I shouldn’t have put it off for as long as I had. The truth would come to light eventually, so I resolved to tell Erik that my true feelings were for Durango right away. 
 
    “I will talk to him as soon as possible,” I promised. 
 
    We waited for the rescue team in companionable silence. I was relieved to have a second chance with Durango so I simply enjoyed the time thinking of the possibilities of a future with him. Despite Durango’s reservations, I was fully committed to this relationship and couldn’t keep the grin off my face. 
 
    Eventually the ATVs arrived and took us to a van, and the van drove us to Maia’s office. While she waited for Durango and I, Maia had called my dad, Mary and Erik, asking them to meet us. Expecting my parents and Erik to be waiting in her office, I was surprised when the three of them enveloped me as soon as I stepped into the lobby of her building. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alright!” my dad said. “We were so worried about you when you didn’t return right away. What happened to your face?” 
 
    I held my hand over my bandaged cheek and felt how sensitive my jaw still was. “I’m alright. It’s just a little scratch and a bit of a bruise.” 
 
    “It’s my responsibility,” Durango announced. “I should have done a better job protecting your daughter, Jacob. I’m so sorry I let you down.” 
 
    My dad waved off his apology. “At least you’re all safe. That’s the most important thing. From the looks of it, you’ve all been through quite the ordeal and could use some rest. Perhaps we should head back to the hotels for the evening and reconvene tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wait,” I objected, pulling the crinkled pages of the Emergence Legends from a compartment in my belt. It had to be close to half of the entire book. I looked at Maia as I explained, “I almost forgot about it, but I was also able to get these.” 
 
    She took the pages from my hand and her eyes grew wide as she examined them. “The Emergence Legends?” she asked rhetorically. Without even asking how I obtained them, she excitedly said, “I’d like to have Omaha and Durango stay and look these over with me. I’ll prepare a full report, and perhaps tomorrow morning we can all meet up and discuss our next moves. But yes, the rest of you can take the day off to rest.” 
 
    “Wait,” Erik said as Maia began to turn away, her eyes glued to the yellowed pages in her hands. “I looked at your work, and I think I found the problem with your landing location issue. I want to show you what I discovered.” 
 
    Maia looked reservedly impressed before holding up the Emergence Legends pages. “Okay. You stay too. We’ll discuss it while Omaha and Durango sort through these.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Erik said to me. He wanted to spend time with me—although, I was fine with waiting to talk to him about our relationship. I hadn’t yet decided how I should break it to him. 
 
    “It’s alright. Maybe we can do dinner tonight.” 
 
    He grinned. “It’s a date, then!” He leaned in and planted a kiss on my cheek. I looked at Durango, who gave me an encouraging nod. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning,” Durango told me, as he, Erik and Omaha followed Maia to the elevator. 
 
    “What do you want to do first?” my father asked me. “Do you need food or anything?” 
 
    “A shower would be nice.” 
 
    My dad and Mary took me back to our hotel. The entire ride was uncomfortable, and not because of the seats in the older model car. The two of them had clearly been bickering and weren’t getting along. They didn’t say anything about it around me, but it was obvious that both of them were upset with each other. All of the issues caused by Sebastius were stressful for everyone, and four years apart had to be difficult on their marriage. But I didn’t want to get involved, and I was certainly in no position to offer relationship advice, so I just closed my eyes and pretended to sleep until we got to the hotel. 
 
    The clean and modern hotel room was a welcomed relief—I wasted no time showering, changing my clothes, and crawling into a bed to catch up on actual sleep. Before napping, my dad sat on the bed next to me and asked all about my trip; I told him and Mary the abbreviated truth. Mary’s eyes got as large as discs when I recounted running through dark passages under the castle and crashing into a wall. I intentionally left out some of the more dangerous parts of the story so that they wouldn’t be overly concerned. 
 
    At the sound of the hotel room’s telephone ringing, I awoke sometime in the late afternoon. My dad answered and a moment later, in my post-nap haze, he leaned close to me. With his palm over the phone, he lowered his voice and said, “Erik is back and still wants to go to dinner with you. If you need rest, I’ll cancel for you.” 
 
    “No,” I mumbled. I needed to get that taken care of. “I’ll be ready in an hour.” 
 
    My eyes closed and I lay in bed for another few minutes before realizing that something in my mind had turned on and, even though still physically tired, I was mentally wide-awake. After getting out of bed, I looked through some nice clothes that Mary had bought for me—at Maia’s request and on Maia’s tab—while I had been gone. There were at least a dozen trendy outfits, and I wasn’t sure why Maia had asked Mary to get them. She didn’t expect us to stay in the hotel for two more weeks, did she? 
 
    I picked out an adorable ruched purple tee shirt and comfortable jeans that fit like they were tailored just for me. I had spent so much time in borrowed clothes recently that having a few new things felt downright extravagant. There was even a pair of sandals that looked like they would be comfortable enough for a round of disc golf. They had tiny flowers adorning the straps that were super girly—Ava had a dozen pairs just like them—but even I had to admit they were cute. 
 
    “So, where is Mary?” I asked. 
 
    “She went out for a bit,” he explained vaguely. “Shopping I think.” 
 
    Looking toward the closet, I said, “It looks like there’s been a lot of shopping going on.” 
 
    “Retail therapy, they call it.” 
 
    “Are you and Mary alright?” I asked delicately. Having spent such a long time apart, and being so glad to find each other again, I had hoped that they would be happy—at least for a while. 
 
    “We’re fine, Bea. It’s nothing to do with you.” 
 
    He was right. I didn’t need to get involved in their relationship so I finished getting ready for my date. 
 
    Eager to get a burger at the fast food joint across the street from the hotel, I was knocking on Erik’s hotel room door before the hour was even up. He answered, wearing a Polo shirt tucked into khaki slacks—definitely not a typical look for him. 
 
    “You look like someone’s grandpa,” I joked. “Where’s your The Who tee shirt?” 
 
    “I thought I’d dress up since it’s our first date.” 
 
    “Wendy’s isn’t really a dress up kind of place,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True. But I figured we’d go to the steakhouse next door to it.” I glanced down at my clothes, assessing whether or not I needed to change. “It’s alright,” Erik said. “You look great.” 
 
    As we walked, he held my hand—his narrow fingers squeezed mine too tightly and it felt like he was trying too hard. If I hadn’t already been convinced that what I felt for Durango was love and what I felt for Erik was a strong bond of friendship, that sealed the deal. Don’t get me wrong, I loved friend-Erik. But relationship-Erik was a different story: he dressed differently, he talked differently, he acted differently. 
 
    The restaurant was only moderately crowded, and we were seated right away. I ordered a water and flipped right to the hamburger section of the menu. When our drinks arrived, Erik ordered chicken fingers and fries and I chose a cheeseburger with a side salad, making me wonder why we hadn’t just gone to Wendy’s. The pointed look the server gave us indicated that she felt the same way. 
 
    When it came to the disc golf course, I rarely made mistakes. When it came to relationships, my record wasn’t so great. I made my first mistake of the night by breaking up with Erik too soon, before our food had even arrived. That left us with an awkward hour of sitting together before the date ended. 
 
    “Erik,” I began. “There’s something that I’ve been meaning to tell you.” Concern flashed across his face, as he realized that what I was going to say was difficult for me. “It’s about Durango.” 
 
    “Prince Durango,” he corrected. 
 
    “I don’t think he qualifies as a prince after our trip. But that’s a different story that I can fill you in on later. But now, I need to tell you something about him from my first trip to his timerift.” 
 
    “He’s got a thing for you,” Erik said. I couldn’t tell if he was being facetious or serious. 
 
    “He does,” I agreed. “Did you know?” 
 
    “Omaha mentioned to me something along the lines of Durango changing his plans for you and I figured that’s what she meant. Plus I see the way he looks at you. But don’t worry: I don’t feel threatened by him now that I know he’s not a prince anymore.” 
 
    “Well…” I drew the word out too long. “There’s more to the story than what Omaha might’ve hinted at.” The concerned look returned to Erik’s face, making my next statement all the more difficult to deliver. “You see, while he was helping me out, the two of us got fairly close.” 
 
    “Like, how close?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Like, we kissed close.” 
 
    “But that’s in the past.” he suggested, hopeful. 
 
    “It was only a couple of weeks ago,” I clarified. 
 
    “So are you saying that you’re his girlfriend, but you’re out on a date with me?” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so good.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to put it? That you’ve been kissing and holding hands with me in front of him while secretly you’ve been dating him?” 
 
    “Erik. He and I aren’t dating right now. He made it very clear that unless I broke it off with you, he wouldn’t date me.” 
 
    “So is that what this is? After all those years of flirting with me on the disc golf courses, you’re really not into me after all?” 
 
    Our server appeared out of nowhere, hovering over our table. “Let’s see, you got the cheeseburger, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I mumbled. 
 
    “And that makes you the chicken fingers.” 
 
    “Uh, huh,” Erik said. 
 
    Before the server left, she added, “By the way, you two are so cute. You two remind me of my first date.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Erik said under his breath while rolling his eyes. 
 
    The next hour wasn’t just awkward, it was excruciating. Erik was upset—justifiably. And I felt guilty. I knew what rejection felt like. And I felt sad too. Besides Ava, Erik was my closest friend. I couldn’t help but think of what I might be losing. 
 
    To change the subject, I filled him in on what I had experienced in the yellow timerift. At first he was disinterested, even pouty, but when I got to the more exciting parts he took more of an interest. I’m sure I didn’t do the Mech tournament justice, but it was obvious that he was intrigued by the brain-box switching and the insect violence. And he was downright impressed when I told him about how I finally used a disc trick shot to retrieve the Initiator and Emergence Legends. I also asked him about what he found out from Maia about the Initiator. At first he didn’t want to talk about it, but after a while he explained that he had solved some equation that enabled the Initiator to transition to more specific locations. Most of what he said didn’t make any sense to me, but I was glad that he was enthusiastic about the discovery. 
 
    By the end of our fancy steakhouse dinner of burgers and chicken fingers smothered in ketchup, it felt like we were friends again. As we walked back to the hotel, he even joked about how dirty the disc golf course near the hotel was—he had played it the day before. 
 
    “It’s a nine-holer in a community park, but I swear the one we made up in Central Park was better.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt that,” I argued. “I don’t think that Central Park had been mowed since 1925, and we didn’t even have baskets.” 
 
    “That may be true, but I literally had to step over sleeping homeless people to get my disc yesterday.” 
 
    “Are you sure they were asleep and not dead?” 
 
    “They did have red spots on their face. Maybe they were zombies.” 
 
    “Red spots? Like the zombies in Hearts Over Brains?” The red spots were a specific reference that wasn’t featured in the movie previews. I jammed my finger playfully into his bicep. “You read the books didn’t you!” 
 
    “What?” he teasingly evaded. “I read academic studies in my free time, not lame zombie trilogies where the main character has red hair, but not red spots.” 
 
    That was when I knew he had read the books, so I countered, “I believe you. So, on a different topic, did you root for her to get together with the zombie boy or the human boy?” 
 
    He overtly fell into my obvious trap, making it into a joke. “The zombie boy, of course. Wait a second—you got me! But let me explain: everybody always says the books are better than the movie, so reading them was the only way I’d know for sure. It wasn’t for fun, and in fact it was excruciating. But it had to be done as a scientific study to see if that sentiment was actually true.” 
 
    “Alright, if you say so. But don’t ruin it for me. I’ve only read the first book.” 
 
    “I’ll only say one thing. If you liked the first book, where she was stuck in the zombie camp, you’ll love the sequel, where she takes the zombie boy into the human world.” 
 
    “I can see it now: the zombie boy probably eats her best friend’s brain!” 
 
    Erik was dramatically indignant. “He would never do that to her. Do you even know him at all?” 
 
    Even though the evening had its rough spots, I felt better about things. For the first time in a few days, it felt like the real Erik—friend-Erik—was back.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    We sat quietly in Maia’s office while she passed out reports before beginning her presentation. There was a nervousness in the air—we had no idea what she would suggest. Personally, I wasn’t as nervous this time though. After the harrowing ordeal I had just been through, my dad promised me that I wouldn’t have to go on the upcoming trip to the blue timerift. I couldn’t imagine that Maia would’ve asked me to anyway because it wasn’t to be a simple surveillance trip—not that anything had been simple about our last trip—but instead, it was likely to be a dangerous trip where those who went would need to physically stop Sebastius by any means possible. 
 
    Instead of thinking about the trip, I began to daydream. I imagined how Durango might laugh at the ‘primitive’ robots on display at Carnegie Science Center as compared the Mech’s from his home. I could picture the pride on his face when he would learn how to drive a proper, modern car. Or the way his tangle of dark hair would wrap around his face as he would experience the first dip on the Jack Rabbit. Would he throw his hands in the air on a roller coaster? Or perhaps scream like a little boy? I couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
    “To begin,” Maia said, demanding our attention. “I have determined that Sebastius must be stopped in the blue timerift.” This news was entirely expected after the injustices we noticed in Charrbrunia. “And the people that will need to travel there to stop him are Durango, Omaha, Erik and Bea. Now, let me explain-” 
 
    Before she finished her final sentence, the entire room burst into a cacophony of arguing and disputing. Even without specific information about the operation, everyone had their own opinions about who should—and shouldn’t—go. My dad stood up so quickly that his chair fell over as he gestured wildly to make his point heard. I joined my dad’s voice in saying that there was no reason I should go. Even though our reasons were drowned out by all of the other voices, they seemed sound: I had just gotten back from the yellow timerift, Sebastius was a crazed madman that was willing to shoot people that got in his way, I didn’t have any experience with that timerift, and I was only sixteen years old. Did I mention that I was only sixteen years old? I couldn’t figure out what Maia was thinking by asking for me to go on that mission. 
 
    Maia stood motionless and expressionless until our outburst of yelling and complaining subsided. Then, she picked up where she left off. “Now, if you’ll let me explain,” she said with stronger emphasis. “First let’s consider why Sebastius must be stopped. Please see page three of your analysis reports.” 
 
    Obediently, we all flipped to the third numbered page, although there was still a lot of murmuring. Maia explained what it said on the paper. There were a lot of reasons she specified, but ultimately it came down to the fact that Sebastius becoming the Immortal One would lead to slavery and millions of untimely deaths. Her point was hard to argue with—and Durango, being from the future himself—was especially passionate about preventing that from happening. 
 
    “Second,” Maia continued. “Page nine explains why I chose Durango, Omaha, Erik and Bea to lead this expedition.” 
 
    I didn’t really want to find out a reason that might compel me to travel in time again, so I set my papers down and crossed my arms against my chest defiantly. But as I looked around the room, curiosity got the better of me as I saw everyone’s expressions change from frustration to fascination. Reluctantly, I picked Maia’s report back up and opened it to page nine. 
 
    “Wait,” my dad said as he perused the information. “I don’t understand. You’re saying that everyone in the future is under twenty-five years old?” 
 
    “No,” Maia corrected. “Just like now, people live to be up to a hundred years old, some more. But due to advances in genetic enhancements, an eighty-year-old can still look like they did in their twenties.” 
 
    “So,” Erik deduced, “if any of the adults went to the blue timerift, they would stand out.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Maia said. “When I went to that timerift before, people gave me all sorts of disgusted looks and one group even threw things at me, calling me an ‘unrefined fossil’. They seem to show a great disrespect for anyone that hasn’t undergone genetic enhancements to prevent the physical effects of aging. In fact, even the president at the time only looked to be around twenty-five.” 
 
    “Then doesn’t Sebastius stand out?” my dad asked. 
 
    “He would,” she agreed. “However, since he has set himself up with money and connections, I would presume that he is staying out of the spotlight, focused only on enacting his injurious plans. It’s all explained on pages nine through fifteen.” 
 
    I didn’t care to read pages nine through fifteen, or any of the pages in the stupid report that she made for us—so I tossed my report on the floor by my feet. And this time I didn’t pick it back up. “Why don’t you just tell us what you want us to do? And how? And when? The sooner you tell us, the sooner we can all get back and end these ridiculous adventures.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s get to the point.” She turned her attention to the dry erase board and began to write on it as she spoke. “Based on the information we gleaned from the pages of the Emergence Legends that Beatrice obtained, we have a pretty good idea of what will transpire. In the blue timerift, then-Vice President Charron will use satellite based EMPs to destroy electronic weapons worldwide in an effort to prevent a nuclear catastrophe. But the unintended effects will actually transform the physical world in such a way that it decimates the majority of the Earth’s coastal population.” I was amazed at how matter-of-factly she made the statement. She showed no emotion at all about so many millions of deaths. “Since he’s already seen what will happen based on the legends, and is thus aware of the catastrophe ahead of time, Sebastius will speak with Marqis Wise, the CEO of the Twilight Corporation. With the resources of the Twilight Corporation at their disposal, together they cement an agreement that will enable Sebastius to protect himself and many of those loyal to him in a secret bunker. After the worldwide disaster completes its course, Vice President Charron will then go on to become King Charr the First.” 
 
    “And the Twilight Corporation becomes the Twilight Temple,” Durango surmised. 
 
    “That’s right. With Sebastius leading them all.” 
 
    Omaha piped in, “All that was in the Legends? Santi never told me half of that!” 
 
    “Well,” Maia countered, “some of the specific people and incidents involved are speculation. But due to my extensive notes from my previous visit to the blue timerift, everything in my report is based on solid assumptions. And based on the chronology detailed in the Legends, this meeting will take place tomorrow night in the blue timerift.” 
 
    “Meaning that we have to go right away?” I huffed, throwing my hands in the air, knowing the answer before she said it. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Erik asked, skeptically, “And how are the four of us supposed to get into this meeting and stop them?” 
 
    “I’ve detailed a plan of attack, beginning on page nineteen.” Then she glanced my way. “But I suppose that I can explain it verbally for those of you that are averse to reading.” 
 
    Maia spent the next hour detailing an outrageous plan for us to stop Sebastius. If it hadn’t been delivered by such an intelligent and well-respected woman, I would’ve thought it was a joke. Somehow, however, the way that she explained it made me feel like there was at least a slight chance that it could actually work. 
 
    “So, I’d like to spend time with the four participants this afternoon, preparing them for their mission. Then, tomorrow morning they should transition to the blue timerift.” 
 
    “I’d like a few minutes with my daughter,” my dad said, “before we commit to anything.” 
 
    “Of course,” Maia readily agreed. “I’ll order some lunch for the break room and we’ll reconvene here in an hour.” 
 
    My dad immediately took me and Mary out of the office and to the elevators. He was in such a hurry that at first I thought that he was just going to rush us out of the building and take us home. Instead, we stopped in a secluded corner of the vast lobby on the first floor of the office building. 
 
    “Bea, you don’t need to feel obligated to do this. What’s done is done, and whatever Sebastius does in the future isn’t your concern.” 
 
    Although I didn’t want to go, I couldn’t help but argue with my dad. “But there are millions of people that become slaves due to Sebastius. I don’t need Maia’s dumb report to tell me that. I heard it directly from the King of the yellow timerift.” 
 
    “But Bea, Mary and I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    Mary added, “Your father’s right. We’re only just now getting back together as a family and it would be unbearable if anything happened to you.” 
 
    My dad furthered, “And think about what Maia’s asking you to do. This trip is going to be more dangerous than your last trip.” 
 
    I didn’t know if that could possibly be true. The words flowed from my mouth before I had even thought them: “Dad, the only reason Sebastius is able to do any of this is because I went to the future and let him get ahold of an operational Initiator. I feel like it’s my fault. I need to do whatever I can to stop him.” 
 
    It wasn’t until I vocalized it that I realized it was true. I did feel responsible and did need to do what I could to stop him. As much as I didn’t want to use the Initiator again—ever—I needed to, just this one last time. 
 
    His brows furrowed in concern. “Well, Bea, in my absence you’ve become a responsible young woman. As much as I want to, I’m not going to stop you if you really feel like you need to go. But I want you to know that we will support you in whatever you decide to do.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him, appreciative of his support. “Thank you.” 
 
    Mary harrumphed and turned aside, indicating her lack of support. Throughout this trip to New Jersey, I couldn’t help but feel like she was an outsider, and this was just another example. All I wanted was a special moment with my dad now that he was back in my life, but for some reason she was always there being a part of everything that should’ve just been between my dad and me. Words expressing my irritation with Mary nearly escaped my mouth, but of respect for my dad, I kept it shut. 
 
    My dad added, “Mary’s going to fly home tonight because she has to get back to work. We’re going to grab a bite to eat and then I’m going to drop her off at the airport, so I’ll just meet you at the hotel when Maia is done with-” 
 
    “Stop it,” Omaha yelled from across the lobby, the sound of her voice traveling clearly across the marble lined room. In addition to drawing our attention, it seemed that everyone else in the lobby looked in their direction too. She stood with Erik and Durango on either side of her, separating them like two siblings that had been fighting in the back seat of a car. 
 
    Annoyed that they were acting like children in what should have been a professional office building, I marched over to them and spoke in a loud whisper. “What is going on?” 
 
    “These two rust buckets won’t shut up.” 
 
    I glared at them. Erik shrugged and explained, “I can’t help it if Prince Royalty can’t take a joke.” 
 
    Durango looked away, angered with Erik’s relentless sarcasm. They wouldn’t admit it, but I knew that I was the real source of their clash. Erik was jealous of Durango and took the juvenile approach of tearing him down. And Durango was still bothered that Erik, someone I’d had a crush on, was around at all. Meanwhile, poor Omaha was stuck in the middle of it. 
 
    “Listen,” I told them. “You two don’t have to be best friends. You don’t even have to get along. But can you at least pretend for the next few days? If we’re going to try to stop Sebastius, we need to work as a team.” 
 
    Durango turned to me apologetically. “Of course, Bea. You’re right. I’m sorry I let myself get worked up.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes, resting his gaze on the lobby door. I turned to see what caught his attention. A delivery driver was struggling to carry ten Little Caesar’s pizzas through a revolving door.  
 
    “Pizza!” he said, passing me by to head to the elevator. “It looks like she got enough for the whole office.” 
 
    “You don’t even like Little Caesar’s,” I pointed out. Erik had often referred to himself as a ‘pizza purist’, preferring independent shops over the chains. 
 
    “It isn’t great, it’s true. But technically it is still pizza,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Whatever,” I mumbled. “Are you two heading up for lunch?” 
 
    Omaha and Durango exchanged looks before Durango said, “I think I’ll wait down here for a little bit.” 
 
    “And I want to go outside to see the fountain,” Omaha added. “That’s the whole reason we came down in the first place.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you two upstairs later,” I told them. “I need to say goodbye to my dad, and wish Mary a good flight home.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    After four boring hours with Maia—she should’ve been a teacher because she could even make interesting information about the future dull—we were released from her care with the torturous homework assignment of reading her report in full. She had coached us on details about what we could expect to see in the blue timerift, and how we would be able to find Sebastius and stop him. 
 
    Throughout our briefing, Durango and Erik sat on opposite sides of the room ignoring each other with the exception of an occasional passive-aggressive comment or insinuation. In a way, their attitudes reminded me of my dad and Mary when they were bickering. Except that these two men were acting far more childishly—mostly Erik, I thought, although I was a little biased. Omaha, oblivious to the tension between Erik and Durango, surprisingly paid close attention to Maia’s endless lecture because she was actually looking forward to visiting the blue timerift. 
 
    As we walked to the taxi that Maia had arranged for us, Durango asked, “Can I come over to your hotel so that you can teach me to fling better?” 
 
    “Throw a disc?” I verified. “Sure.” Remembering how Erik had described the only course nearby as being filthy and filled with homeless people, I added, “There’s a grassy field beside the parking lot that we can practice in. Do you want to come, Omaha? I could help you get more distance from your throws.” 
 
    “No. There’s a video story on the picture box that I want to see.” 
 
    “A movie?” 
 
    “Right! I keep forgetting what you call them.” 
 
    “How about you, Erik?” Durango asked courteously, although the gesture sounded forced. 
 
    “I already know how to throw a disc,” he pointed out patronizingly. Then, he poked fun at Omaha’s accent: “Maybe I’ll just go watch the mooovie with Omaha.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Sure. Why not?” 
 
    With that, we decided to split up; Durango got dropped off at my hotel with me, and Erik stayed with Omaha. After I got my discs, I met Durango in the parking lot. 
 
