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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The sonic boom left my ears ringing while the intense green light that had overtaken us began to retreat. And the pounding headache that followed was excruciating. 
 
    Instinctively, my hands went to my head, pressing in on my temples as the hazy green light completely faded. Seeing as how this was only my second trip, I still wasn’t used to the whole time-traveling experience. But overall, I could state with certainty that I didn’t like it. At all. I opened my eyes and was glad to find that we hadn’t been transported into the middle lanes of I-80—so that was a relief. Instead, my feet were wet, and I realized that I was standing in the shallows near the muddy bank of a small river. 
 
    Having just returned from a strange future, completely void of electricity, I was glad to be back in my original time. While in the future, I had unwittingly rescued Maia, an intelligent scientist that had helped my grandfather to discover the ability to time-travel. Along with Maia and myself, two people from the future joined us on our return trip. One was Omaha, an adventurous girl who was excited to explore the possibilities of time-travel. The other, Durango, was the first man to express his unconditional love for me and demonstrated it by giving everything up in order to travel to my time with me. 
 
    Worried about my friends’ welfare, I anxiously checked on them. Maia was right beside me, so I saw her first, lying in the water clutching her head, moaning in pain. Suddenly, I remembered the shot Sebastius fired off just before we were brought back to my time. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, feebly moving my hands from my own throbbing head to help Maia. “Where were you hit?” 
 
    “It’s not just her!” Omaha, who stood unsteadily beside me, pointed out in a frantic voice. Durango too was lying in the mud, clutching his side. 
 
    “Durango!” I tried to push myself out of the mud, but only managed to stumble, nearly face planting into the river. Dropping to my knees next to him, I asked, “Are you okay?” Blood was soaking through Durango’s shirt on his left side, where his hand pressed securely into the wound. 
 
    He tried to sit upright but instead simply groaned in pain. Dropping back into the murky water, his head lolled to the side and he closed his heavy-lidded eyes. 
 
    “He needs a surgeon,” Maia exclaimed as she adjusted from her supine position to kneeling with me beside Durango. She was pale and moved unsteadily, likely close to fainting. 
 
    “Were you shot too?” Omaha asked as Maia lifted Durango’s shirt enough to see the gunshot wound. 
 
    She winced in pain as she answered. “No, it’s just these migraines get worse each time you time-travel. I’ve taken dozens of these trips, so needless to say, the effects are intense this time for me.” 
 
    Although still bad, the severity of my headache was subsiding quickly. Hopefully, Maia’s would too. And she was right that it was worse for me the second time—I couldn’t imagine how bad the symptoms could get if they got progressively worse with each trip through time. 
 
    “Will he be alright?” Omaha asked, echoing my sentiments regarding Durango. 
 
    Durango’s pain was evident in the lines of his face, and he still hadn’t spoken a word to us. His breathing was rapid and shallow, and I was worried that he was losing too much blood. 
 
    Maia assessed his condition in a calm, clinical manner. “It looks like the bullet went straight through, which is a good thing. And it is too low to have punctured his heart or lung. But it could’ve ruptured his liver or stomach, or any number of other internal organs. Like I said, we need to get him out of this muddy river and to a hospital as soon as possible.” 
 
    I took in my surroundings. The river flowed softly through some sparse woods. Sunlight pushed its way through the foliage, creating dappled light across the water’s surface. On our side of the river, a wide gravel trail led up a slight incline toward a clearing—and a road! 
 
    “I’ll go check up there to see if I can find help,” I offered with urgency. Squeezing Durango’s hand before I left, I added, “Don’t worry. You’ll be alright.” 
 
    The mud weighed down my shoes made my first few steps difficult, but my determination got me up the incline quickly. At the top was a highway that curved into thickening woods in both directions—with no sign of life in either. For all I knew, we were a hundred miles from civilization. 
 
    Fighting a panic attack, I practiced my breathing techniques while looking for help from any direction. For years, deep and slow breathing kept my anxiety attacks at bay, but the process was losing its effectiveness in the extreme situations that I had faced lately. 
 
    As I began a sprint down the road to see around the bend, a loud buzzing sound reminded me that my nearest lifeline was easily within my grasp. From the edge of the road, I reached my hand into my purse. As it continued to vibrate repeatedly—indicating all of the texts, calls and notifications that I had missed while I was in the yellow timerift—I took my phone out and dialed 911. 
 
    The response was immediate. A monotone female voice said, “911, what’s your emergency?” 
 
    “It’s my friend, he’s been shot,” I said, hardly able to believe it was true. My voice sounded shrill and panicked as I looked down toward my friends at the river below—Maia was unsuccessfully attempting to stop Durango’s bleeding while Omaha was watching helplessly. “In his stomach,” I added. 
 
    “What is your address,” the woman asked calmly. 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” As she began speaking again, I pulled the phone away from my ear and checked my location on my Google Maps app. “I think I’m near 4244 Passaic River Rd in Fairfield. By the river. In New Jersey. We need an ambulance here, quick.” 
 
    “Please stay calm,” she requested. “Is your friend conscious and breathing?” 
 
    From my vantage, it seemed that Durango was now speaking. I began to walk slowly back to the river as I continued to speak. “Yes. But he’s bleeding. A lot.” 
 
    “Please hold the line.”  
 
    During an eternity of silence, Maia pressed the fabric of Durango’s now-torn shirt against his wound, continuing to try to slow the bleeding. Durango winced in pain. 
 
    Finally, the emergency operator spoke again. “Are you still there ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes. Is there an ambulance on its way?” 
 
    “I’ve dispatched paramedics and police to your location. You said that your friend was shot in the stomach. Is there an active shooter involved, or was this an accident?” 
 
    “No,” I said, unclear on how to answer her. “I mean, he was shot, but the person that shot him isn’t here now. How far away is the ambulance?” 
 
    “They should arrive in approximately seven minutes, ma’am. Just continue to stay calm. You’re doing fine. Can you please describe the patient’s wounds for me? You said that he is bleeding?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s bleeding,” I barked as I rushed back down to the riverbank, nearly slipping in the mud. “And he needs help right away!” 
 
    Durango looked up at me. “Bea,” he pleaded in a quiet voice, reaching for me with his hand. Hearing his weakened tone added to my concern. The color had drained from his face and his complexion was ashen. “In case I don’t make it-” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” I told him, lowering the phone to my side. “Help is on the way.” I grasped his hand in mine—he squeezed mine more feebly than I had expected. 
 
    “Either way, I want you to know that I love you. I love you, Bea.” 
 
    I began crying and could barely choke out the words, “I know.” 
 
    The sounds of sirens far in the distance brought me a little bit of hope. Before I could talk to Durango or the emergency operator further, Maia gave me a stern command. “Bea, you need to go now. You and Omaha both.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. It was like she was taking crazy pills. There was nowhere I could go—I needed to stay with Durango until I could be certain that he got the help he needed to survive this traumatic ordeal. 
 
    As the wail of the sirens slowly drew closer, Maia looked me in the eyes with earnestness. “I’m serious, Bea. The police will arrive any minute now, and they’ll be asking a lot of questions. He has a gunshot wound and we won’t be able to explain it. If we did, you know that they wouldn’t believe us. Not if we told them the truth.” She handed me my Initiator. “And they don’t know what this is. They’ll likely confiscate it and we can’t risk losing it, Bea. If you want any chance to save your father, you need to get out of here and take this with you. Now.” 
 
    Absently, I took the Initiator from her and realized that Durango’s eyes were closed. He was still breathing, but was unconscious. I stood frozen in indecision. The logical part of my brain knew that Maia’s conclusion was true. I looked at the Initiator, a hand-held device that my grandfather bequeathed to me upon his death, before slipping it into my purse. The machine, despite its small size, enabled us to travel through timerifts, to a variety of points in the past and future. And just moments before time-traveling here, I’d found out that my father was stuck in the past. I had to rescue him from 1930, but I knew that I couldn’t help him without the Initiator. It had to be protected at all costs. 
 
    But how could I leave Durango? 
 
    “Maia’s right,” Omaha goaded. “We can’t lose the Initiator.” 
 
    Maia snatched the phone out of my hands. “I’ll stay with him and call you as soon as I can with any updates.” After typing on it for a few seconds, she handed it back. “I’ve got your number now.” 
 
    While I remained disoriented and unmoving, Maia encouraged Omaha to take me down the road in the opposite direction of the sirens. She obediently grabbed my hand and pulled me back up the gravel path, and I followed reluctantly with my head turned back toward Maia and Durango the entire time. 
 
    How could I come this far, only to abandon Durango when he was the one that needed my help for a change? Especially after all that he had done for me. He had given up his life’s work, his lead in the tournament, and his best opportunity to save an entire kingdom. He gave up all of his money to get me to Maia. He gave up everything he knew. His home. His friends. His entire life. He left his entire world to join me here. He even—literally—took a bullet for me. Yet, here I was submissively following Maia’s orders and Omaha’s guiding hand, leaving Durango in critical condition, in a world that he knew nothing about. As we rounded the corner onto the road, I lost my view of Durango—the vision of him lying unconscious in the mud, bleeding out, forever seared into my memory.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    As we traveled down the road, I heard the sirens coming to a stop far behind us and could only hope that they reached Durango in time. Omaha and I walked for at least a mile down the road before we came across anything besides trees. No cars passed us and the area felt very isolated, so I was surprised when the trees suddenly gave way to an industrial complex. 
 
    “This way,” Omaha said as she level-headedly pulled me into a parking lot encircling warehouses and small-business offices. It must’ve been the weekend, because the entire area was empty of people. 
 
    As the shock began to wear off, my eyes began to well up. Durango’s gunshot looked serious. He could die—I might never see him again. “How can we just leave them?” 
 
    Handling the crisis better than I was, Omaha paused and turned toward me. “Maia is right. That Initiator is the only way I’ll ever get back home. And it’s the only way you’ll be able to save your father. Durango is in good hands. I’m sure the healers in your world can take care of him as well as the ones back home.” 
 
    That the doctors that would care for him here were better than the ones in Breslenbrug was a safe assumption. Durango being in a modern hospital was the one bright spot in this otherwise bleak situation. Since I could no longer hear the wails of sirens, the medics must have already taken Durango away and were tending to his injuries. It wasn’t like I could be of any real help to him—they would take him to a hospital and provide him with the best medical care possible. Once a few days had passed and he was recovering, and the police were no longer interested in the incident, I would return to his side. It was as good of a plan as we could come up with at the time. 
 
    “So, where do we go now?” Omaha asked. “Is there an inn nearby, or are we near your house?” 
 
    I was surrounded by unfamiliar buildings in an unfamiliar town. Where would we go from here? I forced myself to continue breathing. Grateful to be in a time with electricity, I naturally turned to my phone for answers. 42 new text messages. 8 new voicemails. 37 new notifications. 
 
    Plus an incoming call from 911 that I declined. 
 
    “What is that?” Omaha asked inquisitively. “Another travel machine? Can that take us to your house?” 
 
    I held up my phone and spoke with surprisingly convincing forced composure. “What, this? It’s a phone. I can use it to talk to people far away, or get information, or play games. But no, there’s nothing else that can make us travel like the Initiator.” I clicked my Uber app. “Actually, though it can help us to travel. It says we can get to Pittsburgh for $482.” It pained me to travel that far away from Durango, but I knew that I needed to go home and let Mary know I was alive and safe. Besides, she had a car and would be able to drive me back to New Jersey once I heard from Maia.  
 
    “Is that a lot of money?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “It gets billed to my step-mom, Mary.” 
 
    “And where is Pittsburgh?” she asked innocently. 
 
    I agreed to the fare, selecting my home address in Wexford, Pennsylvania, and waited for our ride to show up. Every minute or two during our wait, I asked Omaha if she thought Durango would be alright. Omaha continued to reassure me and even distracted me by her awe of nature. She stirring up anthills by drawing a stick through them. She let a ladybug crawl around on her hands. She found some roly-polies under a rock and balled them up to shoot like marbles. Slowly, she calmed me out of a panic attack. 
 
    When Omaha had run out of insects to play with, she pulled a metal disc tarnished with dried blood out of her shoulder pack. “Here,” she offered. “This is yours.” 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked appreciatively. I instantly recognizing it as one of the metal discs that Durango had custom made for me—the sharp one that I had taken the monstrous Tonkath down with. 
 
    “When you grabbed the Initiator from that big guy, I picked it up. I figured it might come in handy.” 
 
    After unsuccessfully trying to wipe the dried blood onto the grass, I carefully set the disc in my purse. 
 
    It had taken about ten minutes before my ride request was accepted—and another fifteen minutes before the driver pulled up in a black Prius. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go all the way to Pittsburgh?” the driver asked in a thick accent through his opened passenger-side window. “That is a long way from here.” 
 
    “Yep.” I knew how long it was and bit my tongue to stop myself from snapping back at him. 
 
    After we got in his vehicle, the driver told us that since the trip was over six hours, he would need to stop for food and gas along the way. Then he tried to make small talk as he began driving. I wasn’t in the mood for conversation with a stranger any more than I was for his strongly scented air freshener, and Omaha was so mesmerized with the inside of his cab that she was rendered speechless too. Eventually the driver took the hint and turned on the car’s radio. 
 
    “Your world is totally different than mine,” Omaha finally exclaimed once we got on the interstate. She rambled on about the differences and how amazing she thought everything was, from cars and lights to simple things like street signs and median lines in the road. 
 
    “Did you see that, Bea? That sign was glowing with some kind of lights! Is that from the electricity you’re always talking about? And look at that huge picture! It’s a giant meat sandwich, I think. Should we go there? The picture said to turn left at the next exit for the Burger King. You said that your kingdom didn’t have kings and princes. You lied! But why does the king have a picture of a meat sandwich?” 
 
     Mostly I tuned her out—all I could think about was Durango. Had I made a stupid mistake? Should I have stayed with him? Should I at least have stayed in New Jersey? What if Maia called as soon as I got home and said I could come to see them… but I’m six hours away! 
 
    It certainly didn’t help my mood that I still had a lingering headache ever since my latest time-travel. 
 
    I knew that I should call Mary, but I really hadn’t figured out what I was supposed to tell her. The truth wouldn’t work—especially over the phone. I could concoct a lie, but that might lead to dealings with police, and I really didn’t have the time or ability to lie to officers and detectives. So instead, I just put it off for a while. Hopefully by the time I got to Wexford I would think of something to say—something more believable than the truth. 
 
    In the back seat of the Uber, I anxiously Googled the survivability of gunshots through the stomach. For the most part, the results were promising so I allowed myself to relax ever-so-slightly. The success rate of surgery was extremely high. And depending on which organs might’ve been hit, the recovery time might be as little as two or three weeks. I didn’t want to get my hopes up, but I could imagine taking him to Soergel's Strawberry Festival in June. Since there were no freezers in his time, I would love to see how he reacts to their strawberry ice cream. 
 
    Next on my agenda was to check my messages. 
 
    First was a panicked text from Mary: Where did you go?  -  Bea?  -  I’m getting worried. Are you in the bathroom? Text me back ASAP.  -  It’s been nearly twenty minutes and I’m really starting to worry now. WHERE ARE YOU?  -  I’m calling the police if you don’t text me back in five minutes. 
 
    Next was Erik… but I hesitated to read his texts. Even though he and I never dated, I guess I kind of felt disloyal for getting so close to Durango over the past weeks. It might sound stupid, especially since he’d never shown any kind of romantic interest in me, but since I’d had such a crush on him for so long, some part of me felt guilty that I had moved on so quickly to someone else. 
 
    Instead, I clicked on Ava, a friend from school: Hey girl, I just heard that you went to NEW YORK CITY!!!!! So jeal!   -   Anyway, I wanted to tell you that you should totally check out Beacon’s Closet while you’re there. Have fun!!! 
 
    Then Sophie, a girl from school that I really didn’t know that well: Hi Bea, this is Sophie. I just heard that you’re missing so I guess you’ll never even get this message. But I just wanted to say that I’m sorry we never got to know each other better. You seemed like a great girl. All of us at Wexford High will miss you. 
 
    That text shocked me—partly because the way that she phrased it made me think that the consensus at school was that I was dead, and partly because it was glib, like she was signing my high school yearbook. The next few texts confirmed it—there was definitely a rumor at school that I was dead or at least would be missing forever. I felt awful for all of the agony that everyone was going through. Especially Mary, Erik, and my close friends. They were mourning me, and I could only imagine the anguish they must be feeling. Maybe it was a reaction to the day’s events, but I found myself getting choked up as I thought about it. I stuffed the phone in my purse and focused instead on the passing scenery. 
 
    In the late afternoon, we stopped at a gas station that had a Taco Bell next door. Sitting inside the small dining area, I treated Omaha to her first Chalupa. And her first Dr. Pepper. We were both starved, and cheap, fast food tacos had never tasted so delicious in my life. Apparently Omaha agreed because she kept saying, “I’ve never had anything like this before!” 
 
    “If you like this, you’ll probably love Primanti Bros.” 
 
    She pointed to the soft drink dispenser. “Do they have one of those machines? A machine that pours an unlimited amount of sweet, bubbling drinks has got to be the greatest invention I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “Yes, they’ve got soda pop.” 
 
    Omaha pointed to the digital ordering screen. “And those boxes with pictures?” 
 
    “Primanti Bros. has even better screens. They’ve got televisions on the walls with sports and other shows. I think you’ll like TV shows.” 
 
    “And they’ve got these cheesy flatbread foldovers too?” 
 
    “No, this is Mexican food. Well, sort of Mexican. Primanti Bros. is a sandwich place. They even shove fries and coleslaw right in the sandwiches. It’s the best!” 
 
    “Well, I can’t imagine I’d like it better than Mezican,” she decided, licking cheese sauce off of her finger. 
 
    “It’s pronounced ‘Mexican’.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said?” she asked, completely unaware. 
 
    For some reason her reaction made me laugh. “No, you said ‘Mezican’. It’s ‘Mexican’.” 
 
    “Mexican,” she repeated dreamily, like it was a beautiful and ethereal word. 
 
    Back at the car, the driver, whose name turned out to be Kofi, said, “The gas tank is full now. I hope your stomachs are too. We will be to your destination in two more hours. You girls relax and Kofi will get you there safely.” 
 
    Omaha and I got inside and buckled out seatbelts. 
 
    “I didn’t see you in the restaurant," Omaha said to our driver. “Don’t you like Mezican food?” 
 
    Kofi was glad to have a listening ear. “I am from Ghana and usually eat traditional dishes from my country. We have rice and corn, but it is not Mexican.” 
 
    “You should try it sometime. It’s really good.” 
 
    “For my meal, Kofi ate a guava fruit, some nuts from the gas station and a snack that my wife made for me.” Kofi held up a plastic bag half-filled with something like caramel colored no-bake cookies. “These are called Nkate. Would you like to try one?” 
 
    “Yes!” Omaha said, snatching the bag from Kofi. When she offered it to me, I declined. As she handed the bag back over the seat, she said with a mouthful, “This is really chewy. What is it made of?” 
 
    As the two of them made conversation, I took my phone out again. Without any other excuses for putting it off, I finally checked Erik’s texts. Knowing that he probably thought I was dead made me dread reading them all the more so. The first text, from two weeks ago, was a snappy response to my description of the Initiator, before I’d learned what it was: Did you open it up? Maybe it’s a pre-release of Hearts Over Brains on DVD  -  I just read about a woman arrested today on the subway for stripping while singing songs from Disney’s Frozen. I assume that was you letting it all go, but don’t worry… I’ll bail you out  -  I found a live cam of the Empire State Building online. If you make it there tonight, let me know and I can try to see you online!  -  I just heard from Mary that you’re missing. Text me RIGHT AWAY, Bea. Please. Just text me and let me know that you’re okay. 
 
    My and Erik’s relationship had previously been limited to witty, sarcastic and intellectual banter. He rarely spoke to me with sincerity and seriousness. So, while I was already pained as I considered how much he must have worried about me, it was his final text that really affected me: I don’t suppose you’ll get this message, but I just wanted to let you know how much I miss you. I can’t even play disc golf anymore because my heart aches for you every time I’m on the course. I don’t know what happened to you. I wish I did. But I hope you’re alright. Please be alright. There are so many things that I should have told you. Come home soon. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Omaha asked as she wiped a tear off of my cheek that I didn’t even know was there. It took every ounce of willpower I could muster to keep from letting loose a floodgate of tears and emotions. Instead of responding, I simply stared out my window while Omaha gently rubbed my shoulders to try to comfort me. 
 
    As the sun began to set, we passed a road sign that read ‘72 miles to Pittsburgh’. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I asked Kofi, “Can I change our destination?”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    It was dark as we pulled up to the Watterson’s house. I’d never been there before, but one day while I was cyber-snooping I looked it up online. Erik lived in a two-story house in a nice suburban neighborhood—and in person it looked just like it had in the Street View picture. The front of the house was stone, with spotlights illuminating it in regular intervals. The lawn was well-manicured with a tasteful mix of flowers and shrubs. I knew Erik’s bedroom was upstairs and I could see a light on—my heart started to beat faster just thinking about the conversation I was about to have. 
 
    When the black Prius came to a stop, Omaha was again chatting about how different the clothes, houses and businesses looked in my world. I could only imagine what the driver was thinking if he was listening in on our conversations as I’d had to explain phones, computers and streetlights to her. 
 
    “We are here,” Kofi said. “Kofi has delivered you to your destination.” 
 
    We got out of the car, and Omaha told the driver, “Thank you, Coffee.” 
 
    “It is Kofi.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “No, you said Coffee. It is Kofi.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and gave him a tip on the app. 
 
    Before he drove away Kofi added, “If you enjoyed the ride, please give Kofi five stars.” 
 
    “So this is your friend’s house?” Omaha asked. “It’s so huge.” Given the size of her apartment back in Breslenbrug, Erik’s place must’ve seemed like a mansion. 
 
    Knowing that Omaha could be chatty at times, I begged, “When we talk to Erik, let me do the talking, alright?” 
 
    “Sure,” she obliged. 
 
    In the tattered dress that I had inherited from Omaha, I looked like I belonged in Little House on the Prairie. Before approaching Erik’s house, I tried to brush some of the dirt off of my untailored outfit and I ran my fingers through my frizzy hair. I looked dirty, worn. Add to it the time-travel-lag, and I didn’t know if he would even recognize me! 
 
    Nervous to knock on the door completely unexpected and after a multi-week long hiatus, I decided instead to text him. But after rereading his final text, following it up with a lighthearted Hey, how’s it going… mind if I pop in? seemed misplaced. So instead, I called. 
 
    After just one ring, he answered in a nearly frantic voice that I’d never heard come out of him before. “Bea? Is that you?” 
 
    “Hi, Erik,” I said meekly. 
 
    His questions shot out in rapid fire. “Where are you? Are you okay? Where have you been?” 
 
    “I’m actually out in front right of your house right now,” I told him. 
 
    Within seconds, the curtains of an upstairs room swung open and Erik gazed down upon us. I gave him a weak wave. 
 
    “I’ll be right down,” he said. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    The phone went silent and my feet were stuck in place. What would I tell him? The truth? If anyone had a chance of believing me, it would be Erik. He was always reading and talking about wormholes and black holes and parallel universes. Time-travel seemed right up his alley. But having a casual interest in extraordinary things was far different than actually believing in Bigfoot. 
 
    His front door flew open and he raced to me. Other than the occasional time we’d bumped our fingers exchanging discs on the course, we’d never had any physical contact. So it was totally unexpected when he embraced me in a bear hug. 
 
    “Oh, Bea. I can’t believe you’re here.” Then he stepped back. “Where have you been? We’ve been worried sick!” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I admitted. “Can we come in?” 
 
    Erik hesitated and looked back at his house. “Hang on,” he said before briefly going back inside his house. 
 
    “He’s tall,” Omaha observed with a smile. “And kinda cute.” 
 
    Erik was thin and lanky. His dark hair was often disheveled and he always wore band tee shirts—this time the Ramones. 
 
    Keys in hand, he came out saying, “Come on. Are you guys hungry? We can talk at Napoli’s.” We got in his silver Honda CR-V and backed out of his driveway. 
 
    “I’m Erik,” he said to Omaha who sat by herself in the back seat. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I interjected. “Erik Watterson, Omaha Brixstall. Omaha, Erik.” 
 
    “Hi,” she said softly. Her large eyes lit up as she smiled at him. 
 
    The first few minutes of the ride were quiet and I’m sure that Omaha wanted to fill the silence, but she continued to oblige my request for her discretion. Given the unusual pause in conversation, it was obvious that I wasn’t readily divulging any details about my hiatus. 
 
    Rather than push the issue of where I’d been, Erik asked me as he drove, “Did you see the new Star Wars movie yet?” 
 
    “Umm, no. Is it out already?” 
 
    “It came out last Friday. I caught the midnight show, plus a showing over the weekend.” For the rest of the ride, he proceeded to tell us all about the plot and how it relates to the rest of the movies in the franchise. I didn’t much care, but it was comforting just to hear his voice. 
 
    At the pizza shop, which was empty except for a few employees in the back, Erik ordered a large New York style pepperoni pie for us to share. We made our way to a corner booth in the dining area. Erik nearly bumped his head on the large white domed light fixture hanging above us. The table rocked unsteadily when we rested our elbows on it. 
 
    “This is the worst booth ever,” I said. 
 
    “Except for John Wilkes,” Erik quipped. 
 
    Ignorant of our interchange, Omaha asked, “Where’s the washroom?” 
 
    I pointed to the back, where the restroom sign hung unmistakably on the wall. “Use the one for women,” I instructed. “And when you’re done, push the lever on the back of the ceramic bucket.” When I had used the single stall restroom at the Taco Bell after her, it had been obvious that she didn’t know how modern plumbing worked. 
 
    “That was a peculiar thing for you to say,” Erik observed, puzzled and amused. He then pointed in Omaha’s direction as she walked away. “So, where’d you find this girl anyway? On the set of Mortal Engines 2?” 
 
    Omaha’s style of dress, while appropriate and trendy in Breslenbrug, did give off a strong cosplay vibe in Pittsburgh. Her aviator goggles hung around her neck, and their worn brown leather strap matched her leather corset. Beneath that, she wore a thin sheer shirt, and a short lacy skirt flowed out from below it. Purposeless belts, buckles and straps decorated her corset to complete her look. 
 
    “Don’t tell me they’re making a sequel to that atrocity!” I exclaimed playfully. 
 
    “Like I’ve told you a dozen times. The book series is way better than the movie.” 
 
    “It couldn’t be any worse!” 
 
    “This, coming from the girl that calls Enchanted quote the best Disney movie ever unquote.” 
 
    “What? I like Amy Adams. So sue me.” 
 
    “I’ll get my legal team on it right away.” 
 
    I grinned and relaxed into my seat. The conversation between us was always light and fun. It was so easy to be around Erik and, even though he was a little awkward at times, I never felt awkward around him. Sitting with him in that pizza shop was the first time I’d felt truly stress free since New York City. 
 
    “Speaking of clothes,” Erik chided. “What’s with your dress? Was the thrift store half-off today?” 
 
    Pulling on the thick, scratchy material of my filthy prairie dress, I told him, “I wish I could find things this nice at the thrift store. The last time I was there, I literally saw dirty underwear for sale. A big brown streak—no joke. And they weren’t even half off.” 
 
    Erik pretended to be embarrassed. “I told my mom not to donate my used clothes. I don’t know why she won’t listen.”  
 
    The bantering between Erik and me may have been the thing I’d missed most while in Charrbrunia. Soon, I realized that pizza was the thing I’d missed second most. It came out almost too hot to eat and the cheese was still stringy—just the way I liked it. The way that the pepperonis caught the grease, combined with the not-too-sweet, not-too-acidic sauce was sheer ecstasy on a plate. Omaha discovered that she too liked pizza. Then again, if she learned to like those rotting soybeans from the restaurant below her apartment, she could like any food. 
 
    “So you really expect me to believe that you’ve never tried pizza before?” Erik asked Omaha. 
 
    She smiled—with her dimples and wide grin, Omaha was unintentionally alluring—and told him, “I swear!” 
 
    Erik was entranced with Omaha’s peculiarities, and as they talked I just hoped that she wouldn’t accidentally say anything about where she was from. Not that Erik would believe her, since he seemed to think that she was putting on some sort of elaborate performance. 
 
    As the two of them talked, Omaha occasionally put her hands on Erik’s arm—which was not an uncommon gesture of hers. Still, knowing Erik’s general aversion to physical contact, I half-expected him to recoil. Instead, he held his ground and continued to play his part in what he thought was her act. It was nice to see how considerate Erik was treating her—I wondered if he thought that she might even be a person with special needs. 
 
    Sitting with my friends and watching them get along made me glad that I was there. If I had gone to Mary first, she would be drilling me with questions about where I had been and why I hadn’t called her. Even though I knew that Erik had worried about me too, he continued to make small talk and jokes rather than tackle the serious issue. His easy-going nature was one reason I came to him first. Another reason was that since he loved science and science fiction, I secretly hoped that I could tell him the truth and he might actually believe me. There was only one way to find out. 
 
    I interrupted Erik’s explanation of why pizza tasted best when you sandwich two slices together—something he had been doing with every bite. With a loud sigh, I began. “Okay, so I’ve got something to tell you. But you’re not going to believe me.” 
 
    “That you joined a secret cult of people that worship Rob Schneider?” he proposed. 
 
    “No, I’m-” 
 
    He interrupted, “That you’re dropping out of school to become a competitive eater specializing in hot dogs and other cured meats?” 
 
    “Erik, I’m serious right now.” I was nearly shaking with nervousness to tell him where I’d really been. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he offered earnestly. “Go ahead. I’m all ears.” I almost expected him to reach across the table and hold my hands in his—something I had come to expect from Durango, but would be a totally foreign action for Erik. 
 
    Before I got another word out, a large man in a dirty apron called to us from the kitchen. “Hey guys, the dining room’s closing in five minutes.” 
 
    Quick to take advantage of the opportunity to delay this difficult conversation, I asked, “Can we go back to your place?” 
 
    Erik grinned. “I’ve got somewhere even better.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Within minutes, we had driven to a nearby city park. Along the route, I noticed that I had missed a couple of calls from a New Jersey number. I eagerly checked the voicemail, hoping that it was Maia providing some news on Durango’s condition. Instead, it was a Fairfield police detective wanting to talk to me about my recent 911 report. 
 
    Old Economy Park was empty since the entrance sign informed us that the ‘Park Closes at Dusk’. 
 
    “Wow, you’re bringing us to a closed park. I didn’t expect you to be the law-breaker type. You’re a regular Billy the Kid,” I told him. 
 
    “Since you’re with me I suppose that makes us Bonnie and Clyde.” 
 