    “So, I take it that you talked to Erik,” he said. 
 
    “What gave it away? His delightful disposition?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite actually.” 
 
    “I know. It was a joke.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, let’s fling, shall we?” 
 
    In the open field, he gave his best throw, missing his target tree by ten feet. I placed my hand on his after he picked up the disc. 
 
    “Hold it tighter. Really grip it,” I said. I pressed the tips of his fingers under the lip of the disc, letting my fingers linger on his for just a moment. He tried again, his distance increasing but his aim being farther off. “When you’re throwing, keep your eyes on the target, not on the disc.” 
 
    After a few more pointers, such as keeping the disc level and not throwing too high so that it didn’t turn off course, he started to get the hang of it. 
 
    “You’re really picking this up,” I commended. 
 
    “Well, I have probably the world’s greatest flinger as a teacher.” 
 
    I blushed at his compliment and brushed it off. “Come on, let’s try again. See if you can hit that big rock over there.” 
 
    After taking aim, he stopped abruptly and looked at me meaningfully. “Bea, I’m so glad we got to spend this time together.” I turned away shyly. “I’ve missed us,” he added before sending his disc across the field. 
 
    We threw discs for a little while longer before he said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m beginning to get hungry.” He pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket. “Would you like to join me? We could go across the street and get a meat sandwich?” There were a few crumbled twenty-dollar bills along with some smaller bills in his hand, which surprised me since he didn’t have a job or any income source. 
 
    “A hamburger? Sure. So, what did you do? Win the lottery? Rob a bank?” 
 
    “Are you referring to my money? Maia gave it to me.” 
 
    “That was generous of her,” I said as I picked up the disc for the last time that evening. 
 
    Durango reached down to pick it up at the same time and our hands brushed each other. We paused, looking each other in the eyes. By pulling the disc to his chest, I was drawn to him when I didn’t let go of my grip on it. When we stood close, our bodies brushing each other’s, he told me that he loved me. 
 
    “Bea, you can’t understand how concerned I was to see you with Erik. Not because he acts like a petulant child, but because I thought I had lost you. It was as though my world had collapsed.” He had a pained look on his face. “Now, standing here with you, I see that you have found a way to put it back together again. It doesn’t matter where, or when, I am, just as long as I exist where you do. It’s hard to imagine that just a lunar cycle ago I didn’t know you.” He looked off into the distance for a moment before fastening his intense gaze on me. “Now I can’t imagine a life without you. I absolutely love you. I adore you. And now I can once again have you to myself.” 
 
    Durango leaned down to kiss me. Unable to resist the allure of his rugged looks, his captivating words and his virtuous nature, I gave in. I arched up on my tippy toes and met his soft lips. Durango literally swept me off my feet and lifted me by my waist so that I was just above him. The moment grew intense and I had to fight to keep from wrapping my legs around him, remembering we were, after all, in the hotel courtyard where my dad could be watching us through the hotel room’s oversized windows. 
 
    Leaning against him, I heard his stomach growl, making me break away laughing. “You sound hungry. Let’s go get you a meat sandwich.” 
 
    We crossed the street and he began to lead me to the steakhouse—the very steakhouse that Erik took me to the evening before. The food had been fine, but I didn’t want to relive that experience. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Maia told me that this restaurant has exceptional sandwiches.” 
 
    “Can we just go to Wendy’s?” 
 
    He motioned to the fast food shop next door. “The small place with the picture of a red-headed woman on the window?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “They’ve got hamburgers too. Besides, she kind of looks like the girl from Hearts Over Brains.” 
 
    “Hearts Over Brains?” 
 
    “It’s a zombie book,” I explained. 
 
    “What is a zombie?” 
 
    While we ate greasy hamburgers, I taught Durango the fine art of dipping salty fries into cool creamy Frostys. Durango wasn’t impressed with the unique combination that Ava had taught me, so I moved back to the topic of pop culture. I explained zombies to Durango—and I was pretty sure that he wouldn’t be able to sleep for a few nights. He could stand strong in the face of death, but began sweating profusely at the sheer horror of considering a fictitious brain-eating undead person. 
 
    “I’ll have to take you to see the movie.” 
 
    “They made a movie with zombies? Why?” He looked stricken and I couldn’t help but giggle at his obvious distaste. 
 
    “There’s like a hundred movies with zombies. Maybe a thousand. Hearts Over Brains is just the latest.” I dragged a french fry slowly through the decadent chocolate confection, savoring the contrast of warm and cool, sweet and salty morsel in my mouth. 
 
    He shivered in his seat as though being hit by a cold flash. “I would do nearly anything for you, Bea. You know that. But I don’t think I could watch a movie like that.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? They’re not real. It’s a movie. Practically a comedy.” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t one that I will be watching!” He plopped down the remnants of his burger and folded his arms across his chest defiantly. 
 
    I was perplexed at his aversion to the creatures. I felt protected when I was around Durango, but decided then and there that if a zombie virus ever took over the world he would be of no help. I’d have to fight off the cannibalistic ex-humans myself. I shook my head and slurped the last sip of my frosty. 
 
    That night, I had nightmares. 
 
    The next morning I saw Erik at the hotel’s continental breakfast. “Hey,” I said. “How was the movie night?” 
 
    “Great,” he replied shortly, not elaborating. 
 
    “What movie was it?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “That bad?” I asked. 
 
    Finally he gave in and admitted. “It was the sappiest movie ever made, I swear! The man’s wife died in the beginning, and he started dating a woman who’d had a heart transplant, and-” 
 
    “Don’t tell me she had the dead wife’s heart!” 
 
    “Yes! And I had to sit through the whole movie without making fun of it even once because Omaha cried the whole time and said how beautiful it was.” 
 
    “Sounds intolerable.” 
 
    “You have no idea. How about you and Durango? Is he an official flinger now?” 
 
    “In his dreams. He’s got a forceful throw, but he can’t hit a target to save his life. He’d be more suited to the carnival game where you hit the target with the oversized hammer. He’d ring the bell and win the giant giraffe every time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope any bad guys we come across have a round metal target on them, and maybe we should think about getting Prince Thor a magical hammer.” 
 
    “Oh, brother! Just don’t go calling him that or else you’ll have to explain who Thor is which will inevitably lead to the nerdy argument, DC versus Marvel, and,,,” 
 
    “No argument. Just DC. I mean without DC’s Doom Squad there wouldn’t be an X-Men. And Deadpool was a clear ripoff of Deathstroke. Not to mention how Marvel characters are so cliché. They have no substance to them. They’re just-” 
 
    I interrupted before his rant got too lively. “Anyway, after we threw discs for a while we went to Wendy’s and ate a couple combo meals.” 
 
    “I would’ve killed for a combo meal last night. Even with those terrible chicken nuggets they foist on you. Omaha ordered a couple of salads for us from room service.” He had a disgusted look on his face and said salad like it was a four-letter word. 
 
    “Sorry you had such a bad evening,” I told him. 
 
    “You know, it wasn’t what I would’ve chosen, but it wasn’t all bad. Omaha’s a really sweet girl.” He smirked and added, “But despite that she’s alright.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Back in the hotel room, I had just a few minutes to gather my things. My dad was getting off the phone with Mary and I couldn’t help but notice that he sounded stressed. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked him as he hung up the phone. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t worry about me. You’ve got enough to worry about right now.” 
 
    I placed my hand on his forearm. “You know I can’t not worry about you, Dad. You’ve helped me by hearing me out, and I’m almost an adult now, so if there’s anything you need to talk about, I’m here.” 
 
    He slumped down on the bed and hesitated before confiding, “Do you know Officer Gerald Scotts?” 
 
    “Who?” Then I remembered the name. “Is that the police officer that Mary said was looking for me when I was missing?” 
 
    “Yes. But you never met him?” 
 
    “No. Am I in trouble?” I sat on the chair across from the bed. 
 
    “No, of course not, Bea. Mary told me that…” After a huge pause while he collected his thoughts, he finished, “Well, that she’d been on a few dates with him recently. And I know that I’m being jealous. I mean, I was gone for four years so I expected that she might’ve moved on.” 
 
    My mouth gaped open and I could only get out the word, “No.” I thought for a moment and added, “She didn’t move on.” I was shocked that Mary had gone on any dates without telling me or without me finding out. “A big Friday night for Mary is putting a puzzle together. And I’ve seen her closet. What would she even wear on a date?” 
 
    “I know, I know. And it was just a few dates. If I were in her position, I might’ve done the same thing. I don’t know. I guess I was just upset that she didn’t mention it to me sooner. It felt like she was hiding it.” 
 
    “She isn’t still seeing him, is she?” 
 
    “No. She said that after I returned, she texted him to let him know.” 
 
    “Then you’ll be alright, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. I just need to get over this and give her an apology. I’m sorry I burdened you with all this.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” I said. “Sometimes it’s nice to have a sounding board.” 
 
    “I think it was nice. Thank you, Bea.” 
 
    I gave him an extra-long hug before leaving the hotel. At Maia’s request, my dad didn’t join us on the trip to her office. He knew how dangerous the trip would be—perhaps even more so than I did—and I hadn’t really been that anxious about it until he said goodbye. Much like when we said farewell to Mordael, it seemed like my dad worried that this might be the last time he would ever see me.  
 
    “Be careful,” he said as I broke away to get into the taxi, where Erik waited for me. He held his hand on my arm, hesitant to let me go. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad,” I reassured him. “It’s just one day, and I’ll be back tonight.” 
 
    As we drove away, I glanced back and saw him wiping tears from the corners of his eyes and I broke down. Erik sat in the seat beside me, staring out the window awkwardly while I sobbed. Time-traveling was becoming almost routine to me and even though I’d nearly been stuck in the wrong times before, I hadn’t ever really thought of that possibility ahead of time. Watching my dad as we drove away made me realize that I might never return—I might never see him again. 
 
    It was for all the people, I reminded myself. All of the people that would be killed. All of the people that would be enslaved. All of the people in the yellow timerift that would suffer at the hands of the Charrs or due to the influence of the Twilight Clerics. Knowing what kind of impact Sebastius would have, I knew that he had to be stopped—and I knew that I needed to stop him. 
 
    When we walked into Maia’s office, Durango and Omaha greeted us warmly. Maia greeted us too—although not as affectionately. For that brief moment, it felt like we were all getting along. Then Erik spoke. 
 
    “So, if I understand correctly based on your report, this Charr guy is just about as bad as Sebastus.” 
 
    Durango glared at Erik while Maia corrected him only slightly. “His name is Vice President Charron, and it is true that his descendants have a legacy of cruelty. But keep in mind that the mission is Sebastius. We’re not looking to solve all of the world’s future problems. We just need to make sure that they aren’t made any worse because of the invention of the Initiators.” 
 
    Now that my dad had me worrying more, I also asked Maia a question. “And are you sure that it will just be Sebastius and Marqis in the meeting? I don’t want the vice president to be there with the entire United States’ Secret Service. We’re just a bunch of kids and can’t be expected to take on an army!” 
 
    “I’m not sure of anything. But based on the limited information we have available to us, it seems that the vice president will be unaware of the Twilight Corporation’s survival until after the destruction is over.” 
 
    Durango also said, “But you said millions of people die after the electricity cuts out. Why wouldn’t we stop King Charron from causing that disaster?” 
 
    “Like Bea said, the vice president has Secret Service. They’re like an army of Royal Guards that have high tech weapons. If it were possible to stop a vice president, I would authorize it. But it just wouldn’t be possible. We can’t stop Vice President Charron, but we can stop Sebastius.” 
 
    We discussed a few other thoughts that we had come up with during the night when each of us had time to ponder the situation we were going into. Finally, Maia asked, “Did you two remember your pills?” 
 
    Omaha and I had remembered to take them—in fact, there was nothing that would’ve let me forget them. Without them, I wouldn’t have considered time-traveling again for anything! 
 
    “Lastly,” she added, “I felt that it would be imprudent to send you into this potentially dangerous situation without sufficient ammunition.” 
 
    “Whoa,” I said animatedly. “I don’t know how to use a gun.” 
 
    Erik added, “They say guns are more dangerous in the hands of untrained people than criminals.” 
 
    “Not guns. I wouldn’t give guns to teenagers,” Maia said as though it were the most absurd notion in the world. Then she held up a small stack of what appeared to be small circular saw blades. “Instead, I thought you should arm yourself with weapons that suit your skill sets. These are for the two of you.” 
 
    Maia handed Erik and I a pair of discs each. Erik argued, “These aren’t regulation size or shape. We won’t know how they fly.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Maia assured us. “I had a top engineer at NASA design them. He says that they will fly exactly the same as one of your discs. But be careful because they’re extremely sharp.” 
 
    Our new discs were smaller than a disc golf disc, but had a ledge similar to one and a few smoothed edges, which enabled us to safely grip them. I held one in my hand and felt more confident and powerful. With a couple of slow arm motions, I mimicked throwing them to see how it felt—and it felt right. Erik took it one step further and actually threw one of his discs across the room where it stuck in Maia’s dry erase board. 
 
    Annoyed with his antics, Maia pulled the disc out, revealing a permanent gash in her board. She handed him the disc back and told him, “If you hadn’t figured out the problem with the spatial parameter equation, I’d have half a mind to kick you off the team right now.” Then she turned to me. “But now, thanks to Erik, we can narrow our landing location to within about ten feet of the spot where we depart from. If I can see your Initiator, I’ll upgrade it.” 
 
    I hesitated to hand Maia the Initiator—what if she broke it? Or what if she sabotaged it? Realizing that I was probably just influenced by every spy movie that Hollywood had ever made and didn’t have any reason to doubt her intentions, but instead had every reason to trust her ability to upgrade the technology in the Initiator, I handed it to her. She placed it on a glowing black disc that was attached via USB cord to her computer and typed on the computer for a minute. 
 
    “Now,” she continued while doling out items like Mary used to do in order to win my affection when I was a kid. “Here are a couple of belts that will conceal your discs and the Initiator.” Then, to Durango and Omaha, “And I have belts for you two also. For Durango, I included a pair of long, sharp knives. But keep these hidden at all times because they are considered illegal weapons in that time period.” 
 
    “What do I get?” Omaha asked eagerly. 
 
    “Your belt has pockets for first aid, food and iodine tablets to purify water. You can never be too careful when it comes to dehydration.” 
 
    I expected Omaha to be dissatisfied that the rest of us received cool weaponry and she was stuck with nutrition bars, but she seemed happy enough with her role as provider in the operation. 
 
    “And what about special clothes?” I asked. The costume part of time-travel was one of the most interesting and exciting to me. “What do they wear in the blue timerift?” 
 
    She looked us over. “To be honest, it’s not a lot different. Just more extreme. Brighter, flashier colors and sharper edges.” She handed us bags containing our period clothes. “Go change into these and by then the Initiator’s upgrade should’ve finished being uploaded.” 
 
    Omaha and I raced to the women’s restroom to check out our clothes. She stripped right in the middle of the bathroom—I stepped into a tiny stall and suffered through bumped knees and elbows to change my outfit. 
 
    Looking in the mirror, we couldn’t help but laugh at ourselves. Omaha’s outfit looked like it came straight from a retro 90s hip-hop video. She had a tiny yellow shirt, hardly more than a sports bra, with an oversized jacket in an array of reds, blues and greens over top. Her pants were comically baggy and the whole look was decidedly less feminine than I was used to seeing on her. But at least she was happy that she could wear her goggles again in the blue timerift without drawing the kind of attention it did in ours. 
 
    I didn’t fare much better in a Punky Brewster knock off outfit. With purple sleeves peeking out from a horrible pink denim vest, I looked like I escaped from daycare rather than traveled in time. At least I didn’t have to wear my hair in two ridiculous pigtails. 
 
    The men had it even worse than we did. Erik and Durango looked like they were members of a futuristic Duran Duran cover band. Erik was wearing a suit covered in either blue glitter or sequins, but I was laughing too hard to tell for sure. Durango ended up in leather, as usual, but with the addition of a bowtie fashioned out of plastic. The color was a rainbow burst starting with yellow at the center ending in a deep green. I was hoping Maia thought to include some oversized dark sunglasses to complete the look. 
 
    The receptionist and a couple of other employees stared at us as we passed by them on our way to Maia’s office. Durango didn’t even notice them, while Erik vocally greeted their stares with casual confidence. 
 
    “That looks perfect,” Maia said sincerely. 
 
    “Not how I would’ve described it,” I told her. 
 
    “And I wouldn’t call it not a lot different from what we normally wear,” Erik added mockingly. 
 
    The four of us going on the trip put on our utility belts, and I included one standard disc golf disc with my two weaponized discs. 
 
    Maia handed me the Initiator. I expected express her concern over our safety or at least wish us good luck. Instead, all she said was, “Any last minute questions?” 
 
    “About a million,” I said facetiously, setting the device for the first time to the blue timerift. In a line, I held Durango’s hand, he held Omaha’s, and she held Erik’s. I activated the Initiator. “Here we go again!”                             
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    In a blue haze, we appeared on the top of a building. Besides a few doves that were startled, we were alone. The roof was covered in solar panels with a few air conditioning units and other vents spread around us. It wasn’t the same building that Maia’s office was in—no, this structure was much more modern. Our time-travel sickness was minimal, and our energy levels were high. 
 
    “Let’s look over the edge,” Omaha said enthusiastically. 
 
    We followed after her to get our first look at the world of the future. Cars weren’t airborne. People weren’t teleporting. And there wasn’t a single person flying around in a jetpack. From five stories in the air looking down, it looked only slightly more futuristic than our time. From our vantage, we couldn’t make out details of the people below, but it was clear that they were dressed in bright colors—which put my mind at ease as I considered my hideous outfit. According to Maia, seeing the world from ground level would satisfy our craving to be captivated by futuristic technology and trends. 
 
    The door that exited the roof was locked, but Durango skillfully wedged his knife into the frame and popped the locking mechanism open. 
 
    “If I didn’t know you were royalty, I might’ve thought you were an expert criminal,” Erik commented with a smirk. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him in a motion that begged him to be nice. He silently mouthed a reluctant apology. 
 
    “Ladies first,” Durango offered as he turned toward us, holding the door open. 
 
    We took a vacant indoor stairwell to the ground floor that eventually opened up into an underground parking garage. The vehicles were the first thing that we noticed were obviously different. In addition to sleek-versions of sedans, there were a number of one and two-seat cars, and more than a few with only two or three wheels. 
 
    “That looks dangerous,” I said, pointing to a two-wheeled vehicle that resembled an enclosed motorcycle. “I guess they aren’t as safety conscious in the future.” 
 
    Erik asked incredulously, “Didn’t you read Maia’s report?” I hadn’t. “She said that since all vehicles are autonomous, there are almost never car accidents anymore. Vehicle deaths are over ninety-five percent less common than in our time.” He peeked through the window of one of the strange looking enclosed motorcycle cars. “This is so cool!” Reminding him of the task at hand, I had to tug on his elbow to break his future-tech love fest. 
 
    “Come on. I bet there will be even more to see.” 
 
    As we stepped onto the busy sidewalk, we were overwhelmed—despite how much Maia had prepared us for what we would experience, it still came as a shock to see it all in person. Looking like aliens in the original Star Trek series, the humans passing by us had skin tones in every shade of the rainbow. Many of them had tattoos streaking across their faces and covering their skin in colors that changed in the light; some had outrageous piercings that looked like they belonged in a rare tribe only seen in National Geographic photos. As Maia had claimed, they were all young, most of them appearing to be just a little older than us. 
 
    We paused against a shiny chrome wall to get our bearings. Like a statue, Durango stood stone-faced as he surveyed the surroundings. Erik made a few gasps, and Omaha simply giggled. 
 
    Interrupting our entrancement, Omaha crinkled her nose and asked, “What is that weird smell?” 
 
    She was right. There was a definite weird smell in the air. Not strong, but persistent. It reminded me of the sterile smell in a hospital. 
 
    “It’s probably a chemical agent used when undergoing all these wild genetic augmentations,” Erik said, grinning as he added, “Or maybe it’s the smell of futuristic aloe? I can only imagine the skin irritation some of these things could cause.” 
 
    Just then, a man whose skin was a glistening alabaster white crossed the street. He was about 8 feet tall and had raven-black feathered wings sprouting from his back. I assumed the wings were just for looks since he was walking—but with all this weirdness, I couldn’t be sure. He was bouncing his head in time to music audible only to him. In fact, most of the people seemed to be listening to something although there were no visible earbuds. 
 
    “Did Maia mention anything about, uh…” I motioned to my ears as I watched a real life centaur trot by. 
 
    “The auditory implants? Yeah. That sure would come in handy.” Erik was completely nonplussed by the horse-man. I wondered briefly where he used the bathroom or if he had to clean up after himself. 
 
    Many of the cars that zipped down the street were entirely unmanned, and the rest had passengers but no drivers. The cars drove silently and quickly, seamlessly maneuvering around each other to optimally turn or pass through intersections. One came to a sudden halt near us and the person getting out had thick, scaly alligator skin all over his body. 
 
    “When did humans become aliens?” I asked, not expecting an answer. 
 
    “It’s the genetic revolution,” Erik replied, gesturing widely. “Once they cracked how to alter the genome as a mass conversion event, anything became possible. And nothing is permanent, so unless that guy legitimately has some hardcore futuristic skin disease untreatable with modern medicine,  it’s no big deal to look like reptile-man for the weekend and then return to normal for work on Monday.” 
 
    “Maybe. But it’s still weird. Just because you can look like that doesn’t mean you’d want to.” 
 
    “I’d like to look like that for a week or two!” Omaha exclaimed, pointing to a woman who had leaves growing out of her body. 
 
    I quickly swatted her hand down, assuming it was still rude to point at people. But Omaha was right. As unnatural as it was to see plant-life sprouting from her skin, she was stunningly beautiful. Like the thin woody vines that snaked down from her neck and shoulders, the elongated leaves wrapped around her skin in all the places it mattered, forming an elegant sort of dress. She was tall and slender and moved like a palm tree swaying in the breeze.  
 
    In addition to genetic alterations on humans, more than a couple of people had pets that likely started out as dogs. One that particularly caught my attention was a small yellow animal with black cow-spots and tiny horns like a bull. It looked like it weighed maybe 5 pounds. Another slightly larger one wore an infant-sized pink hoodie and had an elephant’s face, complete with trunk and tusks. The little animal was proudly carrying a stuffed toy animal in its trunk. 
 
    “These animals look like they stepped out of a Dr. Seuss book,” I pointed out as we continued walking. 
 
    “It’s perfect for anyone that ever wanted a pet tiger,” Erik mused. “Just get a tame housecat and have it genetically altered to look like a fierce white tiger. All the personality, but none of the violence.” 
 
    As strange as some of these genetic mutations were, I had to admit that the idea of safely having a pet tiger sounded tempting. At the Pittsburgh zoo, tigers were always my favorite animal to look at even though they were usually just sleeping. Once, when I was 6 or 7, my dad lifted me up on his shoulders to see the female tiger bathing herself, really close to the glass. Near the edge of the enclosure there was a chain link fence and when I leaned around I could actually hear the massive animal purring. I’d always secretly dreamt of being able to cuddle with one. 
 
    “Tigers are my favorite animal,” I said dreamily. 
 
    “I know,” Erik replied. I gave him a curious look and he explained, “You mentioned it once a couple of years ago.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe that he remembered that—it must’ve just been something I’d said in passing. 
 
    Durango had a disgusted look on his face as he finally broke his silence. “I think that these people look creepy. Why would anybody want to hide their bodies in such unnatural and bizarre ways?” 
 
    He was right that most of them were unnatural. But some were more interesting than others. It was both shocking and intriguing to look at the variety among the population walking down the sidewalk. A little farther down the street, billboards advertised holographic three-dimensional treats. 
 
    “How about that burger for you?” I asked Omaha, pointing to a giant spinning hamburger that looked deceptively realistic. 
 
    “I don’t think the four of us could finish that meat sandwich if we tried!” 
 
    “Hey!” Erik called abruptly as Durango turned a corner. “We need to go this way.” 
 
    Durango fired back. “No, Maia said that to get to the Twilight Corporate office we turn left at the first street.” 
 
    “Her report showed exactly where the office is. Did you even look at the map in Appendix B?” 
 
    “I’m quite sure that I can navigate such a short distance.” 
 
    “Right. Because all princes are good with directions” 
 
    “Chill out,” I said, stepping between them. “We’ll figure it out. Did you bring the map with you?” 
 
    “Of course.” Erik fished around in his pocket and retrieved a folded photocopy of Maia’s sketch. We looked at it together. 
 
    “It looks like either way gets us there,” I surmised. “So there’s nothing to argue about.” 
 
    “Come on then,” Erik directed, leading us along the route that he wanted. 
 
    Durango glared at Erik but held his tongue and followed behind me. The buildings around us were certainly modern, but none were especially impressive. There weren’t any fanciful designs or unusual architecture. Instead, everything sort of blended together in sleek glass and shiny metals. Everything was practical and efficient. It felt like walking around a city designed by IKEA. 
 
    As we passed by a number of retail shops, one relatively normal looking young woman in a plain gray jumpsuit stopped us. Looking at me she said, “What did you do to your face?” 
 
    Self-consciously, I pressed my hand over the yellowing bruise on my jaw, still able to feel the scarring cut on my cheek. “This is nothing.” 
 
    “Well, you should get it taken care of,” the woman said. “Come on in the clinic. We’ll get you fixed right up.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I told her automatically. 
 
    She looked confused. “It’s a free clinic. There’s no obligation. And it’s better than having a blemish on your face or getting an infection.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Erik told me quietly. “It’s a painless procedure that only takes around ten minutes. We’ve got time.” 
 
    “Fine,” I acquiesced. “But wait here for me. I don’t want us getting separated or lost.” 
 
    “Too late,” Erik said, pointing at Omaha, who was across the street talking to a person sampling food outside of his restaurant. 
 
    “Just follow after me and we’ll have you looking as good as new again,” the woman said. “I’m Xinzia, by the way.” 
 
    “Bea,” I said absently, while watching a man that was sitting outside of the clinic. 
 
    “Ooh, a one letter name. I love those.” 
 
    The man was slowly putting his hands together and pulling them apart like he was stretching pizza dough. Instead of dough, however, his hands sparked with electricity. A bright ball of lightning formed when his hands were together, and it separated into strings of electricity as he separated them, eventually dying out. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Xinzia said, noticing that I was staring. “He just got enhanced this morning and is still getting used to the sensation.” 
 
    “Enhanced?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure. Even though we’re a free clinic, we’re given a number of enhancements per month.” Inside the clinic, she asked a coworker that was dressed like her, “What is it, Faro, twenty per month?” 
 
    Faro was entirely bald, even missing his eyebrows. He looked like a sickly cancer patient, but I assumed that it was by his choice. After having seen the intense red irises of the Twilight Temple Clerics, it was Faro’s artificial purple eyes that creeped me out. “Thirty,” he corrected. “More lately. And usually there’s a wait list, but this month nobody wants to have it done.” 
 
    Xinzia explained, “I know that everyone’s talking about President Charron considering authorizing the EMP attack soon, although I don’t think that’ll happen.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I commented, reflecting on her reference to him as president. He had been vice president when Maia was here four or five years ago. 
 
    She continued, “And everyone is worried that these type of procedures will be useless if it does happen. But genetic enhancements don’t work like that. Since it’s in the genes and not based on circuitry, enhancements will still work after the power surge. Have a seat.” 
 
    Rather than a private room, as I would’ve expected at a traditional medical clinic, this free clinic looked more like a hair salon. Ten medical tables lined the walls, five on either side. Between each of them was a thin partition. There was only one other customer; a woman was lying topless on one of the beds while a machine hovered over her chest. 
 
    “I don’t have to undress do I?” I asked apprehensively. 
 
    “What?” Xinzia asked. Then she glanced at the woman having a chest enhancement. “Oh, that? No. You just have a face laceration. It’ll only take a minute.” 
 
    Xinzia put on gloves and gently pressed a thin, transparent sheet over the bruised portion of my face. The sheet stuck like a suction cup on glass. Then, Xinzia grabbed a handheld machine and held it up to my jawline. 
 
    “You’re sure this is safe?” I verified. 
 
    “Of course. Don’t try to tell me you’ve never had a curative correction before. Now, hold your face still.” She began to move the machine up and down my injury and I remained as steady as I could. “Are you still young?” she inquired. 
 
    “I’m twenty,” I lied, trying to speak without moving my jaw. Just in case there was an issue with being a minor, I added a few years to my age. 
 
    “Keep still,” she reminded me, although my only movement was to answer her question. “Wow, you are young. By the way you carry yourself, I figured that, like me, you could easily be in your forties.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to thank her or be offended—forty years old was Mary’s age! Xinzia looked to be about twenty years old. Even though Maia said it was the case that people could restore their youthful looks, I could hardly believe that she was actually older than Mary. For some reason, I thought I’d still be able to tell their true age by looking at a person. 
 
    “All done!” she announced, pulling the sheet from my face and motioning for me to look in a mirror on the wall. True to Xinzia’s promise, I looked as though the injury had never occurred—and feeling it with my hand, I realized that the pain and sensitivity were gone too. 
 
    “Here is some sensitization gel. Apply as needed for any sensitivity or irritation.” 
 
    I flipped open the lid of the tiny tube she handed me and sniffed the luminescent blue gel. It smelled like hospital hallways sprayed with mint. I snapped the lid closed and dropped the smelly gel in my pocket. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. Then, realizing that I didn’t know what was customary, I added, “I’m sorry I don’t have a tip or anything to give you.” 
 
    She waved off my apology. “Don’t worry about it. If you want to forward any credits to the clinic, that’s fine. But if not, that’s okay too.” 
 
    Before I hopped off of the medical table, Faro approached us, carrying a small box. “I’m sorry to ask this of you, since we’re not supposed to pressure our patrons, but would you be interested in getting enhanced?” 
 
    “No,” I said without having to give it a moment’s consideration. 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” he said apologetically before turning to Xinzia. “We just got donated another box of electrical enhancement packets that expire tomorrow! What are we supposed to do with these?” 
 
    “Electrical enhancements?” I asked. “Like the guy outside?” 
 
    Xinzia explained to me, “Yes. The Twilight Corporation thinks they’re doing us a favor by donating them. And it’s great if we use them because we get reimbursements for the procedures. But if we can’t use them then we have to pay exorbitant disposal fees on them.” 
 
    Faro added, “And this month they’re gonna cost us more than we made off of reimbursements!” 
 
    “You get these from Twilight?” I furthered. 
 
    “Of course. Not only are they locally based, but they’re the only company approved to produce genetic electrical enhancement kits right now.” 
 
    “What is the process?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. I wasn’t sure how, but something inside me was saying that having an enhancement by the Twilight Corporation might somehow increase our chances of getting into their headquarters and stopping Sebastius. 
 
    Xinzia smiled. “If you’re seriously considering it, I can play for you the required pre-procedure video.” 
 
    “I’ll watch the video,” I said. “But no promises.” 
 
    Xinzia pressed a few buttons on a small device and the mirror turned into a video screen. She stepped away while I watched what I had expected to be a cheesy promotional video like an infomercial. Instead, it started out like a high-budget action movie, and the video quality was so good that it felt like I was watching the scene through an open window. 
 
    By the music and mood, it was obvious that the man in the movie was the bad guy. He walked with a pipe in his hand, swinging it into his palm like he was ready to pound someone over the head. Glancing down an alley, he saw a helpless woman throwing a trash bag into a dumpster. The man grinned and took off toward the woman. She screamed as he knocked her to the ground. 
 
    The video paused and a deep voice said, “Don’t become a victim. Protect yourself with Twilight Electrical Enhancements.” 
 
    The dramatization restarted with the woman at the dumpster. But this time, as the man pursued her, the woman boldly and fearlessly faced the attacker. With arms outstretched, she let her modified electrical powers loose, looking like she was a seasoned member of the X-Men. Electricity sparked from her palms and shocked the man. He fell to the ground as though he’d been hit by a taser. 
 
    The video next shifted scenes to a different woman entering a clean, new clinic and having the procedure done. The narrator spoke over her, explaining that the process was safe, easy, reversible, and legal as long as it wasn’t used for criminal activities. Then he said, “Do you agree that you will not use your enhancement for any illegal or unethical purposes, and that you will not use it to intentionally harm any other individuals?” 
 
    The video screen froze, for so long that I looked over my shoulder to see if Xinzia had paused it. Realizing that it must be interactive, I said meekly, “Yes.” 
 
    Resuming upon my command, the video concluded by saying, “Thank you for choosing Twilight Enhancements, enhancing the world we live in one person at a time.” The screen faded out with their logo, a familiar black pyramid with the sun setting behind it. There was no doubt in my mind that the Twilight Corporation’s technology was being used by Kennedy—or Sebastius, or whomever—to transform it into the Twilight Temple. 
 
    “What do you think?” Xinzia asked, sidling up to me. 
 
    To be honest, I didn’t know what to think. I wasn’t sure if the process would help us to get to Sebastius or not. There was at least one lingering question that the video didn’t answer. “What are the side effects?” I couldn’t imagine how my disc golf game would be affected if my hands hurt or went numb or melted the discs. 
 
    “There aren’t any,” Xinzia assured me. “There hasn’t been a genetic procedure that caused side effects in decades.” 
 
    “And how do I control it?” 
 
    “You know, that’s the most common question we get asked. I wish that the video explained that. It’s hard to explain, but I like to compare it to making a fist.” She held her hand out flat, and then balled it tightly. “You don’t have to tell your fingers to curl and your hand muscles to contract. You just think about making a fist and then it happens. It’s like that; the electrical enhancement only manifests itself when you want it to.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Any other questions?” she asked, eager for me to have the procedure done. 
 
    There was one more. “If you promote these enhancements, why haven’t you had it done?” 
 
    Xinzia held her hand in front of me with her fingers curled. Her hand looked so petite and feminine that it startled me when thin streaks of electricity jumped from one finger to the next, dancing across her hand. 
 
    The way that she handled her power was subtle and whimsical. And she seemed so normal. And everything about the procedure seemed safe. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time,” I protested feebly. 
 
    “No worries. It only takes a few minutes. The boring video takes up more time than the procedure.” 
 
    It may have been an impulsive, emotional decision, but I smiled and decided, “Let’s do it!”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    “Great!” Xinzia exclaimed and after I told her I would undergo the electrical enhancement procedure. “Give me your hands and I’ll get started. I think you made the right decision. You’ll feel so much safer around town after you have this done.” 
 
    Xinzia began a process very similar to the one on my face, but this time on my fingers and the palms of my hands. 
 
    “Can it be done anywhere else?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “Technically, I suppose that it would work anywhere on your skin. However, right now it’s only been approved for hands. You wouldn’t believe the crazy places that people have asked us to give them electrical enhancements! But I’d rather keep my job and avoid legal punishments, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I didn’t exactly know what she meant, but it didn’t matter. As Xinzia painlessly ran the machine over my hands, I began having second thoughts, worrying that I had made a bad decision. There I was, in the future, voluntarily having a needless and superficial medical procedure when I should’ve been focused on getting to Sebastius in time. However, I reminded myself that this enhancement might be able to help us to gain access to him. Then it would be worth it. 
 
    “Whoops,” Xinzia said while peeling the thin sheets from my hands. She separated each sheet into two, peeling them apart from each other like tape that is stuck to itself. “The sheets were accidentally double layered.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, concerned. 
 
    “Nothing,” she assured me. “It shouldn’t make any difference. Go ahead, give it a try.” 
 
    Holding my hands up, my heart beat heavily as I wondered what it would feel like and if it would hurt or shock me. Concentrating, I tried to force electricity out of my fingers. Nothing happened. I focused intently. Still nothing. 
 
    “Hold your hands closer together,” Xinzia suggested. 
 
    I tried again. Nothing. I held my hands near each other, focused on them like they were something besides just hands, the entire time feeling like I was being punked. 
 
    “I don’t think it worked,” I said. 
 
    “You’re probably overthinking it,” she explained. “But the power is in your genes now. Just give it time.” 
 
    Faro popped his head around the corner of a partition, his blood red eyes startling me. “Oh, honey, don’t worry about it. It just takes some getting used to. It took my friend Jarmel months to master his electrical enhancement. But one day when somebody tried to steal his ionic trans-replicator it just worked all of the sudden. And well, let’s just say that thief didn’t stand a chance! Now Jarmel can turn the lights in his house on and off without even saying a word.” Faro made a waving gesture with his hand, demonstrating the motion of electrifying the room. 
 
    As Faro stepped away again, Xinzia backed up from the table, allowing me room to stand up. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. It felt like I should sign a waiver or something. “Isn’t there an instruction manual or something?” 
 
    She gave me a confused look. “You mean, like on paper?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “No, sorry. You’re good to go. But it was so nice to meet you, B. Thanks for coming in today. Recommend us to your friends, and if you ever have another injury, please stop back. You can’t just walk around in public with visible wounds.” 
 
    I thanked her and wandered onto the sidewalk. Xinzia too stepped outside to seek out new customers as they passed by, promoting the electrical enhancement procedure to as many as possible. Spotting Erik’s head above the crowd, I walked a half-block to where they were waiting for me, following behind a woman with eight legs like a spider—and a different name brand shoe on each foot. 
 
    The irritated tone of Erik’s voice traveled easily over the crowd. “No, it’s impossible. You can’t design artificial intelligence without electricity.” 
 
    Durango argued, sounding equally annoyed. “I not only can, but I have. Her name was Scorpio.” 
 
    “Then you’re a liar. And that makes me wonder if you made up the whole prince thing too.” 
 
    “What’s all this about?” I asked sharply. 
 
    Omaha threw her hands in the air. “They’ve been like this for the past ten minutes. It all started when they saw a news briefing from a king—or what do you call him? The president?” 
 
    “Well regardless of what started it, it needs to stop. Now. We have to focus on getting to Sebastius and stopping him.” 
 
    “You look much better,” Durango said as he turned from Erik to me. He caressed my healed cheek. “How does it feel?” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “The process took away the tenderness too. It’s a really impressive technology.” Since I couldn’t show off my new electric abilities yet, I didn’t tell them about my frivolous procedure—especially after having just explained that we needed to keep our focus on our assignment. Just like Faro’s friend, I would figure out how it worked soon enough and tell them then. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Erik said, examining my face. “I can’t believe that they can alter your genes to heal you in the time it takes to get Latte at Starbucks.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how it works,” I said. “But it was painless and quick.” 
 
    “Actually,” Erik contributed, “the link between genetics and healing is around in our time too. They just haven’t figured out how to apply it yet. I did some research last night and learned that they’ve isolated something in our genes—I think it was the p21 protein—that relates to healing. They’ve even been able to heal mice without scars, and regrow their appendages. It was really only a matter of time before there was an application for humans.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s how they heal people,” Omaha said as she overtly pointed to the man outside the clinic that was testing out his new enhancements earlier. “But what about that!” 
 
    The man was now confidently shooting a streak of electricity back and forth between his hands. It was the first any of them had seen of electrical enhancements. 
 
    Erik’s eyes got wide. “That is so cool! Maia didn’t say that they could do things like that. I mean, I understand the premise behind genetic healing and youth. And even using animal or plant genes to change your looks. But that?” 
 
    Omaha stared in awe. “I would so get that done if I had any future-money. But I bet it’s expensive.” 
 
    I countered, “Probably not as much as you’d think.” Turning to Durango, I saw that he was staring at the man with his brow furrowed and a blank look on his face. “Hey, Durango, what do you think about that?” 
 
    “I’d rather see a zombie than see that,” he said, revolted. I almost thought he was joking, recalling his strong reaction to lighthearted zombie movies. But it was Durango. He was serious. I couldn’t understand why he was so averse to it. But as he shuddered, I wondered if I had made a mistake having the procedure done. Was I really worse than a zombie to him? 
 
    “A zombie?” Erik said. “Who said anything about zombies?” 
 
    “They eat your brains,” Durango told him, appalled. 
 
    “That’s gross,” Omaha said. “I’ll eat a lot of things, but not people’s brains.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Erik said. “I was worried that you might’ve thought my brain would be extra tasty since I aced my SATs.” 
 
    She wondered alout, “What’s an SAT?” 
 
    “For real,” I interrupted, asking Durango, “Are you serious? Why on earth would being able to form electricity on your hands be worse than a zombie?” 
 
    “Why are we even talking about zombies?” Erik interjected. 
 
    Durango answered me, “Healing is a natural process. And youth is something that we all have at one point in our lives. But lizard skin, or blue skin, or electricity hands… that’s like the Twilight Temple clerics. It’s unnatural. And it’s disgusting.” 
 
    My heart sank. I was worse than a zombie. I would have to hide my new genetically enhanced powers forever. Guilt washed over me—why had I so impulsively agreed to that procedure? Trying to remain positive, I reminded myself that the electricity didn’t even work when I had tried. I reasoned that maybe I had gotten a faulty electrical enhancement kit. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Omaha asked me. “You’re looking pale.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a problem with the healing,” Durango suggested. “Sit down and rest.” 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any side effects,” Erik contested. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, realizing that I could be fine because if I never tried to use the enhancement again, then it might be like I didn’t have even it. Yes, that’s what I would do—I would never use the enhancement. It would be as though it never happened. “I’m fine,” I repeated. 
 
    “No,” Durango insisted. “We should take a minute for you to rest.” 
 
    Omaha pointed down the street. “There’s a park over there.” 
 
    Treating me like I was a child just learning how to walk, Durango and Erik each held onto one of my arms to help get me to the park. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I insisted, breaking free of their stiflingly helpful hands. 
 
    “Hey!” Omaha said to us as she led the way. “It’s a flinger park!” 
 
    We looked at the sign near the park entrance. Showing a picture of someone throwing a disc into a basket, the sign read, ‘Ironbound Disc Golf Course’.               
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    “A new course?” Erik said excitedly as he looked at the disc golf baskets scattered across Ironbound Park. 
 
    “We need to let Bea rest,” Durango said. “Come on, let’s go sit in that small open-air home over there. It appears to be vacant.” 
 
    “We call that a gazebo,” Erik informed him emphatically. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I told Durango for the third time. He was really making too big of a deal over what was nothing more than a brief moment of lightheadedness. And I knew the reason why I had the moment—but I couldn’t tell Durango that it was because I’d had a procedure done that made me worse than a brain-eating zombie. 
 
    “It overlooks a pond!” Omaha said about the gazebo, which was located just off the busy road that we had been walking down. 
 
    Erik looked longingly at the course, his tone defeated. “Fine, we can all rest in the gazebo like a bunch of preschoolers at naptime.” 
 
    The park was empty, and I sat on one of the bench seats that wrapped gracefully around the inside of the gazebo. There was a pair of well-groomed vines growing up the walls of the round structure. The roof was tall with an eloquent spire in the center. However, like Erik, my eyes drifted from the charming gazebo to all of the stainless steel baskets dotting the park’s landscape. Ironbound Disc Golf Course was a small local park with short fairways, but there was something irresistible about playing a new course. I could see that one of the holes straddled the pond, surely causing some newer players to lose their discs in the water. A couple of others had precarious trees to avoid. And off in the distance were some unexpected elevation changes, making for a surprisingly fun-looking nine-hole course. 
 
    “This place is so pretty,” Omaha commented while twirling a peony flower that she’d plucked as we had cut across the park on our way to the gazebo. She inhaled the flower’s sweet aroma deeply before adding, “I wish we could stay all day.” 
 
    “You should keep hydrated,” Durango suggested to me, scrutinizing my face for even the slightest indication of illness. 
 
    He and Omaha made their way to the pond to use the iodine tablets to make drinking water while Erik sorted through our food supply. 
 
    “We should play,” I told Erik, turning his attention away from the course. 
 
    “Maybe after Durango quits fawning over you.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I repeated. “I just had a moment.” 
 
    “I know that. I’ve been with you when you get dehydrated or overheated on a course. I can tell if it’s something serious or not,” Erik said as he held up a handful of beef jerky and tubes filled with peanuts. “Why did Maia pack all this? Does she think that we’re truck drivers or something?” 
 
    “Didn’t you read her report?” I joked. “It said we’re supposed to drive a semi-trailer into the Twilight headquarters.” 
 
    “I read it,” he quipped. “And we’re supposed to look for Sebastius inside with his thumb out so we can pick him up like a hitchhiker.” 
 
    “Dibs on not driving. I haven’t been able to pass my CDL!” 
 
    “Makes sense. You probably wouldn’t be able to see over the dash!” He craned his neck like he was trying to see over my head. 
 
    Laughing, I swatted his arm. “It’s like that cheesy horror movie where they picked up the hitchhikers to torture them!” 
 
    Erik laughed. “That’s probably where Maia got the idea from.” 
 
    “What idea?” Durango asked as he brought us some safe water. 
 
    I thought about trying to explain our sarcastic banter to him, but I didn’t even know where to begin. “We were just joking around,” I said. 
 
    After an awkward silence, Erik offered, “Want a meat stick?” 
 
    Durango gladly ate it, proclaiming, “Maia sure knows how to pick good food. You should see what she had delivered to my hotel room.” 
 
    After I ate a chalky meal replacement bar that claimed to be lemon cupcake flavored and tried not to think about the supposedly purified pond water that I drank, Durango was finally convinced that I was alright. 
 
    “I guess we should go to the temple now,” Durango said. 
 
    “Maia said we shouldn’t get there until dusk,” Erik countered. “And it’s just a few blocks up the road.” 
 
    Looking to the sky, I determined that it was still early enough in the afternoon. We had time. 
 
    “We should still check it out right away,” Durango argued. “So we’ll know what we’re up against.” 
 
    “I think we’ve got time,” Erik asserted. “And Bea and I want to play disc golf.” I didn’t like that Erik put me in that position. 
 
    “Is that what you want, Bea?” Durango asked. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I don’t mind staying here a while,” Omaha said. “There are baby ducks!” 
 
    “Fine,” Durango conceded. 
 
    With a mischievous and triumphant grin, Erik reached his hand toward me. “You’ve got a disc?” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” I asked Durango. 
 
    “No. In fact, I’d like to play too, if that’s alright with the two of you.” 
 
    Erik tossed his blue sequined jacket on the gazebo bench and led us to the first hole. We left Omaha with strict instructions not to wander off—although, she was so enamored by the ducklings that I couldn’t imagine her finding something that she would rather do than watch them. I hoped the ducklings wouldn’t wander out of view. 
 
    I teased, “Are you sure you want to leave something as valuable as that jacket behind? Someone might steal it.” 
 
    “I did think it might be useful while we play since the sun shining off those sequins could blind you,” he suggested. 
 
    Trying to contribute to our joviality, Durango added, “Erik’s correct, you might miss your mark if you’re blinded.” 
 
    Neither of us knew how to respond to that—although I’m sure a few mocking comments passed through Erik’s mind. Before he could say one, I ended the conversation. “Well, I’m glad you left it behind then.” 
 
    Even though I had taken a little time to help Durango throw and aim a disc, I realized that he had never actually played on an authentic disc golf course and had no idea of the scoring or rules. Erik had little patience for explaining basic terms such as par and tee pad so he went ahead and played the first basket before us while I explained the basics. True to form, Durango’s strength really shined through as he overshot the first basket. But, as expected, it took him several throws to actually sink the put. 
 
    The third hole was especially fun. The fairway banked left with a copse of trees off to the right, waiting to overtake any overzealous players—Durango landed right in the middle of it. I was so close to a hole in one on that basket, but in the end I got tripped up by an unexpected gust of wind that took my disc just slightly off course. 
 
    Throughout the course, Durango tried especially hard to best Erik. It was obvious that he wasn’t used to being beaten in competitions of any sort. Nonetheless, Durango’s strength and determination weren’t a match for Erik’s years of practice and honed skill. By the sixth basket, I was winning, Erik was close behind me, and Durango trailed by five throws—which wasn’t actually that bad considering his lack of experience. The game seemed to drag since we only had one regulation disc and had to alternate using it. 
 
    By the seventh basket, the wind had picked up and I could see a storm with dark clouds approaching. It looked like we would barely have time to play the final few holes. Hopefully the storm would pass before we had to head to the Twilight office. The eighth hole was the one that curved around the edge of the pond. I made the basket in two throws with my first shot arcing perfectly over the edge of the water, then curving back and dropping about five feet from the basket. 
 