    “Do I get a new name too?” Omaha piped in. 
 
    Erik grinned curiously, as he had done nearly every time that Omaha spoke. He seemed thoroughly amused by her alien unawareness. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” I asked as we parked in front of a large barn. There were no lights in the parking lot, so I couldn’t see much of anything that the park had to offer, except that there were a few trees scattered about, and there were no other cars around. 
 
    “Well,” he explained as he pulled some glowsticks out of his glovebox, “You told me once that you’d never played a night game.” 
 
    “There’s a course at this park?” 
 
    “It’s just a short nine-holer with dirt tee pads, but that works fine for a night game. Wait here, I’ll be back.” 
 
    Erik hopped out of the car and began jogging to the various baskets, lighting them with three or four glowsticks each. Soon, the park before us was transformed into an enchanted field dotted with glowing chains—varying in color from soft blues and greens to a pinkish red. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Omaha said. “I don’t understand half of what Erik says, but he seems like a really nice and funny guy.”  
 
    “He is,” I agreed. 
 
    Bashfully, she looked down at her feet. “I kinda like him.” 
 
    My first instinct was to tell her that he was taken. By me. But it wasn’t true. However, I just couldn’t shake off the wave of childish jealousy that overtook me. 
 
    After Erik got back and retrieved a few Nite Ize light-up discs from his trunk, we met him at the first tee. The night was perfect—it was cool and windless, and the sky was nearly cloudless. Stars dotted the heavens above, while down below them the lights on Erik’s discs were casting playful shadows across our faces. 
 
    “Since I’m the local expert on night games, I’ll go first and show you how it’s done,” he told us. 
 
    His disc, lit up with LED lights, flew like a UFO across the air toward the first basket. It hit the metal and bounced off—which was enough to impress Omaha. 
 
    “You’re a flinger too?” she asked Erik in awe. 
 
    “A flinger?” 
 
    “Don’t ask,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m definitely going to ask. So, what’s a flinger?” 
 
    Omaha pointed at me. “You know, like Bea. She flings the discs. I think Durango called her The Amazing Flinger.” 
 
    Erik jumped on that phrase. “The Amazing Flinger? Oh, Bea, you never told me you had such a magnanimous title. Now I see why you’ve been hesitating to talk about what happened to you while you were gone. You didn’t want to make us peasants feel unworthy in the midst of The Amazing Flinger, herself.” 
 
    As he began to bow down in false devotion, Omaha came to my defense. “She really is a great flinger. She hit Tonkath and Sebastius in order to get our Initiator back.” 
 
    Erik stood, revealing a wide grin. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But I definitely want to hear all about it.” 
 
    “Later,” I said, giving Omaha a castigating look. She compliantly followed my rebuke and kept her mouth quiet about the truth regarding where she came from as we played. 
 
    My shots were a little bit off—it might have been my inability to see the trajectory clearly in the darkness. Or maybe it was the weight of the world that I felt like I was carrying on my shoulders. Once I even slammed my disc into a tree, which was something that almost never happened to me anymore. Omaha tried to play the first few baskets with us, but had obviously never played disc golf before. Erik patiently tried to show her how to play, and encouraged her by helping her hold the disc correctly. 
 
    Omaha realized that she was slowing us down. “I can just practice over here,” she offered, referencing the third basket. She perceptively sensed our need for privacy. “That way you two can talk and catch up.” 
 
    Omaha was right. I needed to tell Erik the truth. After I threw my disc on the fourth tee, missing the goal by yards, I decided that I would just tell him, right then and there. 
 
    Before I got the chance to speak, Erik asked me, “Is her accent real or fake? Like when she said pizza, she rolled her z’s, if that’s even possible. I’ve never heard anything like it. It sounds fake, but she never slips up.” 
 
    “It’s not just the z’s. She says her u’s like o’s. Like if she saw a little dog she’d call it a poopy instead of a puppy.” 
 
    “Right. And she pulls it off like an Oscar Award winning actress.” 
 
    “Yeah, because it isn’t an act. Her accent is totally real,” I said as he threw his disc, garnering his first hole-in-one of the night. Impulsively and without thinking, I blurted, “Nice shot! I would’ve thought that since you haven’t been practicing, you wouldn’t still know how to make a decent shot.” 
 
    He turned to me with unusual seriousness. “You got my text?” 
 
    Immediately, I regretted referencing his text—the one where he said he couldn’t play disc golf anymore because it made his ‘heart ache’ for me. Erik was the type that was more than content when he was joking or when he was talking about science. But his awkwardness always came to the fore when he was asked about his feelings or emotions. Likely my comment made him embarrassed, or at least uncomfortable. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I only checked my texts today,” I admitted sheepishly. “And there were a lot of texts like yours. Thank you for saying that.” 
 
    He paused before speaking, running his hands slowly through his hair. “Well, I’m glad that it helped bring you back. Come on,” he said as we headed to the basket to get his disc. 
 
    The next tee—that’s when I would tell him, I determined. When we got there, I again threw first. And again, I missed my target. 
 
    “Looks to me like you’re the one that’s out of practice,” he commented as he prepared to throw. “Maybe you’re not The Amazing Flinger that I thought you were.” 
 
    “I’m The Amazing Daytime Flinger,” I explained. “Nighttime flinging is for the lowly peasants.” 
 
    “I understand now. That’s why I’m so good at it, because I’m so inferior. Now it all makes sense.” 
 
    I smiled widely, unable to suppress the joy that I had simply playing disc golf with Erik. It made me forget that I had an impending scolding from Mary. Apprehensions about my upcoming trip to rescue my father were gone. For a few minutes, I didn’t even remember to worry about Durango. Instead, I simply basked in the moment—being on the course again was soothing. The glowing baskets were magical. And the company was without comparison. 
 
    I swore to myself that I would talk to Erik on the sixth tee. 
 
    Then, the seventh came and went. And the eighth. We only continued to make small talk, which was far easier than broaching the big topic I had to discuss. 
 
    “Did you ever send in your college applications?” I asked him. 
 
    “Just one,” he replied. “Penn State.” 
 
    I was confused. “Penn State? But you wanted to go to Stanford or MIT for their science programs.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re going all Marty McFly on me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Usually we were on the same page with movie references—and it was a movie that he knew well enough. But I explained it anyway. “Marty wouldn’t send his audition tape to the music company because he was afraid of rejection.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I just don’t want to be that far away from home. But at least you’re comparing me to the hero of the story,” Erik said with a grin. 
 
    “You’re selling yourself short,” I told him forthrightly. 
 
    Erik was smart—really smart. And he had so much potential in his chosen field of physics. I couldn’t understand why he would limit himself by only applying to Penn State, rather than at least try to get into some of the more prestigious universities. There was no doubt in my mind that if he sent out applications to some Ivy League universities, he would get an acceptance letter from more than one of them. 
 
    As we played the ninth fairway, Erik changed the subject back to Omaha again. Sure, she was unusual, but it was starting to feel like she was the only thing he wanted to talk about. 
 
    “I’ve seen a few unique outfits before, but her getup is top notch. It’s not like one of those Halloween costume store, low quality Chinese-made costumes. But it isn’t something homemade looking either, like yours. I mean, your outfit gets points for authenticity, but I’ve got to ask her where she got hers from.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about her weird accent and clothes. If there’d been anyone else in the pizza shop we might’ve been embarrassed by her.” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes it’s weird. But it’s so genuine looking. I kinda like it. I mean, she looks like Lara Croft’s long lost cousin that came from Themyscira.” 
 
    As we finished the ninth hole, it seemed like Erik was nervous—likely it was just my own nerves projecting onto him. From a distance, Omaha began to walk toward us. I knew that she had expected me to have talked to Erik by then—and that she wouldn’t be able to keep quiet about where I’d been for much longer. Erik deserved to hear it from me first. 
 
    “Bea,” Erik said, glancing briefly in Omaha’s direction. “There’s something I want to ask you.” 
 
    Undeterred, I knew that I needed to talk to him before Omaha got to us. So I took a deep breath—it was now or never. “Let me go first. Do you remember me telling you that I inherited something from my grandfather when he died?” 
 
    His speech faltered briefly. “Umm, sure. You were hoping it was a million dollars, but said it was just a plastic box.” 
 
    “Right. Well, as it turns out it was a machine.” I paused, nearly chickening out before I finally just went for it. “A time-machine.” He didn’t react at all. Not expressing any belief in my words, but not dismissing them either. “And it took me to a future time where I was stuck for a couple of weeks. That’s why I disappeared and couldn’t call anyone.” He was still reactionless. My heart raced. I had to know what he was thinking. “Do you think I’m crazy?” 
 
    Omaha finally made her way to us as he answered. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said. I began to heave a sigh of relief before he added, “The aliens that abducted me last night told me all about it.” 
 
    I felt like screaming. 
 
    “It’s true,” Omaha chimed in by my side—although in her peculiar outfit she looked about as crazy as I sounded. 
 
    “But seriously, Bea,” Erik added, again trying his hand at sincerity. “If you want to, you know… talk to me about what happened… I’d be happy to hear about it. I mean, people run away all the time, and if you suffer from depression or whatever, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Especially after what happened with your dad a few years ago.” 
 
    “I’m not depressed,” I exclaimed. “It’s just… if there was anyone that I thought might believe me, it was you. I mean, remember what you said about parallel universes? And that time that you tried to explain string theory to me? Is time-travel really all that different?” 
 
    He offered me the benefit of the doubt. “Alright, I’m going to be a science major. Did you know that, Omaha? That I’m going to be a famous scientist one day?” 
 
    She looked a little bit too impressed. 
 
    “Anyway, since I’m going to be a science major, I could get a head start and use the scientific method to either prove or disprove that you time-traveled.” 
 
    Although, he treated it more like a game, I appreciated that he was willing to give me an opportunity to verify my claim. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So how does that work?” 
 
    “First I formulate a question that needs answered. In this case: Where have you been for the past two weeks? Next I form a hypothesis. You’ve already provided one: That you time-traveled to the future. The next step is predicting outcomes for the hypothesis. So…” 
 
    He pondered for a moment, staring at me as though his eyes might somehow make an effective a lie-detector test. It was interesting to see Erik putting into practice the things he had learned and loved from his education thus far—I was confident that he would someday make a great scientist. In fact, his manner reminded me of Cassicus, who eventually came to the conclusion that I had time-traveled. That gave me a smidge of hope that Erik would similarly be convinced. 
 
    He continued, “I’ve got a couple. If my hypothesis is correct then I believe that you should be able to recreate it by time-traveling again to prove it to me.” 
 
    I held my hands to my head—which still held onto the remnants of the headache. Knowing that the migraines get worse with each trip, and knowing that I had at least two trips ahead of me in order to save my father, I hesitated to travel again just to prove my point. “It’s a rather unpleasant experience,” I pointed out. “Is there anything else I can do to prove it?” 
 
    Omaha’s head turned back and forth between Erik and me, eager to see how our conversation transpired. 
 
    “Or,” Erik continued. “If you are unable, or unwilling to time-travel, you would at least have some information or artifact that could prove that it was true.” 
 
    I motioned grandly toward Omaha—she was my artifact from the future. It seemed obvious that she wasn’t from around here. 
 
    Erik shrugged, unconvinced. “I mean something like telling me there would be an earthquake in Tokyo tomorrow.” 
 
    Looking into his cautious eyes, I heaved a heavy sigh—I was not looking forward to having a more severe migraine than the one I’d had earlier that day. Besides that was the fact that when we were incarcerated in the Twilight Temple dungeon, Maia had told me that temporal destinations weren’t fixed—meaning that while we could predict exactly when the Initiator would take a person, where they would land could vary by as much as fifty miles from their original position. So traveling to another time and back just to prove a point could send me a hundred miles away. But I had to have Erik’s support. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll show you,” I told him. 
 
    “You’re really serious?” Erik asked, slightly amused. 
 
    “Yes,” I told him emphatically. “Now let me see your phone.” 
 
    “Sure. You do what you need to do, and I’ll prepare to be amazed by your scientific breakthrough.” As I began installing an app, Erik told Omaha, “I’ve never seen a costume like yours before.” 
 
    Omaha looked down at herself. “Do you like it?” She twirled her skirt back and forth. 
 
    “I love it. Where’d you buy it? Or did you make it?” 
 
    Flattered, Omaha began pointing out all of the aspects of her outfit that she liked best. “Well, I added these buckles myself, but I bought the goggles at the West Market. And they were a good deal at only two Daycoins. That’s cheaper than a pail of Ambrale at Rusty Radnells.” 
 
    I set up our phones so that we could track each other’s GPS locations. My only hope was that I didn’t transport onto a busy highway. Or into the middle of a rushing river. Or on top of a steep-roofed building. Or into the middle of a bear’s den… These considerations were getting me nowhere. 
 
    I interrupted Omaha to tell Erik, “I’ll come right back, but I don’t know where I’ll end up,” I explained. “It could be two counties away. But wherever this says that my phone is, I just need you to go there and pick me up in a few minutes, okay?” 
 
    Erik looked slightly concerned—either for my safety or for my mental health, I couldn’t tell which one for sure. But I was glad to prove it to him nonetheless. With him on my side, I felt that everything else I had to do—particularly talking to Mary—would be easier. 
 
    “What did you mean when you said it was ‘unpleasant’?” he asked. 
 
    “The sound is a bit loud, and the light hurts my eyes. But primarily it’s that I get terrible migraines each time.” 
 
    “My headache wasn’t that bad,” Omaha interjected. “I could do it.” 
 
    I was surprised that anyone would want to undergo that sort of experience if they didn’t have to. “Would you really want to?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Of course I’d love to! How often does a girl get the opportunity to see the past? Or the future?” 
 
    As I fished out the Initiator, Erik tried to get a prying look at it—but in the darkness, the glowing LED lights on the sides were all that could be seen. 
 
    Briefly, I worried about whether or not Omaha could be trusted with such a valuable device. She was young and impulsive, and sometimes reckless—what if she decided to go on some kind of adventure with the time-traveling device? Knowing Omaha, she would find it to be a fun escapade to go snowboarding in the Ice Age. On the other hand, she had been nothing but helpful and sincere with me, so I had no reason to doubt her. Far be it from me to prevent her to be the one to suffer severe time-travel sickness. “Are you sure, Omaha? The headaches get worse each time.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    I readily handed her the Initiator and my phone. “Do you remember how it works?” 
 
    Omaha deftly slid her finger over the left-hand light, changing its color. “Green is back here where you two are,” she acknowledged, leaving it on the Orange setting—which as far as I knew was the farthest back timerift available. 
 
    “Be careful. We don’t need two people lost in the wrong times. And come right back. When you do, just wait for us,” I added. “Get somewhere safe and stay put. Then, as long as you keep ahold of my cell phone we’ll be able to find you.” 
 
    There was a nervous excitement in the air. I also felt a little guilty—like we were using this valuable piece of machine as a toy. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Erik offered, sensing the tension in my voice. 
 
    “I want to,” Omaha replied with an eager smile. 
 
    “Besides,” I pointed out. “I want to be able to forever hold this incident against you if you ever don’t believe me again. About anything.” 
 
    Omaha held her finger against the right-hand light, and for two seconds Erik remained skeptical that we were pulling a prank on him. But after the third second Omaha completely and suddenly disappeared from our presence.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Watching someone time-travel was an entirely different experience than actually being the time-traveler. Rather than a sonic boom and a blinding light, she simply disappeared. There may have been a slight swooshing sound as air filled the gap left by her body. But otherwise it happened quietly and innocuously. 
 
    Rather than watching Omaha, however, I was far more interested in seeing Erik’s reaction. Personally, I would’ve freaked out if I were in his position. He simply took a step back and his eyes widened. 
 
    “Well?” I goaded. 
 
    “Your Grandpa built the Flux Capacitor!” he exclaimed. “Which is what makes-” 
 
    “Time-travel possible,” I said along with him. “Yeah, we all know the line. So you believe me now?” 
 
    He looked at me suspiciously. “Wait a minute… You didn’t just invent a time-machine to send Omaha away so that you could get me alone with you in the park at night?” 
 
    I punched him in the shoulder, wondering if he could ever be serious for even a minute. I mean, I just proved to him that we could time-travel! What more could I do to impress him? 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Now you’ve got to tell me everything about the future. Did you see a statue of me in front of The Science Institute of the Future? Does everyone travel in tubes and personal bubble crafts like in the Jetsons? Or, don’t tell me that climate change killed everything and the planet will be as desolate as Mars.” 
 
    “Well, it certainly wasn’t what I thought it would be like,” I said. “But first, check your phone. We should go pick up Omaha.” 
 
    He looked at the phone, but it remained silent. “She’s not back yet.” 
 
    It had been a minute or more—she’d had plenty of time to land wherever and then come back. Anxiously, I began to consider all of the worst-case scenarios. She had selected the orange timerift, which was the furthest back that we could travel. She could’ve been trampled by a dinosaur for all I knew. There were so many ways that she could’ve died upon arrival. 
 
    Sensing my concern and hearing my breathing begin to change, Erik redirected my thoughts, “Come back to the car, that way we’ll be ready when she does show up. Until then, tell me about what it was like. For real.” 
 
    We walked to the car and I explained how lost I was when I arrived in the Kingdom of Charrbrunia—which I supposed would cover at least the Northeast portion of America at some point in the future. I told him briefly about Durango, Mordael and Omaha and how they helped me. And also about how Maia and Sebastius discovered time-travel with my grandfather, but both got stuck in that future. I intentionally left out my budding relationship with Durango and how quickly it had progressed. 
 
    “Sebastius tried to stop us and steal the Initiator,” I said. “We escaped and the four of us came back. But Durango was shot, and it seemed serious.” 
 
    “Is he going to be alright?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maia was supposed to call me with an update, but she hasn’t yet.” 
 
    Talking about Durango’s condition caused my emotions to rise to the surface and I wanted to start calling every hospital in New Jersey to find out how he was. What if he died trying to save me? Could I live with myself? Durango was strong, and he was a fighter—he would be fine, I told myself. He just had to be. 
 
    “That’s all so crazy. I can’t believe you went through all that.” 
 
    “And that’s not even the craziest part. I also found out that my dad is still alive, but living in 1930!” 
 
    “Wait, I thought he died in a plane crash.” 
 
    “So did I. But apparently he had an Initiator.” 
 
    “If an Initiator is a time-travel device, then can’t he come back?” 
 
    “It must have broken or something. I don’t know. But as soon as Durango is better we’re going to go there and find-” 
 
    Erik’s phone chimed. We both froze in place and looked at it. “It’s her,” he confirmed. “She’s about eighteen miles away.” 
 
    We made good time, Erik driving well over the speed limit for much of the trip. I tried to call Omaha once, but evidently she didn’t know how to answer my phone. How ironic that she could operate a time-machine but couldn’t use a cell phone! 
 
    “I can’t believe that your grandfather discovered time-travel,” Erik exclaimed as he took a sharp turn. “Do you know how huge that is? That’s like Nobel Prize, history books, household name big.” 
 
    “Take your next left in about a half-mile,” I said as I watched our location on his phone’s Google Map app. 
 
    “So, how does it all work? I mean, are we talking about a general relativity basis or quantum mechanics? And does the linear timeline splinter or is it simply replaced?” 
 
    “This is your left. Then you’ll stay on this road for three miles. And I think you’re asking the wrong girl. Just because I have time-traveled doesn’t mean that I have any idea how it works. Here’s what I know: There’s only six times that we can travel to, and Maia called them timerifts. Our time, plus two in the future and three in the past. And since I was gone for around two weeks in the future, two weeks passed in this time too. Does this make sense to you?” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “Well, at least that makes one of us. Also Maia said that if you go back in time and change things, then things can get all messed up here in our time.” 
 
    “Like when Biff gave himself the sports almanac.” 
 
    “Right. So, before my grandfather found out that my dad was still alive, he was planning on destroying all of the Initiators because they can be so dangerous. Now he wants me to get my father back first.” 
 
    “So, if you can alter the future, then I can only assume that you brought me back the lottery numbers for the next Mega-Millions, right?” 
 
    “You want to become the Biff of the story instead of the Marty?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    I pointed to a small street sign. “Turn right on that road up there.” We turned off of one desolate winding road, and onto another. “And pull over up there by that driveway. It says that she’s only two-tenths of a mile away.” 
 
    Erik parked by a driveway that disappeared into the woods and I tried to call my cell phone again—still no answer. We got out of his car and started calling Omaha’s name into the woods. Within a minute, I heard her call back and I pushed my way through the brush, thick with honeysuckle bushes, to meet her. 
 
    “You’re right,” she told me once we met up. “These headaches are awful.” I took back my phone and the Initiator, and I made a mental note to bring some Ibuprofen with me on my next trip. “And your phone keeps making a weird noise.” 
 
    Glancing at my phone, I saw two missed calls from Erik—from me, that is—and three from Mary. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” Erik asked as we hiked back to the car. He was helping Omaha, whose steps were unsteady, to walk. 
 
    “Mary keeps calling. And she texted too.” 
 
    “Does she know you’re back?” 
 
    “Well, it seems like she does now.” 
 
    “What are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “Not the truth, unless anyone volunteers to take the time-machine for another spin to prove it to her.” 
 
    Once we were outside of the thick brush and back to Erik’s SUV, I opened the back door for Omaha. “I’m going to lie down,” she said, looking like she was as nauseous as she was in pain. She was pale and weak—and I wasn’t looking forward to my upcoming third trip. 
 
    “If you say it gets worse each time,” Erik commented as he helped her to sprawl across his back seat, “I think I’d rather save my misery for a trip that has more of a purpose, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    We discussed different scenarios as we drove back to his house, deciding that I should claim to be a runaway. 
 
    “At least for now,” Erik added. “Then when you come back with your father, you can come clean.” 
 
    I didn’t like lying to Mary. And the lie didn’t seem very plausible—I wasn’t depressed or a particularly disobedient kid or anything like that. But if I told her the truth I’d probably get admitted to a psychiatric ward. 
 
    “I suppose it’s the only way,” I conceded. “But it’s late. Do you suppose I could turn off my phone and just call her in the morning?” 
 
    “The only thing is that my parents would totally not be okay with you staying over.” 
 
    “We can sleep in the car,” I offered. 
 
    Omaha began to sit upright. “I think I’m starting to feel better.” 
 
    I pointed out to her, “At least it passes somewhat quickly.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I made you go through that. So, where did you go?” Erik asked eagerly. 
 
    “And what took you so long?” I added. 
 
    “I landed in the woods,” she began. “And I felt a little sick, but not as bad as just now. Anyway, I was going to come back right away but I heard some noises.” 
 
    “All the more reason to come back right away,” I pointed out. The risk of Omaha getting stuck in the past or losing the Initiator increased dramatically the more she gave into satisfying her curiosity. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t scary noises exactly. It was more like yelling and bells ringing. So I followed the sounds and saw a bunch of people wearing colorful clothes, dancing in a clearing.” 
 
    “Indians?” Erik asked. 
 
    Omaha shrugged, not knowing what Indians were. “I don’t know who they were.” 
 
    Erik furthered, “Did the women have long hair and wear bells, while the men jumped around more?” 
 
    “Yes!” Omaha said excitedly. “Do you know them? They looked like they were having a lot of fun.” 
 
    “Sounds like the Lenape Indians.” 
 
    “And why on Earth would you know that?” I asked him. 
 
    “They lived all over New York, New Jersey and some in Pennsylvania, too.” Feeling the need to defend himself, he added, “I had to do a report on the Lenape in Middle School. What an amazing thing—to be able to see history in real life! I wish I’d gone to see them too.” 
 
    Resting my hand safely on the Initiator, I added, “I’m just glad they didn’t scalp you or sacrifice you to their gods or whatever.” 
 
    “They weren’t like that,” Erik said. “If you didn’t provoke them they were typically a peaceful people. That was mostly limited to conflicts. You’re thinking of some old cowboys and Indians movies or something.” 
 
    Omaha finished, “Well, I just watched them for a few minutes before coming back.” With a loud yawn, she added, “But time-traveling is exhausting. I could go for a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Erik offered, “I can’t promise it would be a good night’s sleep, but if you really need a place to crash tonight and don’t mind sleeping in a car, I can sneak you out some food and water. And I’ll leave the keys for you. Just try to stay out of sight so my parents don’t see you.” 
 
    With a solid plan for getting a little rest tonight, I was relieved when we finally turned into Erik’s neighborhood. As we pulled up to his house, however, my relief vanished. A black Buick sedan was parked in his driveway. 
 
    “Who’s car is that?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Mary’s.” 
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    As we pulled up to Erik’s house, my inclination was to just keep driving. But we were spotted by his parents before I could even make the suggestion. Mary was talking animatedly to Mr. and Mrs. Watterson at their front door, and they pointed in our direction as we pulled up to the curb in front of the house. 
 
    “Wait here,” I told Omaha as Erik and I got out of the car. 
 
    Mary displayed an odd mixture of accusation and relief as she quickly traversed the yard. “Bea! Where have you been? And why haven’t you returned my calls? Are you alright?” 
 
    She hugged me tightly before I could answer. Over her shoulder I saw Erik’s parents scolding him—likely for aiding a fugitive runaway. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I asked. 
 
    She harrumphed and spoke sternly. “The Uber bill that you’ll be paying for as soon as you get a job. Are you alright? And what is that you’re wearing?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine.” 
 
    “At least you’re alright. I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been. Now, tell me what happened. Where you’ve been?” 
 
    Sometimes I used sharp words and was even disrespectful toward Mary, but I never lied to her. And right now, when push came to shove, I couldn’t tell her a fabricated tale of having run away. But I also couldn’t tell her the truth. So, instead I simply said, “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    With that, I was the one in for a scolding. “You most certainly will tell me. I’m your step-mother and I’m your legal guardian. Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? And how many people have been looking for you? They even arranged a search party for you. Did you know that? And you could’ve gotten hurt. Or worse!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to figure out a way to explain Omaha to her. 
 
    Mary grabbed my arm and pulled me harshly to her car, practically shoving me into the passenger seat. “Stay here. Do not move.” 
 
    I’d never seen her this upset before. After saying a few words to Mr. and Mrs. Watterson, she marched back to the car. From across the yard, Erik discreetly pointed to his SUV, then gave me a thumbs up. I understood what he was conveying—that he would take care of Omaha. We gave each other a halfhearted wave as Mary drove me away. 
 
    It was a miserable half-hour drive home. For the longest time, Mary bit her tongue, likely trying to suppress her anger before speaking. Finally, she said in a softer-than-normal voice, “Please, Bea. Don’t ever do that to me again. I was so worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again. It was the only thing I could say. And I was sorry. Sorry for what she’d been through, and sorry that I couldn’t explain why I was gone or where I had been. 
 
    She sounded almost weepy. “It’s just that my parents are gone. And we lost your father. And now, you’re really the only family I have left. If I ever lost you…” 
 
    Her words just hang in the air. I knew that I was about to take a huge risk going to find my father. But once I brought him home, it would make all of her heartbreak worthwhile. 
 
    I felt awful about the last couple of weeks. Not that it was my fault that I left—it was a complete freak accident. Nonetheless, I didn’t want to cause anyone any pain. And in considering it, she was practically my only relative too. Sure, there were a few aunts and uncles, and some cousins too. But they were scattered across the Midwest. Also there were my maternal grandparents—I kept in close contact with them, but since they lived in Indiana, I only saw them around the holidays. Mary had always taken good care of me, and she really was my family. I’d known her my whole life. And I knew that I really should make an effort to be a little nicer to her than I had been these past few years. 
 
    When we got home, Mary agreed to table the discussion until morning. It was well after midnight, and we were both emotionally and physically exhausted. While Mary went straight to bed, I took a long and much needed shower. When I was in Charrbrunia, I knew that I missed indoor plumbing, but this was without a doubt the greatest shower of my life. I stood there until the water ran cold and my fingers and toes wrinkled. 
 
    Before I left the bathroom, I wadded up my dirty clothes, which had the distinct smell of motor oil. I had no regrets as I threw the prairie dress in the laundry bin and put on my favorite pajamas—brown flannel pants and a matching top with Domo’s face on the front. In my bedroom, I took a framed photograph of me and my friend Ava at Kennywood Amusement Park off of the wall. Then, I replaced it with the gear design disc that Durango had made for me. It brought a smile to my face to see it hanging in my room. 
 
    Looking around at my things, I felt a sense of security. My disc-golf trophies were on the dresser. My Hunger Games Mockingjay Part 2 poster was on the wall. My favorite hot chocolate scented candle made the whole room smell like cocoa. My backpack, filled with gym clothes and school supplies, was leaning against my closet door—which made me hope that Mary wasn’t expecting me to go to school in a mere seven hours. Even my clothes from the last disc golf tournament lay piled on the floor where I had left them when rushing to leave for New York City. Everything around me was so familiar and so comfortable that part of me wanted to just sink into my bed and forget about all of the craziness I had so recently endured—to just return to my relatively easy routine of school and homework and disc golf. But thoughts of Durango and of my father pulled me out of complacency. 
 
    On the end table, my phone was blinking. Expecting another update from Erik—he had already told me that he explained to Omaha what had happened to me and that she was alright sleeping in his car for the night—I instead had a voicemail. 
 
    It was Maia’s voice, and my heart raced with anticipation to hear what she had to say. Her message was very curt and to the point. “Bea, this is Maia. Sorry I couldn’t call sooner. Needless to say, the police had more than a few questions for me. Not just about Durango, but also about where I’d been for the past four years. Anyway, Durango’s surgery went well. He’s recovering now in the ICU at University Hospital in Newark. No visitors except family… which means no visitors at all in his case. I’m researching your father now. Call or text me when you get this message.” 
 
    I wasted no time texting back. How is he? Will he recover completely? 
 
    It took an agonizing four minutes before she replied. His intestines and kidney were torn, but surgery was successful. They say that if he doesn’t have complications he should be out of the hospital in a few of days. And recovery could last another two weeks after that. 
 
    Complications? 
 
    Right away, she added: I’ve also found some information about your father. Zachariah and I used a shared cloud drive and it has a lot of details. Can I have your email address to forward the important parts to you? 
 
    I gave her my Gmail address and crawled into bed with my school laptop. We only had four choices, and I picked blue to match the gemstone in my mother’s ring, the only memento I have left of her. The computer came complete with the cartoonish mosquito mascot of Wexford High emblazoned on the cover. 
 
    Just like my phone, my email account had a number of messages from school friends. Killing time before Maia’s documents arrived, I read through them. They made me sad, but they also caused me to realize how shocking it was that something so serious had happened to me. Girls disappearing and going missing were the types of things that I’d heard about on the evening news. Not something that happened to anyone I knew—and not something that happened to me. 
 