    “You’d better not hit one of those ducks!” Omaha scolded Durango as he got ready to play the hole. 
 
    He swung his arm back and let out a wild throw that took the disc right into the pond—fortunately nowhere near the ducks. With the extra boost of a wind gust, it landed basically in the very center of the pond. 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” Erik said critically. “You just lost Bea’s disc.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “It wasn’t even a good one.” 
 
    “I’ll go get it for you,” Durango offered, marching toward the water. 
 
    “No,” I told him. “It’s not worth it, really. I’ve got a dozen discs back home just like that one.” 
 
    The wind had grown steadily, the sky was darkening, and lightning flashed nearby—the heavy storm clouds were soon going to let loose on us. 
 
    As a particularly close lightning bolt hit and the thunder clapped loudly, Omaha yelped and ran toward us, asking, “What was that?” 
 
    “Thunder?” Erik asked before remembering that Omaha and Durango’s world didn’t have lightning. “Don’t worry. That’s lightning and thunder. It happens when the rain clouds have electrical charges that-” 
 
    The rain began to fall in sporadic but heavy drops, so I interrupted, “Let’s get in the gazebo to wait out the rain.” To avoid the raindrops, I hurried into the gazebo and the others followed after me. I held up Erik’s jacket. “Fortunately we’re out of the rain. But unfortunately, nobody stole your sequined monstrosity.” 
 
    He snatched it out of my hand and put it on. “I’m actually getting used to it. It makes me feel like an authentic disco dancer.” He showed off his best disco moves and Omaha laughed. 
 
    “I think you’re still a counterfeit disco dancer,” I informed him. 
 
    Oblivious to our frivolity, Durango looked toward the darkening sky and suggested, “We should head to the Twilight Office so we can see it before it gets too dark.” 
 
    As Erik and Durango bickered about the urgency of our mission, I observed the people on the street. They were walking faster, some jogging, trying to get wherever they were going before the impending downpour. 
 
    Then, with anti-climactic subtlety, everything in the world was transformed. The first thing to change was the rhythmic sound of the city. The ambient noise tapered off, leaving everything else unfiltered, like the treble was turned way up and the bass was off. All at once, everything powered by electricity shut off. Digital billboards went black. Street lights and businesses went dark. Cars came to a grinding halt. You could practically feel the electricity evaporating into the air. Everyone on the busy street stopped in their tracks, looking up at the sky and around at the world that froze in place before their eyes. They quietly and patiently waited for society to restart, as if it would turn back on as suddenly as it had shut off. 
 
    These people had no idea that the electricity was never coming back and that losing power was just the beginning—their world had just changed forever.               
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    The sky, I noticed, no longer produced lightning and I realized it had really happened; all of the electricity in the world had been stifled forever. And the backwards way of the yellow timerift finally made sense. 
 
    Omaha commented, “I thought Maia said the power wouldn’t go out until just before midnight.” 
 
    “The Legends aren’t crystal clear about things,” Erik defended. “She had to base some of today’s timeline on assumptions.” 
 
    “Well, she was right that it would happen today,” I observed. “That’s probably more than I could’ve deduced from them.” 
 
    As we took in the scene, we stood solemnly, knowing we were watching history unfold before us. The rain started to fall heavily. While the street had been crowded and the sidewalk busy, the people were quickly dissipating, rushing into darkened businesses and trying to find shelter in stopped cars. 
 
    After a prolonged silence, Erik offered, “I’m glad we’re off the street in case the people start rioting.” 
 
    Everyone seemed confused but civil. However, Erik’s comment seemed to be a valid one. I could’ve imagined things deteriorating quickly once everyone realized that all of the technology that they so heavily relied on was permanently broken. 
 
    Erik stepped up to the gazebo railing and looked across the pond. “I can’t believe how quickly the power went out. He sure didn’t give us much warning.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “Durango’s great, great grandfather.” 
 
    Durango retorted, “I already told you, that wasn’t King Charr the First.” 
 
    I asked Erik, “Wait, so you saw the vice president?” 
 
    “Charron is president now,” Erik corrected. 
 
    “That’s right. The lady at the clinic said he’s the president. When did you see him?” 
 
    “While you were in the clinic, a hologram of the president came on the billboards and gave a briefing. He said that all planes had been grounded as a precaution, and that everyone should expect a brief interruption in electricity. He claimed that only the targeted countries would have permanently ruined electronics.” 
 
    I turned toward Durango. “And you say that President Charron wasn’t King Charr the First?” 
 
    “Correct. Growing up in the Royal Castle, I saw the painting of King Charr the First every day of my life. That man from the moving picture wasn’t him.” 
 
    Erik argued, “Maia was right about the genetic manipulation. She was right about fashions of the day. She was right when she said that the electricity would go out at some point today. I’m pretty sure that she was also right when she put together that Charron is Charr.” 
 
    Durango said firmly, with finality. “It wasn’t him. And she wasn’t right about when the power would go out.” 
 
    Erik rolled his eyes and mumbled under his breath. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t do anything about Charron anyway. The electricity is gone and…” I tried to remember how Maia had said it. “And the earth’s magnetic poles are shifting and there will be floods and earthquakes and typhoons, and whatever else.” 
 
    “And millions of people are going to die is what else,” Erik added. 
 
    “Right, but we can’t do anything about that. Right now we just need to stop Sebastius and go home.” 
 
    “And to do that,” Erik pointed out, “we need to go to the office. The power outage caused the cameras to go out and the door alarms to shut off. Right now is when we should act, before they regroup their security team.” 
 
    Reluctant to leave the relative safety of our shelter, I said, “I suppose that’s the best idea.” 
 
    “Well, I agree that we should check it out now, but Maia said we shouldn’t actually go in until dark,” Durango pointed out. 
 
    Erik replied, “That was just so that we could sneak in under the cover of darkness. This moment of panic is a way better time. She just didn’t think of it.” 
 
    As much as he wanted to, Durango couldn’t argue with Erik’s logic. It did make sense to see if we could get in before they implemented any post-electricity security measures. 
 
    The heavy part of the thunderstorm had passed and the rain slowed to a light drizzle. I looked at Durango and he nodded in agreement. 
 
    Then I noticed that Omaha wasn’t with us anymore. “Where’s Omaha?” 
 
    Erik pointed to the pond, where she stood knee deep in the water, soaked from both the rain and from trying to pick up the ducklings. Despite everything going on, and despite the dangerous assignment that we were about to embark on, she was laughing and playing like it was a day at the beach. Omaha seemed entirely oblivious to the monumental events occurring around us. 
 
    “Why did we bring her again?” I asked rhetorically. 
 
    “To remind us what we’re trying to save,” Erik answered flatly. 
 
    “Omaha,” Durango called. “Get over here. It’s time to go.” 
 
    “But they’re so cute!” she yelled back as the mother duck squawked at her. 
 
    The sidewalks were markedly less crowded, as many people were still hidden away, having taken shelter from the brief storm. The few people we did pass, however, were frantic and confused. One man stopped us and emphatically told us that it was the end of the world—he wasn’t entirely wrong. 
 
    We overheard people asking one another why they thought it was taking so long for the electricity to come back on. Some insisted that they knew that the electricity wouldn’t restart. “That’s how an EMP works,” one man asserted. Since the rain had abated, slowly people began getting out of their cars, while others remained trapped inside due to paralyzed electric locks. 
 
    “My enhancements are gone!” one other man exclaimed wildly, shaking his hands and staring at them. 
 
    “Mine too,” another person called to him from across the street while arcing his hands together like the man outside the clinic had. 
 
    I examined my hands. The elimination of electricity brought me a little relief in one sense; it seemed that I wouldn’t have to worry that my electrical enhancement procedure wouldn’t come between Durango and me. Although, it also meant that I wouldn’t be able to use that power to help us break into the Twilight Corporation. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Omaha asked innocently. 
 
    “Me? Oh, nothing.” I jammed my hands into my oversized jacket pockets. Erik shot me a puzzled look, which I pointedly ignored. 
 
    It was easy to observe the growing unease among the populace. Unable to accomplish anything in the darkness of the high-rise buildings, people began huddling in groups in front of the buildings, trying to make sense of the chaos. It was hard to imagine that these people who could heal serious wounds in a matter of seconds were now unable to even send a text message or watch a movie. 
 
    As we walked the final blocks to the Twilight headquarters office, I began to reiterate the facts as Maia had understood and explained them. 
 
    “According to the Emergence Legends, it’s supposed to be at midnight, just after the blackout, that Sebastius becomes the Immortal One.” 
 
    “Meaning,” Erik elucidated, “that tonight he will use their genetic fusion capabilities to combine his thoughts with theirs, if we don’t stop him.” 
 
    “Right. And Maia says that afterwards he hunkers down in the Twilight Temple for forty days while the earth shifts and causes all sorts of destruction.” 
 
    Durango added, “Unless we stop him first.” 
 
    “Right. So we need to break in, find Sebastius and either destroy the technology, or bring him back with us, or stop him in some other way.” 
 
    Erik also pointed out, “And I can’t imagine he would think that we could’ve figured out his plan and come after him so quickly. So we’ll have the element of surprise.” 
 
    Based on the addresses, we were getting close. 
 
    Omaha then asked, “What does the Twilight office look like?” 
 
    As we rounded a building, we all stopped. I pointed at a angular structure that sat back from the road. “I’m pretty sure that’s it.” 
 
    A grassy lawn separated us from a giant black pyramid. The surface was glossy and smooth, but otherwise it mimicked the Twilight Temple outside of Breslenbrug. 
 
    “A Twilight Temple,” Omaha said soberly. 
 
    “It’s not a temple,” I assured her. “It’s just an office.” 
 
    “And clerics too?” Durango added with a tinge of alarm in his voice. I turned to see at least twenty Twilight Temple clerics crossing the street right for us. They were unmistakable—their skin was unnaturally pale, their eyes were blood red, and each of them had a different set of geometric patterns on their faces. They were even wearing black, just like the ones in the yellow timerift. The mere sight of them sent shivers down my spine.               
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    “It can’t be,” I croaked, my eyes locked on the group of Twilight Temple clerics approaching us. “The clerics don’t exist yet.” 
 
    I started backing up and Omaha read my mind: “We should get out of here.” 
 
    Durango protectively stood in front of us. 
 
    Erik, having never seen the clerics in person—or been abducted by them like I had—didn’t understand the threat that they posed. “What’s the problem? They’re no worse than lizard man.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I told him, the panic rising in my voice. “These are the temple clerics from the yellow timerift. They aren’t supposed to exist yet." 
 
    Boldly, Erik called to them lightheartedly as they passed us by, “Hey, are you guys supporting some sports team? Like the New Jersey Devils or something?” 
 
    I expected them to hiss back at him in typical cleric voices. Instead, one of the men chuckled and spoke in a regular human voice, “It’s the annual Twilight Corporation employee masquerade party at the convention center down the street. Every year we transform into matching designs. Marqis Wise picked out this enchanting look himself.” He even did an inelegant pirouette to show off the complete costume. 
 
    Another man that had been genetically altered to look like a cleric drunkenly added, “Free food and free booze: this company is the best! You should get a job here.” 
 
    Then the first man said with a tinge of regret in his voice, “If the power hadn’t gone out, we would’ve been there all night.” His buddy turned and high-fived him as they continued on their way. 
 
    “Party continues back at the office!” another man exclaimed loudly before tipping back a bottle. 
 
    “Woohoo!” a couple of other raucous guys replied. 
 
    Most of the Twilight employees were laughing and having a good time like the power outage hadn’t just ruined their party. Ten more of them were waiting to cross the street toward us, and another four were even farther down the sidewalk. 
 
    “They smelled strongly of Ambrale,” Durango noted. 
 
    “Yeah it seems like they’ve all had their share of something. But their teeth weren’t filed into points,” I added. “So that’s good.” 
 
    “It’s weird that they looked so much like temple clerics,” Omaha thought. 
 
    Erik corrected her. “It’s no coincidence.” 
 
    I agreed. “They are the reason that the temple clerics look the way they do. Sebastius is going to merge his consciousness with the Twilight employees.” 
 
    Erik pointed to the temple, where the men stood in a group on the parking lot side of the building. Additional employees were filtering out of the building, likely as an emergency response since the power had gone out. “Security is talking to them. We should see if we can sneak in a fire escape door or something like that.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said. “Let’s walk around back.” 
 
    Crossing to the other side of the pyramid, we avoided the building’s main entrance and also the crowds outside of the employee entrance. On the far side of the pyramid was a service road that only had dumpsters, recycling and mechanical equipment. 
 
    “Door number one, number two, or number three?” Erik asked. Along the back side of the building there were three doors that simply read, Do Not Block. 
 
    “I can’t see that it would matter,” Durango said, walking up to the closest door, knife in hand. 
 
    He spent a minute wedging his knife along the doorframe without any results. 
 
    “Want me to give it a try?” Erik taunted. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Durango insisted, pounding the butt of his knife with his fist. The door made a popping sound and swung open loosely. 
 
    “The prince does it again!” Erik mocked with an exaggerated bow. 
 
    Durango ignored him and peeked inside the doorway. “There’s nobody in here. It looks safe.” 
 
    We entered the temple, and it wasn’t as dark as I had expected. The shiny black exterior walls of the pyramid were actually windowpanes, so shaded light filled the room. The four of us were in the corner of a large, desolated cafeteria. 
 
    “We should stay along the walls and keep quiet in case any security come through here,” I suggested. 
 
    We walked along the edge of the room until we found a door that led into a more secure employee area of the building. The door, typically locked unless an employee electronically gained access, swung open easily. 
 
    “This is almost too easy,” Durango whispered. 
 
    Erik disputed, “They don’t have power. What would you expect?” 
 
    “Here’s a map on the wall,” Omaha pointed out. 
 
    The map, which clearly indicated emergency exits and routes, showed the layout of the floor and also the building in general. We were on the ground floor, which was for visitors, human resources, and employee off-duty areas such as a gym and the cafeteria. The next nine floors, each smaller than the one below it, were where the employees worked. The eleventh floor had corporate offices and the twelfth was the CEO’s office. 
 
    Erik pointed to the twelfth floor. “That’s where we need to go. If Sebastius is here, that’s where he’ll probably be.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I suggested. 
 
    Having memorized the map, Erik led the way to an elevator bay that sat directly in the middle of the pyramid-shaped building. Beside the elevator was a stairwell. Unlike the rest of the areas, which had some ambient light filtering in from the outside, the stairwell was completely dark. Even though the electrical enhancements were billed for personal protection, I wondered idly whether I would’ve been able to use my hands to light the way if the EMP hadn’t disabled electricity. Slowly and cautiously, the four of us made our way in the darkness up toward the top floor. 
 
    Six flights up, we heard voices above us and darted out of the stairwell and into the workspace before the employee—or security officer—spotted us. Silently hiding by the inoperable elevators, we listened for any indication that they had moved on, but the solid door between us and the stairwell prevented any sounds from passing through. 
 
    Omaha’s voice startled us. “What does classified mean?” 
 
    She was standing outside of an enclosed office about twenty feet from the elevators, looking through a window in the office’s door. 
 
    “It means you shouldn’t be looking at it,” I told her sternly. Then, out of curiosity, I asked, “Why? What does it say?” 
 
    She stood on her tiptoes, trying to get a better look at the classified information that she was spying on. She had her goggles on as she said, “I think it says Genetic Fusion Product… No, wait. It says Classified Information - Genetic Fusion Project – Destroy after reading.” 
 
    Erik darted toward her. “Let me look. That could be information about how Sebastius fuses his consciousness with the employees.” Durango and I followed, as Erik peered through the glass and noted, “There’s a manila folder with writing on it, but I can’t read it at all.” 
 
    Omaha snapped the goggles off her face and turned the lenses in different directions while she explained, “That’s because you don’t have these. They magnify the print.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked Omaha. “Did you really see some classified information?” 
 
    “Yes,” she insisted. 
 
    Erik decided, “We should check it out. It might be information that pertains to Sebastius’s plan.” 
 
    I looked around the floor that we were on. The area was completely silent and empty of people, and without power there wouldn’t be any sort of alarm. So there wasn’t any reason why we wouldn’t be able to break into the office and see if the folder had any pertinent information in it. 
 
    Erik kicked the door hard. Twice. But it didn’t budge. 
 
    “Allow me,” Durango said, his knife at the ready. 
 
    “I can get it,” Erik insisted, giving a third futile kick. 
 
    “We don’t have all day,” I told Erik. “And it isn’t a competition, so just let Durango handle it.” 
 
    Erik huffed and stepped back from the door. “Be my guest, Prince Charr.” 
 
    In under a minute, we were standing inside the office. Erik flipped through the folder, reading a section here and there. The aroma of stale coffee filled the space, as an unfinished mug sat on the office desk. The worker probably left it when security made everyone evacuate after the power didn’t come back on. 
 
    “Well?” I urged. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Erik said, his mind focused on what he was reading. Under his breath, he whispered occasional words like, “Weaponized. International. Militarization.” 
 
    “Can you just tell us what it says?” I asked, impatiently. 
 
    He read for a few more seconds before lowering the folder, his eyes wide. “For one thing, the Twilight Corporation provided their genetics technology to foreign countries to be used in warfare. It looks like they developed enhancements for people like that lightning-fist guy we saw earlier, but far more deadly.” 
 
    “It’s no surprise,” I said. “Most corporations will do anything for money. They probably just sold it to the highest bidder.” 
 
    Erik turned his attention back to the pages, his eyes plastered to the report as he said slowly, “But that’s not it. According to this, Twilight gave it away. Not sold it, they gave it away in order to start a war.” He looked up, like he just realized the plot twist in a great book. “I think they were just doing it all in order to provoke the president into using the EMP satellites! He had to find a way to disarm the weaponized soldiers.” 
 
    “They did all that just to get rid of the electricity?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Erik said. “Twilight was behind it all.” 
 
    I looked around at the dim offices surrounding us. “It looks like their plan worked.” 
 
    “And I’m not sure what it’s referring to here, but the Twilight Corporation was also involved in developing something called Core Shifting Technology that somehow relates. I don’t know… There isn’t enough information here for it to all make sense.” 
 
    “Can we go now?” Durango asked, mindlessly unsheathing and resheathing the largest knife on his belt. “If Sebastius is at the top of this pyramid, I want to find him before he makes himself a god.” 
 
    Omaha, now bored with the classified information and world domination talk, agreed. “Yeah, I’m ready to go now.” 
 
    After checking that the stairwell was empty, we continued climbing to the top floor—since the rest of the building had been emptied, I didn’t really expect to find Sebastius up there. 
 
    I was mistaken. 
 
    Sebastius and another man sat across the room from us, lounging leisurely in a pair of large upholstered leather chairs. He turned as the heavy stairwell door opened and grinned as he spoke to us calmly. 
 
    “What took you so long? I was beginning to think you weren’t going to make it in time.”               
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    The top floor office was rectangular in shape, with the elevator and stairwell located in one of the corners. The walls angled to a point above the center of the room, and they were all tinted glass that afforded stunning views and provided an ample amount of natural light despite the gray skies outside. 
 
    As soon as we saw Sebastius, Erik and I immediately reacted. Without thinking, each of us retrieved one of the discs that Maia specially designed for us and let them fly towards the enemy across the room. Both were on a deadly trajectory, but Sebastius didn’t flinch. Instead, halfway between him and us, the sharp metal discs stopped in midair as though they’d hit a force field. Mine bounced back toward us, while Erik’s fell to the floor with a ting. 
 
    “Didn’t see the bulletproof glass between us, did you?” Sebastius asked, the sound of his voice slightly muffled from the inconspicuous barrier. 
 
    Before we could decide whether to try a different attack or retreat, six security guards seemed to materialize from nowhere. They rushed out of the stairwell, tackling us. Three of them had to put forth great effort to restrain Durango, while one each was sufficient for the rest of us. 
 
    As it turned out, the twelfth floor was divided by clear glass into four distinct spaces. The security team removed our belts, including with our weapons and the Initiator, and locked us into one of the glass rooms. It had been cleared of all furniture, and without our weapons, it was impenetrable. Sebastius and the man he had been sitting with leisurely approached us. 
 
    Introducing us, Sebastius said, “Marqis, these are the pests that I told you about. Pests, this is a new friend of mine, Marqis Wise, the founder and CEO of the Twilight Corporation—soon to be promoted to the position of the Founding High Priest of the Twilight Temple.” 
 
    Marqis had short black hair and a pointy nose. It seemed impossible that he was old enough to be the founder of anything other than a neighborhood lemonade stand. He stood beside Sebastius like a zealous sidekick, ready to do his bidding at any opportunity. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” I pleaded. 
 
    Erik reasoned with Marqis: “Sebastius wants to use your technology to take over your employees. He wants to fuse consciousness with them.” 
 
    Marqis nodded. “I know. That’s why I created the technology.” 
 
    “But…” Erik stammered. “But why?” 
 
    It was perplexing to see Marqis explain in a clear, youthful voice, “I’m eighty-six years old. My work in genetics has been revolutionary thanks to Sebastius. His funding through the Merola Firm has led me to live a life of fame, riches and health that I’d never dreamed of. Who could’ve imagined that I could relive my youth for the past forty years? But, because of Sebastius, that is exactly what I’ve done. So, now, it doesn’t seem like that big of a favor to let him use the technology that he funded this one time.” 
 
    Erik countered, “But he’s going to be fused with all of your employees. They’ll lose all sense of self and become like mindless puppets under his control.” 
 
    “So dramatic,” Sebastius commented. 
 
    Marqis explained, “Look out the window. See that? That’s New York City on the horizon.” 
 
    Our eyes turned to the panoramic view before us. As promised, a conglomeration of buildings was featured on the horizon. Due to its unique location in midtown, I was able to identify the Empire State Building. 
 
    “That will all be destroyed,” Marqis continued. “Along with thousands of other cities just like it. This is a momentous time.” Marqis stepped up to the windows and looked toward the city, his tone turning sober. “Some would say it’s the end of the world.” His eyes dropped to his shoes for a moment before looking directly in my eyes, and announcing triumphantly, “But I say it’s only a beginning. My developments in genetic fusion aren’t going to be used simply to control my employees. I treat my employees like family, and I wouldn’t do something that harms them. No, instead, Sebastius and I are going to protect them. Protect them from the judgement that the rest of this world is about to face.” 
 
    Sebastius cut in, tempering Marqis’s impassioned explanation. “You see, most people recognize the shape of this building as a pyramid. But Bea should know more than anyone else, that there is more to a Twilight building than you can see from above ground.” 
 
    “There’s a basement?” I asked, unsure of the significance. 
 
    “Not just a basement. The entire building is shaped like a diamond, with half of it underground. At the base of the diamond is a secure, underground shelter where Marqis, myself, and all of the future Twilight Temple clerics can safely ride out the destruction of the planet.” 
 
    As if on cue, a violent earthquake shook the earth. For ten seconds, the entire building jostled to stay upright amidst the rocking ground below it. In the furnished rooms around us, lamps crashed, items fell off of desks, a shelf toppled forward and crashed onto the floor. 
 
    Calmly, Sebastius pointed to the New York City skyline and whispered to Marqis. I turned in time to see three or four buildings collapse before my eyes. I actually got to witness the moment when the Empire State Building became the Empire State artifact. All of the hard work that my father had put into helping create the iconic and beloved symbol of New York was wiped away in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “That earthquake emphasizes the need for us to head to the safety of the downstairs bunker and get started on my procedure,” Sebastius said. 
 
    “What about us?” Durango scowled. 
 
    “Are you going to kill us?” I asked. 
 
    He glanced at the destruction on the horizon and said villainously, “I could, but given a little bit of time, I’m certain that issue will work itself out. In the meantime, I thought you might rather enjoy watching the end of the planet as you know it. There really isn’t a better view in all the world, I can guarantee it.” Sebastius slowly examined our belts, which were scattered on the ground around him, settling on mine. He removed the Initiator. “And Bea, truly, it’s a shame that you didn’t just give me your Initiator in 1930. You wouldn’t have had to be here for any of this. And to think that you dragged your friends along too. Such a pity.” 
 