    One email referenced a Go Fund Me that was set up in my name. On it, there were all sorts of well wishes and concern from friends, and even more from people whose names I didn’t even recognize. There were some touching comments from teachers that I’d had over the years. One schoolmate even referenced a bake sale that they had set up to help find me—although, I’m not sure how they thought cupcakes were going to help bring me home. 
 
    Maia’s email still hadn’t arrived, so I double checked that I had correctly spelled my email address when giving it to her. I had. I nearly texted her back to see what was taking so long, but I didn’t want to seem pushy or rush her. So instead, I stayed in bed thinking. 
 
    My first thoughts drifted to Durango: What must he be thinking about a high-tech hospital filled with ‘magical’ electricity? The flavors of the food—even bland hospital food—were all unfamiliar to him, as was the steady stream of outrageous entertainment available on the television. And what was he telling the police as they questioned him? If he told them the truth, he would probably be taken to the psych ward. Hopefully he came up with something more plausible to explain his wound and his lack of any kind of ID. Either way, I was so relieved to have heard that he was going to have a full recovery. And I couldn’t wait to see him again—whenever that would be possible. Who knew what the future held for us? The possibilities seemed endless. 
 
    Maia still hadn’t sent the email. 
 
    Next I considered what Omaha must be thinking—sleeping in the back seat of a stranger’s car in a world that was not her own. But she was easy going and good natured, and probably thought that a car was as good as any place to sleep. And I knew that she was in good hands. Erik was responsible and would make sure that she was cared for, and the two of them seemed to get along really well. Nonetheless, I felt bad for abandoning her. 
 
    I clicked refresh—still no email. What was Maia waiting for? 
 
    As I thought about Erik, I couldn’t help but smile at how nice it was to spend the evening with him. Every day preceding this one had been filled with anxiety, and even this morning had been extremely stressful. But with Erik, everything in life suddenly felt easy and fun again. I could almost imagine going back to a normal life when I was with him. Remembering the way the glowing night course looked, my thoughts slowly faded into dreams. I wasn’t sure if the dreams were of Erik or Durango—but I was certain that I was happy.               
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    The sun was up by the time that I awoke, and as soon as I did, I leapt out of bed. I had to check my email and texts. It was just after eight o’clock, so even though it was Monday morning I knew that Mary wasn’t making me go to school that day. Glancing out my window, I saw that her car was in the driveway, which unfortunately meant that she had stayed home from work. I would have to do some explaining whenever I saw her, so I kept quiet in the hopes that she would think I was still asleep. 
 
    Maia’s email had arrived—just after I had fallen asleep—at 2:32 a.m. The subject line read Jacob Cooper and in true succinct Maia fashion, there was no text content. Just a handful of attachments. 
 
    The first attachment I clicked on was the photograph that my grandpa had alluded to: My father stood next to a dozen other workers as someone, probably the New York City mayor or the governor of New York, proudly shoveled the first scoop of dirt from the ground of the future site of the Empire State Building. The ceremony seemed purposeless, except to allow the politician a reason to be featured in the newspapers. Since the image was old and black-and-white, I wasn’t as certain as my grandpa had been that this was my father and not just a look-a-like—especially since my father wasn’t facing the camera directly. And trying to zoom in on the digital copy of the photograph just made it pixelated and grainy. I compared the image to a photograph of him that I kept on my dresser—even if I couldn’t be certain that the person in the image was him, the resemblance was uncanny. And given what I knew about time-travel, I had to admit that my hopes were up as I looked at him. What was he doing there? How was he living his day-to-day life? And most importantly, why hadn’t he been able to come back to my time? 
 
    A few of the other email attachments included documents mentioning my father by name as being a worker under the Starrett Brothers and Eken building contractor company. These, combined with the picture, provided more than enough evidence to me that my father was not only alive, but also that we knew where to find him! I didn’t understand why my grandpa’s trips had been unsuccessful. There must have been some difficulty locating my father amidst such a vast construction zone. Nonetheless, it felt fully possible to me, and my heart swelled at the idea of seeing my father—whom I had thought was dead for the past four years—again. 
 
    Mentally, I began making my preparations: I would need time-appropriate clothing. I could likely get some 1920s money off of eBay. I figured I should do some research about the time period, too. And all of this would need to be accomplished in the next couple of weeks—I would obviously need to wait until Durango was healthy enough to travel. 
 
    As I glanced back at Maia’s email, I wondered if she would join us. While she had a connection with my grandpa, I didn’t actually know if she had ever even met my father or not—if not, it might be just Durango, Omaha and me. Still, Durango was very capable and strong, and he would be a necessary asset in this rescue mission. Perhaps more than his intuition and physical strength, however, I recognized that I needed his emotional support. When he was around, I felt more confident in my chances at success. 
 
    Memories washed over me as I thought about Durango. The way his brow would furrow in concentration when he was making adjustments to his Mech. The way he would bring me an extra blanket in the night, worried that I might be too cold. The proud look on his face when I was on a stage, doing my disc golf demonstrations. And of course, the way that he would get that magical glint in his eyes and look at me in a way that nobody else ever has before. 
 
    Without Durango, Maia and I would never have been able to return home. And he had already sacrificed so much for me that I knew that Durango would do whatever it took to help me get my father back. 
 
    Deciding to text Maia to see if she wanted to come with us—and to get advice in preparing for our trip—I picked up my phone. There were already a couple of texts from Erik: Was last night just a dream? If so, I might need an Ambien to relive it.  -  Can we hang out today? I’m sort of grounded. Only, not sort of. And especially from seeing you. But I’ve got to see you again. 
 
    I knew that the geek in him was dying to examine the Initiator in the daylight. And he would no doubt want to talk to Maia about how it works. She would be able to give him answers that I couldn’t. He’d probably also want to give it a try sometime so that he could learn about either the future or the past, but I’d have to make him wait until I got my father back before I let him use it for an exploration mission. My father’s rescue was priority number one. 
 
    Outside my door, I could hear noises indicating that Mary was awake and active. I also began to smell breakfast cooking. My confrontation with her was fast approaching, and I couldn’t think of a thing to say to explain my unusual and concerning behavior. 
 
    With a sigh, I headed to the kitchen. 
 
    “Good morning, Bea,” Mary said with unusual kindness. “I made breakfast.” 
 
    “You never cook,” I pointed out, immediately regretting the sharpness in my voice. It was just so natural for me to be mouthy toward her. Mary used to cook when my dad was around, but I could count on one hand the number of times that she had made a home cooked meal in the past four years. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I don’t know how. Now, please sit. We need to talk.” 
 
    At the kitchen table, Mary handed me silverware and napkins. I fiddled with my fork, anxiously twisting it in my hand. She plated bacon, eggs and toast for each of us. My stomach was in knots and I didn’t even feel hungry, but I had to admit that the food smelled better than anything from the yellow timerift. I nervously tapped my foot as Mary sat down across from me. 
 
    Neither of us ate as she began, “You know that running away was the wrong thing to do, so I don’t need to reprimand you. But I really must insist that you tell me where you’ve been.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I offered lamely. She wouldn’t believe me even if I tried. “I just can’t.” 
 
    “Bea, the police are involved and I need to call Officer Scotts this morning to tell him you’ve come back. He’ll have questions for me and if I don’t have answers, he’ll just ask you directly. This will all be easier on all of us if you just come clean. If you were involved in anything dangerous or illegal, I won’t be mad at you. Just let me help you, okay?” 
 
    “It was nothing illegal,” I said indignantly. “What do you think? That I was some kind of drug mule?” 
 
    Her voice began to raise. “I don’t know what to think. You won’t tell me anything!” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I did tell you.” 
 
    “Try me,” she said—her tone almost threatening. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t leave on purpose. You have to believe me. It was an accident. And I came home as soon as I could.” 
 
    “Two weeks! Two whole weeks you were gone! How does somebody just accidentally run away for two weeks? I’ve been awfully patient with you so far. But I’m not going to stand for this game anymore. You need to tell me what happened right now.” 
 
    “It’s not a game. And I don’t need to tell you anything!” 
 
    “Your father would never have tolerated this type of behavior.” Mary slammed her hands on the table, causing the plates to rattle. 
 
    “I’m going to my room,” I told her as I stormed off. I knew that if I stayed in the kitchen with her we would just end up in a screaming match. 
 
    “Good because you’re grounded,” Mary yelled after me. 
 
    I texted Erik back: Doubt I can hang out today. Mary’s got me on total lockdown. Besides, don’t you have school today? 
 
    Teacher work day. So I went to the library to study. You? 
 
    Mary’s not making me go today. How’s Omaha? 
 
    She’s at the library with me and says Hi. But she’s doing great. I could listen to her stories all day. Is it true that you slayed a giant? With a disc??? 
 
    It looks like my reputation has preceded me. 
 
    A little after noon, I headed to the kitchen to get some food. Mary was working on her computer in the living room. She didn’t even look up at me as she said firmly, “I’ll be in the office tomorrow. As for you, you are going to school tomorrow and when you get home Officer Scotts will be here to talk with you. Don’t even think about going anywhere after school. Understood?” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” I said as I grabbed a jar of peanut butter and enough bread to make a sandwich in my room. The less I had to be around Mary, the better. 
 
    What would I tell officer Scotts? Evading Mary’s questions was one thing, but I’m pretty sure that evading the police was actually a crime. Maybe Erik was right and I should start pushing the runaway story. If so, I would need to fabricate more details for it. 
 
    I reread some of the information in Maia’s email and stared at my father’s picture for a while. Eventually I texted her: Any updates on Durango? And when should we plan to go after my dad? 
 
    After nearly an hour, Maia replied: Still in ICU. Trips require a lot of planning and we can’t rush things. I’ll email you some information I’ve compiled. 
 
    Her vague response did nothing to assure me that Durango was well, or give me any idea when we might make out next trip. It was a few hours before her next email arrived. It contained a large file named NewYorkHistory.pdf that I clicked on briefly, but it looked extremely boring and overly detailed so I barely skimmed the first few pages. 
 
    I lay in bed for the next few hours and started reading Hearts Over Brains just to distract myself from everything in my life that would make me stressed and anxious if I were to think about it much. The writing was simple. The dialogue was cheeky. The characters were cliché and the story was predictable. Nonetheless, the book fulfilled its purpose and gave me a delightful, temporary escape from my problems. 
 
    I avoided texting any of my school friends—I still didn’t know what I would tell them. There was one person I wanted to text though. 
 
    I asked: How’s it going? 
 
    Erik texted back: I just introduced Omaha to Big Mac’s and Blizzards. That girl can eat! I don’t know how she stays so thin. 
 
    Right away he added: There’s a street fair tonight that I think we’ll stop at before we call it a night. Imagine the look on her face if I win her a goldfish in a bag! 
 
    Doesn’t sound like you’re nearly as grounded as me. 
 
    As long as I do well in school, my parents tend to go easy on me. And you know I’m brilliant. 
 
    While I sat alone in my room, I felt a tinge of jealousy. It may sound petty, but they were having fun without me while I was stuck suffering a penalty for something I hadn’t even done on purpose. And I had no idea what to tell Mary, Officer Scotts, or my friends. 
 
    After finishing the zombie book, only to learn that I would have to read the sequels to really find out whether the girl chose the zombie boy or the living boy, I finally went to bed around midnight. I was mentally frustrated and physically exhausted. 
 
    In the morning, after being startled awake by my alarm, I reluctantly got ready for school, which seemed trivial compared to everything else going on in my life right now. Just before grabbing some breakfast and heading out the door, I saw that a new email from Maia had arrived, this one with the subject line ‘Urgent - Your father is in danger’.               
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    As quickly as I could, I clicked open Maia’s email. It read: I’ve been doing some research and found the attached New York Herald Tribune obituary. Based on my knowledge of the red timerift, it indicates that your father will die in that timeline within the week. Needless to say, this makes our trip more urgent and emphasizes our need to retrieve him before he suffers this unfortunate outcome. 
 
    My heart raced—I prepared to time-travel again. Yes, I was eager to find my dad, but Maia was right: We hadn’t prepared yet. And Durango was still incapacitated. Could I go without him? And could I simply leave him there in a strange and confusing world to fend for himself—especially after all he’d done for me? Plus I would have to abandon Mary again, and she still hadn’t come to grips with me disappearing the first time. 
 
    Maia texted me: I just sent you an email. Did you get it? 
 
    Even though I was still considering the ramifications of the email, I replied: Yes. 
 
    Can you come to Newark ASAP? I can text you my address. 
 
    I wasn’t ready yet—and I didn’t know what to do. Clicking on the attached obituary, which had no image, I read: Jacob Cooper died in New York City in the late hours of May 2nd, 1930 due to an apparent suicide at the Empire State Building construction site. He was a hard worker and was well liked by his coworkers. Although he reportedly spoke frequently of his wife Mary and daughter Beatrice, no known surviving relations have yet been identified. 
 
    Reading it was bittersweet. On the one hand, seeing a newspaper clipping with my father’s name, along with mine and Mary’s, was encouraging. It was him. It was definitely him! This was empirical proof that my father didn’t die in an airplane accident after all. Instead, he had lived for four years in the late 1920s. However, this obituary also indicated that on his own, my father wouldn’t be able to avoid death’s reach for long. 
 
    Time was short and my resolve was steeled; I couldn’t let my father face this fate. I had to go back to find him and bring him back with me before he suffered this tragedy. And if that meant that I had to leave right away without Durango, then so be it. But I would need all the help I could get. 
 
    I texted Erik: Just found out that I have to leave soon to save my father. Can you come along? 
 
    Three minutes passed before he responded. How soon? 
 
    Ideally, ten minutes ago. 
 
    I just got to school. After school? 
 
    Even though I knew that it would be comforting to have Erik join me, I didn’t want him to feel obligated. Can’t wait that long. No pressure if you don’t want to. 
 
    Another pause; this time around five minutes passed. I’ll pick up Omaha from the park and come right over. See you in 30 minutes.  -  My parents are going to KILL me. 
 
    You left Omaha at a park?!? 
 
    Thought it would be better than leaving her in my backseat all day. Especially because I wouldn’t know how to clean urine off of the upholstery. 
 
    Ewwww… TY 
 
    Next I texted Maia back. Will be there later this afternoon. 
 
    She sent back her address, which I promptly Googled. It was a lawyer’s office located six hours and seven minutes away. I also searched for ‘What women wore in 1930’. Fashion options included high-waisted sailor pants, dresses with puffy sleeves and backless evening gowns with ridiculous slits. I didn’t even need to look in my closet to know that nothing that I owned would come close to fitting in, so instead I slipped into some comfortable black leggings and a loose red sweater for the drive. We could always go shopping for appropriate outfits in Newark before we traveled to 1930. 
 
    Mary always left for work after I had gone to school, so there would be no avoiding her. Part of me wanted to just sneak out my window and disappear, but I couldn’t. Facing her before I left was unavoidable—I couldn’t just abandon her without saying anything again. It was the least I could do to let her know that I hadn’t been abducted. 
 
    Before leaving my bedroom, I dumped all of my school supplies out of my backpack to fill it with anything I thought I might need. I looked around and came up short. The primary things that I thought of—food, water and first aid supplies—were outside of my room. So I simply put in a change of clothes, my strawberry lip balm, a bottle of Advil, my toothbrush, some nail polish, and a couple of discs since they had come in particularly handy on my last trip. Plus the Initiator, of course. 
 
    Passing through the kitchen, there was no good way to tell Mary, so I just blurted it out. “I’m leaving again. And I won’t-” 
 
    “Oh, no you’re not, Beatrice Ann Cooper. Your father wouldn’t approve of this type of behavior and neither will I.” 
 
    My voice rose to match hers, our argument getting more out of hand than I had hoped. We quickly began saying the types of things that we didn’t really mean. 
 
    “You can’t stop me,” I screamed. “You’re not even my mother!” I knew it was hurtful and I regretted the words as soon as I said them. 
 
    “I am your legal guardian and I most certainly can stop you!” 
 
    “Just try!” 
 
    I began throwing the things that I might need into my backpack. Furious, Mary threatened to call the police on me. I thought it was a hollow threat until I actually overheard her talking to officer Scotts over the phone. If I were to get away to save my father, it really was now or never. 
 
    Bolting for the front door, I yelled back to Mary, “I’ll be back in a few days and I promise that I’ll be able to tell you everything then.” She was crying and it broke my heart to leave. But I did what I had to do. She would understand eventually. “I’m sorry,” I said as I pulled the door shut behind me. 
 
    Hiding in the woods at a nearby park, I texted Erik to let him know where to pick me up—then I shut off my phone so that it couldn’t be tracked. About twenty minutes later I saw Erik’s silver SUV pull up. Watchful for police, I rushed to his vehicle and jumped in quickly. Slouching down in my seat, I remained out of site until we were far from my neighborhood. 
 
    Concerned, Omaha asked right away. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Sure, everything’s alright if you consider abandoning my stepmother, running away from home, and only having a few days to save my father’s life okay.” 
 
    “Bea, I’m sure it will be okay. She’ll understand when your father’s back home. Have you heard how Durango is?” 
 
    I peeked out the window to see that we were already nearing the interstate, and I relaxed a little. “I don’t know much. His surgery went well, but he can’t have visitors yet. Hopefully Maia will have more to say when we see her.” 
 
    Erik chimed in, “Here, I hope this helps.” He handed me a steaming hot Caramel Macchiato. 
 
    As I took a sip, I inhaled the sweet, caramelly aroma. “This is exactly what I would have ordered. How did you know?” 
 
    “Call it intuition. And if you’re hungry there’s muffins and bagels in the bag. And a couple of those nasty pink cake pops because Omaha thought they looked like, quote adorable little unicorn eggs unquote. Whatever that means.” He chuckled and smiled at Omaha in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Omaha slurped her sweet chocolaty concoction. “They are so much better than unicorn eggs. And my drink is so good too,” she exclaimed. “You must’ve really missed that Starbuck place when you were in Charrbrunia.” 
 
    Sighing, I told her, “You have no idea.” Then I began to tell them the details of my crazy and hectic morning, before finally asking about theirs. 
 
    Omaha excitedly held up a tablet. “Erik gave me with this thing and it has moving pictures with sounds!” 
 
    “Yeah, we call those videos,” I told her, enunciating the last word slowly for emphasis. 
 
    “Well, some of these videos have music and there’s this guy named Justin Bieber who makes the best music ever.” Erik and I rolled our eyes as she continued. “And there was one with these boys, I think one of them was named Charlie, and he kept biting his brother’s finger.” She cracked up, and then noticed that we weren’t laughing along with her. After an awkward silence, she explained, “You would probably have to see it for yourself.” 
 
    She continued to ramble about viral videos, which we found amusing for a while. Eventually, Erik got tired of it and turned on the car’s stereo. He started playing obscure Dave Matthews tracks for us, which Omaha liked and said that they reminded her of some of the music from her time. 
 
    “Music?” Erik asked her. “You mean moozik?” 
 
    At first I thought he was just mocking her accent, but as she giggled and repeated the word back I realized that they’d developed their own inside jokes in the past day. What all had I missed out on? 
 
    After a restroom break halfway, our conversation got more serious. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to come with us?” I asked Erik. “I mean, you really don’t have to. You could just drop us off and head back home. I’m sure you’d be in a lot less trouble.” 
 
    “Of course I want to come along,” he said. 
 
    “Right, because you think this is your Neil Armstrong moment.” 
 
    “Don’t compare time-travel to space travel. Time-travel is like ten thousand times more monumental.” He flashed me a grin before adding, “Besides, I can’t let you two have all the fun without me. And I’m also dying to meet Maia Sperokis. There wasn’t much about her online, but she must be nothing short of a genius to co-invent a time-machine. What’s she like?” 
 
    “She’s very direct at times, but she can be kind. And she is very smart, although she doesn’t flaunt it. You two should get along great.” 
 
    “Plus she told me that she’s already been to five different timerifts,” Omaha contributed. “I mean, she’s lived an amazing life and experienced so much.” Omaha then gazed out the window, awestruck herself. “I can’t believe that I’m able to experience all of this, and it’s all because of her invention.” 
 
    “All this,” Erik mused. Then he pointed across windshield and told Omaha, “Dead deer up ahead. Make sure you don’t miss that.” 
 
    I punched his arm playfully. Sure, everything here was ordinary to us—but to Omaha just seeing the headlights on the cars in the oncoming lanes or billboards advertising hamburgers was miraculous. 
 
    For a few minutes, we talked about what 1930 would be like. I remembered that the Great Depression was going on then. And Erik rattled off a few obscure facts like, “The economy got so bad that suicide rates soared in New York City. There was at least one hotel that was known for asking guests if they wanted a room for sleeping or for jumping! Can you imagine? And you’ve heard of the Dust Bowl, right? It was a crazy mix of drought conditions and over-farming that caused huge dust storms. Dust from the plains states got so bad that even as far as Chicago the residents had to use snow shovels to clear it away. But there was good stuff, too. Chocolate Chip Cookies were created in the 1930s. Also, electric razors, Monopoly… It wasn’t all bad. There was also a lot of construction going on in New York City during that time. The Chrysler Building and the Empire State Building were both built then.” 
 
    “That’s where my father is,” I told him excitedly. “He was at the Empire State Building’s groundbreaking ceremony.” Then my countenance fell and my voice dropped off. “And that’s where he supposedly dies in a few days’ time.” 
 
    “We’ll find him,” Omaha told me optimistically. “What is he like?” 
 
    “He’s nice,” I said. “And considerate. He was a great dad. And he’s really smart too.” 
 
    “And what was he into?” Erik followed. “Hunting wild game in Africa? Extreme bowling? Collecting creepy porcelain dolls?” 
 
    “He did have a collection, actually. Antique pocket watches. There were hundreds of them on display in his office. Now I think they’re in a box in the garage.” 
 
    “What’s a pocket watch?” Omaha asked. 
 
    I explained, “It’s a little clock that you keep in your pocket so you know what time it is.” 
 
    “You need a machine to do that? Why not just look at the sky?” 
 
    “Well, a watch is more accurate I would guess. Anyway, since he was a historian he could tell a story about almost all of them.” 
 
    “He was a historian?” Erik asked rhetorically. “Then he must be loving being able to experience history firsthand!” 
 
    “I suppose,” I said absently, momentarily thinking about my father rather than coming up with a witty response. 
 
    “Well, I can’t wait to see what it’s like,” Erik said. “Imagine the New York Skyline with the brand new Chrysler building. I bet it will still have that new-building smell!” 
 
    Then Omaha asked, “What did they wear back then?” 
 
    I looked over at Erik’s shirt. “Well one thing is for sure. Erik won’t be able to wear that Linkin Park tee shirt in 1930. You know that, right?” 
 
    Erik glanced my way and scrutinized my outfit. “Yeah, ‘cause I’m sure that your yoga pants and that Old Navy sweater will fit in much better.” 
 
    “This isn’t Old Navy,” I protested. “It’s Tommy Hilfiger.” 
 
    “Ooooh, I’m so impressed.” 
 
    I glanced toward the backseat. “Well, at least we’ll both fit in better than Omaha.” 
 
    She threw her arms out in exasperation. “Why does everyone keep making fun of my vest? Just because everyone here dresses rusty doesn’t mean you have to be jealous of the one steamin’ outfit around.” 
 
    “Is she making fun of us?” Erik asked me. 
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure she is.” 
 
    He grinned. “It’s on, then. Should I start with the goggles or the fact that she didn’t know how to use a toilet?” 
 
    “Toilet first,” I requested. 
 
    We spent a while poking fun at one another, laughing and joking. It almost felt like we were simply friends on a fun spring break road trip together. It wasn’t until we got off the highway in New Jersey that it really sank in that we weren’t in for a fun-filled vacation. We were about to embark on a difficult and potentially dangerous trip—the stakes of which were extremely high.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    As we pulled up to a five-story building not far from downtown Newark, NJ, Erik asked, “Is this the place?” 
 
    “This is it,” I said, looking at the imposing brick building with four white pillars in the front. “Third floor.” 
 
    While the area around the main doors had been refurbished with large windows, it was obvious that the building was old. Despite its age, however, the lobby was in impeccable condition. The marble floors in the main foyer were clean, and the gold trim decorating the walls was polished. We avoided the information desk and headed directly to the elevators on the left. 
 
    “Where’s Omaha?” I asked, realizing that it was only Erik and I waiting for the elevator to drop to the lobby floor. 
 
    He looked around. “She was with us when we came in,” he recalled. 
 
    We split up and he found her within seconds. “Over here,” he called. 
 
    Omaha was standing in the center of the building’s large lobby, staring intensely at a museum-worthy sculpture with her mouth hanging open. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked as we approached her. 
 
    The metal sculpture was modern art, with sweeping curves and sharp-looking spikes. In some ways it possibly resembled a large animal—but I was no art expert. 
 
    “Come on,” I told her. “We’ve got to get upstairs.” Even though I appreciated her sense of wonder, we didn’t have time to get sidetracked by every shiny new thing that she discovered. Maia’s email said that we only had a few days to save my dad. 
 
    “I think it’s supposed to be a dinosaur,” Erik told her as we walked back to the elevators. “I don’t suppose you have those in the future though, do you?” 
 
    “It looks like a Mech of some sort,” she replied nostalgically. 
 
    “Are those the fighting machines you were telling me about?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    Erik glanced back at the sculpture. “Wow. I had no idea they were that big.” 
 
    “Even bigger,” Omaha said. “Well, some of them.” 
 
    With his eyebrows raised, Erik looked at her with equal parts disbelief and awe. 
 
    We took the elevator up to the third floor, where Omaha excitedly asked, “Can we ride it again?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” I told her as we stepped out. “Right now we’ve got to talk to Maia so we can find out about my father.” 
 
    The receptionist, a twenty-something woman who wore a high-tech headset over her short, styled hair, looked up at as we approached her desk. She didn’t say a word, but instead gave the appearance that we were inconveniencing her. 
 
    “We’re here to see-,” I began. 
 
    “Maia Sperokis?” she interrupted. “I assume you are Beatrice, Omaha, and…” She looked at Erik expectantly. 
 
    Erik gave an awkward wave. “Hi. I’m Erik.” 
 
    The receptionist turned away condescendingly. “I guess I’ll let her know that there are three of you here to see her.” 
 
    Facing away from us, she spoke quietly into her headset before escorting us to Maia, who was using an office on the far end of the floor. Before we even stepped through the opened office door, I noticed that she looked different than I remembered. Just two days before, she had been dirty and unkempt. Now, she had entirely transformed into a dignified and professional woman—someone who fit the description of an intelligent and accomplished scientist. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Maia exclaimed when she saw us. “You’re here!” She thanked the receptionist, shut the door and asked us to have a seat. I had to do a double take that this was the same woman that I had found rotting in a Twilight Temple dungeon eating sludge like a heathen. Maia had traded her tattered and stained tunic for a finely tailored pinstriped suit with smart-looking patent leather Ferragamo pumps. And her long, ratty hair had been trimmed into a sophisticated center-part bob. Right away, it was clear that she not only looked more professional, but was acting more in charge than she had before. Being back in her element had clearly boosted her confidence. 
 
    As the three of us shared an uncomfortable plaid couch, I spoke up first. “Was this your office from before?” 
 
    Maia waved her hand dismissively. “This whole floor belongs to the lawyer that I’ve used to handle most of my financial and legal issues. We go way back, so he was happy to let me use this spare office for a while. Anyway, we’ve got a lot to cover in a short time. First off, who are you?” She squinted her eyes at Erik as though he were a miniscule ant that she had trouble identifying. 
 
    Erik’s eyes got large as she stared him down. I wasn’t sure if he was awestruck or simply intimidated by her. “I’m Erik. Erik Watterson. I’m Bea’s friend.” 
 
    “Okay,” Maia continued in an intense tone that was barely similar to the soft voice she had used when we were together in the yellow timerift. “And what are you doing here, Mister Erik Watterson?” 
 
    Erik looked at me, and I saved him from the inquisition. “He knows all about our recent time-travel. And I think he can help us in 1930.” 
 
    Maia turned her attention from me back to Erik. “Help us how? Are you some sort of junior historian?” 
 
    “Ummm…” Erik stalled. It was then clear that he was intimidated by Maia’s commanding presence, and it was reflected in his wavering voice. “I’m in an Advanced Prep US History class,” he offered. 
 
    After eyeing him for a minute longer, Maia scolded me. “Bea, I didn’t think I had to tell you that our ability to temporally transition is classified. You really shouldn’t have told him. And I certainly hope that none of you have been posting about this on social media.” 
 
    Her harsh and demeaning words began to get under my skin in the same manner that Mary often did. My tone revealed my mounting frustration. “I’m not an idiot. Of course I didn’t go around telling people. In fact, I didn’t even tell my step-mother, who probably has the right to know. Omaha’s obviously not posting about this on Instagram since she doesn’t even know what social media is. And without Durango here, I thought we could use Erik. He’s my friend and I trust him. Now, if you could just lay off of us we can get down to business.” 
 
    She kept her eyes fixed on me for a solid twenty excruciating seconds. “Fine,” Maia finally exclaimed as she took her seat behind an oversized wooden desk. After another long pause, she explained herself in a still serious but slightly softer tone. “I’m sorry, Bea. I didn’t mean to come across as accusatory. It’s just that what we have is very powerful and in the wrong hands it could cause great harm. If you could only imagine the kind of damage…” She paused, changing thoughts. “After your grandfather and I figured out how to access the timerifts, we took great care to keep the information secret.” 
 
    Before I could acknowledge her apology, she abruptly spoke on a different topic. “Now, regarding our rescue mission—did you read the information I emailed you about New York in 1930?” 
 
    The blank look on my face indicated that I hadn’t read much of it. 
 
    Exasperated, Maia again reprimanded us, “You need to understand that this isn’t a joke, or some kind of field trip. Temporal transitions are serious endeavors that require a lot of preparation. Typically we would spend at least two or three months preparing for one. But right now we don’t have that much time, so I’m sorry if it seems like I’m being nasty but we’ve got a lot of preparations to make in a very short time.” 
 
    Erik, Omaha and I exchanged looks while Maia clicked on her computer and printed us each a 38-page dossier about 1930 New York City. 
 
    “Kind?” Erik mouthed. It was a phrase I had used to describe Maia. 
 
    “At times,” I replied. “Just not right now. I guess she’s a little stressed.” 
 
    As Maia was collating our documents, I was debating the best time to bring up Durango. He was in a nearby hospital and I wanted to see him before our trip—if that was even possible. Since Maia seemed to be laser-focused on preparing us for the trip, and since we came less prepared than we should’ve, I decided to wait for a better time. 
 
    “Regarding your Initiator,” Maia said to me as she stapled our pages, “We’ll use it to save your father this time, but as your grandfather indicated we will need to destroy it after we right this wrong. Understood?” 
 
    Erik finally found his voice. “Destroy it? Why would you destroy it?” 
 
    Maia gave him a castigating look. “Not that it concerns you, but we’ve found that the timeline is negatively affected by our travels. In the wrong hands, the Intitators could cause catastrophic damage. Even in the right hands, sometimes inadvertent changes happen. So, for the safety of everyone, we need to put an end to this technology.” 
 
    Erik replied with surprising conviction. “So we should rid the world of any technology that could cause harm? After September Eleventh, we should’ve banned all planes. Cars too. And then the internet after that.” 
 
    “You, young man, have no idea what you’re talking about. I discovered timerifts. I helped design the Initiator. I’ve time-traveled over a dozen times. Trust me when I say that I know what is best,” Maia snapped as she handed us each a copy of the information that she had arranged. “Now read these. We need to be prepared, and we need to leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Erik gritted his teeth as we all began flipping through the reports. Maia excused herself from the room and as soon as she was gone, Erik lifted his head from the paperwork. 
 
    “So,” he asked, “You’re telling me that she isn’t always this pleasant?” 
 
    “Just keep reading,” I advised with a grin. “If she sees you talking in class, she’ll give you a detention.” 
 
    “You’re right, I should be on my best behavior. Because I presume that Miss Sperokis could send me to detention with the dinosaurs if she wanted to. You’re not really going to destroy your Initiator are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I told him. “I can see both sides.” 
 
    I also knew that it was what my grandfather instructed. I could still picture his hologram as we stood near the giant engine that Durango had rebuilt. Grandpa Zachariah had specifically said: “After this assignment is completed, I implore you to destroy this device forever.” His words had merit, but there would be plenty of time to consider them later. In my mind, finding my father was the only real issue at that moment. 
 
    The documents that we were given included details about economics, politics, crime, and even weather. The entire US economy had completely tanked the year before. Unemployment was high and Herbert Hoover, then president, was generally disliked due to his raising of taxes. Prohibition was still enacted, leading to large crime syndicates in many of the major cities. 
 
    “It sounds peachy,” Erik commented aloud. 
 
    I pointed to the paragraph about the weather. “But at least we should have plenty of sunshine.” 
 
    Omaha set her papers on the armrest of the couch. “I don’t understand half of what this says. Can’t we just go there and ask around until we find your father?” 
 
    “Not with a population of nearly seven million,” Erik explained, as he was reading the population and demographics section of Maia’s study material. 
 
    Omaha replied, “We know that he might be working on that Empire State building. And we know for sure that he’ll be there in a few days. Isn’t that all we need to know in order to find him?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Erik said, making a show of his agreement by crumbling his papers into a large, heavy wad and tossing it into a wastebasket across the room. “It’s not like people will be quizzing us about who the president is in order to prove we’re not from the future.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Maia stepped back into the room just as the paper wad clunked into the basket—a hole in one. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked sternly. 
 
    Erik pointed at me and intentionally acted like a second-grader. “She made me do it, Miss Sperokis.” 
 
    Maia’s face reddened and I almost wondered if his joke might cost us her help with the trip. Whether she helped us or not, we would have to go. I had the Initiator, and even if I had to go by myself, I would do whatever it took to save my father. 
 
    Maia spoke slowly and deliberately, controlling her anger better than I would’ve thought possible. “Temporal transitioning is a very serious matter. One wrong move and the entire timeline can be altered. We all need to know what we’re in for. Now, if any of you think that this is a joke, you’re welcome to leave right now.” 
 
    I didn’t have the nerve to speak. Neither did Erik. Omaha, however, was oblivious to Maia’s commanding presence. 
 
    “Erik’s right,” she said with unexpected assertiveness. “We don’t need to memorize your history report. We just need to go in, save Bea’s father, and get back.” 
 
    “Is that how all of you feel?” Maia asked, still clearly frustrated with the immaturity of her team. 
 
    Erik and I nodded our heads and Maia took a deep breath. 
 
    “Alright,” Maia finally agreed. “I can see that I’m not working with the professionals that I’m used to. So, if this is how you’re going to be then I guess that I will have to be adaptable. How is it that you suppose we prepare?” 
 
    “Well, we need period clothes,” I piped in. “And money.” 
 
    Omaha held up her papers. “And this said that there were airplanes. If those are anything like dirigibles, can we make time to stowaway on one of them?” 
 
    “We should also watch King Kong, tonight,” Erik added. “The 1933 version, of course.” 
 
    I elbowed him in the ribs. He was doing all he could to get under Maia’s skin, and it was working. 
 
    Maia maintained a steady expression, replying only to me. “I have procured sufficient money, and I have clothes appropriate for 1930 for the three of us. One of the interns out there is going to find some clothes for Erik.” She then fished a keycard out of her pocket and handed it to me. “I’ve also reserved a room for you at the Holiday Inn down the street. I’ll continue my diligent preparations tonight while the three of you enjoy King Kong, and I’ll see you at eight a.m. sharp tomorrow.” Maia held the door open for us to leave as she corrected herself, “Or whenever it is you choose to show up.” 
 
    Even though she was attempting to mask it behind a stoic façade, Maia was clearly annoyed with us—no, she wasn’t just annoyed. She was livid. I wished that Erik would control his sarcasm long enough to avoid making our greatest asset so irate. 
 
    Before we even got to the elevator, Erik said, “She’s a real delight to be around. Can’t we just go without her?” 
 
    “She’s not always like this,” I explained. “I think it’s just the stress. And I’m not sure that she’s much for humor.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” 
 
    Omaha squealed with delight as the elevator began to drop. On the ground floor, she asked “Does that mean we can’t stowaway in an airplane?” 
 
    “Tell you what,” I offered. “After we get my father back, I’ll buy you a plane ticket across the country.” 
 
    In the car, on the way to the hotel, Erik reiterated his suggestion. “But seriously, I wasn’t joking. Can’t we just go without Maia? I don’t see what we need her for.” 
 
    “She knows about the time period. She studied it. In fact, she’s probably been there before.” 
 
    He tenaciously continued, “I know about it too. There wasn’t hardly a thing in those papers of hers that I didn’t already know.” 
 
    “So now you’re a history buff? And here I thought you were a science buff,” I pointed out playfully. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m studious.” Then he turned to Omaha and appealed to her curious and fun-natured personality. “What do you think? Should we go with Maia and have her micromanage our every move? Or should we go just the three of us and have a little fun while we’re saving Bea’s dad?” 
 
    Omaha threw her hands in the air. “I don’t want to get in the middle of it.” Then she added, “But really, it isn’t going to be that tough. We know where he’ll be so we just need to go there at the right time to save him.” 
 
    “So you agree with Erik?” I asked. 
 
    Omaha shrugged. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    There was one thing I hadn’t been able to ask Maia about, so I turned on my phone and texted her. 
 
    Any updates on Durango? Will I be able to see him before we go? 
 
    We were pulling into the hotel’s parking lot as she replied: Still in ICU. Stable condition. No visitors. Then she added: Having your clothes sent to your hotel now. If anything doesn’t fit, let me know and I can have it altered tonight. 
 
    I felt like I needed to apologize for upsetting her and not giving this mission the seriousness that it deserved. But I wasn’t sure how to phrase it, so instead I simply said: Thank you for helping us. I really appreciate it. 
 
    My phone had a few voicemails and some texts from Mary. There was enough going on and I didn’t want to deal with one more stressor, so I turned the phone back off without checking any of them. 
 
    Omaha wandered the hallway as Erik and I checked out the hotel room. It was nice—far nicer than any I’d stayed at before. A beautiful bouquet of fresh cut daisies greeted us as we entered the humongous space. There were two king size beds adorned with more pillows than a sorority would need for a pillow fight. Even the carpet was high end. I took off my shoes and wiggled my toes down into the plush carpeting, thinking how Omaha will really enjoy this when she comes in the room—there was nothing this soft in her time. 
 
    Within an hour, Omaha was taking a much needed bath while Erik and I flipped through the seemingly endless, and endlessly repetitive, cable channels. 
 
    “What’s the deal with all these reality TV shows?” he asked as he skipped past the third show featuring little people. “I mean, who wants to just watch people do ordinary things? We don’t need television for that. I say that if it isn’t CGI it shouldn’t be on TV.” 
 
    He settled on one of the more funny Big Bang Theory episodes. 
 
    “You know there’s no CGI on sitcoms,” I pointed out. 
 
    Changing his tune slightly, he said, “It’s like I said, it has to be either CGI or funny. Everything else should be blocked by the FCC.” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, is that what you said?” 
 
    We watched the entire episode—him sitting cross-legged at the head of the bed and me sprawled out on my stomach toward the television. Just as it was ending, the hotel phone rang, startling me. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s Mary do you?” 
 
    Erik reached to pick up the receiver. “Not unless she had a tracker implanted under your skin.” 
 
    He answered the phone; it was the hotel staff informing us that we had a package waiting for us in the lobby. Erik offered to go down and pick up what we assumed were our 1930s outfits. 
 
    Before he left, he said, “One last time, then I’ll quit harping about it. Do you really think we need Maia?” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “I do. Not only is she knowledgeable about the time period, but she has far more experience transitioning than any of us do. And if anything happened to our Initiator, she’s the only one that would have a chance of fixing it. I would just hate to go without her and regret it later.” 
 
    Erik shrugged passively before leaving. “Alright,” he said as the door shut behind him. 
 
    Omaha stepped out of the bathroom a while after Erik left. She came out with wet hair and was wearing just a towel. With her vest and accessories off, she looked much more like a normal person instead of a steampunk girl from the future. In fact, I noted that she was much more beautiful than I had realized. Her skin was smooth and tanned. Her hair was silky. Her eyes were bright. And her smile was simply charming. 
 
    Knowing that Erik was coming right back up, I was confronted with an unexpected streak of jealousy. And seeing how amazing Omaha looked standing here in just a towel made everything click in my brain: Erik had been laughing and joking with Omaha—no, more than that, he was simply enamored with her. 
 
    Recalling the breathtaking starlit sky and the whimsical look of the glowstick-laden fields from the other night, I also realized that it wasn’t a coincidence that Erik had set up such a perfect—almost romantic—setting. And at the ninth basket on the glowing disc course, right before I had told Erik about time-travel, he had glanced at Omaha and told me that he wanted to ask me something important. As I stood in the hotel room with Omaha, it was suddenly obvious to me that he had wanted to tell me that he liked her. Or maybe he wanted to ask me if it was alright with me if he could date her. Or something like that. It didn’t matter exactly what it was. Erik had been my crush for so long and, while I knew that he wasn’t into me, I didn’t want to have to watch him fall for another girl right in front of me! 
 
    “Omaha,” I exclaimed. “Erik will be right back. You should go get dressed.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked innocently, standing in the bathroom doorway. 
 
    “Because you’re only wearing a towel.” 
 
    “So,” she said, beginning to unravel the towel from her body. “Is there some rule about clothing in your time?” 
 
    I heard Erik’s keycard slipping into the door lock just as Omaha’s towel began slipping off of her lean, flawless body. Shoving her unclothed body back into the bathroom, I yelled through the bathroom door. “Yes! A strict rule about it.” 
 
    “What’s that all about?” Erik asked as he stepped through the doorway, three clothing bags draped over his arms. 
 
    “Nothing,” I covered. “Just helping Omaha with the… uh, toilet again.”  
 
    “Alright,” Erik said, perplexed, as he laid the outfits onto one of the beds. 
 
    I looked at Erik, really looked at him. And my heart broke just a little. My crush for so long was falling for the girl that currently was my closest friend in the world. I had Durango, so I knew that it was unreasonable for me to be jealous. Besides, shouldn’t I be happy for the two of them, two people I really cared about, falling for each other? It was too much to consider, but somehow it was a little painful so I turned my attention to the clothing. 
 
    Each was labeled, and I tore into mine. It was light blue with a flowery print that looked like the kind of dress that a waitress would wear in a dingy diner. Combined with the floppy bowler-style hat, I realized that I wouldn’t be making the fashion statement of the century. Then again, I didn’t need to be fashionable to be effective in saving my father. 
 
    “Mine’s wretched,” I commented. “How’s yours?” 
 
    Erik held up a fairly standard-looking gray suit, along with a matching gray fedora that was decorated with a black hatband. “The bad news is that it didn’t come with a Pink Floyd shirt. But the good news is that I might be able to join the mafia while I’m there.” 
 
    Rummaging around in the bottom of the garment bag, I found the most hideous pair of black and white saddle shoes I had ever seen. There was only a slight heel, and rather than leather as I would’ve imagined, they were made of a rough canvas material. I supposed the upside was that they would be easy to walk in. 
 
    Opening the bathroom door, Omaha stepped out, still not wearing her vest or belts. But at least she put on her short black skirt and lacy, sheer black top. The top was semi-transparent, but Erik respectfully didn’t ogle her feminine frame. Instead, he merely pointed out her new outfit that lay sprawled across the foot of a bed. 
 
    Omaha opened her bag and held up a stylish outfit. The skirt was plaid and came to just below her knee—a full six inches above the cut of my dress. And her top was a cute black peasant-style shirt. “Oh, and it comes with an adorable hat!” she said as she held up a cloche hat with a ribbon flower donning the side. 
 
    “Of course it does,” I lamented, as she revealed an adorable strappy pair of stacked heels—they were basically the opposite of the ugly boyish shoes that I’d been given. The heels were a sensible height that Omaha could easily walk or run in, showing that Maia had gone to great lengths to provide clothing that was both appropriate and functional for whatever we might run into. 
 
    Erik looked at me, confused. “I think it looks fine,” he said. “They both do. All that we need is for them to help us to blend in. I mean, the three of us together might be confused with F. Scott Fitzgerald, Coco Chanel and…” he examined Omaha for a moment before finishing, “and Josephine Baker.” 
 
    “Wasn’t Josephine Baker black?” I asked rhetorically. “Besides, I look more like June Cleaver than Coco Chanel.” 
 
    In addition to the dresses, Omaha and I also got a couple of charming vintage purses with thin chain straps. Both of the purses were stylish, but small. Mine would barely fit my standard rubber disc, so I asked Omaha to keep the metal one in her purse. 
 
    Omaha placed her outfit gently onto the bed. “Tomorrow will be so geared up! I can hardly wait. It’ll be a fun adventure.” 
 
    I pointed out, “Well, remember that it isn’t all fun. The primary goal is to find my father.” 
 
    “Plus,” Erik commented, “Crime is high so we’ll need to be careful.” 
 
    Omaha sat on the bed beside her new clothes. “It’s too bad about Durango. He’d be able to help us if we ran into trouble.” 
 
    “Speaking of Durango,” Erik said to me, “You haven’t really said much about him. What’s his deal?” 
 
    “Well,” Omaha began. “He’s really strong, and he’s one of the best tinkerers in Charrbrunia. I mean, he built Scorpio basically all by himself. And… well, I suppose it doesn’t matter if I say so now, but he’s also a prince.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Erik said. “Neither of you mentioned he was a prince.” 
 
    Omaha continued, “He didn’t want anyone to know because he was secretly taking back his place in the kingship, but yes he’s a prince. He’s also honest and ethical.” Omaha glanced my way and grinned. “And he and Bea-” 
 
    “Are good friends,” I interrupted. It wasn’t like I was embarrassed that Durango and I had begun a relationship. But it was still in the early stages. And I’d never seriously mentioned dating around Erik before—he hadn’t either. So I didn’t want to start bringing the topic up now. Not when we had to focus on our fast-approaching trip. “By the way,” I told Omaha. “Maia texted to say that Durango can’t have visitors, but that he’s in stable condition. So that’s good.” 
 
    “What does stable condition mean?” she asked. 
 
    “I think it means that he’s improving,” I said. 
 
    Erik corrected me. “Actually it simply means that the condition isn’t changing, for the better or worse. It doesn’t really indicate whether he’s doing well or not.” 
 
    My heart pounded. I worried that Durango might be in even worse condition than I had thought. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “Well, my dad is a doctor. But don’t worry. Your friend will probably be alright.” Seeing that I was panicking, Erik offered, “We could call the hospital and see if there’s an update.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I said, heading to the phone. 
 
    After a few minutes, I was connected with the University Hospital staff. “Yes, I’m inquiring about the status of a patient by the name of Durango Charr.” She hadn’t heard of him. “He’s in the ICU,” I added before remembering that he had used a couple of aliases. “And he might be listed as Durango Brixstall.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the receptionist said. “We have a Durango Brixstall. But he’s not in the ICU.” 
 
    “He’s not?” I asked, my heart thumping in my chest. 
 
    “No. He was transferred from the post-surgery ward directly to a standard room yesterday afternoon. His condition is listed as good.” 
 
    My heart soared; he would be alright! 
 
    “Would you like his room number?” the woman asked. 
 
    “He can have visitors?” I was shocked. 
 
    “Yes. His room number is 2204. But that’s all of the information that I can provide over the phone. You’ll have to speak to the nursing staff for any further details about his condition. Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    After hanging up, I raced to put my shoes on as I told everyone we could see Durango. 
 
    Erik grabbed his keys. “I can’t wait to meet the prince in person,” he said sarcastically. “Are there any formalities I should be aware of?” 
 
    Ignoring him, I told Omaha, “Put this on,” pulling a thin gray hoodie out of my backpack. She would’ve drawn unwanted attention—primarily from men—in her sheer top. 
 
    Within a half-hour, we were inside the hospital navigating our way to the patient rooms. As we passed the gift shop, Erik paused and pointed at a balloon. “Should we get him a gift?” He then tugged on the pink Mylar balloon that read ‘It’s a girl’ and added, “Although, maybe not this one.” 
 
    As we approached the doorway of his hospital room, I immediately got nervous. Not only had I abandoned Durango just after he was injured, but according to the nursing staff I could have—but didn’t—visit him or call for the past twenty-four plus hours. He might just think that I simply used him to get home and then discarded him like last week’s trash. Also, there was something nerve-wracking about being in a room with both Durango and Erik. I mean, Erik had to know that I’d had a crush on him for a long time. And Durango obviously knew how I felt about him. 
 
    “Maybe you should wait out here,” I told Erik. He looked at me curiously. “Because he doesn’t know you and he might be disoriented being here in a world that’s strange to him.” 
 
    Erik looked at me suspiciously. “Alright. I guess you’d know what that’s like.” 
 
    After a soft rap on the door, Omaha and I tentatively entered the room. Durango was sleeping peacefully in the hospital bed. A lump in my throat upon seeing him. He looked so vulnerable, just out of a surgery that he had just endured surgery because of me. There was an IV tube hooked up to his right arm and leg compression devices on his legs, but otherwise he looked to be in good condition. 
 
    “Durango,” I said, softly shaking his shoulder. 
 
    He opened his eyes and grinned from ear to ear when he saw us. “Bea! Omaha! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Sorry we didn’t come sooner,” I said. 
 
    Durango placed his hand over mine, squeezing gently. “It’s fine. I understand that you had to prepare for your trip. I wasn’t expecting to see you at all until you got back.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that,” I explained. “I just thought that you were in a part of the hospital that couldn’t have visitors. I would’ve come sooner if I had known.” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “Maia told me that you were just too busy.” 
 
    Omaha realized what had happened. “Ooooh, it looks like Maia’s been spreading lies.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder why she would do that. And with only a limited time to catch up with him, I knew that in the hospital with Durango wasn’t the time to think it through. “How are you? Do you feel okay?” 
 
    Durango grimaced slightly as he shifted up in the bed. “I’m in a bit of pain. But the healers here are helpful and they say I’ll be much better in just a few days from now.” I sat down to make myself comfortable while we chatted. He asked about our upcoming trip. “I wish I could go with you,” he said. 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed. 
 
    “But we do have Erik,” Omaha pointed out. 
 
    “Who is Erik?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Omaha said. “You don’t know him yet. He’s basically Bea’s best friend. They have so many inside jokes that I never know what they’re talking about. Like when he saw Bea’s dress he said she looked like cocoa or something.” 
 
    “He sounds nice,” Durango offered without a hint of jealousy—just another thing that I appreciated about him. But also another thing that made me feel a little bit inferior to him. Somehow he was always confident and level-headed, while my emotions too often controlled my actions. “I hope he’s able to take care of you both if anything should come up.” 
 
    After we talked for a while more, I fluffed the stiff hospital pillow and asked him, “Can we get you anything?” 
 
    He held my hand again and smiled at me. I didn’t want to leave him again. Not there in that sterile hospital room. Not with nowhere to go if he were released. And not with no family or friends to visit him. But I had to find my father. And I knew that Durango understood how important that was. 
 
    “I don’t need anything, Bea. Just return safely.” 
 
    “Well I got you something,” Erik called as he stepped into the room carrying the pink balloon. 
 
    “Erik,” I exclaimed, discreetly removing my hand from Durango’s. There was no reason that Erik couldn’t know about me and Durango—I just wasn’t ready to tell him yet for some reason that I didn’t understand. 
 
    “This is Durango,” Omaha introduced. “And this is Erik that we were telling you about.” 
 
    “It’s a girl,” Durango read slowly. I could see the cogs in his brain turning like they no doubt did inside of Scorpio’s head. 
 
    “Hope you like it.” Erik set the balloon’s weight on the floor beside Durango’s bed. “It’s filled with helium so it floats. I didn’t know if you had helium where you’re from, so I thought you might like it.” 
 
    “We have zeppelins,” Durango pointed out. 
 
    Erik’s hand went to his forehead in mock frustration with himself. “Of course you do.” 
 
    A nurse stepped into the room, interrupting our visitation. At nearly six feet tall, and with a husky voice, she commanded our attention. “I’m sorry,” she said to us. “Visiting hours ended at eight p.m., and it’s nearly eleven o’clock. You’ll all have to come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sorry, nurse,” Erik said. “We can take off.” 
 
    “We’re leaving tomorrow morning,” I told Durango as I scooted off of his bed. “I won’t be able to come back.” 
 
    “I understand Bea. You and Omaha, be careful. And Erik, it was a pleasure meeting you. Take care of them.” 
 
    Erik saluted Durango and muttered quietly, “I can’t remember… am I supposed to salute a prince?” 
 
    Durango looked at me and struggled to sit upright—he wanted to give me a kiss goodbye. And I wanted to accept. But there was something about Erik’s presence that made me hesitate. I was frustrated at myself for not knowing what was making me so uncertain, but also for allowing myself to be so tentative. 
 
    “Don’t sit up,” the nurse said, rushing to Durango’s bed. “You need to remain lying down for another day or two. You just had surgery and you need time to heal. If you take things too fast you risk reopening your wounds, and possibly infection too.” 
 
    With the nurse now separating Durango from the rest of us, all I could do was offer him a simple, dejected wave from across the room. He halfheartedly lifted his hand in response as the nurse began tucking his sheet beneath his legs. 
 
    “I don’t know how they found a vein beneath all that muscle,” Erik commented as we traversed the hospital hallways. For once I wasn’t in the mood for his humor—I wanted to break down and cry. 
 
    Back at the hotel, while Erik was in the bathroom, Omaha sat on the bed and flipped channels on the television as she asked casually, “So, does Erik have a girlfriend?” 
 
    Here it was. First I realize that Erik likes Omaha. And now she likes him too. I wasn’t going to lie to her, but I wasn’t going to enable her either. “You’d have to ask him.” 
 
    She quickly changed the subject to something else that had been on my mind. “Why do you think Maia lied to you?” 
 
    It had been disturbing to me that Maia had done that. She knew as well as Omaha did that Durango and I were in the beginning stages of a relationship—yet she kept him from me. It made me nothing short of irate. 
 
    My words came out harsh and critical. “I’ve been thinking about it. All that I can figure is that she is so focused on making us do this trip her way that she doesn’t care about us or our feelings.” 
 
    Erik stepped out of the bathroom, his teeth brushed. “Who’s next?” 
 
    Omaha stood up to use the bathroom as I announced something that I had just decided. “Erik, you were right. We don’t need Maia. Let’s go get my father.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    It was a restless night for all of us. Well, actually I think Omaha may have slept fine. But I was awake most of the night, just staring at the clock on the end table. And I could hear Erik tossing and turning throughout the night too. 
 
    Just before six thirty in the morning, I got up and began to peruse the files that Maia had sent me. Without caffeine, there was no way that I was going to spend too much time on the politics, finances and statistics of the time. However, I did focus on the timeline, which indicated that we had no more than two days to find my father. As a last resort, if we couldn’t locate him between now and then, we knew from the obituary that he would be at the Empire State Building site at the end of the second day. 
 
    Erik joined me and stifled a yawn. “You still want to do this without Maia?” 
 
    I nodded. “The only thing we’re missing is money from that time.” 
 
    Sliding his class ring off of his finger, Erik said, “We could find some things to trade if we need to.” 
 
    “That’s your class ring,” I pointed out as he absently spun it between his fingers. 
 
    He shrugged. “I can’t imagine I’ll miss it in a few years when I’ve got a Nobel Prize to replace it.” 
 
    “Keep dreamin’.” 
 
    The phone rang—six thirty was our wake-up call. 
 
    “I’ll shower and get dressed first,” Erik said, taking his suit into the bathroom. “You two go check out the continental breakfast.” 
 
    The breakfast bar exceeded my expectations. We entered a huge, gleaming white café on the first floor, complete with tasteful artwork and soft music. Some old guys sat in the corner, chatting over coffee as though they had been there since five in the morning, and a couple of businessmen were taking some muffins and apples to go. Otherwise, the only person in the room was an employee that was constantly wiping the counters and checking the food levels. 
 
    “This place seems pretty nice,” I said. “They’ve even got fresh-made waffles.” 
 
    “What’s a waffle?” Omaha asked. 
 
    I smiled and walked up to the waffle bar. “You’re going to like this.” 
 
    After I prepared a waffle for her with plenty of syrup, whipped cream and chocolate shavings, Omaha took a seat. At first, I prepared myself a coffee with cream and sugar, a bowl of cereal and a perfectly ripened banana, but after I sat down I remembered how badly I felt when time-traveling and only ate about half of my Rice Krispies. 
 
    “That was so good,” Omaha said with chocolate stuck on her teeth. “Can I have some more?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out,” I said. She gave me a funny look. “I mean, yes, but do you think you can you make it yourself?” 
 
    “I used to work at a bakery,” she reminded me. “Although, they didn’t have any of that sugar syrup at my bakery. I wish they had,” she cooed dreamily. 
 
    As she got up, I warned her, “But remember how bad you feel when we time-travel. I don’t want you feeling too sick.” 
 
    “Okay,” she called as she walked away. “Just one more then.” 
 
    When Omaha wasn’t back with a towering waffle a few minutes later, I glanced over my shoulder to see if she needed help. She wasn’t at the food counter at all. Then I spotted her holding her plate of food while she stood at the table of men. My first impulse was to go and save her, because that’s what I would’ve wanted if four strange men stopped me to chat. But Omaha seemed to be enjoying their stories so I just kept an eye on her while I continued to watch Headline News, which just kept replaying the same few stories. My favorite one involved a man who found some bees living in the walls of his house, but when he called pest control to get rid of them, he learned that they were a protected and endangered species and he was the one that had to move out of his house. 
 
    “Who are your new friends?” I asked when Omaha finally came back to our table close to ten minutes later. 
 
    “Let’s see,” she thought. “Jack, Don, John and… I can’t remember the other guy’s name. They’re from somewhere south of here, by an ocean.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, paying her only half-attention. “Well, eat up because we need to get dressed and get going.” 
 
    After only a couple of bites, Omaha pushed her plate aside. “This one is cold and hard. I must not have made it right.” 
 
    “Or you just let it get cold. Do you want to get something else? There’s fruit, muffins, and some suspicious looking eggs in the corner.” 
 
    She didn’t want anything but fruit juice, so we headed upstairs to trade places with Erik.  
 
    While Omaha slid into her dress, she said, “Durango looked better than I thought he would, since he just had surgery. I’m really glad we got to see him last night.” 
 
    “Me too. It was tough not knowing, but it looks like he’s going to be alright.” Then, I paused. “You used to live you’re your brother and Durango, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I placed my hat on my head and twisted it a few times, but couldn’t make it look right. “But you and him never dated?” 
 
    She laughed so hard that she snorted. “Are you kidding? Me and Durango? No way.” 
 
    “What? Why is that so funny?” 
 
    “He’s just so serious.” She spoke the last word like she were sucking on a lemon. “Besides, he is always just so focused and I’m...” She ran to the window. “Did you see that bird?” 
 
    “No. But I think I understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, returning from the window. “What I mean is that before you came along, he was never attentive to anybody. All he cared about was his Mech. But now that he knows you, he’s a different person. He’s still just as focused he used to be, but now his attention is on you.” 
 
    Heat rushed to my face, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    Erik swung the door open. “You two look ready. Bea, are you okay? You look flushed?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, turning away to find my shoes. “It’s just really hard to shimmy into these stockings.” 
 
    After a few minutes, we checked ourselves in the large bathroom mirror—the three of us looked like we were dressed for a soiree aboard the Titanic. Although, hopefully we wouldn’t meet with the same outcome on our voyage. After Omaha and I stuffed our purses with snack foods, we went outside with our 21st century clothing and put them in Erik’s trunk before returning to our room.  
 
    “I don’t know how Maia knew what size to get, but my clothes fit remarkably well,” Omaha announced after we had taken a couple of Ibuprofen tablets each. 
 
    Mine outfit was baggy. “That makes one of us.” 
 
    “Two,” Erik said as smoothed his suit jacket and wiped his hand across the brim of his fedora. We giggled at his playfulness. He looked the part of a dapper man, ready to walk the streets of 1930 New York. 
 
    “Alright, Frank Sinatra. You seem ready,” I told him. 
 
    “Sinatra didn’t get his start until the late ‘30s,” he pointed out. “But I’ll take the compliment. And look at this.” Erik pulled a silver pocket watch from his vest pocket. He stretched the chain that connected it to his vest so that we could see it better. “It’s a Rolex! I don’t know where Maia gets her money from, but she really went all out.” 
 
    “I guess since we got purses, she wanted you to have an accessory too,” I surmised. 
 
    “Plus Omaha’s necklace,” Erik pointed out. 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed that she was wearing one—but of course, leave it up to Erik to notice it. The piece was an elegant beaded necklace with a dainty backdrop. 
 
    “It was in my purse,” Omaha said. “Maia really thought of everything.” 
 
    After double-checking that I didn’t have another accessory in my purse, I said, “She didn’t think to get me one.” 
 
    Omaha offered, “Do you want to wear mine? I don’t need it.” 
 
    Feeling bad about my jealous comment, I declined. “No, it looks great on you. Sorry I said that.” 
 
    “Well anyway, I bet your dad would’ve loved having this,” Erik said, further admiring the pocket watch. 
 