    Sebastius told two of the security guards to remain and keep an eye on us until he called for them to head down to the bunker. The other four left with him and Marqis. 
 
    “Can we get out?” I asked, the moment that Sebastius disappeared into the stairwell. 
 
    Durango tested the door. “Without my knife, I can’t even attempt to force this lock.” 
 
    Erik looked at Durango’s muscular arms. “Can’t you just tear down the walls like Wreck-It-Ralph?” 
 
    Durango pounded the glass with his fist, causing a deep thunk sound with each hit. “I don’t know Ralph. But this glass is solid. I can’t break it.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t just give up,” Omaha said. 
 
    An increasingly loud hissing sound pushed its way through the building’s angled glass walls. 
 
    Durango asked what we all wondered. “What is that sound?” 
 
    Erik spotted it first. “A tidal wave,” he said, pointing at New York City. “It’s got to be at least 100 feet!” 
 
    It was difficult to spot at first, but then I clearly saw water over the top of most of the smaller buildings in the city—New York City was underwater! The flooding forced its way past the city’s edge, unable to be stopped even by the solid dam of the downtown buildings, and I watched as it rushed in our direction. Entire communities were underwater in a matter of seconds. The destruction was unimaginable. 
 
    I exclaimed with a bit of panic, “Forget stopping Sebastius. If we don’t find a way out of here soon, we’re all going to die.” 
 
    Durango wrapped me comfortingly in his arms. His protective and caring nature eased my anxieties enough to prevent a panic attack. I just gave myself into his embrace, focusing on him and blocking out the outside world. 
 
    “Things seem to have calmed down,” Erik said. 
 
    “The water is even subsiding,” Omaha added. 
 
    Releasing myself from Durango, I realized that a half-hour or more must have passed while I soothed myself in his arms. The sun was very low on the horizon, and Erik and Omaha sat against the window watching the world fall apart before them. 
 
    “Look at that,” Erik pointed out. “The sun isn’t setting in the west. It’s more like southwest. Whatever they did must have not only affected the earth’s magnetic poles but also its rotation.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” I wondered, trying unsuccessfully to determine my cardinal directions. 
 
    “It must be.” 
 
    Below us, people were panic-stricken. From our viewpoint, they looked like ants that had their hill disturbed, seeming to run in circles and crisscross the roads below. 
 
    Erik said grimly, “They’re all looking for answers and for somewhere safe. But they don’t know that outside of the bunker below us, there really aren’t any safe places to be. At least not around here.” 
 
    Durango sat down on the ground beside Omaha, and I joined them. The sun was setting with brilliant streaks of red across the sky. It fittingly symbolized the burning fire of the earth going down in flames all around us. In silence, the four of us watched until the sun finally dropped below the horizon and our glass room was dim due to diminishing natural light and complete lack of electricity to power manufactured lights. 
 
    “You know,” Erik said, surprisingly upbeat. “Sebastius would’ve made a great Batman villain. I mean, he has a flair for the dramatic.” 
 
    I added, “And rather than kill us, he leaves us trapped to watch his schemes unfold before our eyes.” Durango seemed bored and uninterested in our conversation, so I included him. “Batman is a comic book and television character.” 
 
    “I know who Batman is,” he asserted. “I saw him on the image box at the inn.” 
 
    “You mean the television?” Erik harassed. 
 
    I wondered, “When Batman was left to die a slow death, he always found a way to escape and destroy the villain. What’s our way out of here?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, we’re out of options. We’re like fish trying to break free of an aquarium,” Erik said. 
 
    “Getting through the glass wall and door is impossible without any tools,” Durango agreed. 
 
    To an extent, it was nice to finally hear the two of them in agreement on anything. However, I wished that the factor uniting them wasn’t our assured destruction. 
 
    The city below disappeared as darkness advanced outside and our limited visibility left us without any reason to continue staring out the window. We reconsidered any opportunities to break out, and we even tried yelling at the guards standing at the stairwell, whom either ignored us or couldn’t hear us. The conclusion was the same; we were stuck. Again, we sat on the floor, this time in a circle with our feet nearly touching so that we could see each other’s faces. With only the light of the full moon above us in the sky, each of us looked pale and ghostly—a fitting match for how we felt. 
 
    To distract us from our impending deaths, Erik decided to lighten the mood. “Let’s play a game of truth or dare.” 
 
    “Ooh, I love games,” Omaha declared, clapping her hands giddily. “How do you play?” 
 
    “You get challenged, and have to decide whether you want to tell the truth or take on a dare. If you pick truth, then you have to honestly answer whatever question gets asked of you. And if you choose dare, then you have to do whatever crazy stunt the person picks.” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time for childish games,” Durango said. 
 
    I could see Durango’s point, but the idea of a little levity appealed to me at that moment because it kept me distracted from the negativity all around us. 
 
    Omaha nudged him. “Come on, just give it a try.” 
 
    “Just one round,” he insisted. 
 
    “Who starts?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “You go first,” Erik said, stretching the rules a little bit so that the game wouldn’t be over as quickly as Durango wanted it to. “Ask each of us ‘Truth or Dare’, then pick a question or dare for the person.” 
 
    She challenged me first, and I didn’t know what she would ask and worried that somehow my agreeing to have genetic electrical enhancements would come up, so I chose dare. Omaha looked around the room, trying to find something to dare me to do, but our options were limited. She settled on daring me to sing. 
 
    “You once said that you can’t sing, but I never got to hear you try,” she said. 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. I began with the chorus of REM’s It’s the End of the World as we Know it, and garnered a few smiles as I hit the wrong notes. When I couldn’t remember the fast-paced verse and tried freestyling it, everyone cracked up. 
 
    Erik picked truth. Omaha wiped her palms on her blouse, nervous about Erik’s answer. “Do you think you’ve ever really been in love? Like, true love? Like in a movie?” 
 
    “Dare,” Erik changed his answer. 
 
    Durango disputed, “I don’t believe that’s how this game works. You didn’t say that we could pick again if we don’t like the question.” 
 
    “Fine,” Erik said. “Yes. Now let’s move on.” 
 
    The moment was awkward because I knew he was talking about me. And Omaha wished it were her. 
 
    Durango chose dare, and Omaha dared him to kiss me. 
 
    “With pleasure,” Durango said, resting his hand on my cheek as he gave me a long passionate kiss. Again, awkward since we were sitting right next to Erik. 
 
    “Alright,” Erik interrupted Durango’s prolonged dare. “Now I’ll go.” After Durango chose truth, Erik asked him, “Would you rather live in our time or back where you came from?” 
 
    “I’d live wherever Bea wants to,” he said. 
 
    “That didn’t answer the question,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    “Fine. Your world is nice, but if there were peace in Charrbrunia I would rather live there. Life seems simpler and easier back home than in your chaotic world. But either place is better than here.” 
 
    I picked dare again, and Erik dared me to relate something about Durango that irritated me. 
 
    “That’s childish,” I said, referring to his manner of trying to put divisions between us. 
 
    “Nonetheless, it’s the rules of the game,” he said rigidly. 
 
    It might’ve been the last night of our lives and I hardly wanted to say anything that might make Durango feel bad. And looking at him, there was really very little about him that bothered me. Recalling my time in his timerift, there were a few times that I got frustrated with him, so I used those as the basis for my response. 
 
    “Fine. Sometimes he can seem a little bit patronizing.” Then I tempered it. “But he doesn’t mean to. He’s just a very confident and capable person.” 
 
    “You think I’m patronizing?” he asked, falling into Erik’s trap. 
 
    “No,” I retracted. “I mean, sometimes you come across that way. Like when you decided that you would help me get back home, you never even explained what you were doing by selling me to the temple. You just did it.” 
 
    “I did it for you.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not saying it was a wrong decision. I only meant that sometimes your confidence causes you to make decisions without communicating.” Durango didn’t reply. To keep things from getting too awkward, I blurted, “Omaha, it’s your turn.” 
 
    Omaha chose dare, so Erik dared her to moon the guards. After explaining what mooning was, she announced, “I’ll do one better.” 
 
    Omaha stripped naked and rubbed her body against the glass. It was dark, so I couldn’t tell if the guards turned to watch her stripper dance—and fortunately, the details of her body were enshrouded in darkness and ambiguous to us. 
 
    “Well, that was something,” I said when she redressed and rejoined us. “My turn. Erik, truth or dare.” 
 
    “Truth.” 
 
    Since he had tried to come between Durango and me, I challenged him, “What’s the real reason you don’t like Durango?” 
 
    “Like you said, he’s patronizing.” 
 
    “The game is called truth or dare. Tell the truth.” 
 
    “Okay, he’s a snobby prince that grew up with everything and thinks he can have whatever he wants.” 
 
    “Erik, don’t make it about Durango. What’s the reason that you don’t like him. Tell the truth.” 
 
    Erik slowly confessed, “Fine. I guess I’m jealous of him.” 
 
    We sat in silence since nobody had a reply to Erik’s sincere response. Eventually, Durango smoothed out the awkward moment. “You have no reason to be jealous of me,” he offered earnestly. “You are far smarter than me. And I may have grown up in the Royal Family, but my family is a mess. They even tried to kill me. Bea tells me that your parents love you. Certainly, you have no reason to be jealous of me, Erik.” 
 
    “I have at least one reason,” he mumbled. “Now, let’s move on.” 
 
    Omaha chose truth and I asked her who she liked, in the hopes that it would remind Erik that I wasn’t the only girl in the world. Then, hopefully he would quit harassing Durango at every opportunity. 
 
    “He already knows it,” Omaha said as she planted a lighthearted kiss on Erik’s cheek. “Because I already told him.” 
 
    “I choose truth too,” Durango said before I got a chance to challenge him. “I would tell you anything, Bea.” 
 
    “Why do you love me so much?” I asked genuinely. I still couldn’t understand why, in knowing me for only a couple of weeks he had been willing to turn his life upside down for me. 
 
    Durango didn’t hesitate. “Your hair. And your eyes, and your mouth. And your independent spirit. And your confidence. And your unwillingness to give up even when the odds are stacked against you. And-” 
 
    “Alright,” Erik interrupted. “We get the picture. It’s your turn now.” 
 
    Durango grumbled, “Fine, I can stoop to your juvenile level of gameplay.” 
 
    When he challenged Omaha, she chose dare again because, “The last one was so much fun!” 
 
    Her eyes lit up when Durango thought of a dare that matched our current degree of immaturity. “Kiss Erik. On the lips.” 
 
    “That counts as my dare too,” Erik said before he let her kiss him. She lingered so long on his lips that Erik opened his eyes and gave me a stunned look, visible even through the darkness. I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    Like Durango had, I too chose truth, feeling a need to repay him for all of the compliments he’d given me that I didn’t feel worthy of. Instead of repeating my question of why I love him, Durango asked, “What is your biggest secret?” 
 
    My heart sank. The only secret that I had from him was that I had chosen to be electrified into someone worse than a brain-eating zombie. Nothing else came to mind and I didn’t want to admit it because my powers had been nullified before I ever even developed them. Breaking the rules of the game, I lied and told the only other secret I could think of. 
 
    “I’m not planning on going to college.” 
 
    “What?” Erik asked. “Why not?” 
 
    “I just don’t do as well on school tests as you or Ava or most of my friends. And I think that I’m not cut out for college. Maybe I’ll go to a trade school or something.” 
 
    “You could do so much better than being a hair stylist or a cosmetologist.” 
 
    “Hey,” I joked. “My hair stylist does a pretty good job. Durango said he likes it. But seriously, trade schools teach more than just cosmetology. Rosedale offers training in welding, electrical, HVAC, auto mechanic… Girls can be anything they want to these days.” 
 
    “So, what then? Are you going to get your CDL?” Erik asked. 
 
    “It sure would’ve helped us to enact Maia’s semi-truck plan, and then we wouldn’t be in this-” 
 
    Before I finished my sentence, the ground shook again—this time with so much vigor that I worried our entire building might collapse.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    “Brace yourselves,” Erik suggested, as he and Durango pulled us all together in a tight circle. 
 
    Omaha and I were heaved together in the middle of the room as Erik and Durango protectively covered us with their bodies. The shaking from the earthquake was profound and continued extendedly. The reverberations of nearby buildings collapsing into rubble heightened the terrifying nature of our situation. Next came the sounds of destruction within our own building—on our very floor glass shattered, raining down sharp shards upon us. 
 
    Suddenly it stopped, and we hesitantly separated to see what damage we had sustained. Personally, it wasn’t much. Durango had a few cuts on the back of his neck and on his hands, but otherwise we were unhurt. The building, however, fared far worse. One of the four triangular panes of glass on the ceiling—not the one above our heads though—had shattered and fallen into a million tiny pieces. The glass box that encased us was seemed to be fully intact, without even a crack in the walls. 
 
    “Are we still stuck?” Omaha asked, squinting as she peered through the darkness. 
 
    “It looks like it, but it’s hard to tell” I said, while Durango and Erik checked the glass walls for any vulnerabilities. 
 
    “Over here,” Erik said eagerly. “Around the entrance.” 
 
    Erik was pushing with all his might on the door, and it budged slightly. The solid glass door had shifted, leaving a one-inch gap between it and the glass wall surrounding it. The locking mechanism, encased in metal, was loose and ready to snap. 
 
    “Give me a try at it,” Durango insisted, nudging Erik out of the way. In one swift motion, Durango hefted his muscular frame against the door and it flew open, nearly causing him to crash onto the floor outside. 
 
    Excitedly, we escaped our glass prison. 
 
    “Our belts are still here,” Erik said while handing them out. 
 
    My belt still contained a sharp disc, but no longer had the Initiator—Sebastius had that. Erik’s also had a disc. And Durango’s had a couple of knives. That was the extent of our weapons, and using them along with some ingenuity and luck would have to be enough, because we were about to go up against our nemesis and his security guards in their home territory. 
 
    “Oh, good. Sebastius left the rest of our food and stuff,” Omaha exclaimed as she rummaged through the pockets on her utility belt. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” I said urgently to the group. “We need to find the bomb shelter below the pyramid.” 
 
    Both of the guards on our floor were buried under a pile of glass. Blood, appearing as black as molasses, puddled beneath them. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we help them?” Omaha asked, the compassion evident in the timbre of her voice. 
 
    “No,” Erik and Durango replied simultaneously. 
 
    “But be careful,” Durango said as we gingerly stepped around the unconscious guards and into the stairwell. 
 
    Crossing the sea of shattered glass was like walking on marbles, and I held tightly onto Omaha’s hand as we made our way into the stairwell. In the darkness, we hustled down to the ground floor of the pyramid. Once we got there, the stairs stopped unexpectedly. There was no obvious basement access and we couldn’t even find a hidden opening. 
 
    “It’s just like the Alamo,” Erik said offhandedly—whatever that meant. 
 
    Omaha giggled and said, “This is our big adventure!” 
 
    Then the two of them high-fived, but I had no idea why. 
 
    As we felt around for a way into the underground levels, I pointed out, “It can’t be the elevators.” In the blackness of the stairwell, it was obvious that electricity wasn’t going to be available to us. 
 
    “Well, there has to be a way,” Erik said confidently. “And it might be hidden, so we’ll just have to examine every square inch of this floor until we find it.” 
 
    “This place is huge,” I said. “And if Maia timetable was correct, we’ve only got until midnight.” 
 
    “I think I might know where the entrance to the lower levels is,” Omaha said softly. 
 
    “Where?” we all asked. 
 
    She pointed through a window in the door, which allowed her to see into the cafeteria that we had been in earlier. “I bet that’s where they’re all going,” she said. 
 
    The cafeteria, poorly lit by a few kerosene lanterns, was packed with Twilight employees like it was a union mandated break time. Once I saw them, I realized that I could also hear the muffled sounds of their nearby presence. 
 
    “It’s the clerics,” Durango warned. 
 
    “Right now they’re still just regular people,” Erik said as he boldly opened the door from the stairwell. “Let’s go find out what’s going on.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but be awed at the sight of a thousand people all dressed alike. In addition to the men and women that must’ve been employees, there were also a number of children that were also dressed as clerics. They were subdued, but clearly anxious from the horrific downturn that their world had taken in the past hour. Just in the destruction of New York City alone, we likely witnessed the deaths of millions. Assuming that was occurring around the entire world, the death toll might be in the billions already. 
 
    “What’s all this about?” Erik asked the first employee that we got to. 
 
    “This is the line,” the man said. Most of the people were milling about without organization, but I realized that a haphazard line snaked along the cafeteria wall. “They say that the bunker can hold all of us and our families, but look how many people are here. I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will,” Erik said passively. “So, where is the entrance?” 
 
    “Just ahead,” the man said, pointing to the line in front of him. “I got here early, but they haven’t let anyone down yet, so I’m starting to get a little bit nervous. What if we have another one of those big earthquakes?” 
 
    “Is there any way we can cut in line?” Erik asked earnestly. 
 
    The man hesitated. “I don’t know. I mean, if everyone let someone cut then-” 
 
    “We’re not asking everyone. Just you. Besides, we can pay you.” 
 
    Exasperated, he said, “I don’t even know if money will be worth anything with all this destruction going on. I’m not even sure if America will survive.” 
 
    Erik lowered his voice and leaned toward the man conspiratorially. “Not money. Haven’t you ever read a post-apocalyptic book before? What you need is weapons and survival gear.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the man said thoughtfully. “In that old zombie trilogy, the humans had to protect themselves to survive.” 
 
    “Right. We can give you a sharp knife and some iodine tablets.” 
 
    “You have a knife like that?” the man asked, shocked when he saw Durango’s blade. “And what are iodine tablets for?” the man next asked, curious. 
 
    “You don’t have any?” Erik replied, dramatically shocked. “You need them to make dirty water safe to drink. We’ve got a few extra.” 
 
    The man nodded thoughtfully and held his hand out to Erik. “Okay. Deal.” 
 
    After they shook on it, Durango reluctantly surrendered one of his knives and Omaha gave the man some tablets. I hadn’t realized until then that the man had a plastic sheet across his forehead—it was thin, tight and skin-toned, just like the sheets that had been used to heal my wound and electrify my hands. Looking around, I realized that everyone had a sheet like that on their heads. Everyone except us. 
 
    We casually wedged our way in front of the man as Erik reassured him that he had gotten the better end of the bargain. “These tablets are invaluable. Each one can make a gallon of dirty water drinkable. It kills the pathogens and parasites faster than the Flash can run across a room. Nothing’s more important during a crisis like this than hydration. In fact, dehydration causes-” 
 
    Someone from ahead of us called loudly, “The bunker is ready for the first hundred. We’ll take the next hundred shortly.” 
 
    The line began to move, slowly but steadily. Three guards stood outside of a secure doorway, occasionally picking random people to search. Although strong and serious, the guards appeared to be young—just like everyone else in this timerift. 
 
    “They’re not the guards from upstairs are they?” I worried. 
 
    Erik replied, “We’d better hope not.” 
 
    As we approached the doorway, one of the guards held his hand out to stop us. “You four. Why aren’t you dressed for the masquerade party?” 
 
    “Same as you,” Erik covered, thinking fast. “We had to work.” 
 
    “You had to work tonight?” the guard verified, sounding skeptical and blocking the entrance with his body. The other two guards stepped closer too, to provide support. 
 
    “The Core Shifting project,” Erik lied. 
 
    At first I didn’t know what he was saying, but then I remembered the term being mentioned in the classified folder. Not knowing what the project was, I worried that Erik’s claim might unintentionally cause us to get rejected—but his ploy worked. The guards quickly stepped aside. 
 
    “Oh,” the guard said, apologetically. “Then you need to get to the lower levels. Just let Ronny know. He’s at the base of the stairs.” 
 
    “Thank you,” we mumbled, keeping our heads down as the guards let us pass. 
 
    Behind us, I heard them say to the next man in line, “Is that a knife? Having a weapon like that is a felony offense.” It sounded like they tackled him as we kept walking. 
 
    “That was close,” I said as we took the dark stairwell down one level. 
 
    Another guard was at the first underground level waiting for us, holding a lantern. “This way,” he said. “You’ll be assigned a living area. And don’t worry, this facility was designed to withstand anything that the elements can throw at us.” He held four of the small, thin sheets used for genetic manipulation. “And you don’t have on your protective sheets. We just need you to put these on your foreheads to keep you safe.” 
 
    Not reaching for the sheets, Erik took the lead. “Are you Ronny? We’re actually working on the Core Shifting project and need to get downstairs,” he said smoothly. 
 
    Ronny retracted the offer of the supposedly protective sheets and motioned to the stairwell that would take us further down the depths of the bunker. “Of course. You know your way?” 
 
    “We do,” Erik lied. 
 
    Making our way again in darkness, we counted aloud each floor as we passed it, assuming that the lowest level would be negative twelve, and that it would be where we would find Sebastius. Each floor below the first few was deadly quiet, which fueled our beliefs that we would find him at the very bottom. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Durango announced as we passed the doorway to the basement level eleven. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “It’s got to be close to midnight,” Erik surmised. “So we’d better be ready.” 
 
    I retrieved my last saw blade disc, holding it at the ready. “Do you hear that?” I asked. 
 
    Everyone stopped, listening to the faint noise interfering with the otherwise silent stairwell. 
 
    “It sounds like static,” Erik said. 
 
    “And electricity,” I added as the sound suddenly stopped. 
 
    Durango led the way to the final doorway at the bottom of the staircase. “Come on.” 
 
    There was no window in the door, so we were going in without any idea what we were in for. Durango pulled back to kick the door open, when Omaha said, “Wait. Let me check the handle.” 
 
    She turned the handle slowly and it turned—the room was unlocked. When she swung it opened, it wasn’t at all what we expected; despite the fact that electricity the world over had been eliminated, the room was lit up like Times Square.               
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    The lowest level of the Twilight Corporation headquarters was about the same size as the highest level—not huge, but big enough to serve the purposes it had been created for. As a counterpart to the top floor, the bottom floor’s angled walls tapered inward as they sloped toward the flat, concrete ground. Unlike the top level, which had been separated into four glassed in areas, the basement’s artificially lit room was one large, open space. Based on the equipment filling the room, it seemed to be a laboratory. Only one corner of the room remained in darkness, while the rest was filled with blinding white light. 
 
    At the far end of the room, Sebastius and Marqis turned toward us as soon as the door opened. For perhaps the first time, we caught Sebastius off guard. 
 
    “How did you-” he began. 
 
    Erik and I swiftly poised ourselves to throw our sharp metal discs at him. Sebastius, aware of the danger we posed, quickly ducked behind a large piece of machinery. 
 
    “Wait,” Marqis said, raising his hands protectively. “Don’t destroy my life’s work. Please.” 
 
    The machine that he stood in front of looked like a high tech version of the perm machine that I had used in the 1930’s salon. Only, instead of curling hair, I was certain that this machine was designed to transfer Sebastius’s consciousness into all of the unwitting employees that had genetic manipulation sheets on their foreheads. Above the machine was a digital motherboard that was hooked up to it. I knew that if I had a clean shot at it, I could damage the machine badly enough to disable it. Before I took my shot, Erik mumbled something that Maia had said. 
 
    “Knowledge is power,” Erik said in almost a whisper as he tucked his disc discreetly behind his back and spoke fearlessly to Marqis. “First off, tell me how you have electricity down here.” 
 
    No longer protected by a thick wall of glass, Marqis lost all vestiges of the confidence he had displayed upstairs. As he spoke, his voice broke, revealing the extent of his fear. “This level is secured by an EMI insulation sheath. The satellites couldn’t disrupt it or the batteries down here.” 
 
    Spurred on by Marqis’s uncertainty, Erik continued with increased determination. “And tell me about your role in the Core Shifting project.” 
 
    Surprised and panic-stricken by Erik’s words, Marqis asked, “How do you know about that project? No more than two dozen people are aware-” 
 
    “Just tell us!” Erik stood straighter even as Marqis shrunk back. 
 
    “It’s true. We helped create the technology that is being used to disrupt the earth right now.” 
 
    “Disrupt the earth?” I said, surprised at his callous use of such a trivial term for such a massive development. I instinctively raised my sawblade disc above my head in a threatening pose. “It’s more than a disruption. It’s killing millions of people! How could you do that?” 
 
    Marqis mopped the sweat off his brow. “It was the only way to reset the planet. We had to have a fresh start.” 
 
    “Why?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? You know the future just like Sebastius does. This event will bring an end to the violence and wars. It’s the only way to bring about a real change.” 
 
    “The end of warfare?” Durango asked, indignant. “The next one hundred years are filled with oppression and wars, and what you are doing here only makes it worse.” 
 
    “What?” Marqis asked, truly surprised at our description of the future. “But… but Sebastius said that this would cure the world of these issues.” 
 
    “And I lied to you.” Sebastius revealed himself, pointing a handgun in our direction. Speaking to us, he said, “That was very smart of you, using the truth to turn my ally against me. Very clever. Fortunately, I can finish the project and fulfill my destined role without his help.” 
 
    In one quick motion, like a sheriff at a high-noon western shootout, Sebastius spun his gun toward Marqis, let off a piercing shot, and turned it back to us. Marqis, shocked and horrified, fell to the ground clutching his chest. In gurgling sounds, he tried to say Sebastius’s name one last time before falling limply to the ground beside his machine. 
 
    Omaha let out a dreadful squeal. Sebastius just smiled wanly, confirming his lack of appreciation for any life other than his own. The horror of the crime momentarily paralyzed me—it was the second death I’d seen with my own eyes, and it was more than enough. Even though I didn’t know Durango’s father or Marqis, watching their lives drain away at the hands of someone else was enough to make me nauseous. I didn’t ever want to see someone die again. Not even Sebastius. 
 
    Reality set in quickly, and I remembered how important our mission to stop Sebastius was—it would prevent him from killing countless others. Even though it would mean a bullet discharged in our direction, I knew that I had to destroy that genetic fusion machine at any cost. Timotai’s words rang through my head: cruelty and slavery, low life expectancy, work in the mines starting at age seven, starvation tactics, cruel beatings. None of that had been the case before Sebastius became the Immortal One. I had to act while I still had the chance. 
 
    When Erik next spoke, it was to Sebastius. “Whoa! No need to go all John Wick on us.” Erik’s attempt at humor to cover his nerves was only hampered by a slight shakiness in his voice. 
 
    Sebastius turned his attention to Erik and I used that distraction as my opportunity. Quietly and nimbly, I quickly flicked the disc with enough force to cut into the circuit board attached to the genetic fusion machine. Sebastius immediately realized what was happening and fired a shot in our direction. Erik, Durango and Omaha noticed my underhand shot a split second before the gun-wielding madman did. The three of them, along with me, dove to the ground, taking cover behind a short row of laboratory stations. 
 
    As soon as the disc made contact with the machine, it not only caused a small explosion of sparks and smoke, but also cut most of the lights in the room. Only a few emergency lights remained on. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, worried that the retaliation bullet from my attack might have hit one of them. I was relieved when none of them indicated that they had been injured. 
 
    Sebastius called across the room, “I’ve got ten more bullets, so by my calculations the odds aren’t in your favor.” 
 
    “I’ve got one disc, and there’s only one of you,” Erik brazenly replied. “So our odds seem just fine to me.” 
 
    I gave him a castigating look. He knew that our discs were no match for a gun—and I didn’t see the benefit in him taunting our adversary. The doorway, which was the only exit, was unobstructed and any attempt to escape would put us in Sebastius’s line of sight—and line of fire. We needed a distraction. 
 
    Without me asking for it or causing it, the distraction we needed found us. From the stairwell side, a man swung the door open wide and said loudly and nonchalantly, “Darryl is here and will be down shortly.” 
 
    Based on the man’s clothes, he was a security guard. A cursory glance told him that there was a problem in the room—most of the lights were off, Sebastius was wielding a gun, and a man was lying dead on the floor. Durango acted first, charging the guard and throwing him aside easily. We followed his lead, rushing into the relative safety of the stairwell. 
 
    Back in the darkness, we all bolted up the stairs looking for a safe place to hide, since Sebastius or his guards would no doubt be chasing us down promptly. I opened the door on the next floor up—it was pitch black and quiet, and it seemed like a great place to hide out. Dashing into the room, I slammed into a wall, nearly knocking myself backwards. 
 
    Erik, right behind me, caught me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said, rubbing a knot forming on my forehead. “We need to find somewhere to hide.” 
 
    “I know,” Erik said. He began feeling around in the room, blindly leading us across it. “Here’s a spot,” he suggested, tucking us below a table or desk. 
 
    It was cramped, but the feel of walls on three sides of us, plus a solid surface above us, felt comforting. 
 
    “Where’s Durango?” I asked. “And Omaha?” 
 
    “I didn’t notice if they came in here,” Erik said. “But they’re capable. They'll find a good place to hide.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I agreed. 
 
    “I mean,” Erik furthered, “Durango’s an adult. What is he? Like twenty or twenty-five years old?” 
 
    “He’s only eighteen,” I huffed. Erik grunted before I changed the subject. “So, what are we going to do now? We need to get the Initiator from Sebastius.” 
 
    “And we still need to stop him.” 
 
    “I destroyed his machine,” I said, hopeful. 
 
    “And he’s a master engineer. He’ll probably have that back up and running by morning.” 
 
    “You think?” I worried. “So did I mess everything up by throwing my disc?” 
 
    “No,” Erik said consolingly. “It gives us more time.” 
 
    “How long should we wait here?” I asked him. 
 
    “We’ve got some time before we need to worry about Sebastius using the genetic fusion machine. We should let things cool down for a while and then see if we can’t find Durango and Omaha so we can regroup and come up with a plan.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. We sat in silence for five or ten minutes, just listening to each other breathe. 
 
    Then, the sound of the stairwell door opening caused us to tense up. The guards were no doubt looking for us and one of them had come in the room that we were in. He didn’t have a lantern, but we didn’t know if he had night-vision goggles or anything like that, so we tucked ourselves together into a small, tight ball in the corner of our hiding spot, afraid even to take a breath. 
 
    After a few minutes, the door opened and shut again. Erik and I remained still and silent, just to be sure that the man had left. At least ten minutes went by before Erik felt comfortable enough to speak. What he said wasn’t what I had expected. 
 
    “Bea, I need to understand something about you and Durango.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know what you see in him. He doesn’t even have a sense of humor.” 
 
    “He joked once,” I said defensively. “When I first met him I was wearing a yellow dress and he laughed at me because my name was Bea—like a bee. Bzzzzz.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, knock-knock.” 
 
    “Who’s there?” I asked, not knowing where he was going with such a bizarre shift in conversation. 
 
    “Sonata.” 
 
    “Sonata, who?” 
 
    “Buzz like a bee is so-not-a funny joke. So, yeah, like I said, no sense of humor. But you’re smart and funny and sarcastic. And I just don’t see what it is you see in him.” 
 
    His rugged good looks, I thought. And his valiant selflessness. And his strong ethics. And his tender concern. So many reasons came to mind, but saying them aloud would only make Erik feel bad about himself. So I settled for, “I don’t know.” 
 
    Erik continued passionately. “And all these years I thought you liked me. At least, I hoped that you did.” 
 
    “I did,” I said readily. Erik sounded vulnerable and hurt, and while I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression about my feelings toward him, he needed reassurance. “I do, Erik. I like you a lot. I love being around you. We get along better than anyone.” 
 
    “And you know now that I love you with all my heart. I love you more than anything, Bea. I want to be the one that you rely on and want to spend all of your time with. So I don’t see why we can’t be together? I don’t see why you are with Durango. It just doesn’t add up to me. And I’m pretty good with math.” 
 
    This conversation wasn’t going to end well, and I didn’t want to hurt him all over again while he really needed was to be completely alert and mentally aware so that we would have a chance at defeating Sebastius. So, I just spoke ambiguously. Trying for light, I joked, “I’m so-not-a-bout to deal with this now.” Nothing. Then, I tried a more sincere approach. “I don’t know, Erik. Can we just get through this day and get home? Then we can talk about it?” 
 
    Before Erik responded, we both heard a noise; someone in the dark room with us cleared their throat. Was the guard still there? Had we given away our location? Erik and I slowed our breathing, as our heartrates increased. I could sense Erik’s movements as he slowly retrieved his disc. 
 
    The doorway opened again and we became even more fearful. Additional guards might mean that we would be caught—and that doorway to the stairwell was our only exit and was now blocked. Instead of a guard’s voice, it was Omaha’s whisper that penetrated the quietness of the room. 
 
    “Guys, are you in here?” 
 
    Worried that the guard was going to hurt her, I warned, “Watch out, Omaha. One of the guards is in here.” 
 
    “Where?” she said. “I don’t see anyone.” 
 
    “Obviously she doesn’t see anyone,” I whispered to Erik. “It’s pitch black.” 
 
    “I’ve got my disc,” Erik said. “But I can’t see where to throw it.” 
 
    We both stood up, revealing our hiding spot, so that we could protect Omaha. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “Oh, and there’s Durango too.” 
 
    “You can see us?” I asked her, my voice easily travelling across the dark, quiet room. 
 
    “It’s my goggles,” she said. “I can’t see clearly, but in the dark they let me see outlines of things.” 
 
    “Your aviator goggles are night-vision goggles?” I asked, not sure why I was surprised at anything that came from the yellow timerift. Then it hit me that she said Durango was there too. Was it him, and not a guard? He was silent. “Durango? Are you here?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said softly, a clear note of despondency in his tone. 
 
    Then I realized that he had been there the whole time Erik and I had been talking. Durango heard me say that I didn’t know what it was that I saw in him. He heard Erik profess his love for me. He heard me say that I didn’t know why Erik and I couldn’t be together and that we’d talk about it when we got back home. 
 
    I had dug myself in a hole that I didn’t know how to get out of. If I told Durango and Erik the truth—that Durango was the only one for me—then it would crush Erik and the fighting between the two of them would probably get in the way of us ever succeeding in getting back home. I had to keep quiet and ignore the predicament that I had put myself in. When we got home, I would reassure Durango and clearly convey that my feelings toward Erik were genuine, but stopped at friendship. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Omaha asked, oblivious to the internal emotional turmoil that was eating me up. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Erik said spiritedly. 
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    Erik explained his idea. “I’m sure that Sebastius has the entrance to his laboratory covered with guards now, so we can’t go that route. But there was one corner of the room that was noticeably dark.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, eager to hear his idea. 
 
    “And it made me think that maybe it was dark because the circuitry in that corner was fried.” 
 
    “Like from a hole in the whatever sheath?” 
 
    “The EMI insulation sheath,” Erik clarified. “Right. There’s probably a hole that got drilled to feed wires through or something. If it was big enough to let the magnetic pulse through, then it should at least be big enough for us to listen through. Then we’d be able to keep track of how far along Sebastius is at rebuilding the genetic fusion machine, and maybe we can find out how well guarded his room is now.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” I agreed. 
 
    Using Omaha’s goggles, Erik determined where he thought the dark spot in the laboratory’s lighting was. Durango used his knife to pry up tiles in the flooring. Once the tiles were removed, Erik could see, and we all could feel, a tube and wires that were tucked into an indentation in the concrete floor below. 
 
    Durango removed a couple more tiles, following the tube until it abruptly turned downward. We were only a few feet from the wall, which, since the walls angled inwardly, likely put us directly above one of the edge walls of the laboratory. 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    “We cut the wires and pull them out,” Erik suggested. 
 
    “But if we cut the wires, they’ll lose power and know that we’re here,” I worried. 
 
    Erik explained, “These wires are dead. The EMP blew everything on this floor. Whatever these wires did, they don’t do it anymore.” 
 
    After reassuring us, he had Durango cut the wires. Then Erik pushed them through, leaving a three-inch-wide opening in the concrete floor. The circle was just large enough to let a little bit of the light from below filter into our room. 
 
    “Can you hear anything?” Omaha asked quietly as Erik got on his hands and knees and lowered his ear awkwardly to the hole. 
 
    “Hang on.” Erik held his hand up in response. We hunched down forming a quiet circle around our spy hole. “Okay. I can tell that Sebastius is talking to somebody.” He sat up and lamented, “I don’t know who it is. I wish we could see what’s going on.” 
 
    “Wait! I have an idea. I’ve always wanted to try this,” Omaha said as she affixed one of the stiff wires to a small circular item. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “A small mirror that I keep tucked in the band of my goggles. We can drop it down there and you might be able to see who he’s talking to. I got the idea from the periscopes they use on steam submarines.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” Erik exclaimed as he lowered the makeshift periscope and twisted it to see around the room. He narrated, “There he is. There are at least one… two… three… four guards. Marqis’s body is gone and it looks like the room has mostly been cleaned up from our, uh, incident earlier. Oh, and I see the fusion machine’s circuit board. Sebastius has it taken apart and laid out on the table.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be able to get it working again?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “It’s Sebastius,” Durango said, no doubt thinking about the Mechs that Sebastius had designed and built in Charrbrunia.  
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “It’s only a matter of time with him. But the fact that he has it taken apart right now means that we’ve got a little while to figure something out.” 
 
    Erik continued, “And there’s another guy that he’s talking to… I don’t know who it is, but he looks younger than most, dressed up in a nice suit. And he carries himself like he thinks he’s somebody important.” 
 
    “Marqis didn’t even wear a suit,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Let me see,” Omaha said, nudging Erik out of the way and taking the makeshift periscope from him. 
 
    After her, we each took turns looking around the room. There wasn’t much to see in the reflection of the tiny mirror—it was exactly as Erik had described it—but we hoped that by each of us looking, we might see something that the others missed. Plus, it would give us all the information we would need to make a decision on what we would do next. 
 
    “I do see one important thing,” I said when Sebastius stepped away from the circuit board table. He turned away from me and I was able to get my eyes on something valuable. “Sebastius has the Initiators tucked in his back pockets.” 
 
    “They should both work,” Erik mused. “Even though we couldn’t feel the EMP attack when it went off, it cancelled out any electrical charges that the satellite’s magnetic pulses could reach. But your Initiator had an insulated battery sheath so the effects of the blast were nullified. And if his device was in the safety of that room, then his should work too.” We looked at him blankly. He must have mistaken our disinterest for curious concentration, as he continued, “You see, the entire level below us works like a giant Faraday cage that reflects the wavelength of the magnetic pulses. Thus, the electrical currents within the cage, er… I mean the room, remain unaffected by what must be a continuously sustained, low-kilovolt discharge coming from the sky. Think of it like a-” 
 
    I interrupted him, “Okay, thanks for the science lesson, Professor Proton. We get it. His Initiator probably works.” 
 
    When it was Durango’s turn to look at the room, he noticed something that none of us could have. His face went pale as he explained, “That is King Charr the First.” 
 
    “Who? The man in the suit?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I thought President Charron was King Charr the First,” Erik said. 
 
    “No,” Durango insisted. “I told you that wasn’t him. This man is definitely him. I’ve seen his painting at least a thousand times.” 
 
    I shushed Durango and Erik so that I could eavesdrop on the conversation below. “I want to hear what they’re talking about” I explained, leaning my ear closer to the hole. Durango pulled the periscope out and we all lay close, listening intently. Their voices were faint, but I could make out most of what they were saying. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that I can’t speak to him personally, but thank Marqis for me. His technology is working superbly,” the man in the suit—the man that would become King Charr the First—said. 
 
    “Of course,” Sebastius replied. “I’m sure he’s sorry that he missed your visit. Given our views of New York City, I see that the Core Shifting Technology is working. How extensively were you able to test it?” 
 
    “Well, as you requested, not long after we convinced my father to activate the EMP satellites, I shifted the core below the eastern coast of the country a mere 0.026 degrees. It worked precisely as expected, triggering earthquakes sufficient to take out all of the coastal cities from New York to Miami, including cataclysmic destruction to Washington D.C.” 
 
    “And your father?” Sebastius asked. 
 
    “The president didn’t survive,” Charron said remorselessly. 
 
    “He’s the president’s son,” I whispered. “King Charr the First is President Charron’s son!” 
 
    Erik confirmed, “So that’s Darryl Charron Jr. Maia mentioned him. Based on her assessment, he’s only about eighteen now. Although, it looks like she got a few things wrong in her assumptions.” 
 
    “And he killed his father,” I said, aghast. 
 
    “That has unfortunately been the legacy of the Charrs,” Durango admitted somberly. 
 
    “Listen to this,” Erik suggested, waving us closer, his ear still plastered to the edge of the hole in the floor. 
 
    Charron asserted, “I’ll begin the strikes against the rest of the world after I get back to Raven Rock. Within a month, there won’t be anything left.” 
 
    “Except us,” Sebastius added. I could hear the demented, power-hungry smile in his voice. 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of those loyal to me. And you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the loyalty of the Twilight employees,” Sebastius assured. “I’ve got that taken care of.” 
 
    “And I should mention that your steam-plane design worked fine. We had five of them built, and even after the power outage I was able to get from Raven Rock to here in under an hour.” 
 
    “And you’ll head back in the morning?” 
 
    “That’s my plan.” 
 
    The two men were silent for a moment, when Durango realized, “If we stop Charr the First, we can prevent the worldwide destruction. We can save billions of lives.” 
 
    He began to stand up. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Erik asked. 
 
    “To stop him.” 
 
    Erik protested, “There’s at least a dozen guards between you and him. Even you don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “They can’t stop me from trying.” 
 
    “Durango, no,” I said. “Stop.” I stepped in front of him physically blocking his path. “Let’s think this through before you get yourself killed.” 
 
    “You’ll still have Erik, so what do you care?” he asked as he shoved past me and began walking toward the door. 
 
    “Of course I care,” I insisted. 
 
    The door to our room abruptly flew open, and ten men entered with lanterns. “They’ve got to be in here,” one of them said. “It’s the only place left to look.” 
 
    Erik impulsively flung his final disc. Due to the darkness, I couldn’t see it hit its mark, but I heard the sound of tearing flesh and a man collapsing onto the ground. Durango too drew his knife. 
 
    “Over there,” one said as they quickly converged upon us. 
 
    “Drop your knife,” I ordered Durango. “There’s too many of them.” 
 
    “If I die today, then at least I died with purpose,” he replied. 
 
    “Please put it down. For me.” 
 
    He paused, finally giving in. “Fine.” 
 
    Durango dropping his knife to the ground was the last act of freedom any of us had before we were converged upon, and forcibly restrained.               
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    We were tied up roughly with thick, course ropes. Our protests were met with blank stares and a lack of sympathy. And any attempts to talk amongst ourselves were quashed, after Erik’s first attempt, which was met with sharp words and the threat of violence. The security guards kept watch over us for at least an hour in the dark room before another man finally came and retrieved us. 
 
    “Charron is on the fifth floor now, and we’ve got the lab secured,” he said. “Sebastius will see them shortly.” 
 
    We were brutally ushered back down to the laboratory. This time, we had no weapons to defend ourselves with. Even if we had been armed, the guards were formidable. We had neither an Initiator nor the element of surprise. Instead, we were entirely at Sebastius’s mercy. 
 
    The guards tied each of us to a solid metal handrail along the laboratory’s back wall, limiting our movement further. Sebastius had assigned eight armed guards to keep watch over us, as though four restrained teenagers were such a threat to him. It amazed me how much credit he gave us in our attempts to foil his plans. And if he viewed us as such a threat, I was surprised that he hadn’t had us killed immediately upon capture. But he must have had some reason for taking us back down there. 
 
    I was on the far end, with Durango beside me, then Omaha, and Erik was on the other end. That gave me an opportunity to talk to Durango while we waited for Sebastius. 
 
    “Listen,” I said. “I know you overheard Erik and me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain,” he said calmly. “I think I understand.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do,” I replied. What you heard, it wasn’t, well, I didn’t mean to imply that I didn’t…” Uggh, Why was it so difficult for me to just tell him how I felt? “Look. I’ve been close to Erik for years. He’s my closest friend. And I care for him. So what you heard earlier,” I lowered my voice just a little. “That was me not trying to hurt him. I couldn’t just tell him how great you are when he laid everything on the line. I realize it probably sounded bad. But it’s you I want to be with. He really is just a friend.” 
 
    “In Charrbrunia, we call it welding with aluminum and steel. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “No. Should I?” 
 
    “You can’t weld aluminum to steel because the joint becomes too brittle. It just doesn’t work.” 
 
    “And…” 
 
    “And the saying means that you are trying to combine two things into your life that aren’t possible to be combined. You can’t continue to act like you are interested in both Erik and me. You have to cut one of us loose.” 
 
    “Here we call that straddling both sides of the fence. But that’s not what I was doing. I just didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings.” 
 
    “In doing so, you’re hurting everyone’s feelings,” Durango said pointedly. “Besides, Bea, I heard him say how much he loves you.” 
 
    “That’s him. Not me,” I countered. Durango remained silent. “Durango, I love you, and only you. I’m telling the truth. I would never lie to you.” 
 
    He glanced back at the ropes securely holding us to the wall. “Well, it doesn’t look like it matters much anyway. Look at us. I can’t imagine that Sebastius is going to just let us go.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” I said under my breath as Sebastius entered the room grandly. 
 
    “Speak of who?” Durango asked. 
 
    Sebastius sat a circuit board on a table and began by complimenting us. “The four of you are much more resourceful than I ever would have imagined. I don’t give sincere commendation often, especially to those that are working against me. But in your case, I truly believe that you have something special.” 
 
    “What do you want from us,” Durango snarled, yanking against his ropes like a wild animal. 
 
    “And your spirit of determination,” Sebastius continued. “Impressive. One added strength that you possess is that you are all still young. And not like the manufactured appearance of youth common here.” He gestured to the expressionless guards before squatting down to our level and looking intently at each one of us before continuing, as though affirming the truth of his next words. “You haven’t been hardened by years of indoctrination like Maia has. So, this is not an offer that I hand out readily, but I believe that I could give you prominent roles in the new government if you would be willing to consider joining forces with me.” 
 
    The four of us talked over each other, all screaming the same basic point: we would never support Sebastius. 
 
    “Now, now.” Sebastius added in a patronizingly calm tone as he stood up and walked back to the table that his circuit board sat upon. “Hear me out and keep in mind that this time you are in a position from which you will not be able to free yourselves.” 
 
    Sebastius’s point was valid. We had no way to loosen our bonds, we had nothing we could use for a weapon, and we were surrounded and outnumbered by loyal Twilight henchmen. 
 
    He mindlessly rubbed his finger across the circuit board—the very item that would transfer his consciousness into the Twilight employees—as he continued, “As I see it, I have three options for you. First, I could have you killed right now. And I feel like we know each other well enough by now that you realize this is no idle threat,” He paused long enough to let the warning sink in. “Second, for my own personal amusement I could let you watch me fulfill my grand destiny and then have you killed. Or third, I could keep you around for a month or so until we can all safely get out of this bunker, giving you time to recognize that you can have a place in this world supporting the Twilight Temple. In fact, a recent development has left an opening for a Founding High Priest.” Sebastius glanced dispassionately at a dark stain on the floor near his feet. “And while I would love to give you time to think it over and talk amongst yourselves, I have just fixed enough of the circuitry to operate the genetic fusion machine. I’m afraid there is no time for debate. So, what is it to be?” 
 
    While there was no way of escaping the particular predicament that we found ourselves in, we had previously survived circumstances nearly as inauspicious as this. It wasn’t the first time Sebastius had come after us with a gun, and the Merola brothers had done so with more zeal than he had—and we’d escaped those situations with the Initiator. So it seemed like the option of extending our life for another month might afford us an opportunity to get our Initiator back from Sebastius and get home. Erik and Omaha obviously thought the same as me, for the three of us beseeched him not to kill us. 
 
    Durango’s strong code of ethics, however, led him to boldly declare, “Kill me now, for if I get the chance I will kill you later.” 
 
    “This doesn’t have to be a group decision,” Sebastius confirmed, completely nonplussed. “So I can uphold each of your decisions individually.” 
 
    “No, Durango,” I said quietly. “Think about it. If we live another thirty days, we will have so many opportunities.” 
 
    “I understand what you are saying, Bea. But I will not give in to the demands of this psychopath.” He looked Sebastius in the eyes. “My decision stands.” 
 
    “Very well,” Sebastius bellowed. “You’ve always been the opposite of your cowardly father, so I didn’t think that you would agree to my offer.” As the guards began to move into a deadlier position, Sebastius revealed his handgun. “Don’t bother,” he told the guards. “I’ll gladly take care of this one myself.” 
 