    Examining the watch more closely, I recognized that while it was in great condition, it was actually very plain looking. “Nah. He didn’t care about the expensive ones. He liked ones with more character than that. Most of his had intricate engravings, or paintings, or something that made them really unusual.” 
 
    Erik put his pocket watch away. “Well, I like it. Maybe Maia’s not all bad after all.” 
 
    I carefully drew the Initiator from my purse. Each time I held it I couldn’t help but be awed that such a tiny device wielded such great power. Holding it, we were mere seconds away from being transported to another time—instantaneously and as simply as stepping from one room into another. As soon as my hand made contact with it, the lights came on. 
 
    “Are we ready for this?” I asked with more seriousness, as I slid my finger over the left-hand light so that the device changed to the red setting—the setting that would take us to the timerift where my father was. My chest could barely contain my beating heart. 
 
    “I am,” Erik exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    “I just hope those pills work,” Omaha said. “I felt so awful last time.” 
 
    Omaha grabbed my hand first. Then Erik stretched awkwardly to grab our joined hands so that all three of our right hands were in the center, touching. 
 
    “You could’ve just grabbed Omaha’s hand,” I said as we stood there with our hands together like a football team about to run onto the field before a big game. “It’s like a chain. You don’t have to touch mine directly.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Erik said with a grin. “Now, beam us up Scotty!” 
 
    I took a deep breath and pressed the right-hand light. Maia was going to be so angry with me. Mary already was. But when I came home with my father, it wouldn’t matter what Maia thought of me. And Mary would understand why I had to deceive her. Mentally, I counted: One. Two. 
 
    At three, the familiar crack of thunder shuddered our senses. And a red light—so blinding that it overpowered our sight—enveloped us.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Being more aware of my time-travel headache this time, I was able to realize the exact moment that it began to pound like a hammer to my skull—the very moment that we were transported to the red timerift. As the red light began to fade from my vision, it was replaced by an intense, focused white light. At first, I thought that it was simply a result of the intense migraine—the same for the deafening discordant horn blast. 
 
    But as Erik pulled me painfully across a rusty metal beam, my senses became operational enough to realize that a train was advancing quickly toward us. Too quickly. I had transported directly onto the middle of the tracks before he dragged me down a rocky ballast to safety. Not far away from me, Omaha lay on the wooden sleeper beams, up against one of the metal tracks. Disoriented, I tried to stand upright to help Erik pull her to safety. Instead, my lack of balance merely caused me to stumble, struggling to remain upright. 
 
    Omaha turned toward the train and realized the danger bearing down on her. Erik heroically lifted Omaha in his arms and pulled away from the tracks mere seconds before the train sped past us. The engineer yelled something out of the engine car’s window to the effect of “Keep off the tracks.” A gust of wind and heat washed over us as each car of the train rushed loudly past. 
 
    I leaned back against a stately maple tree, waiting for the train and my pounding headache to pass. Omaha leaned against Erik, looking sicker than I felt. At least we were safe—that was all that mattered. So I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes until the sound of the train faded. 
 
    “That was close,” Erik said. “You two alright?” 
 
    Omaha answered by throwing up on the gravel by his feet. 
 
    “It’s starting to ease,” I contributed, sitting down on one of the railroad ties. Rummaging through my purse, I found some Mentos for Omaha. “Maybe we can just sit here for a bit.” 
 
    Erik looked down the tracks in each direction—just woods lined either side of them as far as we could see. “The past doesn’t look a lot different than the present,” he commented. “Or, now that we’re in the past, I should probably say that the present doesn’t look a lot different from the future.” 
 
    Within fifteen minutes, my headache had minimized to a mild but steady throbbing. Omaha was finally able to stand upright without assistance. And Erik seemed no worse for the wear, like he was a professional time-traveler. 
 
    “I’m sure it gets worse each time, but I don’t even have a headache,” Erik bragged. “Beginners luck, I guess.” 
 
    Once Omaha felt ready to walk, we decided to head in the direction of the train. Based on the sun’s location in the sky, Erik was convinced that direction was east. “And since New York City is on the ocean, it would make sense that it would be east of here,” he reasoned. 
 
    We walked for over an hour, having only passed two cross roads. Both were deserted as far as we could see, so we decided to stay on the tracks. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll pass a town or city sooner or later,” Omaha said as we took a break to eat some snacks and drink some of the water that we brought with us.  
 
    Continuing on foot, we eventually came upon a man—a dirty and disheveled, presumably homeless man. Erik engaged him. “Excuse me, fine sir,” he said in an almost British accent. “Is the nearest town much farther down this fine track?” 
 
    “That’s not how people talked in the ‘30s,” I whispered to him. 
 
    “A mile to Orange,” the man sputtered, stumbling past us with the strong smell of whisky on his breath. 
 
    “He smells like Ambrale,” Omaha observed as the man passed us by. 
 
    “So much for the prohibition,” I commented. 
 
    “Just because something’s illegal doesn’t mean it isn’t available,” Erik said. “There’s some houses up ahead.” 
 
    We walked past the houses, knowing that a town was not much further down the tracks. “Orange is in New Jersey,” Erik explained. “It’s probably just twenty or so miles from Manhattan.” 
 
    “If we walk there, it’ll take us all day,” I lamented. Walking along the tracks had already left a thick layer of black grim, discoloring the white parts of my shoes. 
 
    “I’m sure we can hitch a ride from someone in town,” Erik asserted. 
 
    “There was always someone back home that would let me stowaway,” Omaha said, adding to Erik’s optimism.  
 
    Soon we were standing among the brick buildings that lined the streets of the Orange town square and Erik stopped a few individuals that were near their antique—new—cars to ask for a lift. I had a somewhat foreboding feeling about it each time he spoke with one of them. What if his two-minute conversation made them late and caused them to not meet the person they would marry? Something as small as a conversation could completely change the timeline and eliminate entire branches off of people’s family trees. No wonder Maia was so concerned about the effect that we might have. 
 
    After a brief discussion with a man in a pickup truck, Erik waved us toward him. We climbed into the back of the black truck, which was stacked with wooden boxes filled with produce, and Erik pounded twice on the side of the metal truck bed to let the driver know that we were ready. It was a bouncy ride that lasted nearly a half-hour, and more than once we had to straighten the crates so that none of them fell on us. 
 
    “He’s a nice man. Works at a farmhouse west of here,” Erik told us, his voice louder than usual to overpower the ambient street noise. “Said he’d drop us off just across the river from Manhattan.” 
 
    “Do you think my dad lives in the city?” I pondered. “Or do you think he commutes each day?” 
 
    Erik considered for a moment. “Well, it would be easier for him to live in the city. But he’s probably trying to stay under the radar so that he doesn’t change the timeline. Living outside of the city might leave him with less interactions with other people.” 
 
    Sitting upright, Erik stretched to look over the boxes as we sped past buildings and people that no longer existed in our time. It was disquieting to consider that all of these people would likely be dead—or at least very elderly—by the time I would be born. 
 
    “Either way,” Erik continued, “in the city is the only place that we know that your dad will be, so that’s where we need to start.” 
 
    Omaha pulled a broccoli stalk out of one of the crates and began gnawing off the flowery tops like a chipmunk. 
 
    “That’s not ours to take,” I pointed out, wondering if I sounded as much like Mary as I thought I did. 
 
    “Don’t people share here?” Omaha asked with a few green specks in her teeth. “I’d share if I had a farm.” 
 
    “It’s more like their livelihood,” I pointed out. 
 
    “He seemed like a nice guy. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind,” Erik commented as he reached his hand toward Omaha. “Give me one of those.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and rested my pounding head against a crate as the two of them enjoyed their broccoli date. Peripherally, I heard Omaha inquiring about various foods and the way that Erik liked to eat them. 
 
    When the truck finally came to a stop, I hopped out first and Erik followed. It was a steep drop from the truck bed, and he held his hand out to brace Omaha as she joined us on the ground. My heart skipped a beat as their hands touched. I knew that it was true—Erik was definitely falling for her. It felt like I was losing, not just a high school crush, but also my close friend. Turning away, I also knew that I couldn’t worry about that now. I had to remain focused on finding my father. 
 
    The driver called to us, “Now, you kids be careful in the city. It ain’t the safest place, and there’s a lot of crime.” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir. Thanks again for the lift,” Erik replied. 
 
    The man tipped his hat and we were on our own, standing across the Hudson River from Manhattan. Many of the towering buildings that I had seen just a few weeks ago were gone—not yet built. However, it was still a busy, bustling town with many twenty-plus story buildings visible in the skyline. 
 
    “So, how do we get across?” I asked Erik. 
 
    Looking around, Erik confirmed that there were no vehicular bridges on this side of Manhattan—at least not as far as we could see. There were only a couple of railroad bridges crossing the massive river. 
 
    “Well, the Holland tunnel is one option. But the subway doesn’t come to our side of the river.” Then he pointed to the waterway. “But there are a few ferries crossing the river. Omaha-” he turned, but she wasn’t with us. 
 
    My head spun back and forth. Cars and people were all around, but none of them were Omaha. 
 
    “Down there,” Erik pointed. Farther down the street from us, Omaha was looking at the exposed engine of a long black gangster-style Cadillac with a man. “Why don’t you go rescue that man from her questioning while I go figure out how to get us on one of those ferries.” 
 
    I looked at the busy street that we were standing on. “I don’t like the idea of us splitting up.” 
 
    “Too late,” he said, motioning toward Omaha. “Besides, I’ll only be a few minutes and I’ll meet you right back here.” 
 
    Sighing, I agreed. He disappeared into the crowd as I trekked after Omaha. Unlike what Erik and I suspected, she wasn’t asking the man any questions about his vehicle. Instead, she was elbow deep into the engine. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’ve got a dame doing my mechanical work,” the man mused while shaking his head. “How does a young gal like you know anything about automobile engines anyway?” 
 
    Omaha pulled her arm out and looked at the man, a grease mark streaked across her cheek. “I’ve lived around tinkerers my whole life,” she explained. “Give it a try now.” 
 
    The car’s owner sat down in the driver’s seat and revved the engine, which purred loudly. “I don’t know how to thank you, ma’am. Here,” he said, handing her a couple of coins. “Take this.” 
 
    “It was really nothing,” she exclaimed. “You just had a loose connection on your oil line.” 
 
    “Well, thanks to you, I might just be able to get this breezer back home before dark.” 
 
    “What was that all about?” I asked Omaha as the man sped away. 
 
    “I saw that his engine was exposed. So I went to look at it. As it turns out, he was having trouble making it work.” 
 
    “Well, we really shouldn’t interfere more than we have to,” I said, worried again that I was starting to sound like Maia. “Come on, Erik’s figuring out how to get us across the river.” 
 
    As we turned back, two men stood in our way, intent on stopping our progress. They were big men—wide, tall and intimidating. 
 
    “So, you know about cars?” one of the men asked, a cigarette bobbing up and down in his lips as he spoke. “I’m actually lookin’ for a new mechanic.” 
 
    “And we could always use a couple of broads like yous two,” the other chimed in a less powerful voice. 
 
    “Not interested,” I said unequivocally, grabbing Omaha’s arm and pulling her away. 
 
    The second man blocked my path and scowled. “Not so fast. You haven’t even heard our offer.” 
 
    I didn’t like men pushing me around or telling me what I could or couldn’t do. But this was a different time and, even though there were people everywhere, I didn’t know if any of the passersby would come to our aid if we needed them to. And the two men that were impeding us would easily be able to overpower Omaha and me if they wanted to. So I stood my ground with gritted teeth as the men made their proposition. 
 
    The two men looked similar, likely related. Both were in their early twenties and had tanned skin and dark hair. The man with the deeper voice appeared to be a few years older, had a larger stature, and had a large mole on his left cheek. He took his cigarette out of his mouth and began, “I’m Tony Merola and this here is my brother Frank. And it just so happens that we’ve got an opening in our operation for you.” 
 
    “The two of yous,” his brother contributed. 
 
    While I hadn’t recognized their faces, their names were ubiquitous with the mafia. Their mob syndicate supposedly influenced the Godfather, the Sopranos, and a number of other fictional mafia families. There was no disputing that these two men were dangerous. My heart pounded and my breathing quickened at being confronted with these infamous men. 
 
    Tony continued, “And there ain’t much required of ya either.” 
 
    “The best part-” 
 
    Tony silenced his brother with a hand gesture. “The best part is that we can provide you with all the booze, butts and scratch you could ever want.” As I recalled from the Common Terminology section of Maia’s report, butts were cigarettes and scratch was money. 
 
    Frank grinned. “And the coppers leave us alone, too.” 
 
    “So, whaddaya say, ladies?” 
 
    In elementary school, all of the students had to attend a class telling us how to protect ourselves from child abusers, abductors, and other adults that might take advantage of our innocence. The advice was to be loud and unyielding, and to get away from the situation as quickly as possible. I hoped that the advice also applied to dealing with mafia bosses. 
 
    “Not interested,” I reiterated firmly. This time, with our arms interlocked, I turned Omaha directly away from them—even though it wasn’t the direction we needed to go—so that they couldn’t block our path again. 
 
    “Ain’t nobody turns down an offer from the Merolas,” Tony yelled after us in an angry, menacing voice as we walked away. “You made a big mistake today.” 
 
    I pulled Omaha close to me as we rounded a building. “Now do you see why we shouldn’t talk to strangers?” At that point, I was certain that I was sounding like Mary, Maia, or any other adult for that matter. 
 
    “They didn’t seem that bad,” she replied. 
 
    Shaking my head at her naivety, I told her, “We have to be careful. You can’t just trust everyone you meet.” 
 
    We walked around the block, looked for the gangsters, and when we didn’t see them we crossed back to the place that Erik was going to meet us. My nerves were still on edge, as the Merolas could’ve been anywhere. Omaha on the other hand didn’t seem to be fazed at all. 
 
    “This place reminds me a lot of Breslenbrug,” Omaha observed while we waited for Erik to return. “With all the buildings and vehicles. And even all the people.” 
 
    It was an astute observation, which I considered further as my eyes fell upon a family picnicking on a grassy area beside the river. When I imagined people in the past, it was always the way that they lived with the technology that was—or wasn’t—available to them. But I didn’t really consider their day to day lives. That they still had car problems and family troubles. Anxieties and concerns. Or the way that a parent took joy in their children. The picnicking father lifted his boy over his head as the boy giggled. The daughter, a couple of years older, ran in circles around the blanket that they sat upon. These people all around me weren’t just names in newspapers or history books—they were real people with real lives and real feelings. 
 
    “What’cha lookin’ at?” Erik asked, startling me into a jump. 
 
    I smiled when I saw that it was him. “Oh, I was just watching that family down there. They look like they’re having a great day today.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Omaha commented, sensing the real reason I was staring at the family. “You’ll find your father soon enough.” 
 
    “Well, about that,” Erik announced. “The ferry costs a nickel each, which doesn’t sound like that much. But with the depression going on, combined with the amount of inflation that happens between now and our time, nickels aren’t going to be that easy for us to come by.” 
 
    Omaha held out her hand and showed off the Buffalo nickels that she received in exchange for her mechanic work. “I’ve got some.” 
 
    Confused and surprised, Erik asked, “Where did you get those?” 
 
    She smiled coyly.  
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said, looking around again to make sure that the Merolas weren’t anywhere nearby. “It starts with a guy having car trouble and ends with the Merolas?” Erik’s eyes widened, curious why I would bring them up. “Yep, they just tried to abduct us.” 
 
    “What? How?” Erik asked. “I was gone for ten minutes and you get caught up with the most infamous mobsters of the decade. How do you do it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. But I’m ready to get out of here in case they’re still around.” 
 
    Skeptically, Erik clarified, “Are you sure it was them? They didn’t really develop a reputation until around a decade from now.” 
 
    “Remember,” I told him, “You can’t doubt me anymore. I was right about time-travel.” 
 
    Erik didn’t inquire further. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve only got two and it costs a nickel each.” 
 
    “We could always take the train bridge,” Omaha offered. 
 
    I cut in, “That doesn’t sound safe.” It was a long bridge and we’d already had one close call with a train that day. 
 
    Erik’s eyebrows raised as he added, “Especially after I saw how badly you two handle yourselves on the tracks.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied to his goading. “You’re really going to hold us accountable for our actions mere seconds after time-traveling? And with blinding headaches no less?” 
 
    “Come on,” Omaha said as she walked away. “I walk the tracks outside of Breslenbrug all the time. It’ll be fun.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    We made it halfway across the railroad tracks without any issues, other than my fear of heights—actually, it was more of a fear of falling around fifty feet and plunging into the Hudson River. The bridge was secure, and even though the unevenly spaced railroad ties were serious tripping hazards, I was getting fairly good at traversing them safely. Omaha was handling the tracks even better than I was, despite her heels. She nimbly hopped from beam to beam, as if there were no danger of falling. Glancing back for the tenth time, I verified that there were no oncoming trains. 
 
    “What’s that?” Erik asked, stopping suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Omaha and I asked in unison. 
 
    “I thought I heard a train,” Erik responded. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Omaha replied. 
 
    Knowing Erik’s penchant for antics, I marched past him. “Quit playing games.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious,” he added, following after me. “We should hurry.” 
 
    While I didn’t hear anything—and didn’t think he was serious—I did increase my pace. Then Omaha decided to join him in the prank. 
 
    “I can feel vibrations on the rails,” she said. “Just like when a train is on the tracks in Charrbrunia.” 
 
    Looking intently in each direction, I saw nothing but open tracks. To bolster my confidence, I even paused with a hand on the rail—no vibrations. 
 
    Walking quickly, I told them, “Quit it, you guys. I’m a little bit afraid of heights, so this isn’t funny.” 
 
    We were most of the way across when I finally did hear the train whistle. Loud, and close. The three of us broke into a sprint to reach the safety of Manhattan as I caught a quick glimpse of the train engine wrapping around a curve in the New Jersey tracks and heading right onto our bridge. 
 
    We had cleared the river, but arriving over the safety of land provided no real assurances. There was still a forty-foot drop to the brick roadway below. The train still wasn’t even halfway across the bridge, but it was moving quickly. The engineer must’ve noticed us because he blared the horn again—as if we didn’t know he was bearing down on us. 
 
    “We’ve got to climb down,” Erik announced with a startling urgency. “Omaha, you go first.” 
 
    Below us was a giant girder holding up the tracks, which was encased in crisscrossing metal support bars. There was only enough room for us to climb down one at a time, but Omaha agilely swung her lithe body onto the bars and began descending speedily. 
 
    “You next,” Erik urged and I hurried down so quickly that I worried I would step on Omaha’s hands. 
 
    The train was approaching rapidly, its horn blowing yet again. “Come on,” I yelled to Erik once I was a mere foot or two below the tracks. 
 
    Erik swung his feet onto the bars and followed with his hands just moments before the train raced overhead. Below, Omaha had nearly made it to the ground. Erik and I climbed more carefully. Stepping safely onto the sidewalk, I reached out my hand to assist Erik with his final step. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” he told me, jumping the final few feet. 
 
    Once we were all on the ground, the applause began. Only then did I realize we had an audience of over a dozen men in suits and bowler hats, all standing across the street watching us. 
 
    As their applause died down one of them yelled, “You three ought’a be more careful. My cousin died on the tracks.” The man walked away as the rest of the crowd followed his lead and began to disperse. 
 
    As the adrenaline faded, my knees felt weak and my muscles ached. That was far too close. Erik had been mere seconds from being hit by the train. Impulsively, I wrapped my arms around him. 
 
    “We’ve really got to be more careful,” I said. “I don’t want any of us getting hurt.” 
 
    He stiffly accepted my embrace and added, “At least now we’ve got plenty of training for anything else we run into. Get it? Training?” 
 
    I pushed myself away from him. “Oh, that was cheesier than Napoli’s pizza.” 
 
    “I got it,” Omaha said with a smile. Then she turned her eyes skyward. “There are so many buildings here.” 
 
    “And this doesn’t even take into account the big ones they haven’t built yet,” Erik told her. “They’ll make them five times this size.” 
 
    “They have buildings taller than most of these in Breslenbrug,” I told Erik. “Though nothing like the World Trade or the Empire State buildings.” 
 
    “Well,” Erik offered to me, “You’ve been to Manhattan most recently so do you want to be our guide?” 
 
    Other than hailing a taxi, which I didn’t see any of, I had no way of making heads or tails of the grid of city streets. “Well, I know that the Empire State building is at 5th and 34th. And I know it isn’t that way,” I said, pointing back to the Hudson river behind us. 
 
    “Alright then,” Erik agreed, as he began marching into the city. 
 
    Erik navigated us through rows of mostly five to six story buildings. I had imagined that the city would be less crowded in 1930, but after crossing just a few streets, we were enveloped in people and cars. 
 
    “Omaha,” Erik said. “We don’t need you wandering off in this crowd. Get up here. Let’s all hold onto each other so none of us gets lost.” 
 
    Erik grabbed Omaha’s hand—of course—so I grabbed her other hand. Together we made a small chain that wound its way through the overcrowded parts of 5th avenue until we got to 34th street. Along the route, I tried to limit my impact on this timerift by keeping to myself as much as possible, but Omaha greeted over a dozen people—basically everyone that made eye contact with her. 
 
    I was surprised at the ethnic variety all around us. One block was filled with what sounded like the German language along with the scent of sausages wafting through the air. The next block housed Italian immigrants, the one after that Polish. The colors and sounds and smells were lively—nothing like I remembered from school history books, and really, nothing like my trip to Manhattan just a few weeks ago. 
 
    It was a strange juxtaposition of wealth and poverty, walking the city streets in the beginning of the Great Depression. So many people were dressed nicely and seemed to be heading to and from work. Even the housewives with small children in tow were wearing fashionable dresses with narrow waists and skirts that flared at the ankle. Despite the glamour, however, more than once we passed by small homeless camps—people living under plywood sheeting and families with torn and dirtied clothes. For these families, young children played in the city gutters and discarded newspapers served as sheets and blankets. We even passed a line with hundreds of dejected looking men with their hats pulled low over their faces. 
 
    “What is this?” I wondered aloud.  
 
    “Probably a breadline. Come on.” Erik pulled us along. I realized the line extended at least two blocks. All these unemployed people waiting for a small ration of rice or bread just so their families have something to eat was sobering. We hurried our pace. 
 
    On Fifth Avenue, we passed by a clock repair shop and I glanced in the window. 
 
    “Look at that!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Erik and Omaha backtracked to see what caught my attention. I pointed out the item; on a rack of pocket watches for sale, there was a hunter-case watch that was uniquely square in shape, with an engraved image of the completed Empire State Building on its bronze cover. 
 
    “I wish I could get that for my dad,” I said. “But without money, I guess that won’t be possible.” 
 
    “Let’s go look at it,” Erik offered. 
 
    We walked inside and the shopkeeper greeted us gruffly. “What do you kids want?” 
 
    The sounds of a variety of clocks ticking their own beats greeted us. Omaha’s eyes grew large as she took in the display of clocks ranging from ornate wood carved wall clocks to simple metal alarm clocks. One countertop was littered with springs, hands and knobs, and I had to swat Omaha’s hand to keep her from touching it. 
 
    Erik took the lead, and since he was tall and dressed in a suit, he looked the most adult of us all. “Are these pocket watches for sale?” 
 
    “They have prices, don’t they?” 
 
    Below the watch that I liked, was a handwritten note that said: Rendering of Empire State $9.50. 
 
    For a moment I got excited, thinking that a watch like that for under ten dollars was a bargain. But then I remembered that we only had two nickels to rub together and it didn’t look like we’d be getting more money anytime soon. 
 
    “I guess our ten cents won’t be enough,” I said quietly, urging us out the shop’s door. 
 
    A few blocks later, we all stopped at the base of the Empire State building, which was already taller than the buildings around it even though it was still far from being completed. Far above us, steel beams and cranes encircled the top floors of the building. Due to the distance, the people working above our heads looked like ants. They moved about on the outer edges of the beams like confident, untethered acrobats. I picked one man with my eyes and watched him. He could’ve been my father. As he walked along an outer beam, carrying a large piece of plywood, I realized how easy it would be to fall to one’s death. 
 
    “They’re working at a pace of around four floors per week,” Erik said with admiration, his eyes, like mine, remaining heavenward. 
 
    “Is this where the king will live?” Omaha asked naively. 
 
    “No,” Erik replied. “He’ll live in Trump tower, just down the road from here.” 
 
    “King Trump,” I muttered aloud. “He’d probably like the sound of that.” 
 
    The bulk of the construction was twenty plus stories above us, so I couldn’t see it well. What I could see, however, was that the ground floor was inaccessible. The sidewalks surrounding the construction site were covered with solid scaffolding—to protect the pedestrians from any falling debris. Atop the scaffolding sat a few wooden offices, likely being used by the construction supervisors and management. On the street corner was a twenty foot tall sign reading Empire State and displaying an artistic rendering of what the completed building would look like. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Erik said, gripping the back of Omaha’s dress. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    While I was distracted, Omaha nearly wandered off again. 
 
    She shrugged and pointed in the direction of a couple construction vehicles parked on the road. “I just wanted to check out that Mech.” 
 
    “It’s just an excavator,” Erik told her, wrapping his arm tightly in hers. I was beginning to feel like a third wheel. “Just stay here with us. We’ve already got one person to find and we don’t need you getting lost too.” 
 
    “There’s a construction entrance over there,” I pointed out. “But I don’t see how a group like us could get through.” 
 
    Erik chuckled. “Yeah, they don’t have many women working up there.” Then, thoughtfully, he added, “But I could maybe get in.” 
 
    After a few minutes of discussion, I was walking with Omaha to examine the excavator while Erik made his way to the construction entrance. “Keep an eye on her,” Erik told me as we split up. The plan was for all of us to meet back under the sign in about an hour. 
 
    “Do you know how this works?” Omaha asked a man wearing overalls and a men’s beret flat while standing next to the machine. A much better question would have been, ‘Do you know Jacob Cooper?’ But Omaha’s interests were still centered on the steam-machine age that she came from. 
 
    “Sure do, lady,” the construction worker replied with a creepy smile. “If you’d like we could hop onboard and I could give you the ride of your life.” 
 
    Omaha smiled innocently and took a step in his direction. 
 
    “No thanks,” I told the man flatly, pulling Omaha to my side. 
 
    “It looks like a steam shovel,” Omaha said absently, examining the engine and moving parts as best she could. 
 
    “Well, it ain’t no thing for a broad to be messin’ with,” the worker replied, stepping toward Omaha to physically remove her from the equipment. 
 
    “Hold it,” I told him as he wrapped his hands around Omaha’s waist and spun her around. My strength was no match for the burly man—as soon as I put my hand upon him, he single-handedly shoved me aside without even taking his attention off of Omaha for a moment. Fully able to take care of herself, she offered a swift punch to the man’s face—along with a strong verbal retort—once she realized what his intentions were. 
 
    “Feisty,” the man said with a smile and a bruised cheek. 
 
    Before I could advance upon the man, a confident and calm voice called, “Luis, don’t make me tell you again. Starrett and Eken is a respected company and we can’t have you besmirching our reputation with your actions toward females.” 
 
    Luis released Omaha and gave his attention to the new man, who stepped out of a doorway from the construction site. “Aww, come on, Clarence. I was just havin’ some fun.” 
 
    “My apologies, ma’am,” Clarence said to Omaha with a slight bow and overly proper enunciation. He was wearing a clean suit, and didn’t look or act like the type of man that belonged in a construction site—professional and serious. Turning his attention back to Luis, Clarence asked, “Has Beau James still not arrived?” 
 
    Luis glanced down the street as a couple of vehicles were approaching with a police escort. “Looks like that’s him now.” 
 
    The two men—complete opposites except for their shared employment—walked further down the sidewalk to greet James as he exited his vehicle. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to Omaha. After her interaction with Luis, I didn’t want to spend more time than necessary around this construction site. My opinion of men of the time period was quickly becoming tarnished. “Let’s get out of this place.” 
 
    Unwilling to be riled or affected by Luis, she waved me off. “Hang on, I still want to see how the scoop is leveraged.” 
 
    I sighed and waited for her to finish her examination of the ancient equipment. “I don’t remember you saying you were a tinkerer.” 
 
    “I tinker a bit. But it’s just that the designs here are different than we have in Charrbrunia. Just look at the way that the hoisting chain connects to the ratchet beam. And the way that the dipper is leveraged. It’s intriguing!” 
 
    As she looked over the machine, we couldn’t help but overhear the conversation between James and the well-dressed construction employee. 
 
    “What’s the issue this time?” James asked, his arms outstretched in overly exaggerated frustration. 
 
    Clarence rolled out blueprints on a makeshift table on the sidewalk. “Thank you for meeting me here. I wanted to show you this in person since it will affect the city skyline.” They talked quietly for a minute as they perused the papers. Then something was said that really grabbed Omaha’s attention. 
 
    “What do you mean dirigibles won’t be able to dock at the building?” James loudly exclaimed. “This city needs to be at the forefront of airship transportation.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Before I could even tell her to wait, Omaha was marching into a conversation that she had no business being a part of. 
 
    “Did you say dirigibles?” she asked energetically. 
 
    Beau James flashed a wide smile—Omaha’s charm, beauty and personality tended to have an immediate effect on men. Rather than shut her down completely, James reached his hand out to shake Omaha’s. With a two handed grip, he said, “Nice to meet you, I’m Mayor Beau James.” 
 
    Unaffected by the intrusion, the construction official continued his conversation with James. “Not only is there an issue with the updrafts, but sources are saying that dirigibles may not be the future of transcontinental travel afterall.” 
 
    “Well,” James responded, “You know I’ve had my doubts too, but I don’t want to see New York City get left behind.” Giddily, he turned toward Omaha and me. “Let’s see what the ladies have to say about it, why don’t we?” 
 
    James tipped his hat to me while I stood behind Omaha, as Clarence sighed in frustration with the entire interruption. Clarence gave no consideration to what a couple of young women passing by had to say. James likely didn’t really care either—he was just being inclusive, as his life as a politician had no doubt trained him to be. 
 
    Omaha, however, was very confident and specific in her response. “Dirigibles will most definitely be a part of the future! I have friends that work in the construction and design of zeppelins, and I can guarantee that they will be used in travel and transport all across the entire world. And they’re super fun to ride in.” 
 
    Taken aback at her forthrightness, the mayor motioned to Omaha as he spoke again to Clarence. “Well, there you have it, used in transportation around the world and super fun to ride in. Keep the airship docking station.” 
 
    Red-faced, Clarence flashed a hateful glance our way. “Mayor, with all due respect sir, I wasn’t seeking permission. I was letting you know that it will not be possible on a building this size.” 
 
    “Clarence,” Mayor James said condescendingly. “I tend to agree with the young ladies here. And I do believe that if you’re still expecting that tax abatement that you requested, you might consider likewise agreeing with them.” 
 
    “But sir,” Clarence retorted. 
 
    The mayor capriciously glared at Clarence until he huffed, rolled up his papers, handed them to Luis, and the two of them marched away. 
 
    With a renewed pleasantness, James turned his attention back to us. “I’ve decided to reconsider my stance on making Manhattan a major airship hub. My intuition has told me all along that we should put airship docks on all the major buildings. I want New York City to be the future of America, on the forefront of technological advances. So I want to thank you two ladies. You’ve reinforced my decision to push forward with our plans. May I treat you to dinner tonight as an expression of my gratitude?” 
 
    I politely declined his offer, telling him that we had plans. Considering our chance meeting, I worried that Omaha might have somehow affected the timeline—if we weren’t supposed to interact with the people in general, how much more so the mayor of the most populous city in America! 
 
    With a couple of quick handshakes, Mayor James disappeared back into his vehicle and the motorcade sped off. 
 
    An idea visibly entered Omaha’s head as she turned to me with excitement. “I bet that man in the suit, Clarence, would know your father!” 
 
    Shaking my head, I said, “It’s a little late now. After you shut down his plans to remove the airship dock from the top of the building, I don’t think he’d be too happy to help out either of us.” Back at the end of the block, I saw Erik, who stood nearly a head taller than the passersby around him, looking for us. “Come on, Erik’s back.” 
 
    We raced down the street to him. 
 
    “Oh, there you are,” he said, relieved and slightly out of breath. 
 
    “What did you find out?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Not much. They’re not hiring was the first thing. Apparently they’ve got a lot of applicants.” 
 
    “I mean about my dad!” I exclaimed, although he already knew that. 
 
    “Oh, him. Well, the first few people I asked didn’t know a Jacob Cooper, but that’s not surprising because they’ve got thousands of employees working on this building. Finally, after doing some asking around, I was able to speak to a foreman who said that he knew him.” 
 
    Erik paused intentionally, to draw out my anticipation. 
 
    “And…” I pressed. 
 
    “And… your father was supposed to show up for work this morning, but didn’t. Apparently, he had an unexpected appointment. But his next shift tomorrow starts at noon, so maybe we can wait outside the entrance for him a bit ahead of that.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, bummed that I would have to wait another day to see my dad. “Well, I’ve waited four years. What’s one more day?” 
 
    “So where will we sleep tonight?” Omaha asked, looking at the sun as it slowly lowered behind the buildings across the street. 
 
    “Still got those two nickels?” Erik asked smartly. 
 
    At the construction site, Erik had also inquired about hotels and found a place uptown that would rent a room for ten cents. There was at least one problem with it, however; it was located about forty blocks north of us. My feet were already tired, and so was I. Erik must’ve been tired too because, while he didn’t complain, he did lose some of his usual humor as we began the long trek uptown. Omaha seemed to be oblivious to drowsiness, because she didn’t stop talking the entire way, asking questions about every building we passed. I was either surprised at Erik’s knowledge of this time period, or fooled by his contrived explanations of the different shops and styles we passed. 
 
    It was well after dark by the time we arrived, and the hotel looked sketchy at best. In fact, it wasn’t really a hotel at all—it was a brick apartment building with considerable trash in the unkempt flowerbeds. After knocking, a man with a thick Italian accent answered. 
 
    Erik took the lead. “We were told that we could rent a room here for ten cents.” 
 
    “Si, si. Come in.” 
 
    The apartment was cramped, but the man was very warm and welcoming. “My nome e Lorenzo,” he explained. “I e venuto… I… came to America for a nuova vita—a new life. But with no… um, no… employment all I have left is… mi casa. Sorry it is piccolo… er, small.” 
 
    Erik introduced us and explained, “We don’t mind that your casa is small. We’re just glad to have a roof to sleep under tonight.” 
 
    We gladly gave the man our coins, for which he was extremely grateful. He fed us a small meal of homemade pasta and apologized profusely that he had no sauce to offer with it besides a couple of diced tomatoes. He told us that he had made his way from Italy with the promise of making a great life for he and his young wife. But she got pneumonia on the ship and died before they ever got here. His story made me sad, but he seemed happy to have us—maybe just for the company. 
 
    The apartment was a one-bedroom unit, and even though we offered to sleep on the couch and living room floor, Lorenzo insisted that the three of us take the bedroom while he slept in the living room. His kindness was touching. 
 
    “I’ll have to give him five stars on the AirBNB app when we get home and I can access my data again,” Erik noted. 
 
    “If the Initiator could send cash, I’d love to leave him a big tip too,” I added. 
 
    Our first night in 1930 felt like spending the night on a movie set with all of Lorenzo’s new ‘antique’ furniture. I imagined that the heavy wooden bed frame and the woven rug beneath it would be worth more money in my time than all the Ikea furniture in my bedroom back home. The mattress was a little on the lumpy side, but it was better than sleeping on the cold floor of a Twilight Temple dungeon cell. All in all, the best ten cents I’ve ever spent. 
 
    I awoke early, but well rested. After a brief stretch, I remembered what the day would entail—I would be reunited with my father! Erik, asleep on the floor, started to stir awake too. That was when I noticed something that caused a streak of panic to hit me. 
 
    “Where’s Omaha?” I blurted, my voice sounding loud in the otherwise quiet room. The space in the bed beside me where she had lain as I fell asleep was empty. 
 
    “Probably the bathroom,” Erik offered evenly. 
 
    Racing outside of the bedroom, I checked the bathroom, living room, and kitchen—nothing. 
 
    “She’s not here,” I told him as my breathing rate increased. 
 
    “Your amico… your friend?” our host, Lorenzo asked from the living room couch. 
 
    “Yes,” I eagerly responded. “You’ve seen her?” 
 
    He nodded. “Si. She go outside for… for walk around the block.” 
 
    “Come on,” I told Erik, who was already redressing in the suit jacket and fedora that completed his look. “Being around Omaha is like having to babysit a child!” 
 
    “She’s definitely a different kind of person,” he added. 
 
    Outside of Lorenzo’s apartment building, I hoped to see Omaha walking back. If not, I figured that we would have to split up to search the block until we found her. What I actually saw was something that I couldn’t have foreseen and never would have expected. 
 
    One of the Merolas—Frank—was shoving Omaha into the back seat of his car.               
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    The car sped away—with Omaha inside—before either of us could do anything. My knees felt weak and I collapsed on the concrete stoop outside of Lorenzo’s home. 
 
    “We’ll find her,” Erik said confidently. “We’ll get her back.” 
 
    Had Durango made such assurances, I wouldn’t have been on the verge of a panic attack. Durango was strong and loyal and capable, and if he promised to get Omaha back then he would absolutely get her back. Erik, on the other hand, looked like someone that either of the Merolas could snap him in half with a cross look. I had faith in Erik’s intentions, but what could he and I possibly do to rescue Omaha? 
 
    “We,” I said between slow long breaths, “should call the police.” 
 
    Lorenzo, now standing in the doorway, shook his head. “The polizia have… have deals with the gangs. It’s… it’s uh, no use. They are no help to you.” 
 
    Mentally confirming Lorenzo’s statement, I remembered Frank telling Omaha and me that the ‘coppers’ leave them alone. 
 
    Exasperated, I looked at Erik. “So it’s just the two of us?” 
 
    “Tre,” Lorenzo offered, holding up three fingers. His generosity was overwhelming—although, it couldn’t bring Omaha back. 
 
    The notorious Merola crime syndicate had graced the pages of history books for decades. Beginning in the late 1930s, their bank robberies were generally dramatic and ended in multiple fatalities. Their signature crime throughout the 1940s involved kidnapping and extortion, and they often had a way of making a person simply disappear. Even if their operation hadn’t yet grown to scale, I couldn’t imagine what they might have had in store for a pretty young girl like Omaha. 
 
    “They could’ve taken her anywhere!” I exclaimed as I got up and marched into the apartment to completely freak out in privacy. Sometimes when I was stressed, I would play disc golf to cool off. Other times, if it was bad enough, I would practice meditation and breathing techniques to lessen my anxiety. But this time, there was nothing I could do to ease the emptiness I felt. 
 
    There was no way we could save Omaha—I was sure of it. We were just a couple of strangers in the big city going up against legit mobsters. They definitely had weapons and machine guns—although, they really didn’t need it. Even without weapons, Tony and Frank were tough enough to take on an MMA fighter, let alone the two of us. Add their gangster partners to the mix and we had no chance. Sure, we could still save my father. But at what cost? Would we really go home without Omaha? Could we really leave her here—with them? The thought was sickening. 
 
    “Lorenzo has some information,” Erik said from the doorway. His voice was muffled, as my face was buried into a pillow. I was fighting tears, but my despair was quickly deepening. 
 
    Allowing myself the tiniest bit of hope, I rolled over to face Erik. “What kind of information?” 
 
    “He says he knows about the Merolas. They’re not yet the big operation that we know they’ll become, and he says they’re based out of a speakeasy in midtown that they run.” 
 
    “And that’s where he thinks they took Omaha?” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Erik hesitated. He had more to say. 
 
    “What?” I asked, sitting upright. 
 
    “Well, he also mentioned that they’ve been expanding their activities into car theft, gambling and…” 
 
    “What?” I pressured. 
 
    “And prostitution. But he told me right where the speakeasy is. We’ll go there and we’ll find her right away.” 
 
    If the Merolas were into car theft, they likely valued her mechanical expertise more than her femininity. Although, given her looks they would probably take advantage of all of her assets. 
 
    My fears and anguish came out as pessimism. “And if we don’t? Or worse yet, if we’re caught? Then we’re all dead. And so is my father.” I huffed loudly. 
 
    Erik sat next to me on the bed—close, but not touching. “Bea, don’t talk like that. We’ve got a century of knowledge on our side. We’ll figure something out. But we should hurry. Statistically, most people abducted are never found alive if they aren’t found in the first twenty four to forty eight hours.” 
 
    “And how would you know that?” 
 
    “I looked it up after I found out that you were missing. Now, come on.” Erik began gathering his things. 
 
    Collecting the Initiator and my personal items, I saw Omaha’s purse on the ground. Besides a few remaining packs of crackers and the metal disc that Durango had carved for me, it had Erik’s tablet, which I have no idea why she had brought with her. Probably so she could watch more YouTube videos. Little did she know that they wouldn’t play in the decades before wi-fi and the internet. She was so naïve, I reminisced as though I’d never see her again. 
 
    At the doorway, Erik asked, “Are you ready? We’ve got to get her before it’s too late.” 
 
    I nodded as my mind raced with every negative aspect of our trip. Maybe we should have followed Maia’s recommendations and let her take the lead; then Omaha would be safe. Not that it mattered at this point. Despite that we had the capability to change the past, there was nothing that we could do to alter our decision to come alone. 
 
    “We were so stupid,” I muttered. 
 
    “Lorenzo has a ride for us outside,” Erik said. “His neighbor.” His voice was surprisingly optimistic and confident. “He’ll get us to the Merola’s place quickly, and we won’t be far behind Omaha. We’ll be able to do this. I’m sure.” 
 
    Like a zombie, I followed Erik’s lead as he got in a vehicle with a stranger. He thanked Lorenzo. 
 
    “You sure you not need me to do more?” Lorenzo asked. 
 
    “You’ve done enough,” Erik said as our car took off. 
 
    The driver was fast, and we bounced heartily up and down as he traversed the cobblestone roads of north Manhattan. Erik placed his arm around my shoulder. More so than comforting, it felt forced and awkward. He didn’t say anything—he just stared out the window. I could tell by the way that his eyes squinted that he was trying to think of any options to rescue Omaha. Even though he’d only known her for a few days it was clear that he really cared about her. I didn’t see how he could fall for her because… “She’s so flighty,” I blurted. 
 
    His train of thought visibly derailed. “Just because she got herself into this mess doesn’t mean we shouldn’t help her.” 
 
    I sighed. Of course we should help her. Because it’s the right thing to do—not because one of us has a crush on her. 
 
    In less than a tenth the time it took to walk from Midtown to Lorenzo’s, the car took us back. “That’s the place,” the driver told us, pointing at a two-story brick building. “They’ve got a speakeasy in the basement.” 
 
    We got out of the car and it drove away. Apprehension and anxiety surrounded us like a cloud as we stood across the street from the nondescript red door that sat a few steps below street level. 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” I asked, hopeful that he had thought of something. Anything. 
 
    He gnawed on his fingernail. “We shouldn’t just walk in. We need to wait for someone else to go in first. They might have some sort of secret knock or something.” 
 
    “Like in a spy movie?” 
 
    It wasn’t even noon, which was the time we were hoping to catch my father going into the Empire State building for work—guess that would have to wait—so I doubted many people were heading to the Merola’s secret bar to drink.  
 
    Dispirited, I added, “We don’t really even know if this is where they brought her.” 
 
    Erik pointed to a car parked on the side street. “We do. That’s the car they took her in.” 
 
    A small mixture of curiosity and hope drove my next words. “It is? How could you know that? All these cars look the same.” 
 
    Without looking at it, he read off the six-digit license plate number aloud. “That’s their plate.” 
 
    “You remember their license plate?” 
 
    “Sure. Any time there’s an incident with a vehicle you should take their plate number. Everybody knows that. Now come on,” he gave the sleeve of my dress a slight tug. “Let’s walk around the block and see if we can catch sight of her.” 
 
    I didn’t know if the Merola brothers owned just the bar out front, or all of the buildings on this block. The back was a warehouse that would’ve made a great place to disassemble cars for transport or resale. The buildings beside the speakeasy door appeared to be legitimate businesses. The entire trip around the block proved fruitless. There were no people—and no sign saying, “Merola’s Autobody,” or any other indicators to tell us what we needed to do. As we completed our initial investigation, we stopped and sat down on a bench outside of the shoe repair shop next door to the Merola’s bar. 
 
    “You should stay out here,” Erik told me. “I’ll go inside and see what I can find out. They’ve seen you and if they recognize you, it could put you in jeopardy.” 
 
    “I can’t just sit out here while you go in there. Anything could happen to you!” 
 
    He closed his eyes and leaned his head back so that it rested on the brick wall of the building. “You’ve got the Initiator. If they take that, we’re all stuck. So, if I go in there and don’t come out by dark, you need to cut your losses and go find your father before it’s too late for him.” 
 
    “And just leave you and Omaha here? No. No way. Never.” 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    “And what if you and her get free but I’ve gone back to the twenty-first century? Then what? You and her just live a life in the 1930s? And what do I say to your parents? Do I just knock on their door and tell them that I left you in New York city, a century away?” 
 
    He smiled. “You know, if I stayed here I could make a killing off the stock market. And you’d be able to read about all the things I invented. I think I’ll start with the frisbee. But I’ll call it a Watterson Disc. Then, maybe I’ll move on to something more technical, like a microwave.” 
 
    “And you’ll call it a Watterson Quickcooker? But seriously, I can’t leave you here. I won’t.” 
 
    He opened his eyes wide and sat upright, turning his entire body toward me. 
 
    “I’m serious, Bea. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you. Get your father and go back home if we don’t make it out. Omaha and me will be fine.” 
 
    Exasperated, I rolled my eyes and turned away from him. “You’d probably like that wouldn’t you.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “Oh, like it isn’t obvious. You and her are so infatuated with each other that it’s sick.” 
 
    He looked hurt. “What are you talking about, Bea?” 
 
    Fully involved in our own conversation, we hadn’t noticed that a man had walked toward us. Nearly stepping on my shoes, he startled me as he passed by without even glancing down at us. Our eyes followed the man as he took three steps down and knocked on the red door—three very normal knocks. 
 
    The door opened for him and he disappeared inside. 
 
    “So much for a secret knock,” I said while knocking a syncopated joke knock on the bench that we sat upon. 
 
    “I’m going in,” Erik announced with renewed firmness. I could tell he was nervous, even though he was trying to hide it, and I appreciated his courage.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    As quickly as Erik stood up, he sat back down, pulling his fedora over his eyes. I couldn’t criticize him for his losing his gumption. My heart was racing and my palms were sweaty with nerves for him. “It’s alright,” I told him consolingly. “We’ll think of something else.” 
 
    “No,” he spoke quietly with his eyes fixed on something behind me. “It’s not that.” 
 
    I turned my head slowly and saw a second man walking down the sidewalk toward us. In an attempt to not get caught staring, I rustled through my purse like I was looking for something. The man averted his gaze from us anyway as he stepped down to the door and knocked three times, just like the first man had. 
 
    “Maybe it is a special knock after all,” Erik observed, knocking evenly three times on our bench. “It’s now or never. I’ll have a look around and come back out to let you know what I saw.” 
 
    After I tried to protest again, Erik insisted that I stay outside and I finally conceded. 
 
    “Be careful,” I told him as he inhaled deeply and stepped up to the door. I wasn’t just nervous for him—I was scared. There was so much potential for danger on the other side of that door. 1930 didn’t really care that he was just a high school kid. 
 
    Erik knocked on the door and glanced my way, giving me an uneasy look. The solid red door opened swiftly and he disappeared inside into the unknown. Suddenly, I felt more alone than I had since I first arrived in Charrbrunia. It seemed like forever passed as I sat in silence. A few more people entered the Merola’s illegal establishment. But no one came out. Not Erik. Not anyone.  
 
    I tapped my foot. I counted the cars parked on the road. I even twiddled my thumbs for the first time in my life. None of it passed the time any quicker. Each passing minute flooded my mind with every possible outcome—most of them bad. These were mobsters. Gangsters. They had guns, along with every possible vice of the day. There was no saying what kind of situation Erik was in. 
 
    Needless to say, I worried about him and struggled to keep my breathing calm. While I obviously worried about Omaha too, there was something special about Erik. I had known him longer—but it was more than that. My feelings for him went deep and had lasted for years. How I wished that I could just transport home with both of my friends and my father and put this entire timerift behind me. 
 
    What was taking Erik so long? Had he run into trouble? Had he been abducted by the Merolas too? What would I do if both of them were being held captive? What could I do? The worrisome thinking was eating away at me, so to keep calm I forced myself to recall happy memories of my dad. 
 
    My father had always kept the door to his home office closed and locked. As a child, I’d only been allowed in there under supervision, so on the occasions that it did happen I felt like I was being granted a special privilege that was typically only available to adults. The office was neat and organized; every file on the shelves was labeled, every pen was in the appropriate compartment of the desk organizer, and every unnecessary piece of paper had been promptly shredded. But none of the adult work stuff grabbed my attention. It was always the display of pocket watches. One wall of the room was dedicated to them, with custom shelves that showcased each one. They were evenly spaced along the shelves, and my dad would always ask me to pick one out. When I did, he would start by telling me who gave him the watch—often they were from his coworkers, although some were family heirlooms—and when the watch was made. Then he would spout off random historical facts about the time period and twist it into an entertaining historical story that pertained to that specific watch. I don’t remember any of the facts or details about the watches as much as I clearly remember the glean in his eyes as he would go on about them. 
 
    One day when I was seven years old, I was watching television in the living room when I heard him leave his office and go outside. Glancing back, I realized that he had left the office door open. Temptation got the better of me—as I had been drawing him a card for an upcoming holiday and wanted to draw his assortment of pocket watches on the inside—so I snuck in, in order to look at the collection more thoroughly. 
 
    Before I had even gotten to the rows of watches, I noticed that the office looked different. Rather than a tidy office that looked like it belonged on the cover of an Office Max catalogue, there were folders opened, papers sitting out, and even the computer had been left on. As I would have expected, all of the information was historical, mostly pertaining to World War II. But one of the documents seemed out of place, detailing what looked like blueprint diagrams for a cell phone. 
 
    Realizing that the office was filled with classified information that wasn’t intended for me, I abandoned my excursion, turning quickly to rush back out the door. Upon turning, however, I ran directly into my father who was coming back in with something he had gotten from the car. 
 
    “Bea? What are you doing in here?” he asked in a tone more stern than typical. “You know that my office is off limits.” 
 
    My body froze in place and I nearly broke down in little-girl tears—I didn’t often get into trouble and my father had never spoken to me in such a severe voice. I was enveloped in guilt over having disappointed him. 
 
    “I just wanted to see your watches,” I squeaked. “I didn’t mean to make you mad.” 
 
    He hunched down to my level and put his arms around me, his tone changing drastically. “It’s okay, Pumpkin. I’m not mad. But my work is confidential—that means that I can’t share it with anyone. Not even my family. So you can’t come in here without permission. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Now,” he changed the subject and stood up. “Which watch do you want to hear about today? I’ll bring it into the living room and tell you all about it.” 
 
    Sheepishly, I pointed out a small gold one with a colorful coat of arms on the clock’s face. I’d heard the story behind that watch at least a half-dozen time before, but it was my favorite. My father sat down on the living room couch, with me on his lap, and began to relate the story of King Edward the Eighth, a British monarch that fell in love with someone he wasn’t allowed to love—an American divorcee. The king ended up having to choose between the throne and his one true love. He chose love, and his younger brother George became king in his place. 
 
    Recalling the story, I couldn’t help but compare the sacrifices that King Edward had made to the ones that Durango had made for me. I supposed that Durango’s brother Timotai would similarly take over the Charr kingdom. And at this very moment, Erik too was selflessly risking his own life to try to rescue Omaha. 
 
    About an hour had passed since Erik went in, and I decided that something was definitely wrong. It wasn’t like he had planted himself at the bar just to drink a few Rum and Cokes. Erik told me that if he didn’t return, I was to go to the Empire State Building to save my father, and that he would come and find me. But I couldn’t leave Erik any easier than I could leave my father. I knew that I had to do something. 
 
    Before I had a chance for my steeled resolve to withdraw, I stood and marched to the door. Knocking three times led to an opened door with a rough looking man inches from my face. 
 
    “You here for work?” he asked. Then he looked me up and down. “Or just for a little bit of fun?” 
 
    Briefly, I worried that this was a men’s-only club. Flustered, I stammered, “I… I’m just here to meet my friend. He’s already inside.” 
 
    “You sure you’re in the right place? This ain’t the kind of establishment for kids.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-one,” I lied, adding four and a half years to my age. Although, in a time when alcohol was illegal I supposed that a legal drinking age didn’t really matter that much. I straightened my back and looked him in the eye, projecting maturity to the best of my ability. Surprised by my own boldness, I added, “And if you don’t mind, I’m already late.” 
 
    The bouncer stepped out of my way and held the door for me. “Go ahead then.” 
 
    Inside, the speakeasy was dimly lit. The ceilings were higher than I had expected, and mostly-empty tables scattered the main floor, with an open area for dancing. A large and ornate wooden radio blasted tinny ragtime music across the entire room. While a few men sat on stools around a bar, Erik wasn’t among them. Sweat dripped down my back, making my dress stick uncomfortably to my skin.  
 
    “Can I help you, lady?” the bartender called, his large mustache moving comically with each word. The men at the bar turned to give me a look, and I could sense the lecherous men’ eyes examining my every curve. 
 
    Holding my purse casually in front of my chest I said, “I’m looking for my friend. He’s tall, and wearing a gray suit.” 
 
    The bartender glanced at a door near the bar. “He’s in the back with Tony. You can have a seat while you wait.” 
 
    Quickly, I took a seat in a dark corner where I could hopefully blend in with the tacky wallpaper. While I didn’t want to interact with anyone that I didn’t have to, I especially didn’t want to be identified by Tony or his brother Frank. 
 
    After a few minutes, a woman with short black hair and a slinky black dress dangling with beads crossed the worn tile floor to my table. “What’re you havin’?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m just waiting on my friend.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and turned to leave. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    While there were only about twenty patrons, the facility looked like it could hold around two hundred. With plenty of seats and a large dance floor, it probably got really rowdy on Friday and Saturday nights. Fortunately, I wouldn’t ever find out. I just had to find Erik and Omaha and get as far away from this place as I could. 
 
    At least Erik was alive. But why was Erik talking with Tony? I didn’t know whether to worry or be excited. He could just as easily have been getting beat up as he could’ve been arranging to get Omaha out of there. Either way, I was anxious and the loud music pouring out of the radio by my table, which had switched to swing, did nothing to soothe my nerves. 
 
    After less than ten minutes, Erik and Tony stepped out of the back room where they had been. I recognized them both right away—Erik by his lanky stature and even from a distance I could see the mole on Tony’s cheek. The two of them seemed to be talking amicably, and I worried that Erik may have made a deal that my presence would jeopardize. I slumped down into my seat, obscuring myself as discreetly as possible. 
 
    The two men shook hands. Tony next spoke to the bartender as Erik took a seat at the bar. I sat motionless in my seat until Tony left, which seemed to take forever. After the bartender, he spoke with a couple of the men at the bar. Eventually the waitress in the thin black dress passed by and he squeezed her rear end before heading back into his office. Being far away from the people at the bar and being so close to the radio, I couldn’t hear any of the conversations, but before I could go to Erik it was clear that the bartender was pointing me out to him so I offered a sheepish wave in his direction. 
 
    Surprised to see me, Erik grabbed a drink from the bar and made his way to me. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “It’s been an hour. I thought you were dead!” 
 
    “And you’re a mortician?” 
 
    I was ready to get out of that place—not to banter. “That was Tony Merola! He has been known to make people dead. But seriously, what did you find out?” 
 
    Erik took a seat next to me. “Well, the good news is that I know Omaha is here. They’ve got her in the warehouse in the back. The bad news is that he’s not willing to give her up.”                             
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “So what are we going to do?” I worriedly asked. We had to rescue Omaha, but we didn’t have the power to strong arm a couple of mob bosses. 
 
    Although he remained calm, Erik’s brows creased with worry. “I don’t know.” After we sat in silence for a few minutes, Erik added thoughtfully, “The thing that keeps coming back into my mind is Christopher Columbus.” 
 
    “Columbus?” 
 
    “Sure. There was a time when he had beached his ship in the Caribbean—Jamaica, I think—and he needed food and provisions for his crew, but the natives wouldn’t help them. They could’ve died there. But Columbus referenced his astronomical charts and realized that there was about to be a total lunar eclipse that would turn the moon red. Since the natives had no idea about it, he used that information to say that God was darkening the moon as a sign of his anger against them.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “After the moon came up dark red that night, they brought Columbus more provisions than he knew what to do with!” 
 
    “Okay, but I still don’t see how we can use that to our advantage. Unless you’re also an astronomy savant.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never mooned anybody, but-” 
 
    “Don’t make a Uranus joke,” I warned. 
 
    “Well then I’ll just say that I might just be a rising star in the astronomy field.” I rolled my eyes as Erik ran his hand through his hair contemplatively. “But seriously, we’re from the future. Maybe it’s not astronomy, but there’s got to be something we know that we can use to convince them.” 
 
    “Maybe if we’d read more of Maia’s papers,” I lamented. Thinking back on the parts I’d read, I remembered something about Pluto being discovered in 1930 but I couldn’t imagine that information would help us. 
 
    He dismissed my suggestion with a slight wave of his hand. “Those were all fluff. We need something specific. Something concrete.” 
 
    My stomach growled loudly so I opened Omaha’s purse to see what my options were. The only thing I could find was some packs of Lance Toast Chee peanut butter crackers. They were the kind of food that makes your mouth dry when you eat them, but they were better than nothing. I started to munch on them while Erik thought through our possibilities. Gnawing on the snack foods reminded me that Maia’s report said that Twinkies were invented in 1930, but again I didn’t see how information about a snack cake could help us. 
 
    Erik was smart, and if anyone could figure out a way for us to get Omaha out of this situation, it was him. He sipped his clear beverage, which I assumed was soda water but didn’t ask, as he stared absently while he ran his finger back and forth across a deep scratch in the table’s wooden surface. The wait staff left us alone, and our table was situated against a wall far from any other customers, which allowed him the privacy to think. 
 
    “How did you get Tony in the back room?” I asked, curious. Erik’s concentration broke, and I immediately regretted interrupting him. 
 
    “Oh, I sat for a while by myself, hoping to catch a glimpse of the back room, when finally the bartender told me I had to buy something or leave. Since I didn’t have money, I offered my school ring in exchange.” He began idly spinning the ring, which was still on his finger, while he spoke. “He got Tony out here to assess its worth. Apparently not even close to what the school charged for it.” 
 
    “What about the Rolex?” 
 
    “Nope, we couldn’t work out a trade for that either. But since I had Tony’s attention, I told him that Omaha was my sister and I wanted her back.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Have you ever even seen Goodfellas? He could’ve taken that like a threat and shot you!” 
 
    Erik grinned at my concern. “Tony just laughed at me. Claimed that she willingly joined his gang to work on their cars and that I could talk to her in a couple of weeks. Outwardly, he was really nice about it and even bought me this drink. But there was also a clear and real threat behind his gesture, indicating that it would be in my best interest to drop the topic.” 
 
    It had been hours since Erik had eaten so I offered him some crackers too, opening Omaha’s purse to get out a pack for him. 
 
    “Is that my tablet?” he asked. It was obvious that he had an idea brewing. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I pulled it out. “But it doesn’t have much value here without the internet or even a charger.” 
 
    As he glanced at the radio, which was now blaring big band music, he added vaguely, “If I can get this to work, it’ll only need an hour of charge.” 
 
    He had me intrigued, and I watched silently as he rapidly flipped through folders and files stored on his tablet, searching for a specific file. Once he found it, he began disassembling the back of the tablet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I inquired. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea that could work. But we’ve got to be cautious,” he told me ambiguously. “Either this will work, or we’ll at least have a great story to tell our grandkids.” 
 
    Did he mean our grandkids? Or just our grandkids?  
 
    “That is, if we live to tell it,” I added. 
 
    Once the back of his tablet was fully removed, Erik began disassembling a couple of the wires. “Bea, I’m going to need to mess with their radio without being seen. Can you go over to the bar and do whatever you can to keep their attention away from me?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Think of something. This is going to be epic if I can get it to work!” 
 
    Trusting Erik, I walked up to the bar. About eight guys sat around it and they weren’t paying any attention to Erik anyway. Maybe the staff was, but that was about it. Nonetheless, I had to do something just to be sure that everyone’s attention stayed away from him. 
 
    “Can I get you somethin’ ma’am?” the bartender asked. I hadn’t spent any time at bars back home, but I couldn’t imagine that the bartenders wore a full three piece suit. In fact, all of the men at the bar were dressed more like they had just come from a church service than people taking part in criminal activities. 
 
    Ordering a drink wouldn’t have been enough to keep their attention away from Erik. I swallowed a lump in my throat, with my mind nearly blank. What was I supposed to do to keep these guys’ eyes on me? Strip? Not going to happen. Then it hit me—I’m The Amazing Flinger! 
 