    “No!” I cried as Sebastius pointed his gun directly between Durango’s eyes. “I can’t live without you!” 
 
    Durango steadfastly held Sebastius’s ruthless gaze without flinching. Having seen what happened to Marqis, I knew what would come next, and I knew that I would then ask Sebastius to kill me too. As my anxiety spiked, my pulse began to race and my palms started to sweat—no, they usually sweated but this time they felt warm. Hot even. And I felt a sharp throbbing in my wrists, in the place where a nurse might check my pulse. 
 
    Suddenly, with the scent of singed paper, my ropes flash burned off my hands. Involuntarily and without thinking, I used my free hands to reach toward Sebastius and his gun. Unexpectedly, my hands, glowing blue, shot crackling bolts of electricity from them. The flares made contact with the deadly weapon causing Sebastius to inadvertently throw the gun aside. The urge to protect the ones I loved consumed me. There was a certain energy coursing through my veins that I’d never felt before—and couldn’t define. Even though I didn’t know the extent of my abilities, I ferociously unleashed additional bolts at Sebastius, knocking him to the ground. Whatever it took to stop him. 
 
    Angrily, I continued firing upon him for nearly shooting Durango dead, until a courageous guard was bold enough to tackle me to the floor. Sebastius convulsed on the ground as the remaining guards piled on top of me to prevent me from killing him. With my anger still seething, I instinctively pulsed my hands and all of the guards cried out, rapidly tumbling off of me. 
 
    I leaped to my feet, feeling more empowered than I ever had before. 
 
    “What was that?” Erik asked, awed by my newfound super powers. “You’re like a cross between Static and the Incredible Hulk! First you’re a time traveler, and now a superhero!” 
 
    Hearing Erik’s comparison, combined with seeing the destruction and injury that my angry outburst had caused, made me afraid. Had I become a monster? I covered my mouth with my hand to contain the bile rising in my throat as my anger quickly subsided, replaced by remorse and apprehension. Nine people were sprawled out on the ground around me—how had I caused that kind of destruction? 
 
    As the guards slowly roused from the jolts of electricity that they had endured, Durango ordered them to stand against a wall. The once assertive group responsively did as he asked, their apprehensive eyes locked on me. Sebastius lay on the ground, his body bent in an unnatural and distorted way. He remained unmoving. I gave him by far the largest measure of electricity—had I killed him? 
 
    “Can you untie us?” Erik asked me. “Or better yet, disintegrate these ropes with your superhuman powers?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Omaha whined. “These ropes are rubbing the skin off of my wrists.” 
 
    Slowly and quietly, I meandered toward them. After my display of power, I felt light-headed and weak—and a little bit disoriented. My hands feeling clumsy and uncoordinated, it took me a few minutes to loosen Omaha. Then I began working on Erik while she quickly released Durango. 
 
    “Let me help you,” Omaha said to me. “In fact, you don’t look well. You should sit down.” 
 
    I fell to the ground where I had stood. Sitting made the room spin less, so that was good. Omaha must’ve untied Erik because he brought me some water. And she wiped my forehead. I looked around the room for Durango and saw through blurry eyes that he was tying up the guards. 
 
    “I’m feeling better,” I said a few minutes later, once the statement was marginally true. “Is Sebastius-” 
 
    “He’s still alive,” Erik reported. “But unconscious. Durango tied his hands and feet.” 
 
    “I think you put him in a coma,” Omaha suggested. 
 
    “Here,” Erik offered, handing me my Initiator. 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” I asked. 
 
    Erik showed me the edge of one sticking out of his pants pocket. “I’ve got it. I figure it’s better to keep them separated in case one of them gets broken or lost. Or stolen again.” 
 
    Durango was still tying up all of the members of the security team when I looked at the genetic fusion machine and asked Erik, “What do we do with this?” 
 
    “Now that I know you can electrify things, I figured you could fry it. How is it that you’ve got superpowers, anyway? I assume you didn’t also inherit those from your grandfather.” 
 
    “It was when they healed my face in that clinic.” I shrugged as I explained, “They offered the genetic modification for free and I figured it might help us.” I looked sheepishly in Durango’s direction but he was too busy securing the room to pass judgement on my unnatural enhancement. 
 
    “Well, you figured right. Plus it makes you the coolest girl in the universe! Anyway, let’s take care of Sebastius and then we’ll worry about destroying the machine.” 
 
    Sebastius’s eyes were fluttering, trying to emerge from his stupor—seeing him struggle with consciousness was disturbing, but it was finally verification that he was alive. Since he was fighting to wake up, I knew that we didn’t have much time. Erik picked up Sebastius’s gun, which lay on the floor beside him. 
 
    “What are you going to do to him?” I asked, not imagining that Erik would be able to shoot the man—I knew that I wouldn’t have been able to. It was one thing to defend myself or stop him when he was tormenting us, but when he was lying feebly on the ground it felt different. 
 
    “I’ve got a pretty good idea,” Erik said with the gun in his hand. 
 
    “You’re not going to shoot him, are you?” Omaha asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    Erik looked at her like she was crazy as he set the gun safely away in a cabinet drawer. “Of course not. I don’t even know how to use a gun.” 
 
    “What then?” I asked. 
 
    Erik drew his Initiator like it was a weapon and held it out for us to see. “I figure, while he’s still out of it we could drop him off somewhere without an Initiator.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    “Orange?” Erik suggested. 
 
    Sebastius was smart and cunning, and I didn’t want there to be any way that he could resurface. The orange timerift was far in the past, likely more than a few hundred years. There wasn’t any technology at all so it would be impossible for him to recreate an Initiator. And since Erik and I controlled the only two Initiators in existence, nobody would be able to go back and retrieve him. The more I thought about it, the more abandoning him in the orange timerift seemed like the most humane thing to do. 
 
    “Based on Maia’s description,” Erik explained as he reasoned it out, “the orange timerift is likely in the 1600’s or early 1700’s.” 
 
    Omaha chimed in animatedly, “That’s where I went to prove to you that Bea’s machine really works.” 
 
    “Right, and all you saw were Native Americans. I suppose that Sebastius could have an influence on some of the early colonists, but the time period would be before the American Revolution so I can’t imagine any possible way that he could make any lasting impact on the country.” 
 
    Erik adjusted the setting on his Initiator to the orange setting. “This should probably be a two person job. Bea, why don’t you use your super powers to fry the machine while Omaha and I take care of him?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, looking at my hands with trepidation. “That’s probably the best plan.” 
 
    “Just give it a heavy dose and it’ll never work again.” Erik then warned, “And when we return, the Initiator won’t bring us back here underground. It’ll transition us to somewhere with a lower atomic density.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I asked. 
 
    “Meaning we’ll meet you outside the Twilight office in an hour or less. If you and Durango run into any trouble getting out of the building, you can do the same thing and transition away and back to the blue timerift, and you’ll be outside too.” 
 
    “I’ll avoid the extra time-travels if I can,” I said. 
 
    Sebastius finally awoke from his unconsciousness and began trying to pull his hands and feet free. “What happened? What did you do?” 
 
    “It’s not what we did that you need to worry about,” Erik informed him. “It’s what we’re about to do.” 
 
    Omaha and Erik held hands, and Omaha placed her other hand on Sebastius’s shoulder. He tried to squirm away, but was bound too tightly. 
 
    “Wait,” Sebastius called. “I have information that I can give you. Let me fulfill my plans and I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    Erik looked at me. We both agreed that it sounded like a desperate and false claim. I nodded and Erik activated the Initiator. “Be careful,” I told him during the three-second window before the machine activated. Then, like a magic trick at a Las Vegas show, the three of them disappeared from the room.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    I turned to Durango, who had finally finished restraining all of the security guards. They were trussed up with more rope than a sailboat, their bodies plastered to the wall with a corded net confining their limbs and restraining their movement. 
 
    He looked at me grimly. “I thought you said you would never lie to me.” 
 
    Shame and guilt washed over me. I had obviously deceived him about my genetic enhancement. 
 
    He furthered, “During the truth game you said that your greatest secret was not wanting to go to a university. You didn’t think that this was a secret?” 
 
    “I meant that I would never lie to you about my feelings,” I explained. I held up my hands, looking at them in disgust. “Durango, you’ve got to understand that I didn’t tell you about this because I was ashamed. I didn’t want you to think less of me.” 
 
    “Could I?” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    I couldn’t prevent a tear from escaping, knowing how deeply I’d hurt him. 
 
    “Please. Whether you believe me about my hands or not, believe me when I say that I love you and that you’re the only one for me. Please don’t hate me.” Another tear. 
 
    “This isn’t an issue about love or hate. I still love you with all of my heart, Bea. This is an issue about trust. Time and again, I have to wonder if I can trust you or not.” 
 
    “You can,” I pleaded. 
 
    Durango glanced around the room, considering the unfamiliar Twilight equipment. “Let’s just get this job over with. They took care of Sebastius. What are we supposed to do next?” 
 
    “Destroy the machine.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I didn’t want to spell it out for him—and I definitely didn’t want to show him. It would’ve been better for me to eat the brains of the shackled guards than to shoot lightning from my palms again. I sniffed back my bubbling emotions and prepared to be honest. I told him, “I’m supposed to use my hands to electrocute it.” 
 
    Disgusted, Durango turned away. “Well, take care of it.” 
 
    I reluctantly placed my hands on the circuit board, which sat on a table where Sebastius had left it. Nothing happened at first. Trying to force my hands to cooperate didn’t work either. I just held onto it, tightening and loosening my grip. I had no idea how to turn on my powers. After a few futile minutes of trying, I removed my hands. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” I admitted to Durango. “I can’t destroy the machine.”               
 
    “What do you mean you can’t destroy it? That is the whole reason we’re here.” 
 
    He was right—our primary purpose in coming to the blue timerift wasn’t just to stop Sebastius from using the genetic fusion machine; it was to destroy it completely so that nobody would be able to use it. 
 
    “It isn’t that I don’t want to destroy it. It’s that I don’t know how to make my hands spark.” 
 
    “Didn’t they give you any kind of instructions?” 
 
    “Not really.” I held my hands close together, trying to mimic the motions of the man that I had seen practicing shooting sparks from one of his hands to the other. Nothing happened. 
 
    “You were angry last time. Maybe that triggers it.” 
 
    “Sure I was angry. Sebastius had a gun to your head.” I glanced to the guards that were still tied up better than Spider Man could’ve done. There were no threats at the moment. All I felt was a hollowness that came from disappointing Durango. “But how am I supposed to get angry now?” 
 
    Durango looked frustrated. “Just try thinking about how this machine can be used to kill and subjugate so many people.” 
 
    I held my hands over the circuit board once again, this time imagining the suffering it would cause. I pictured people being enslaved and killed and beaten and starved. It made me indignant, outraged, incensed. I gave in to those feelings, generating a hatred for the machine and all that could be done with it, until I was red in the face and sweat broke out on my forehead. 
 
    Still, nothing happened with my hands. They sat limply on the circuit board. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” I said, frustrated with myself. At first I thought it was because Durango was there, but I began to realize that I simply didn’t know how to use this genetic gift. “Maybe it’s broken since the electricity everywhere is gone.” 
 
    “It didn’t look broken earlier,” Durango pointed out, the accusation apparent in his tone. 
 
    “Well it does now,” I snapped back. 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “I guess we just have to try to take it apart and break it into pieces manually.” 
 
    Disassembling the device piece by piece took us more time than I wanted to spend in the Twilight basement, and more than once I cut my hands on the sharp circuitry. I tackled the circuit board and Durango took on the machine itself. We were making progress, the circuit board was slowly breaking into pieces and the machine itself into a pile of disconnected and bent parts. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my procedure in the clinic,” I told Durango. “I guess I was just ashamed by it. I mean, you said I was worse than a zombie.” 
 
    “That may have been an exaggeration,” he said. “It’s just that all of this electricity stuff is still new to me. It wasn’t that long ago that I believed it to be magic.” 
 
    Pointing at the light bulb above our head, I told him, “Well, it isn’t.” 
 
    “Even though I am disappointed that you hid it from me, I believe I owe you my gratitude for saving my life.” 
 
    “It isn’t anything you haven’t done for me,” I noted. 
 
    The genetic fusion machine had been thoroughly torn to pieces by the time the door abruptly swung open and a member of the security team entered. Seeing the disarray of the machinery along with the security guards tied up to the wall, he froze momentarily to register the unexpected scene. Then he bolted, taking off back into the dark stairwell. 
 
    “Looks like it’s time for us to go,” I told Durango, grabbing my Initiator with one hand and grabbing him with the other. 
 
    Durango pulled away from my touch. 
 
    “Come on,” I declared, reaching my hand toward him expectantly. “There will probably be a dozen of them coming back with guns or weapons any minute now. We’ve got to go.” 
 
    “I can’t go yet.” 
 
    I anxiously glanced back at the door. “Why not?” 
 
    “You heard what King Charr the First said. He has only caused a small portion of the earth’s destruction so far. And he intends to do much worse. We have the responsibility to stop him before billions of people die. Since he is leaving later this morning we can’t put it off. I have to stop him.” 
 
    “We can’t,” I pointed out. “It’s impossible. That stairwell is our only exit, and it’s likely filling up with people that want us dead.” 
 
    He looked pointedly at my hands. “You could stop them.” 
 
    I shook my hands feebly in front of me. “Maybe if I knew how it worked. But we can’t rely on that. And what are you saying, anyway? That all of the sudden you’re fine with genetic enhancements as long as they benefit you?” 
 
    “As long as they stop King Charr the First,” he corrected. 
 
    Noise could be heard outside of the room—a man yelling and the commotion of an approaching crowd. 
 
    I activated the Initiator and again grabbed Durango. In three seconds, we would be gone from this place. Durango broke my firm grip again. There were dozens of people about to break into the room—he didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “I have to do this,” he told me as the door burst open. The men rushed in, and they did have guns. Red laser lights darted around the room, many of them resting on Durango and me. 
 
    In the last moments before the Initiator took me to a safer place, I swung my free hand onto Durango’s arm for a third time. It couldn’t have happened a moment later because the sound of a thunderous blast indicated our shift away from the laboratory. 
 
    Before I could even see anything, I knew exactly where—or I should say when—we had been catapulted. The orange glow faded from my vision and I saw that we were in the woods, alive and uninjured. This Initiator, while it may have caused me a number of problems in my life, had also proven to be a lifesaver more than once. 
 
    My headache was modest, but since I knew that we were about to travel again to meet up with Erik and Omaha—and then again to go home—I took another one of the pills that Maia had given me. Durango stomped away from me, facing away like he couldn’t stand to even look at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked him. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that!” 
 
    “Did what? Saved your life? Again?” 
 
    He kicked at a pile or ropes lying at his feet. “Let all of those people die! We had to stop King Charr the First. He was there in the Twilight Temple with us. It was our best chance.” 
 
    “You had no chance at all. Did you see those men? And their guns? You were two seconds from a bullet in your head, and let’s just say that would’ve been worse than the one in your stomach. Besides, we can still stop him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We’ll just go back and stop him as he leaves the temple.” 
 
    Durango turned, and his eyes widened. “Watch out!” 
 
    I spun just in time to see Sebastius’s attack. He snatched the Initiator from my hand and shoved me down. “No!” I called. Without the Initiator, we would be trapped in the orange timerift forever. 
 
    Sebastius began to run, activating the Initiator as he went. Durango responded quickly, catching the evil mastermind just before the three-second activation period was up. Durango tackled him roughly, knocking him to the ground and causing the Initiator to fly out of his hands. 
 
    With Durango’s brawny build on top of the thin and older man, it appeared that Sebastius was being smashed as flat as a pancake—I wouldn’t have been surprised if he broke a bone or two. 
 
    I retrieved the Initiator and Durango released his prisoner. Sebastius gave up the fight, realizing how outmuscled he was. Instead, as I set the Initiator to blue, he watched us morosely and tried to catch his breath. 
 
    Reaching out, I held Durango’s hand. Sebastius managed to mutter three ominous words before we disappeared, leaving him alone in the woods. 
 
    “Talk to Erik.” 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    We arrived back at the blue timerift in a precarious position; I felt myself slipping before I could even figure out where we were. My hands frantically reached for a grip of any sort, finally finding a tiny ledge to hold. I blinked a couple of times and saw that we were on one of the sloped sides of the Twilight headquarters building. I let out a small scream as I tried to lift my legs up to rest on the ledge. 
 
    Durango was beside me, also struggling to keep from falling down the slippery, slanted surface. The thin ledges were only an inch and a half deep, and encircled the building at the base of each floor. In the pre-morning darkness, with no electricity or lights, it was difficult to determine how high up we were. When I finally caught a glimpse of the moonlight reflecting off a puddle of water below, I estimated that we were hanging onto a ledge around the third floor, about thirty feet from where the ground abruptly met with the angle of the building’s glass. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Durango lost his grip and began sliding downward. I turned my head to watch as he accelerated toward the unforgiving ground below, trying to steady his fall as he went. I could hear the sickening, crumpling sound of him crashing to the ground. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I bellowed, imagining that he was nothing more than a tangled pile of limbs. 
 
    “Let go,” he called, his voice strained. “I’ll catch you.” 
 
    “I’m not letting go!” I insisted. 
 
    “It’s the only way down.” 
 
    “I’m can’t!” I argued. 
 
    “Bea. Let. Go.” 
 
    Trying to estimate the slope of the wall, I figured it was about a forty-five degree angle. It probably wasn’t much steeper than a slide, although the landing would be rougher. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” he reassured. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I released my grip. My hands flailed as gravity pulled me down the slope. As promised, Durango cushioned my fall. The two of us tumbled backwards into a landscaped bed of mulch and plants. 
 
    Durango groaned and I stood up. He was clearly in pain. 
 
    “Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    “When I came down, I landed on my arm,” he said while gripping his right shoulder with his left hand. 
 
    Erik and Omaha came running in our direction. “That was a dramatic entry,” Erik said. “I should’ve told you to- Is Durango okay?” 
 
    “He hurt his arm,” I explained. 
 
    “It looks like it’s his shoulder,” Erik said, pointing out the deformed shape of it. Beneath his skin, a bone bulged out from his shoulder unnaturally while his arm hung lifelessly at his side. 
 
    “I know how to fix that,” Omaha offered brightly. After receiving a few skeptical looks, she added, “I had to help heal a dockworker that fell off of a zeppelin once.” 
 
    Omaha had Durango lay flat with his arm outstretched. Then she began pulling on his arm while his face reddened and he growled in pain. I alternated between disgust and fascination, watching Durango’s shoulder joint being manipulated. “It’s not enough,” she mumbled, placing one of her feet on his ribcage to pull harder. 
 
    As Durango restrained his screams of pain, I asked Omaha, “Are you sure this is right?” 
 
    Finally, his bone snapped into place and she gently released his arm. “He’ll need to rest it for a while, but he’ll be fine.” 
 
    We eased Durango into a sitting position, and he felt his shoulder again. Carefully, he rotated his arm in all directions grimacing only slightly near the top. “It’s sore, but it doesn’t hurt like it did.” 
 
    “Medicine in Charrbrunia is barbaric,” Erik commented. “Now, are we all ready to go back home? We should’ve just met back there to begin with.” 
 
    “I’m not going,” Durango announced defiantly. “I’ve got to stop King Charr first.” 
 
    “Stop him?” Erik asked before he realized the opportunity before us. “You mean we should stop him before he activates the Core Shifter. That’s brilliant!” 
 
    “You know,” I pointed out. “I think that’s the first compliment I’ve ever heard you give Durango.” 
 
    “Even a broken clock,” Erik began, leaving the rest of the saying unsaid—which was probably for the best since Durango and Omaha still didn’t have a good understanding of clocks. 
 
    “We need to find them before they leave the temple,” Durango insisted. It was already approaching dawn, so he aptly added, “I hope we’re not too late.” 
 
    “We’re not,” Erik said. “I saw their vehicles in the parking lot. In fact, Omaha and I almost landed right on them when we came back here.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s theirs?” I asked. 
 
    Erik nodded. “They’re really cool. They look like some kind of Dr. Seuss conceived flying contraptions.” 
 
    Omaha explained, “They’re definitely steam gliders, and Charr had said that Sebastius had designed some steam planes that would work after the electricity was taken away.” 
 
    I agreed, “You’re right then, that’s got to be them. Take us there.” 
 
    Durango was still nursing his sore shoulder and cradling his arm as we ran around the building and hid behind some bushes. Not twenty feet from one of the building’s doors sat five one-man copper steam gliders. They looked just like the small planes that the Cyphean Gliders used in the yellow timerift. Not much larger than a motorcycle, they had wings that stuck out about four feet on either side and a propeller in the front. If they didn’t have extensively detailed motors in the back, they might’ve looked like a child sized version of an open cockpit Wright Brother’s design. 
 
    Erik explained, “Since there’s five gliders, it looks like he’ll have four people in his security team. And since he is the president’s son, they’re probably armed and well trained.” 
 
    I added, “And this is our only shot since we don’t know where he’s going.” 
 
    “We do,” Erik countered. “He’s going to Raven Rock. He said so.” My look told him that I had no idea what that was. “Raven Rock is an underground government facility. It’s in Pennsylvania. That was where he was going to wait out the destruction—and cause it.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing it’s secure.” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    “So, like I said, this is our only shot.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, what’s our plan?” Omaha asked. 
 
    We were all silent. Finally, Erik broke the silence. “This is like a suicide mission. I can’t think of anything we can do to stop them without getting ourselves killed.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Omaha suggested with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “We could sabotage their gliders!” 
 
    Erik grinned. “Good one. Why didn’t I think of that? Do you know how to do it?” Omaha glared at him. “Of course you do. Come on, while we still have a chance.” 
 
    The four of us dashed to the flying vehicles. Erik and I kept our eyes on the building’s doors while Durango and Omaha fiddled with the machines. Omaha commented that it would’ve been much easier to work on them with tools. After nearly ten minutes, the door opened—slightly at first. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” Erik said. 
 
    “Now,” I added. 
 
    Omaha, Erik and I began to scurry away, but Durango stayed behind. I turned back to him. “Come on, we have to hurry before they see us.” 
 
    “Go,” he demanded, his hands still inside the machine’s engine. 
 
    “No. You come too.” 
 
    “But I didn’t disable this one yet.” 
 
    I pulled on Durango’s arm—his uninjured arm—and even though I didn’t have the strength to pull him away, he yielded and came with me. We hid behind a parked car, peeking beneath it to see what would happen. 
 
    The door finally opened wide and Darryl Charron Jr. walked out with three other men and one woman. 
 
    “That’s his wife,” Durango confirmed. “I’ve seen her in paintings too.” 
 
    The two of them were young, and neither had a ring on their fingers, so I presumed they weren’t married yet. Nonetheless, it must’ve been odd for Durango to see long dead ancestors of his alive and in person. 
 
    Omaha explained in an animated whisper, “Based on what we did to them, the pressure in the gliders’ combustion engines should cause them to explode.” 
 
    “All but one of them,” Durango grumbled. 
 
    “Still,” Erik said. “If it stops any of his guards that will at least give us a chance.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope that Charr doesn’t get on the good one,” I said. 
 
    “You know,” Erik pondered analytically while the five people stood beside the flying contraptions and talked. “If the first King Charr or his wife dies before their son is conceived, then the entire Charr lineage could be disrupted. Prevailing theories on time disruptions suggest that Durango would then cease to exist.” 
 
    “What?” I said. “Then we have to stop them from getting on the gliders!” 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” Erik offered with a shrug. 
 
    “I would gladly die to stop their cruelty,” Durango stated unequivocally. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want you to die,” I pleaded. 
 
    Omaha tempered my concern slightly. “The explosions probably won’t kill them. They’ll just be thrown off of the gliders, and maybe get injured.” 
 
    “And we don’t have to kill them,” Erik added. “We just have to stop them from getting to Raven Rock.” 
 
    “The only way to stop a Charr is to kill him,” Durango told us. Given his tenacity, I believed his statement to be truth. 
 
    From our vantage, we could only see legs once the people got to the gliders, so it was unclear who got on which one. But it was very clear that four of them exploded. With loud booms, the machines fell to their sides and parts scattered across the ground, clanging against the pavement. 
 