    Pulling my disc out of my purse, the bartender eyed me carefully. The bouncer that stayed near the door also scrutinized my movements, likely making sure I didn’t have a gun. The men at the bar looked like a bunch of drunks and gamblers so I pointed to a table littered with dirty dishes and announced to them, “Twenty five cents says that I can hit that glass over there with this disc.” 
 
    At first they all just stared at me. Maybe I misjudged their potential penchant for gambling. Then one man held up a dime. “I’d take you on for ten if you tossed it from over there.” 
 
    Smiling that I had my mark, I sauntered to the place he pointed. Even if I only had one bet, my ploy worked. Everyone in the facility was focused on me. 
 
    With the familiar feel of the rubber disc in my hand, I focused on my target. The table had a couple of plates and one glass, half filled with water, on it. The glass was small, but at only about twenty-five feet, I knew that I could make it. The silence of the spectators was only enhanced as the song on the radio ended. You could’ve heard a pin drop in the otherwise boisterous facility. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and a careful extension of my arm, I let the disc loose. It felt nice to release it, as though I were releasing all of my apprehension about saving Omaha and my father. It glided across the room and I could see everyone’s eyes follow the disc as it approached its target. 
 
    With a loud and satisfying crash, the glass shattered into thousands of pieces, sending water and shards all over the table and floor. I strolled back to the awestruck men with a satisfied smile on my face. They didn’t expect a woman to be able to perform such a stunt—not to mention that they’d probably never seen a disc before. And by their stunned looks, I knew that I could keep this charade going a while longer if Erik needed me to. 
 
    I stretched my arm toward the betting man, but before he could provide me with my wages, the bartender interceded and snatched the dime from his him. 
 
    “Ten cents should cover the cost of the glass and cleanup,” he said. “And from now on, any gambling’s got to be approved by the boss.” 
 
    That took away my opportunity for keeping the attention on me any longer, and a few of the men turned back to their drinks and personal conversations. A couple of them asked me questions, but all at the same time causing me to have trouble understanding any of their words. 
 
    The large wooden radio crackled back to life with a slow orchestral dance number as the bartender stepped into the back room. I worried that he was going to get Tony. Then both Erik and I would get caught. 
 
    “I said, what is that thing?” one of the men repeated. “Some kind of dinner plate?” 
 
    “I…” I stalled. I was torn between two options: I could get my disc and leave before Tony came out and recognized me. Or I could do something outrageous to draw everyone’s attention back to me so that Erik wouldn’t get caught doing whatever it was he had in mind. Before I had my answer, an arm reached in front of me in order to hand me my disc. I turned to see Erik grinning and I snatched my disc from him.  
 
    “It’s called a Watterson Disc,” Erik told one of the men at the bar. “Expect to find them at your local toy store and general store next year.” 
 
    The music cut and an announcer—the first one I had heard from the old radio—began speaking about a news bulletin and something about the Government Meteorological Bureau. A few of the men turned their attention to the broadcast. 
 
    “What is this?” I whispered. 
 
    Erik laughed at the brilliance of his plan. “I had a recording of ‘The War of the Worlds’ downloaded on my tablet. The radio broadcast from the late ‘30s.” 
 
    “They don’t know it’s a fake?” I asked, knowing my answer as some of the men slowly began moseying toward the radio to pay closer attention to the news bulletin. 
 
    “Hey, Jimmy, they’re talking to some professor,” one of the men yelled back. “There was some explosion in space.” 
 
    Jimmy huffed and took his drink to join his friends at the radio. The broadcast was barely audible over the sound of chairs being dragged across the tiled floor. 
 
    “Now we just wait for our moment,” Erik told me. 
 
    Most of the patrons sat around the floor model radio, as did one of the wait staff. A few others stayed at the bar. The bartender stepped out with Tony and pointed directly at me. 
 
    Sensing my apprehension, Erik grabbed my hand and absorbed all of my anxieties. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    Tony marched toward us. “You? You’re that dame that was with Omaha. Don’t tell me you’s the one causing a ruckus in my establishment.” 
 
    Erik spoke in my behalf. “So sorry Tony. Omaha is her sister too, and she’s just upset. We won’t cause you any trouble.” 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ it’s about time for you two’s to head out,” Tony said forcefully as he motioned for his bouncer to assist him. 
 
    Just before the bouncer wrapped his hands around Erik and me, the crowd around the radio gasped. One man yelled back, “A meteor just crashed into Grover’s Mill, New Jersey!” 
 
    With those words, Tony and the bouncer forgot about us entirely. Everyone not already engrossed in the broadcast began slowly walking to the radio, hopeful that they wouldn’t miss a word. 
 
    “My uncle lives in Grover’s Mill,” the bouncer said. 
 
    “They said it happened at 8:50pm,” another man commented. “That don’t make no sense.” 
 
    “It’s a time zone thing,” a know-it-all customer explained. “They probably get their news out of London or something like that. That’s how they do it now.” 
 
    Tony barked at the bartender. “Go get Frank and the others. I don’t want them to miss this.” 
 
    As the men on the radio began fearfully discussing the strange object that supposedly crashed into New Jersey, Erik couldn’t contain his grin. “It’s working. I told you it would work.” 
 
    “You said it could work,” I corrected. 
 
    The bartender, Frank, and a dozen other men rushed out of the back room and onto the dance floor. Frank said loudly, “What’s all this about?” He got shushed as everyone wanted to hear what the announcers were saying. A mysterious extraterrestrial object was about to open up, and imaginations went wild as to what would come out of it. 
 
    Erik said, “This is our chance.” I followed his lead as we snuck into the back room, which was filled with booze, boxes and paperwork. “This way,” Erik directed as though he had some inside knowledge of the layout. 
 
    We passed through a hallway and made our way into the warehouse. The center of the room was large and mostly empty—just a few cars were scattered across the floor. Along the edges were shelves, tools, junk and plenty of boxes of storage. 
 
    “Where is she?” I implored, turning my head in every direction but not seeing anyone. I didn’t want to miss her and the room was filled with hiding places. Frantically leaning forward to see if she was in a cabinet, I dropped my purse. 
 
    “Calm down,” Erik suggested as he picked up the purse. “We’ve probably got another half hour before they realize that the broadcast is a hoax.” Since I held onto Omaha’s purse, he kept mine tucked in his arm like a football. He pointed along one of the walls. “You start that way. Check everywhere. I’ll go this way.” 
 
    At least fifteen minutes passed and Omaha was nowhere to be found. She wasn’t hidden among the shelving and junk, or in the adjoining storerooms or closets. More than once, however, I found bullets and shotgun damage along the walls. 
 
    “What now?” I asked Erik, confused and a little worried once we had completed the circuit. 
 
    “I’ll go back and check the hallway that connects the bar to the warehouse. There were a couple of doors off of there. You wait over there by the garage door, and be prepared to run if you see anything dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you. Look how well it worked out when we split up earlier.” 
 
    “It was going fine until you came in to check on me.” 
 
    “I think I-” 
 
    Erik wouldn’t let me protest. “You’re right that there’s nothing to worry about. So just wait here in the warehouse. I’ll be fine, and I’ll be right back. If for some reason we get split up, we’ll meet up at the Empire State Building.” My look of concern prompted him to add, “But don’t worry. They’re distracted up front. Right now they think aliens are about to invade New York City so I’m pretty sure they won’t be giving me any attention. Nothing’s going to happen and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I walked toward the far end of the warehouse where a large door opened to the street outside. I supposed that it was a little bit charming that he was trying to protect me. But more than that, he was treating me like a girl—and by that I mean treating me like girls were inferior. And that was something that I wasn’t as happy about. On the disc golf course, Erik was the one person that, right from the start, regarded me like anyone else. He never offered me a handicap because I was a girl. He never offered to pick up my discs for me. No, he just treated me fairly and let me play. But now it felt like I was being sidelined. For the second time of the day. 
 
    I sighed as the sounds of my footsteps echoed off of the walls. There were a dozen or so cars that would’ve drawn a lot of attention in a car show back home. Some were in various stages of being dismantled, but most of them looked pristine. There were a variety of colors and styles that looked nothing like the sleek streamlined cars that I was used to. 
 
    Passing by an impressive black Ford Model A that was parked in the middle of the warehouse, I heard a noise. A soft thud. I paused to listen closer, and it was followed by another thud and a low groaning sound. Someone was in there—Omaha was right there in our midst the whole time we were searching!               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Although wanting to get Erik so that he could help me, I heard Omaha groan again and decided to free her first. Most of the cars of that time didn’t have trunks, but this particular model was a convertible top with literally a footlocker box strapped to the back.  
 
    Dropping to my knees, I patted the side of the box. “Omaha, I’m here. Give me a minute and I’ll find something to open the box with.” 
 
    There were plenty of tools, including a few crowbars, along one wall. Before grabbing one, I tried the latch. Fortunately, the crate wasn’t locked, so with a quick turn of a lever the trunk opened swiftly. Omaha nearly leapt out—despite her arms, legs and mouth being bound. 
 
    I loosed her restraints and she incoherently combined apologies with gratitude, all mixed together with tears and a firm embrace. 
 
    With no time for discussion, I pointed to the warehouse’s rear exit. “I’ve got to get Erik. Then we’re going out the back door.” 
 
    As Omaha made her way toward the exit, I raced to the hallway that led back to the bar, breathing a sigh of relief at having found Omaha. I was more than ready to get out of this place and back to the real reason why we were in 1930 to begin with—to save my father. And we were mere moments from safety! 
 
    My heart sunk when I reached the hallway and heard the distinct sound of a gunshot. A loud, piercing gunshot. The type that kills someone. 
 
    Nearly collapsing, I leaned into the wall, frozen in place just long enough to overhear the shooter. It was Tony’s voice: “That’s what you get for messin’ with the Merolas. I told you to get outta here when you had the chance.” 
 
    Erik—No! 
 
    Tony must have found him rummaging through the back of his bar. When nobody replied to Tony, I knew in my heart that Erik was dead. How could we have come this far just for one of my closest friends to be shot by a mobster? Did every guy I’d ever had a crush on have to end up with a bullet? I wanted retribution—but I knew that my discs were no comparison to a handgun. Besides, as my eyes welled up I could tell that in this state I wouldn’t be able to throw a disc anyway. 
 
    So instead I ran. Omaha saw my distress and joined me as I bolted out of the warehouse and onto the street outside. The bright daylight burned my eyes as we ran—escaping the terror that was the Merola mafia. 
 
    We darted through alleys and side roads, our legs taking us as far away from the dangers as they could. We passed by people, cars, businesses—all of them a blur. Finally, when my breath was ragged and my legs were wobbly, I stopped, unable to take another step. With my elbows to my knees, I hunched over below a fire escape ladder. Omaha and I were sheltering next to a few full trash cans in a dimly lit alley, and the sensation of the taste of blood in the back of my mouth caused me to retch. Omaha stopped beside me, also struggling to catch her breath, with her hand rubbing small circles on my back. For a few minutes, the only sounds were our heavy breathing. Finally, Omaha broke the silence. 
 
    “That sounded like the weapon that Sebastius used against Durango!” 
 
    I nodded. They didn’t have guns in Charrbrunia, but after seeing what happened to Durango, it was clear to Omaha what resulted from gunshots. 
 
    “He could be hurt,” she pleaded. “We’ve got to find a way to get him to a healer!” 
 
    I shook my head and took in a shaky breath. My voice came out more steady that I had expected. “I didn’t hear him scream or anything. He’s… I’m sorry, Omaha, but Erik’s gone.” 
 
    Omaha’s jaw dropped and the blood drained from her face. Speechless, she just stared at me. And while I expected to break down and cry or have an anxiety attack when the words exited my mouth, surprisingly, I felt calm. My body was numb but my mind seemed clear and I felt fine. Perhaps I was just in shock, as it was clear that Omaha was. 
 
    “Come on,” I suggested. Rather than my emotions surfacing, logic propelled me robotically into my next actions. “It’s getting late and I’ve got to find my father before it’s too late for him too.” 
 
    My feet moved slowly but steadily despite their soreness from walking—and running—so much in the past couple of days. As I left the alley and turned onto a main road, I could hear Omaha running to catch up with me. Like a zombie, my body went through the motions of taking me through town, navigating to the Empire State Building site with only a few directional mistakes. I almost didn’t notice when we cut through Time’s Square—it was a less crowded and less flashy in 1930. Omaha remained unusually quiet as she followed my lead. 
 
    When the now-familiar wooden scaffolding encompassing the sidewalk around the construction site came into view, my mental clarity became even sharper. I knew what I had to do—I had to get to my father, save him, and get him and Omaha back home. It was dusk when we stopped at the corner of 5th and 34th and I took a moment to consider our options. 
 
    The flow of traffic—both pedestrian and vehicular—into the site had slowed to a halt. Only a few workers stood inside the construction gate, but they were enough to prevent us from using that entrance. 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Omaha said weepily. 
 
    My hand waved her off dismissively, as her sentiment was outside of my current focus. My voice replied in a monotone, “Right now we’ve got to figure out a way to get in there.” 
 
    Absently, I made my way to the doorway that Luis and Clarence had used—an unembellished wooden door located beneath one of the offices. As we crossed under the scaffolding framework, Omaha placed her hand on my arm and asked, “Bea, don’t you even care?” 
 
    I suppose that I did care—I mean, of course I did—but my brain discarded the question as soon as I heard it. Erik was gone and I had to find my father in the next few hours or we’d lose him too. Didn’t Omaha see that that was the important thing? 
 
    Pulling on the handle, I found that the door was locked, as I had assumed. I figured that the only way into the construction site would be to climb over the wooden scaffolding enveloping the sidewalk. Stepping back onto the road, I could see that the solid wooden fence above the scaffolding would likely mean that we would need to climb at least fifteen feet—maybe twenty—to get inside. 
 
    “Any idea how we can get over that wall?” I mumbled to Omaha. 
 
    She looked up with me, and together we stared at the imposing obstacle. While the height that we needed to reach didn’t seem too high, it was impossibly far. There was no way that we could just climb up the wall without proper climbing tools. Standing on our shoulders wouldn’t get us there. And there wasn’t anything around that we could use to make a makeshift ladder or staircase. 
 
    “Why don’t we use the Mech?” 
 
    Slowly, I turned my neck to the excavation machine parked on the road. “Yes, the steam shovel. Do you think you’d be able to turn it on and operate it?” 
 
    As I looked at Omaha, waiting for her response, she placed her hands on my shoulder so that we were staring face-to-face. “Are you okay, Bea? You don’t look like yourself.” 
 
    I could tell that my words were leaving my mouth slowly and my body still felt numb. But of course I was alright. “Yes, I’m fine.” I stepped back, releasing myself from her grip, and pointed at the construction machine. “But what about this?” 
 
    Omaha sighed and turned to the excavator. After thinking for a moment, she smiled. “Yes, I can do it.” 
 
    The steam shovel had an arm sticking out the front of it at least ten feet. From that, another arm hung below with a scoop bucket at the end. If Omaha could operate it and stretch the arms upward toward the wall, then we could easily step right over it. And since it was fully dark out, we were less likely to be seen or get caught. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her as she began tinkering in the engine. Not five minutes passed before Omaha did the equivalent of hotwiring the construction equipment and the engine roared to life. It took another ten for her to get the arms in position. 
 
    Everything was falling into place and for the first time, my hope truly surged that we would get my father and be home that very night! My numbness began to fade and I started feeling myself again. But my mental focus remained. 
 
    “That looks good,” I told her. “Shut off the engine.” 
 
    “Are you smiling?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess I am.” 
 
    With only a small amount of effort, we were able to hoist ourselves up on the track tire and make our way to the arm of the machine. I wasn’t worried about falling as I climbed up because the cords to the pulleys ran alongside the makeshift ladder, helping me to keep my balance. However, the second arm, which extended the furthest, was a little unsteady. My first step onto the narrower arm left my heel stuck in a rusted hole, causing me to stumble and grip onto the arm tightly. Omaha, who had effortlessly maneuvered past me, turned back to me to help free my foot. She was definitely the more steady of the two of us, so I held her hand until we reached the end of the machine and hopped over the wall. 
 
    The two of us carefully slid down a small drop to a wooden walkway that wrapped around the perimeter of the second floor of the building and led to a few temporary offices. Just yards away, large steel girders rose high above us, supporting each floor of the massive structure. 
 
    Overall, the site remained quiet, with basically all of the workers gone for the night. In the distance, on the ground floor of the construction area, a couple of lights crisscrossed the grounds—likely security personnel checking for anything out of place. 
 
    “Stay close,” I whispered. Omaha grabbed my dress so that she wouldn’t lose me as we slowly took the walkway to a junction that allowed us to enter the building’s structure. Our eyes had gradually adjusted to the nighttime. But in the near-pitch black, we still had to be careful not to step on anything dangerous, walk into anything hazardous, or—most importantly—fall down a hole. 
 
    “We need to find a way up,” I whispered to her. 
 
    “Over there,” she said. 
 
    Looking in the direction that she pointed, I saw nothing. “You lead the way.” 
 
    I followed her across the concrete floor, passing a dozen or more support beams. She took me to a large rectangular hole in the ground next to a concrete stairwell. 
 
    Before heading up the stairs, she looked down the hole. There was nothing down there except some metallic boxes with grating on top, and other than a couple of cables, nothing up either—just matching holes extending as many floors above as I could see. 
 
    “It’s an elevator!” she surmised. 
 
    “An elevator?” 
 
    “Like the one at Maia’s office, and the hotel. If we go down to the first floor we can take it up!” 
 
    The thought of taking a rickety construction elevator up twenty flights in the dark seemed frightening, so I made up a decent excuse. “The noise might get the attention of the guards. That’s the last thing we need.” 
 
    “Come on,” she goaded. “I haven’t gotten to do anything fun yet.” 
 
    “What about your time with Tony and Frank? You got to spend some time in their trunk.” 
 
    “We didn’t get to take an airplane. Please!” 
 
    Her whining was getting loud and I didn’t want to have to climb twenty flights of stairs much more than I wanted to avoid the elevator. 
 
    “Fine,” I said as we took the stairwell in the opposite direction of the way we should’ve been going. 
 
    Before we reached the bottom step, I peeked around a corner to see if the guards were around. In the distance, I could see their lights as they retreated into the darkness. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, leading Omaha the last few feet to the lifts. 
 
    At the elevators, which looked about as safe as a shoddily put together thrill ride at a county fair, I looked around for a call button, but there was none. I vaguely remembered Erik mentioning that most of the elevators at that time required attendants. Omaha unlatched the grate that served as a door and slid it open like she rode that sort of elevator every day. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as she held it open for me. Stepping inside, I looked back in the direction of the security to make sure that the noise we were making hadn’t caught their attention. They were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “How far up?” she asked. There weren’t any numbered buttons like I was used to. Only a couple of unlabeled buttons stuck to the wall next to hand written note saying how many floors were completed. The number twenty had been scribbled out and twenty-five written in its place. 
 
    “I guess the top. Twenty-five. If we overshoot it, it’ll be easier to hike back down the stairs than to climb them higher.” 
 
    With a loud creak and distressing abruptness, the elevator began to slowly rise as she held in the button. I could see the cable beside the machine slowly slacking. I stood against the solid metal back as firmly as I could while the cool evening air rushed in around us. Trying to stick her head through the grate to see more, Omaha almost giggled with excitement. Then she glanced at me. 
 
    “How excited are you to see your father again? I’d be splitting nails right now if it were me!” 
 
    “Splitting nails?” I mumbled under my breath as I considered her question. I’d been so preoccupied with trying to actually get here that I hadn’t given much thought to the reality of it all: Would my father really be up there? Was he there now or would he show up later tonight? The obituary did say in the late hours of May 2nd. Either way, my heart fluttered—either at the idea of seeing my father or from fear of plummeting back down to the ground. Probably both. 
 
    “Of course,” I told her. “Of course I am.” 
 
    She grinned widely. Eventually the elevator came to a stop and she let off the button. We had overshot the twenty-fifth floor by a few feet so she pressed the other button, and with a jolt she lowered us too far by a yard or so. She tried going up again, but wasn’t able to stop it evenly with the concrete floor. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, putting my hand over the buttons as she reached for them. “This is fine.” The up and down motions weren’t just scary—they were also a little nauseating. 
 
    Omaha opened the elevator gate and we hopped down a foot to the solid floor below. Mentally, I determined that I would be taking the stairwell down, regardless of what Omaha decided to do. The floor was silent and empty, except for equipment. As far as I could see, my father wasn’t anywhere—could I have been given false information? Maia had lied to me about Durango’s status at the hospital so I wouldn’t have put it past her to have lied about my father too—although, I couldn’t think of any reason why she would have done so. 
 
    Before I’d even thought it through, I realized that Omaha was no longer by my side. She had made her way halfway to the edge of the twenty-fifth floor. 
 
    “Omaha,” I whisper-screamed. “Be careful. And get back here.” 
 
    She ignored me or hadn’t heard me so I marched after her. Having caught up with her at the edge, we stopped and looked out over the city. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said in an ethereal voice. 
 
    Despite the fear of plunging to my death, I had to agree with her. The buildings, many of them lit, stretched out for miles, dotting the landscape like the baskets on the night course that Erik had set up in Economy park. A couple of large cranes also sat serenely against the building’s framework. 
 
    “And it’s so quiet,” she added, “compared to Breslenbrug.” 
 
    I made the mistake of looking straight down—reminding myself of the imminent danger of being this high in a building without any walls. Instinctively stepping back, I told her, “Come on. Let’s take a look at the other end of the building. What if my father’s over there?” 
 
    As if my nerves weren’t already shot, a loud noise like metal crashing boomed above us. I leapt backwards and was instantly on high alert, my heart racing. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “It came from the floor above us,” Omaha answered with far less fear than I had. “It must be your father!” She took my hand and began to pull me to the stairwell. “Come on!” 
 
    “What if it’s security?” I worried. “Or workers?” 
 
    “There’s only one way for us to find out!” 
 
    Heading up the stairwell, I forced her to move more slowly—more cautiously. “Let’s be quiet. This place is dangerous, and who knows who might be up here.” 
 
    The twenty-sixth floor had no roof, but the steel beams shot high into the air above us. With no twenty-seventh floor, the sky stretched out above us and the wind blew stronger. More pieces of machinery and equipment scattered around this floor than the one below it too. But there was no sign of any people. 
 
    “Maybe the wind just knocked over one of those wheelbarrows,” I suggested. 
 
    “No,” she insisted. “He’s here. I can sense it.” 
 
    “So in the future humans evolve to have some sort of spidey-sense?” I goaded. 
 
    “It’s intuition,” she corrected. “Sometimes I just have a sense of things.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Cautiously, we navigated across the space, using well-worn paths that snaked between stacked bags of concrete, piles of ropes, metal tools, and a variety of archaic construction equipment. As though she were being drawn by a beacon, Omaha wound her way directly to the edge. I followed closely, and even though everything remained quiet and desolate, I secretly sensed my father’s presence. Maybe it was just my hopeful heart getting the better of me, but eagerness was propelling each of my steps a little further than the previous. 
 
    We got all the way to the edge before my optimism waned. Other than a great view of the city below, there was nothing noteworthy—and there were no missing fathers to be found either. Just before I turned around, I heard something. Another sound, this time more like a penny falling on the ground. 
 
    “What was that?” I breathed. 
 
    Omaha and I turned toward the sound, which seemed to emanate from the expanse beyond the building. 
 
    “Hello?” Omaha called boldly. “Is someone out there?” 
 
    “Bea?” a voice responded. Not just any voice—my father’s voice!               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “Bea?” my father repeated. The timbre of his voice was like a balm to my soul. “Is that you?” 
 
    My mouth opened, but my words faltered for a moment. Even though I knew that I was supposed to find my dad up there on this specific night, the reality of hearing his voice after I’d spent so long thinking that he was dead was shocking to my senses. For four years, I had tried to convince myself that I could live my life without my dad’s comforting presence, his tender embrace, his unconditional love. With just a word, all the pain I’d felt disappeared. 
 
    “Daddy?” I managed to mumble as a tear streaked down my cheek. 
 
    “Oh, Bea. Pumpkin, it is you!” 
 
    I barely registered that Omaha began squeezing my hand reassuringly. 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked, taking a step tentatively toward his voice, which seemed to be emanating from the void beyond the building’s edge. In the darkness, I couldn’t see anything but the blackness of space in his direction. 
 
    As if in answer to my question, a spotlight secured to a post slightly above our floor turned on unexpectedly and exposed my father’s precarious position. He was perched on a horizontal steel girder about three yards off of the building’s edge. The massive steel beam turned slightly in the wind, held in place only by a thick cable wrapped around the center—the cable no doubt hanging from a crane. 
 
    With one hand securely holding the cable for balance, my father’s other hand flew up to cover his eyes as the bright light temporarily blinded him. Nonetheless, I caught the slightest glimpse of his face before he obscured it from me, and for the first time I knew with one hundred percent certainty that it was my father. Seeing him for even a brief second pushed a decade’s worth of memories through my brain—all the times that he had set aside work to have a pretend tea party with me. All the times that he had read bedtime stories to me and rubbed my head while I fell asleep. All the times that he took me out on our monthly father-daughter dates. My eyes welled with heavy tears. 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” I choked out. “I can’t believe-” Mid-sentence, it hit me that he had been about to jump. The article said he had died of an apparent suicide. And there he was, dangling dangerously over the edge of the twenty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building! “Don’t do it, Daddy. I’m here. I’m here to bring you home.” 
 
    “I know, Pumpkin.” He lowered his hand in an attempt to see my face, but the light shining on him prevented him from seeing anything. “Don’t do what, exactly?” 
 
    “Don’t jump!” I implored. I had already lost him to death once and I couldn’t bear to do it again. 
 
    “I’m would never jump. Why would you think that I would jump?” 
 
    “Then what are you doing out there?” 
 
    “I was here waiting for you.” 
 
    “You knew that I would be here?” 
 
    “Yes, a former colleague of mine told me to wait out here for you. He said that if I wait specifically on this exact beam, that you would meet me here. And here you are!” 
 
    I couldn’t comprehend what my father was saying—or why he was standing in such a hazardous place. “A man? Who?” 
 
    Revealing himself, the mystery man stepped partially in front of the spotlight. Even with the deep shadows cast across him, the sinister grin on his face clearly identified him. 
 
    “Sebastius?” I asked with a sneer. “How did you get here? What are you doing here?” The last time I had seen Sebastius, he was stuck in the future without any working Initiators to allow him to time-travel. 
 
    He laughed pompously before speaking in his unmistakably raspy voice. “What? You didn’t think I could get that machine working? It took me less than a day to figure out what that so-called tinkerer Durango couldn’t, and have it up and running.” 
 
    “You almost killed him, you monster!” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that I missed my mark. Durango’s always been a failure, both as a prince and as a tinkerer.” 
 
    “Without Durango’s work to build on, you’d been stuck in the future without electricity for what… nearly a decade?” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” my dad interrupted. Firmly, he asked Sebastius, calling him by his original name, “Samuel, what are you talking about? What are you doing?” 
 
    “It all depends,” he replied. “If she hadn’t shown up, then you would have to have plummeted to your death to get her attention. And that part of the plan seemed to have worked out just fine in one timeline or another. But now that I have Beatrice here, I suppose that your fate and hers are really dependent on her.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I asked through gritted teeth. As much as I hated to make a deal with that scheming, evil man, I would do anything to protect my father. 
 
    “It’s simple really,” he explained. “Give me your Initiator and I’ll leave you all be.” 
 
    “You’ve already got an Initiator,” I spat. “And they’re not Pokémon,” I reasoned. “You don’t have to collect ‘em all.” 
 
    “Oh, but I do. A man is only strong so long as his competitors are all weaker than he is.” 
 
    “We’re not competing with you,” I protested. “Why can’t you just go and let us be?” 
 
    “You’re not contending with me yet, but I have no doubt that you will be when you find out all that I have in mind to accomplish. Now, there were four Initiators. Jim’s was lost or destroyed when your father arrived here. Of this, I am certain. Mine is securely tucked away in one of the Twilight Temples in the future. And Maia carelessly left hers for me.” He held up an Initiator, it’s LED lights glowing artificially against the dark night’s sky. “That only leave’s Zachariah’s, which you’re about to hand over to me.” 
 
    “And you’d just leave us stuck in 1930?” Omaha piped in. I had forgotten that she stood by my side. 
 
    “You have my word. I won’t harm any of you. I’ll disappear, literally, and you’ll never see me again. But if not…” Sebastius pulled on a small rope that extended from his hand to the beam that my father stood on. When the rope tightened, the girder tilted, throwing my father off slightly off balance. He grabbed the beam’s support cable frantically to remain upright. Sebastius had set up a Batman-style trap to force my hand. 
 
    “Bea,” my father appealed. “Just give it to him. It isn’t worth dying over. I have a decent life here, and we’ll have each other again.” 
 
    Seeing my father hanging perilously 260 feet above the ground hit home the weightiness of his request. Lives were at stake. And while I didn’t prefer to live mine in the 1930s, I did at least want to live it. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” I acquiesced. Turning in the darkness, I apologized to Omaha, “I’m sorry to have to do this.” It was obviously never my intention to cause her be stuck in such a dreary time period. 
 
    I began fumbling through my purse to produce the Initiator for my enemy, but other than a sharp metal disc, there was nothing inside except for cracker crumbs. This was Omaha’s purse! My mind raced to remember where my purse—and my Initiator—were. When Omaha was at the Merola’s, I’d had both purses. Then, when Erik and I were searching the warehouse for Omaha, he offered to carry mine. My Initiator was still at the Merola’s place! 
 
    “Uhh, I don’t have it,” I admitted sheepishly to Sebastius, unsure how the unstable maniac would react. “But I know where it is.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for games,” he replied, tugging further on the rope that upset the stability of my father’s beam. My father struggled as though the beam were greased—something that I wouldn’t have put past Sebastius to have done. 
 
    “Wait,” I proclaimed. “I’ll get it, I promise. Please, just give me some time.” 
 
    “And I say you’ll give it to me now, or you’ll all fall to your deaths,” he threatened in response. 
 
    There was only one possible outcome to this situation that I could think of that didn’t end in our deaths. I had the very disc that had stuck in Tonkath’s arm just the week before, his blood still tarnishing its shine. Omaha’s thoughtful gesture of packing one of my discs could be the very thing that changed our fate. The disc was metal with sharp curved notches around the perimeter. Thrown accurately, I could cut the rope that Sebastius was using to destabilize my father’s footing. However, it was risky—I didn’t have any practice or much accuracy at night throwing. And if I missed, surely Sebastius’s anger would lead him to purposely throw my father off balance. 
 