    We stood up to assess the damage and see if we had accomplished our objective. Darryl Charron Jr. was unhurt, sitting in the undamaged glider. The three security men were scattered on the ground, injured, unconscious, and bleeding out. Darryl’s wife was also lying on the ground, having landed in a grassy area. Recognizing it as an attack, Darryl pulled a handgun out of his pocket to protect himself and rushed to the woman’s side. 
 
    Durango revealed a knife and turned to me. “I have to stop him.” 
 
    “No!” I exclaimed. “Don’t kill him!” 
 
    “You have a man who loves you, Bea. Don’t forget that.” I assumed that Durango was speaking about himself, but then he turned to Erik and said, “Take care of her.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked, wrapping my hands tightly around his arm. “No, you can’t do this.” 
 
    Durango placed his hand on the back of my neck and pulled me toward him, tangling me in a passionate kiss—a kiss goodbye. Then, he released my hold on him and sprinted away. I reached for him, but it was to no avail. Memories flooded my mind—most of them I recognized, like when Durango first told me that he loved me at the arena gate, when he first kissed me before we left the yellow timerift, and the excitement that he showed when I had returned from my trip to 1930. However, a few of the memories were hazy and unfamiliar—a wedding, a family, a life together. As Durango ran from me, I realized that those vague memories—if that’s what you would even call them—would never occur. 
 
    Darryl and the woman that he was to marry were getting in the only operational glider—the woman sitting awkwardly on his lap since it wasn’t made for two passengers, her head nestled into his chest. I began to run after Durango when Darryl saw him, recognized him as a threat, and fired a shot at him. The gunshot made me recoil and Erik grabbed me, pulling me back to the safety of the vehicle that we hid behind. 
 
    “Let me go,” I insisted, trying to break free from Erik’s grip. 
 
    Another gunshot was fired and I turned to see that Durango was hit by this one—not critically, but in his shoulder. Like a zombie, the wound didn’t slow him down, and Durango was mere yards from the small aircraft. Darryl aimed his weapon at Durango again. 
 
    “No!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Stop!” 
 
    A third time, the gun was discharged, and again it struck Durango—this time in the chest. Nonetheless, like the Charr that he was, Durango powered onward, fighting against the ammunition perforating his body. 
 
    The steam-craft began to move forward, lifting into the air almost immediately. Durango reached the glider as it was nearly a foot in the air, and he forcefully leapt onto it. The extra weight of two added passengers caused the machine to crash back to the ground, tilting to one side. When the glider landed, it fell on one wing, bending it out of shape and rendering the device useless for flying. 
 
    Darryl and the woman clambered from the pilot’s seat, and he swung the gun toward Durango one last time. Like Sebastius had done earlier, it was pointed at Durango’s head and would be a fatal shot. Before the gun could fire, Durango leapt onto the couple, knocking the gun and the girl from Darryl’s hands. With one swift, precise motion, Durango thrust the blade into Darryl’s chest. 
 
    The man who would become king fell impotently to the ground—Durango had killed him. At first, I had a moment of unexpected hope; Durango didn’t disappear. He was injured. Badly. But he hadn’t disappeared as Erik’s theory suggested he might. That moment, however, was merely an illusion. Before Durango even rolled off of his now-dead ancestor, he did just as Erik had predicted: Durango disappeared in the same manner as someone that time-traveled. Only, instead of transporting to a different timerift, he was gone. Forever. With his lineage no longer intact, Durango ceased to exist. 
 
    I burst into tears, sobbing uncontrollably. Omaha cried too, and Erik wrapped us in his arms. Not even aware of what Erik was doing, I was whisked away from that horrendous situation as he activated an Initiator.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    The next few hours were a blur. We landed in a street. Erik and Omaha escorted me down a road. Although we passed people and places, I couldn’t remember any of them. I think a few people tried to talk to us. 
 
    We ended up in Maia’s building, and I went into the restroom, telling them that I needed a minute to myself. Really, I needed an hour alone. Or a day. Actually, what I really needed wasn’t time by myself—I needed Durango back. 
 
    My father’s words returned to my mind: when my mother died, a part of him died with her. I couldn’t fully comprehend what he meant when he had said that. But after losing Durango, now I could. Thinking that I didn’t have any tears left to cry, I was surprised when I found myself sitting on the bathroom floor sobbing again. I hadn’t been that out of control of my emotions since my father had died—or, gone missing as it turned out. 
 
    Time seemed to stand still until Omaha came in to check on me. Her face was red and puffy too, and I knew that she was hurting also. I tried to be brave for her, wiping the wetness from my cheeks and standing up to hold her. Silently, we supported one another, glad that we had each other and weren’t going through the loss alone. 
 
    Eventually, I felt lucid enough to make my appearance in public again. Omaha and I walked arm-in-arm to Maia’s office, where my dad greeted me warmly. “Oh, Bea. Erik told me what happened. It’s awful. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I rested my head on his shoulder, overwhelmed with sadness. His words, while genuine, felt detached to me, and I knew why. “Daddy, don’t call me by my name,” I asked. 
 
    After a brief moment of confusion and consideration, my father realized what I needed. He rubbed my back gently with his hand and corrected himself by saying, “Of course, Pumpkin.” 
 
    Turning my head, I saw that Erik sat on the couch, chewing on his lip as he watched me. Maia sat stone-faced behind her desk, looking impatient. When we all took our seats, the room felt much emptier than before, with Mary and Durango missing from it. 
 
    Maia began, “I understand that you lost someone.” 
 
    “Not just someone,” I interrupted. “Durango.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maia corrected. “Durango. He sounds like he was a good person and a good friend.” 
 
    “Of course he was!” I insisted. “You know. You knew him.” 
 
    “Remember, Bea,” Maia explained. “This is a unique experience. Durango didn’t just die in the blue timerift. His existence was eliminated. Therefore, to your father and I, and to everyone else in this timeline, it is like he never existed. We have no memories of ever meeting him.” 
 
    I looked at my dad, bewildered by the way that time-travel affected people’s memories. He corroborated Maia’s statement. “It’s true, Pumpkin. I don’t remember ever meeting him.” 
 
    The words were barely sinking in—I could hardly imagine a world where the three of us that came back from the future were the only ones that remembered Durango—as Maia got right to business. “Since I wasn’t there, I would like to get a full briefing of your trip. We need to assess everything that happened and verify that no further actions are needed.” 
 
    “So Durango can be reduced to a line in your report?” I said snarkily. 
 
    Maia snapped back, “If you need a day or two to come to grips with things, we can reconvene at a later time.” 
 
    “I’m just supposed to get over him in a day or two? Is that it?” 
 
    Everyone remained silent until my dad asked me tenderly, “Pumpkin, do you want us to give you some more time? We can do this another day.” 
 
    I didn’t want to come back another day. I didn’t want to stay in the hotel in New Jersey. I just wanted to go home. “No. Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    Erik took the lead in detailing our trip and in answering Maia’s endless questions. He told her where we had landed, on a random building’s rooftop. And how we walked the streets and I got my face healed—but he didn’t mention my enhancement. Whether that was because it was my secret to reveal and he didn’t want to betray my confidence or because he simply didn’t think about it, I wasn’t sure. He told her about how we broke into the Twilight headquarters building, and she was especially intrigued that the employees had been genetically transformed to look like the future clerics. 
 
    When Erik began telling Maia that Sebastius had expected us and set up a trap in the top of the temple, his storytelling was so captivating that I temporarily forgot my grief and was mesmerized by his story. It was difficult to believe I had actually experienced the scenes that he described—except that the visions of the Empire State Building collapsing and New York City being devastated by a tidal wave were permanently etched into my brain. Then he told her about Sebastius’s machine in the basement of the Twilight office. 
 
    “And you were tied up?” Maia asked skeptically. “With guards all around you? How did you escape?” 
 
    Erik looked at me, for the first time expecting me to explain. For some reason, it felt wrong to tell her about my genetic electrical enhancement—like it wasn’t her right to know. So I fibbed. “It was Durango. He broke free and saved us.” 
 
    “But didn’t you-” Omaha said before Erik elbowed her and quieted her with a look. 
 
    “What is it?” Maia asked. Omaha didn’t reply, but just looked at Erik. “Omaha, it’s important that you tell the truth. We have to make sure that there aren’t any ramifications from your trip that need rectified.” 
 
    Solidifying her friendship with Erik and me, Omaha deceived Maia. “It’s just that Durango didn’t just break out. Bea helped him. She is just being too humble to admit it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I helped Durango to get out of his ropes. But he single handedly tied them all up.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Omaha added. 
 
    “And what happened to Sebastius? And to the machine?” 
 
    Erik explained that he and Omaha left Sebastius in the orange timerift before everyone turned their attention to me. 
 
    “Durango and me tore the machine into a thousand tiny pieces,” I explained. “Then some guards came in and we transported out of there.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” Erik asked curiously. 
 
    “A funny thing about that,” I said. “I didn’t have time to set the Initiator for anywhere specific and it must’ve been preset to the orange timerift for whatever reason.” 
 
    “You went to where we left Sebastius?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’d broken free from his ropes. He even got ahold of my Initiator, but Durango stopped him.” 
 
    “But you left him there?” Maia confirmed. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Then she asked me the same thing that she had asked Erik. “And did he say anything to you that stands out? Did he tell you anything that I might need to know?” 
 
    I answered the same way Erik had. “No.” 
 
    Erik then detailed everything surrounding the death of Darryl Charron Jr. and the vanishing of Durango. Somehow, I held it together as he related the events. 
 
    “We have these time machines,” I pointed out, trying to retain a fragment of hope. Even though I already knew the answer, I asked, “Can’t we use them somehow to bring Durango back?” 
 
    Maia explained, “To bring Durango back, we would have to preserve Darryl’s life. Besides the obvious ethical questions surrounding that decision, seeing as how we only have the five timerifts to choose from, there isn’t a timerift available to us where we would even have that option if we did want to. I’m sorry to tell you this, Bea, but there is no way to bring your friend Durango back.” 
 
    Friend? Durango was so much more than a friend to me. My shoulders slumped with disappointment as Erik nodded, agreeing with Maia’s line of reasoning. I knew that it wasn’t a possibility, but I had to hear it from the two most well-respected experts in theoretical time-travel that I knew. I lowered my head and bit back my emotions. A fresh set of tears would only prolong this meeting. 
 
    “Then we came back here,” Erik concluded. “We landed in the middle of the street outside of a manufacturing building just down the road. Gave one car a scare but otherwise nobody saw us.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that,” I said, trying to rack my brain for details about our arrival. The memories were hazy at best. 
 
    “Then the three of us walked back to your office,” Erik said. 
 
    Maia had us spend an hour looking at colonial, native American, and United States history to make sure that nothing major had changed by leaving Sebastius in the past. Nothing had. I figured that, based on how he looked when we left him, he might just have died in the woods like an animal. 
 
    “Well,” Maia suggested. “Then I think it’s time that we destroy the Initiators.” 
 
    “Wait,” Omaha objected. “I want to see what Charrbrunia is like now.” 
 
    “Since you prevented most of the planet’s destruction, there would be a lot more people alive at that time. And since the EMP satellite attack was executed, there still won’t be electricity. And I’m fairly certain that it won’t be called Charrbrunia anymore. So there’s no sense in using such a dangerous device just to see what it’s like now.” Maia pulled out the machine that could destroy the Initiators. It looked like a small but heavy microwave oven, and it had the ability to fry electronics and reduce them to powder. 
 
    “Omaha’s right,” Erik objected. “Since you want to make sure that there weren’t any major negative effects in the timeline, we should check out the yellow timerift one last time before destroying the Initiators.” 
 
    Maia bit her lip. “Fine. As long as you’re careful and quick. Do the three of you want to go?” 
 
    “I’m sitting this one out,” I said emphatically, leaning close to my dad. He patted me on the knee. 
 
    “The two of us then,” Erik said, motioning to Omaha. 
 
    Maia acquiesced. “Alright. We’ll reconvene here as soon as you return.” 
 
    Overcome with tiredness and grief, I didn’t even wait for Erik and Omaha to transition to the yellow timerift before my dad and I left the office. After stopping for fast food, my father took me to the hotel where I began my post-time-travel ritual of showering, changing into normal clothes, and sleeping. 
 
    Nightmares saturated my sleep. More than once I woke up crying. The way that I had to watch Durango get shot was so real—so graphic—that in many ways it was affecting me more than when my dad had supposedly died four years earlier. 
 
    “They’re back,” my dad said, awakening me from a restless sleep. 
 
    I hadn’t even heard a phone ring. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Six o’clock in the morning. You slept for twelve hours.” 
 
    “Are they okay?” I asked, rubbing my eyes heartily. 
 
    “They’re fine. Maia said that someone is picking them up now to drive them to her office. If you’re up for it, we can meet up with them this morning and head home this afternoon.” 
 
    There was little that I wanted more than to be home, so I got out of bed quickly. “I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed tonight.” 
 
    We got to Maia’s office before Erik and Omaha arrived. 
 
    Maia greeted me before questioning me. “Now that you’ve had a day to think about things, did you think of anything else that you think I should know?” 
 
    I knew that she wasn’t aware that I got super powers and that Sebastius told Erik a secret. But as far as things that I thought Maia should know… “No.” 
 
    When Erik and Omaha arrived, they seemed happy and they greeted me with a hug. I doubt that I seemed happy, but I was glad to see that they were alright. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Maia instructed. “And tell me, had the yellow timerift changed?” 
 
    “Totally,” Omaha said. “But not in a bad way.” 
 
    Maia began typing on her computer, careful to document everything that Omaha said. “Please, explain.” 
 
    “Well, for starters, it was so much more crowded. Even the town where Mordael lives was practically the size of Breslenbrug.” 
 
    “Did you ask about Durango?” I asked, not expecting to hear any surprisingly good news. 
 
    Erik shook his head, looking down at his feet. 
 
    Omaha continued, “Nobody’s ever heard of any Charrs. In fact, the whole place is called America, just like here. And it’s all totally different than I remember.” 
 
    Maia coaxed her, “But they still use steam power and not electricity?” 
 
    “Right,” Erik said. “And they do some amazing things with steam engines. I mean, they’ve got cars, planes, trains, and so much more. They even have robots like the Jetson’s maid!” 
 
    My mind started drifting as they continued recounting their visit to future-America. When I had first met Durango, he had been so proud of Scorpio—and rightly so. Scorpio had taken him years to build. And as smart as Erik was, I didn’t even think that he had any idea how the science behind it worked. Durango was someone special—not just a great tinkerer but a great person. And it was bad enough that he was gone, but nobody in the world except me, Erik and Omaha even remembered who he was. Nobody would ever know how honorable and considerate he was. Or how strong and capable. Or how he made me feel when he told me that he loved me. 
 
    “Bea?” Maia said, drawing me out of the dark recesses of my mind. “May I have your Initiator?” 
 
    Knowing that it couldn’t bring Durango back, I had no need for the device any longer. I knew more than anyone the problems that it could cause. Handing it to Maia, I felt a sense of relief when it left my hand. It had brought my father back and it had done some good, but it had also led me to experience the greatest heartache I could imagine. 
 
    Maia placed my Initiator in the box that she called an electronics incinerator, then she reached her hand toward Erik. He fished in his pocket and pulled his device out. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re giving up the other Initiator so easily,” I told him. Erik had been the one that argued the most to keep them from being destroyed. 
 
    “After all that’s happened, I guess I’ve had a change of heart,” Erik said cavalierly. He reached his long arm over Maia’s and dropped his machine directly into the opened door of the box. 
 
    Maia glanced inside the electronics incinerator before shutting its door. “Alright,” she announced. “This is the end of an era. I think that we’ve all learned that it is best to just let time be the sole keeper of the future, and that our interference has done us more harm than good.” 
 
    She unceremoniously pressed the button and the machine roared to life. After less than a minute, it quieted down to a low hum. Maia opened the door and poured ashes onto her desk. 
 
    “This is all that remains of countless years of time-travel research and development,” she said. 
 
    “I think that was the right decision,” my dad said, standing up. “And I can’t speak for everyone else, but I’m ready to spend a little bit of time at home.” 
 
    “Where am I going?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “I can put you up in the hotel here for a few months,” Maia said as she pulled an airline ticket out of the top drawer of her desk. “Or if you’d prefer, you could go back with Jacob, Bea and Erik.” 
 
    “On an airplane?” Omaha asked with childlike enthusiasm. “Yes, please!” Omaha snatched the ticket and gave Maia a high-five—an action that I wouldn’t have been able to picture Maia taking part in if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. 
 
    “I’ve spoken with Erik’s parents, and Omaha can stay with them if you don’t have room,” Maia said to my dad. Then she shook his hand firmly. “And I must say that I will miss working with you.” 
 
    “Same here, Maia.” 
 
    “And Bea,” Maia continued. “What can I say about you? If you hadn’t saved me from the yellow timerift, I would still be stuck in that dungeon.” Maia almost allowed her tough exterior to crack with emotion when she added a sincere, “Thank you. If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call me anytime.” 
 
    Then, Maia turned her attention to Erik. “My offers to you still hold true. I am planning on paying your college tuition, and I hope that after you graduate you will join my team.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Erik said with a grin. 
 
    “Your team?” my dad asked. “What is it that you have planned for yourself?” 
 
    “You know me, Jacob. I always have to be busy with something.” Maia was being intentionally vague, but it didn’t matter to me. The Initiators were destroyed and she wasn’t involving me in her plans. That was all that mattered to me. 
 
    We left her office, glad to put that chapter of our lives behind us.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” my dad asked me as we sat in cramped airplane seats, across the aisle from one another. Our plane sat on the runway, ready to take off. 
 
    “Yes,” I insisted. 
 
    Omaha sat in the end seat, her eyes plastered to the small circular window. Erik sat between us in the three-person row of seats. 
 
    When the plane’s engines roared and the aircraft sped down the runway at an incredible speed, I didn’t have a panic attack. Even when the massive machine tilted at a steep angle and we became airborne, I didn’t have any apprehension. It wasn’t because I’d overcome my fear of flying. It was because in my heart, I no longer placed the same value on my life. Without Durango, it didn’t matter to me if we landed safely or crashed in a fiery explosion. Nothing felt like it mattered anymore. 
 
    “You don’t look well, Bea,” Erik said to me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, my voice monotone and even. “The flight doesn’t bother me. I swear.” 
 
    “Not the flight,” he corrected. “I mean ever since we got back.” I gave him a mildly indignant look. “I know,” he continued. “It has to do with Durango. I can’t believe that everything went down like that myself. I guess I just worry about you. I’ve never seen you so… despondent before.” 
 
    “Despondent?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. It means depressed or downcast.” 
 
    How did Erik expect me to feel? The man I was in love with just died a tragic death right in front of my eyes. Of course I was sad. He should just be glad that overall, since I’d woken up that morning, I’d felt numb about it all and wasn’t crying uncontrollably anymore. 
 
    Erik mercifully changed the subject. “Anyway, I was thinking about it and wondering why your super powers didn’t go away when the electricity cut off. As I understand it, the earth’s magnetism was affected so that all forms of electricity should have disappeared for good. Plus, there were people on the street that lost their powers. But, you know how the basement of the temple kept its power because of the insulation sheath?” 
 
    I was only half-listening and less than half-understanding. “Sure.” 
 
    “Well, I think that since you had the Initiator with the insulated battery in your pocket, you were able to keep your powers. It must’ve acted like a shield for you that kept you from being affected by the EMP. Or maybe since it’s in your genes you just have to be anywhere that the electricity isn’t eradicated, like in the Twilight basement.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you,” I said, “but I don’t have any electric powers anymore. I tried to use them to destroy the genetic fusion machine and they didn’t work.” 
 
    “Maybe you just-” 
 
    “They didn’t work,” I reiterated firmly before closing my eyes and tilting my head back to rest during the flight. 
 
    Erik and Omaha chatted about everything that Omaha spotted from the window. The two of them seemed happy. In fact, everybody seemed happy—but it didn’t make sense to me. What was there to be happy about when our loved ones were dead? My father’s first wife died. His parents died. How was he happily talking to the man in the seat next to him about mundane things like whether the airline would offer free soft drinks? Nothing like that mattered—didn’t he recognize that? 
 
    When the pilot announced that we were landing, I opened my eyes and saw that Erik was looking at me. His face was scrunched up, expressing the pity he felt for me. I savored his concern, feeling justified in having people recognize my distress. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” he asked when he saw my eyes open. 
 
    Not wanting to talk about my feelings, I asked him the only thing that still nagged at my curiosity. “Did Sebastius tell you anything?” 
 
    “Did he tell you something?” Erik countered, challenging me to reveal my secrets before he would reveal his. 
 
    “No. But his last words to me were that I should talk to you.” 
 
    Erik shrugged. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Sebastius was gone from my life forever. Whatever he might have said—if it was anything at all—didn’t matter. In fact, it felt like nothing mattered anymore. 
 
    Off the plane in Pittsburgh, Erik and Omaha took an Uber to his house, while my dad and I headed home. Mary warmly greeted us, and it was nice to see my dad so happy to see her. 
 
    “I’m going to my room,” I announced. 
 
    “But Bea,” Mary objected, “I ordered pizzas from Pomodoro’s.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” I said as I turned toward the hallway. 
 
    “It’s okay,” my dad told Mary. “Let’s give her some space. She’s had a long day.” 
 
    Somehow, I thought that being home and lying in my own bed would knock out the hazy feelings that had been surrounding me since we got back. It didn’t. The more I lay there, curled up in my blanket, the more I thought about Durango. Tears began to form again, but I didn’t want them to. So I implemented another of my old therapist’s suggestions—the only one that ever seemed to work. 
 
    After my dad’s funeral, Dr. Poller said that when I was extremely sad, I needed to distract my mind. Back then, I used that advice to transition my energies toward disc golf, and it really seemed to help. So, following that advice, I got up from my bed, grabbed a pair of discs and headed outside. 
 
    My dad and Mary were sitting in the living room talking. When I passed through, they both quieted abruptly and turned to look at me. They were clearly talking about me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “I’m going outside to throw some discs.” 
 
    In my backyard, I had a practice basket set up. It wasn’t secured to the ground and came apart easily, so that I could move it around the yard and practice my putting. It was getting rusty from a winter of neglect, but it still did the trick as I threw my first disc into its chains and heard the clinking sound of an accurate putt. 
 
    The satisfaction that I typically got from making a good shot didn’t arrive like I had expected. I threw again. And again. Even making a tough shot made no difference. It was like my medicine had grown ineffective. Despair overtook me—what if I never recovered? 
 
    Leaving my discs in the chain basket, I went back inside. 
 
    “Pumpkin, are you alright? Is there anything we can do?” my father asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Your father told me about what happened with your friend.” There it was again. Friend. “I’d like to schedule you a visit with Dr. Poller,” Mary suggested. 
 
    It had been two years since I’d last seen Dr. Poller, and I didn’t want to have to go back to a therapist again. But what choice did I have? I also didn’t want to suffer from this type of grief forever. 
 
    I shrugged. “Fine.” 
 
    Back in my room, I curled under my blankets one more time, hoping that sleep would remove the pain. On my wall, I saw the gear-shaped metal disc that Durango had made specifically for me. It brought back all of the warm memories I had of him. I could see his face. I could picture the grim determination evident in the lines of his forehead as he tinkered with Scorpio. The look of adoration as I nailed shot after shot trying to earn Daycoins to travel home. And especially the briefest hint of regret that passed over his features just before he charged Darryl. Despite how clearly I could remember him, Durango no longer existed anywhere on earth except in my memories. 
 
    It’s been said that time heals all wounds. The wound left by Durango’s absence would leave a scar for the rest of my life. When I had first inherited the Initiator from my grandfather, I had no idea what it was—and I never would have expected that it would have affected me so dramatically. But having met Durango, and then having lost him, had changed my life forever. 
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    A year after Durango disappeared from Bea’s life, she still struggles with his loss and is unable to escape from the intense grief that she feels. Thus, when an opportunity arises that might allow her to bring Durango back, she will stop at nothing to make that happen. However, a series of mysterious break-ins leads Bea, Erik and Omaha to realize that someone is trying to stop her not only from rescuing Durango, but also from uncovering truths that they alone could expose. The stakes have never been higher than they are in this fourth installment in the TimeRift series. 
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