    My hand, still in the purse from rifling for my Initiator, rested against the disc. I knew that I had to try, so I focused on the rope—at least on the portion that I could see in the spotlight—and I firmly but carefully gripped the disc in my hand. It felt cool but comfortable, and I knew it to sail straight and smooth. 
 
    “So, what is it to be?” Sebastius asked impatiently. 
 
    “I’ll give you what you deserve,” I said while swiftly exposing my weapon, aiming it and flinging it at the target. In the split second it took me to aim, Sebastius recognized the threat and yanked heartily on the rope. The tautness of the rope actually worked to my advantage, as it made it easier for the sharp edge of to sever it in half. 
 
    The shot was a direct hit, and I heard Omaha quietly vocalize, “You are the Amazing Flinger!” 
 
    After slicing the rope in two, the disc took a wavering trajectory toward the street below, making a clinking sound somewhere in the distance. My father’s beam began to sway wildly, and while he briefly lost his footing, he was able to hold firmly onto the cable that provided him with some amount of security. 
 
    “You think that will stop me?” Sebastius screamed angrily. He hurled the limp piece of rope out of his hand. “Tonkath, throw them over the edge!” 
 
    In the darkness, although he hadn’t revealed himself yet, like the sound of an approaching T-Rex in a Jurassic Park movie, Tonkath’s presence was confirmed with each step he took. The floor shook as his pace quickened; he would be upon us any moment. There was little to no room for us to run or hide. Panicked, Omaha and I grabbed random tools to fight our adversary—although we both knew that a short-handled shovel and metal rake would be no match for Tonkath’s brute strength. 
 
    When the massive man finally emerged from obscurity, he paused and stared at me with a twitch on the left side of his lopsided face. Standing only about ten feet away, his eyes filled with rage and he grunted a breathy, guttural sound. 
 
    “That’s right Tonkath,” Sebastius encouraged. In an almost fatherly tone, he added, “She’s the one that nearly severed your arm.” 
 
    Tonkath pumped his legs, ready to charge me. 
 
    “Bea!” my father yelled as Tonkath began to traverse the twenty-yard distance between him and I. “Watch out!” 
 
    Omaha hid behind a large box and I ducked behind an enormous pile of long steel beams. As expected, Tonkath lunged at me first. As he tossed the heavy metal girders aside like they were nothing—the type that typically would require a machine or a dozen men to move—Omaha boldly began swinging her shovel into Tonkath’s back. He didn’t flinch or even seem to notice. 
 
    When Tonkath dragged the last girder aside, nothing stood between him and me. I could see sweat dripping down his enraged face. I could smell his breath. I could see his muscles convulsing. And I could see the open wound on his arm—the one that I had given him—which was fueling his anger toward me. 
 
    Just a few feet behind me was the edge of the building, and I could see nothing that would possibly save me from being fatally thrown off the building. Beyond the overwhelming sound of my pounding pulse thumping in my ears, I could faintly hear my father and Omaha yelling expressions of their concern. But it was to no avail. I was as good as dead.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Beyond the fear radiating from Omaha and my dad, a third person’s voice was screaming too. I heard it just as Tonkath was reaching for me to throw me over the edge of the building like a brick in Fix-It Felix Jr. It was a man’s voice—a familiar one. And it was calling, “Get out of the way!” 
 
    In the heat of the moment, filled with fear for my life, I could hardly register what was happening. Omaha leapt away from Tonath’s giant frame. I was cowering on the ground, making myself as small as possible. Then, out of nowhere, like a speeding train, a wheelbarrow filled with heavy bags of concrete slammed into Tonkath. The giant was as surprised as I was, ricocheting from the collision toward the edge. His arms instinctively reached for something to grab onto, nearly snatching ahold of my leg and taking me down with him. Instead, all that he could grasp was a rake, which followed him over. 
 
    He vanished so quickly that I could hardly comprehend his departure. A loud thud from the ground below confirmed that he was gone. I turned to see who it was that had saved me. Even in the low light, the person’s tall, slender frame was unmistakable. 
 
    “Erik?” I breathed. “You’re alive?” 
 
    “I told you I’d meet you here if we got separated,” he said, trying for casual, although his heavy breathing betrayed his true state of distress. 
 
    With a squeal of delight, Omaha ran to him and wrapped her arms around him, while I stood up in shock. Erik had been shot—killed. I was sure of it. Somehow, however, there he was. Alive and seemingly unhurt. He had risen from the dead to rescue me. 
 
    During Omaha’s embrace, Erik’s eyes remained locked on mine and he outstretched his arm as an invitation. I stood up and accepted his embrace. The three of us held each other tightly and tears bubbled forth from my eyes. Somehow we were going to escape this—all of us—alive and unscathed. 
 
    Sebastius’s voice interrupted our reunion. “You may think that you’ve won.” Our eyes turned to see him glowering down at us from his position in front of the spotlight. “But this is just one small battle, and Tonkath was just one soldier. The war is mine, and you’d do well to think about that before trying to come after me.” 
 
    With that, he pressed the button on his Initiator and dematerialized from our timeline. 
 
    Erik turned to me after Sebastius disappeared and mused, “So, I take it that the man threatening you isn’t your father?” 
 
    “That was Sebastius,” I said. “And I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to do, but once we get home I don’t want to follow after him, or ever see him again. I just want to get us all home safe and sound.” 
 
    Erik pointed at my dad, who still had the spotlight shining brightly on him. “Is that your father out there?” 
 
    The steel beam that my father perched upon had steadied, and he stood on it surefootedly. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Pumpkin,” he called to me. 
 
    “Dad, this is Erik and Omaha. They’re my friends.” 
 
    He tried to block the light from his eyes and squint in our direction. “I can’t really see. But it’s nice to meet you. And thank you for saving my daughter.” 
 
    “All in a day’s work,” Erik replied. 
 
    We quickly made our way to the edge of the building, where my father was hanging just out of our reach. We tried to find something to bridge the gap, like a sturdy ladder, but nothing seemed like it would safely span the distance. With a little ingenuity, we hatched a plan to get him back to steadier ground. After tossing him a couple of ropes, we were able to angle the beam to be perpendicular with the building. Then he walked carefully to the edge of it, leaving only about a three-foot span to leap onto the security of the building. Three feet may not sound like much, but with over two hundred feet of air below separating you from death, it likely felt like an Olympic long jump. 
 
    “We’re holding it secure,” Erik said as the three of us pulled the ropes taut, keeping the beam steady. 
 
    “Be careful,” I added as my father leaned back for the leap. 
 
    In one swift motion, he landed safely onto the concrete floor. Within seconds, my arms were wrapped around him and I could hear his tearful sobs as he embraced me tightly. 
 
    “I never thought I’d get to hold you again,” he whispered into my ear. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.” After a minute, he leaned back to add, “And you’ve grown so much. In just four years, you’ve transformed from a little girl to a woman.” 
 
    My father had changed too. Not much, but his hair had begun to gray and he had developed a couple of slight wrinkles on his forehead and around his eyes. He also looked like he had lost some weight. But he still sported his charming dimpled smile, and overall he seemed to be in good shape and in good spirits, all things considered. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you three, but I’m ready to go home,” Erik announced. 
 
    We all were. I asked my father, “Do you need to get anything from your apartment before we go back?” 
 
    He pondered for a moment. “No, not really.” Then, he added with slight concern, “How is Mary? Did she remarry?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “No. Did you?” 
 
    “No,” he exclaimed. “I always held onto hope that I would be reunited with you two one day. And besides, I wouldn’t do anything that would mess up the timeline that badly.” 
 
    “Okay,” Erik urged. “So we’re all ready, then?” 
 
    I nodded, and my dad did too with his arm still wrapped protectively around me. 
 
    “Can we ride the elevator again first?” Omaha asked. 
 
    “No!” we all replied in unison, before the three of us erupted in laughter. The mood had certainly lightened with Sebastius out of the picture and my dad and Erik by my side—and with Omaha back to her usual carefree self. 
 
    “I’m so ready to leave this place. Can I have the Initiator?” I asked Erik, my arm outstretched. 
 
    “I don’t have it,” he stammered. “You have it.” 
 
    “No,” I corrected. “It was in my purse. But, you have my purse, don’t you? Weren’t you carrying it?” 
 
    Before he could answer, I could tell by the stricken look on his face that he didn’t have it. 
 
    “I did,” he said slowly. “But I might have sort of left it at the Merola’s bar.” 
 
    “The mafia Merolas?” my dad said, alarmed. 
 
    My shoulders sank. “Those would be the ones.” 
 
    Suddenly and unexpectedly, a weak flashlight shone on us. “Who’s over there?” a voice called. “You kids can’t be up here.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” my dad said, stepping in front of us to confront the security guard. 
 
    “Jacob?” the man asked. “Jacob Cooper? What are you doing up here this late. There’s no night work tonight.” 
 
    My dad fabricated, “I know I shouldn’t have, Walter, but I just wanted to show my daughter the building where I work.” 
 
    The flashlight’s beam switched from my dad to Omaha and me. “One of you is Beatrice?” Walter asked. 
 
    “I am,” I said meekly. 
 
    “It’s nice to finally put a face with the name. Your father talks about you all the time.” 
 
    I smiled at my dad, proud to know that even after all these years I was still his little girl. 
 
    Walter added, “Alright, Jacob. It’s not a problem, but I’ve got to ask you all to leave.” 
 
    “Of course,” my father said. “I didn’t mean to cause any problems." 
 
    We headed to the rickety elevator, and I thought about the possibility of plummeting down to my death. “Can I take the stairs?” I asked Walter. 
 
    “That’s a lot of steps for a dame.” 
 
    My fear wasn’t as bad as being on an airplane or a zeppelin, but it was there nonetheless. “I’ve just got a thing about relying on machines when I’m this far off the ground.” 
 
    “I’ll go with her,” Erik said. 
 
    “Me too,” my father added. 
 
    Walter nodded. “I s’pose it’d be alright.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re missing out on,” Omaha said before she rode down with Walter. 
 
    On the long hike down, my father asked more about Mary and me. I gave him a brief recap of the past four years before drawing the conversation back to our missing Initiator. 
 
    “I’m really sorry about that,” Erik said. 
 
    My father calmly reassured us. “It’ll be alright. It’s late now and we could all use some sleep. In the morning, we’ll figure out a way to get it back.” Before we got the second floor he commented, “By the way, where did you learn to throw like that? And what was that? Some kind of circular saw blade?” 
 
    Erik explained, “You may not know this Mr. Cooper, but she’s known in some circles as the Amazing Flinger Woman.” 
 
    I punched Erik in the arm before clarifying, “I picked up disc golf after you died—I mean, after you disappeared. And I guess I’m pretty good at it.” 
 
    “She’s the best,” Erik chimed in. 
 
    My father said, “Well, that was a risky move you made. I’m glad it worked out. And Bea?” 
 
    He stopped and I turned toward him. 
 
    “Bea, I want you to know that I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    I could tell that Erik was dying to make some sarcastic comment about how sappy my dad was being, but he restrained himself. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erik exclaimed. “Mr. Cooper. I almost forgot to remind her, but Bea has a gift for you.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he was talking about. “I do?” 
 
    “Here,” Erik said, pulling the squared pocket watch that we had seen at the clock repair shop out of his pocket. 
 
    Half confused and half amazed, I asked, “How did you get this?” 
 
    “Well, I figured that a Rolex was probably a little bit showy for me.” 
 
    “You sold the Rolex? When did you do this?” 
 
    “When we first got to the Empire State Building construction site, after I checked with some of the workers I ran back to the clock shop and offered him a trade.” 
 
    I grabbed the small timepiece to look at it more closely. The artist’s rendering of the building made it look particularly stately. Inside the opened cover, the edges between the round clock face and the corners of the watch were intricately etched with flourishes. 
 
    “That is a really unique piece,” my father commented. 
 
    “So you like it?” He took the watch from my outstretched arm. 
 
    “I love it. Thank you, Bea. Thank you both.” 
 
    “Do you still collect them?” I asked him. 
 
    “I have four at my apartment, but my collection isn’t anything like it was at home.” He gave it one last look before putting it into the safety of his pocket. “But this one is my new favorite.” 
 
    We made our way out of the construction site through the employee exit and decided to go to my father’s apartment to regroup. He sized us up before adding, “It’s cramped, but we can probably all find somewhere to get a little sleep before the night’s over.” 
 
    From the Empire State Building, it was only about ten blocks to my father’s apartment. Along the way, Erik asked how I had found Omaha—of course he would ask about her. I explained that she had been gagged and stuffed in the back of one of the cars, but that I found her just before the gunshot that I assumed was intended for Erik. 
 
    I was surprised to find that my father’s home was somehow even smaller than Omaha’s! The apartment, which was really just a room, was on the ground floor of a five-story building that was packed with matching apartments. 
 
    It was extremely late and everyone was exhausted, so we all agreed that we should get some rest. Sleep was elusive for most of us though. Omaha and I shared the small bed while the men took the floor. All night I tossed and turned, fretting that we might never be able to get the Initiator back—not without risking our lives at least.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t say that I felt rested, but I must’ve gotten some sleep, because at some point I woke up and the sun was shining through the curtains. A cacophony of sounds filtered into the room, including noise from vehicles on the street outside, and the periodic wails of the small children in the apartment next door. Soon we were all awake and sitting on the bed and single wooden chair, as my father didn’t have a couch or other chairs. 
 
    My dad also didn’t have much food, but under the assumption that we would be leaving soon he figured that he might as well eat up all the good things he’d acquired. Unfortunately, chipped beef on toast with a generous slathering of mayonnaise was considered a ‘good thing’. 
 
    “We all thought you were dead in the plane crash,” I told my father as he cooked our meal. “It all just happened so suddenly. One day you were there and the next you were gone. We even had a funeral for you. Some of your old college friends came all the way from California.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Pumpkin. That must’ve been awful for you and Mary to go through.” The memories of his funeral and the feelings of despair came back to me like it had happened just the day before. 
 
    “So, you survived the crash because of an Initiator. How did you come to have one?” I inquired. 
 
    “Well, that’s a long story. I always told you and Mary that I worked as a historian, and that’s true. But when you were just a little girl, I took a job as a special consultant, and that job caused me to travel a lot. You probably also remember how I spent a lot of time working in my office, always with the doors shut. But that’s because it wasn’t your typical consulting job. In fact, I only had one client, your grandfather.” As he gestured around the room filled with 1930s artifacts, he added, “And this is what we were working on.” 
 
    “So you knew about time-travel? And the Initiators?” 
 
    “Yes. Obviously, I didn’t believe him at first. What rational person would? But once he proved to me that it was true, I became an advisor for him and worked with his team.” 
 
    “With Maia, Samuel and...” I couldn’t remember the third one’s name. 
 
    “Jim,” my father said. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you know their names. I didn’t think you’d ever met them.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve spent a little time with Maia and Sebastius—er, Samuel.” 
 
    “A little too much time with him,” Omaha chimed in. 
 
    My father continued elaborating on his work as he handed us each a cloth napkin with a Great Depression Sandwich inside. “Well, my role was that I would help them to prepare for their exploration trips. Personally, I’d never gone with them on a trip to a different time because it seemed too dangerous since I had a wife and a little girl at home.” He winked at me and smiled. “But I would sometimes travel with them to whichever cities around the world they were going to travel from. It was my job to give them an idea of how the town would be arranged and what they could expect upon their arrival. It really was a dream job for any historian to be able to recreate places from the past and then be able to watch my team actually travel to those places and verify, or clarify, the facts as we understood them. On the day of the crash, I was flying with Jim from New Jersey to Boston so that he could go back and see Babe Ruth play in a couple of baseball games.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Erik interrupted. “After Maia spent all that time lecturing us about how the Initiators weren’t to be used on trivial matters, but only for ‘serious endeavors’, now you’re telling me that you guys were taking them out to catch sporting events?” 
 
    “Let him finish,” I petitioned. 
 
    Dad laughed at Erik’s indignation. “You should ask Maia about the time she met Albert Einstein. Anyway, before our plane even got out of Jersey, it was clear that something was wrong. Soon after takeoff, the propeller stopped spinning and the pilot couldn’t get it going again. Then the plane turned downward and I knew that we were definitely going to crash. We were heading right for Newark Bay. Without thinking, Jim grabbed my hand and engaged the Initiator.” 
 
    Dad sat down next to me and took a bite of his sandwich. “Thanks to the Initiator, instead of crashing with the plane, we were dropped softly into the Atlantic just outside of Brooklyn. Only, it was 1926 and we were about a mile or so from shore. So there we were, just the two of us bobbing in the ocean. I spotted land and we started swimming, but somewhere along the way we lost track of each other. Based on our past discussions, I remembered him saying that he wasn’t a good swimmer. And the mile long swim against the current was difficult and exhausting, so I assume that he just didn’t make it.” 
 
    My father’s story had us all listening attentively. Except for my dad, none of us had even touched our food yet. Erik’s mouth was even hanging agape. 
 
    “What did you do after that?” Omaha urged. 
 
    “Well, I finally made it to shore and then spent days looking for any sign of him. I couldn’t get the authorities involved though, since I was in modern clothes and had no identification. Since Jim had the Initiator when he drowned, I realized that I would have to find a way to get by, and I just hoped that Maia, Samuel or Grandpa Zachariah would eventually figure out where I was and rescue me. Fortunately, being a historian, I knew things about the upcoming Great Depression. So I took a job with Starrett and Eken, since I knew that they kept employees through the tough times. I also secured this apartment at a fixed rate and stockpiled food, although not enough to last it seems. Other than that, I just stayed out of the way so I didn’t affect the timeline.” He paused and looked at me solemnly. “That’s not to say it was easy. I missed you and Mary every single day.” 
 
    I wanted to know more. “And what about Sebastius—I mean, Samuel? When did you finally meet up with him?” 
 
    “That was literally just yesterday. He showed up out of the blue, as I hoped one of them would at some point, but he said that he was stuck here too. Somehow, he knew that you were going to come for us, but he said that you would appear precisely on that beam outside of the building site. I waited there to catch you so you wouldn’t fall. I guess that was all a lie. How do you know Samuel, anyway?” 
 
    I filled my dad in on everything that had happened. From Grandpa Zachariah dying and bequeathing me an Initiator to my trip to the future where I met Maia and Sebastius. And from my return trip home to my decision to come and rescue him from his 1930s prison. 
 
    “It hasn’t all been like a prison,” my father said. “From a historian’s point of view, it’s actually been very enlightening. Until the invention of the Initiators, who would have ever dreamed that you could actually live in a historical time period only read about in history books? So, other than being kept away from my family and friends, the experience itself wasn’t at all like a prison.” 
 
    “Well it’s going to feel like a prison for all of us,” Erik contributed, “if we don’t have any way to get home. Any suggestions on how we get the Initiator back from the Merolas?” 
 
    “Do you remember where you left it?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely. I was looking in the hallway for Omaha and next to a bathroom, I found a large storage closet filled with moonshine. That was when I heard Tony arguing with another man so I hid in the back. In the hallway, Tony shot the man not five feet from me. The purse must’ve fallen to the ground while I stayed hidden in the back of the closet behind barrels of liquor for hours. Eventually I worked up the nerve to peek out the doorway. There was a lot of commotion going on by the bar, so when I felt like I had an opening, I just went for it as quickly as I could. The bar was crowded and dozens of people were dancing, so nobody payed me any attention and I was able to just walk out the front door. I’m sure I’d forgotten about the purse on the closet floor behind the barrels of moonshine. I’m certain that’s where it is.” 
 
    “So now the question is, how do we get it out?” I said. 
 
    “Well,” my father said slowly and dramatically as he fished around under his mattress and pulled out an envelope. Exposing its contents, he added, “I’ve got around five hundred dollars here, and now that I’m going home it means nothing to me. This should be enough of an incentive to get the purse back from them.” 
 
    At the outset, it sounded like a decent plan, but Erik didn’t like it. “I don’t know. If you ask about the purse, they’ll wonder how you knew it was there. And if you offer them a lot of money for it, they might assume that it’s worth even more than that and want to hold onto it. There’s a lot of risks in that plan.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of risks with any plan,” Omaha correctly noted. 
 
    “Plus,” I added, “Since we tricked them yesterday, if they recognize it as being my purse then who knows what they’ll do to you.” 
 
    Erik and my dad looked puzzled. 
 
    “It’s a bunch of mafia guys,” Erik noted. “They wouldn’t recognize your purse any more so than your shoes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” my dad added. “Guys don’t tend to notice those sorts of things.” 
 
    “Well I remember it,” Omaha said. “It is a squared off handbag with a thin chain strap. There are blue beads in a circular pattern on the front and a some short tassels on the bottom.” 
 
    “I would’ve just described it as a plain blue purse,” Erik noted. “But now that you mention it, I do remember the tassels.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what it looks like,” I pointed out. “We just need to figure out a way to get it back.” 
 
    The four of us spent the afternoon proposing a variety of ideas. I couldn’t help but notice that Omaha couldn’t keep her hands off of Erik all day—playfully slapping him when he joked or leaning her head on his shoulder when she was tired. It irritated me, either because she seemed to be more focused on Erik than on getting us back home or just because she was focused on Erik at all. 
 
    Most of the suggestions that any of us offered were shut down right away for one reason or another. A few had merit, but they were all dangerous or risked potentially altering the timeline, putting our future in jeopardy. Finally, by evening we had settled on a couple of ideas. My father and I would work on the primary plan, and Erik and Omaha would work on a plan B in case things didn’t go as well as we needed them to. 
 
    Even though we were all tired from a lack of sleep, Erik wanted to take a walk around the block before bed to stretch his legs and get out of the cramped apartment for a while. Before I could offer to join him, Omaha announced that she wanted to go with him so that the two of them could discuss their part of what we had dubbed Operation Purse Recovery. 
 
    “That’ll give Bea and I a chance to talk,” my father noted. “But be careful. The Merolas don’t usually come around these blocks, but you never know.” 
 
    “We will, Mr. Cooper,” Erik said as he slipped out the door with Omaha. 
 
    “Your friends seem really nice,” my father observed. “So, what’s going on between you and Erik? Are you two dating?” 
 
    “What? No,” I said, unable to disguise the bitterness in my voice as I added, “But he and Omaha might be together if you just give them a few days.” 
 
    My dad drew out his words. “I wouldn’t be so sure.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Didn’t he see how they had been acting all day? Omaha had been all over Erik, and he didn’t shy away from her advances. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I was young, but I remember what it was like. And it seems pretty clear to me that Erik is interested in you,” my dad observed intuitively. 
 
    “Yeah, right.” What did my dad know? He’d only known Erik for a day and I’d known him for years. Besides, I already knew that Erik liked Omaha—I remembered vividly the ninth hole of the night game where he had been about to tell me. The entire scene raced through my mind again, culminating with him glancing at Omaha and nervously telling me that he wanted to ask me something—something like whether or not it was okay with me if he could date my friend. 
 
    My father shrugged off the topic. “So, how is your life going? I feel like I’ve missed out on so much. Are you doing well in school? Do you and Mary get along?” 
 
    I began filling him in on my interests and my day-to-day routine. He really cared about all of it, and I realized just how nice it was to have him back in my life. For years, I’d missed out on his loving, nurturing ways—actions that I craved but didn’t even know it. 
 
    For about the tenth time of the day, he said to me, “I just can’t believe you’re here. It’s all like a dream.” Then he reiterated, “But what about Mary? You’ve hardly mentioned her.” 
 
    I sighed before telling him, “She went through a rough patch after your funeral. And I guess our relationship has been a little strained over the last few years.” 
 
    His eyebrows creased. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I don’t know, she just seems so controlling all of the time.” I knew that it wasn’t right to give her all of the blame though, so I confessed, “And I haven’t been the nicest to her either. I argue with her and say rude things. I don’t mean to, but sometimes I just feel like I can’t control myself.” 
 
    My father put his arm around me and held me tight. “I understand, Pumpkin. I’m sure it’s been hard on both of you these past few years. And being a teenager is a tough time too, with all your hormones and-” 
 
    “Okay, you can stop there,” I asserted. “We don’t need to have ‘the talk’ or anything like that.” 
 
    He laughed, and there was a knock on the door. Erik and Omaha had returned. 
 
    Dad answered the door. “How was the walk? It seems like pleasant weather outside.” 
 
    “Fine,” Erik said curtly, without elaboration. 
 
    “I’m really tired,” Omaha commented as she slumped onto the bed. “I think I’m just going to go to bed now, if that’s alright with you.” 
 
    “Sure,” my dad agreed. “We should all try to get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “But don’t go for a walk in the morning and get in any mafia cars,” I joked. I’m sure Omaha knew that I was joking, but she didn’t laugh or even smile. I pulled the blanket up and over her. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “Just tired,” she insisted. 
 
    Nobody really said much as we readied ourselves for sleep. We were all tired after the past few trying days and the poor night’s sleep we’d gotten the night before. Omaha was already sound asleep by the time I crawled into bed beside her. 
 
    Within a half hour of nighttime silence, my father’s soft snoring began, but I remained wide awake. My thoughts were varied. Firstly, I kept rehashing the next day’s plans—and all of the ways they could go awry. Eventually, my mind drifted to the people back home. What was Mary thinking about me? How concerned must she have been? And Maia must’ve been incensed that we went on this trip without her supervision! 
 
    There was also Durango. Had he healed of his gunshot wound? Had he been released from the hospital? If so, where had he gone? I also realized that it wasn’t fair to him that I kept hanging onto a thread of feelings toward Erik. I had not been entirely honest with Durango about the emotions I’d felt toward Erik before he and I had met. Neither had I been upfront with Erik about my developing relationship with Durango. I determined that I would come clean with both of them as soon as possible. Then, maybe my troubled conscience wouldn’t prevent me from sleeping soundly.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    “Bea?” a voice whispered softly. “Are you still awake?” 
 
    I opened my eyes to find Erik’s face was just a few inches from mine. He was squatting next to my bed, awake and alert. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, hoping I didn’t have morning breath. 
 
    “It’s almost morning and I’m going to get some fresh air. Do you want to join me?” 
 
    I wanted to just stay in bed. But it seemed dangerous for him to go alone. Besides, his simple, quiet question was all it took to turn my mind back to full speed, remembering all that we had to do that day. Walking with Erik would also give me the opportunity to tell him about Durango—not that it would matter to Erik since he didn’t have feelings for me. But it would make me feel better to tell him. 
 
    “Sure,” I said quietly before following him to the door. 
 
    It was a struggle just to find our shoes in the pre-morning darkness, but I didn’t want to turn on a light and risk waking anyone. We pulled the apartment door closed silently and I made my way toward the front door so that we could walk around the block. 
 
    “Hang on,” Erik said. “Let’s go this way.” 
 
    I followed him up the building’s interior stairwell. “What’s up here?” 
 
    “A lot of these multi-unit buildings have rooftop access for the residents. And there’s something I wanted to show you.” 
 
    We climbed to the top and, as Erik had suspected, a doorway led onto a large rooftop patio. A couple of pigeons cooed and flew out of our way as we stepped outside. Looking around, there wasn’t anything noteworthy for him to show me. I placed my hand on a small table and chairs. 
 
    “What did you want to show me up here? A wrought iron patio set?” 
 
    “No, come over here.” 
 
    We looked over the edge of the roof, where nearly all of the buildings were dark and only a handful of the roads below were lined with streetlights. The night was clear and there was almost complete silence in the city. I thought for a moment about what a unique opportunity this was to experience such a serene version of New York City. 
 
    “Do you see the stars over there, on the horizon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the one that is a little bit reddish?” 
 
    I really had to pay close attention to notice it. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s Mars. And you can see a star just to the right of it that isn’t blinking.” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    “That’s actually not a star. That’s Saturn. But I want you to look just to the left of Mars, at the stars right there. That’s the constellation Aquarius. The ancient Greeks believed that it represents a water vase with a stream of water pouring from it.” 
 
    “And you’re showing me this because…” While I knew that Erik was very interested in astronomy, Greek mythology was not on the list of topics that interested me one bit. Sure, the stars were fine, but they didn’t do anything special for me. It was just the same old landscape of stars day after day, year after year. 
 
    “Just keep your eyes on those stars.” 
 
    I watched them for a few more seconds, when unexpectedly one of the stars shot away from the rest like a tiny ember bursting from a bonfire. Unsure if it was my imagination or my eyes playing tricks on me, I blinked them closed for a moment. 
 
    “Did you see it?” Erik asked expectantly. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “A meteor. A shooting star.” 
 
    “How did you know that’s where it would be?” 
 
    “It’s part of the Eta Aquarids. They peak every year in early May. Keep watching, there will be more.” 
 
    Watching intently, within a minute I saw a second one appear briefly before disappearing. Then a third. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    I did. More than I thought I would. I’d never really seen a shooting star before. Looking at him, I smiled. Besides the ease of our conversations, moments like this were things that attracted Erik to me in the first place. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for bringing me up here and showing me. Omaha would’ve liked to have seen this too.” 
 
    Erik turned his attention from me back to the stars on the horizon. “I’m not so sure she would’ve.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? She loves to see new and interesting things. Besides, she likes you.” 
 
    “You know about that?” 
 
    “Like it isn’t obvious. And you like her too.” 
 
    Erik’s voice became troubled, showing irritation. “That’s twice you’ve said that. Where are you getting that from?” 
 
    I decided to admit to him that I had figured it out without him ever even having to tell me. “That night we played disc golf at Economy Park, on the ninth tee, you said you had something important to tell me. I’m not stupid. I know what it was. You were going to tell me that you were interested in Omaha. It’s so clear. And maybe it bothered me a little at first, but I get it. She’s a really great person: she’s fun, she’s beautiful. I think you two would be good together.” 
 
    Erik sighed loudly. “Bea, you’ve got it all wrong. What I was going to tell you the other night had nothing to do with Omaha.” He stalled for an eternity, then spoke sincerely. “It had everything to do with you. After you went missing, I realized that I had made a stupid mistake. For years I’d thought about asking you out, but I didn’t want to get rejected.” 
 
    “You’re the one that rejected me,” I pointed out emphatically. “When I asked you to my school’s homecoming dance last year.” 
 
    He shook his head and shrugged off my argument. “No, what I mean is that I didn’t want to have a girlfriend at all. I figured that if I opened myself up to anyone they’d eventually break up with me and then where would I be? But after you disappeared, I knew that I’d made a mistake. I swore to myself that if you came back I wouldn’t waste any time and I’d ask you out right away. I even thought up the most romantic way to do it.” 
 
    My cheeks turned a rosy red as all of the pieces came together in my mind—and heart. “The glowing night course?” 
 
    “Yes. That was all for you. But even then I couldn’t make myself say it aloud. I just kept putting it off. Then, when Omaha was coming over on the ninth tee, I knew it was my last chance, but then well…” Erik gestured to 1930s world below. “Things have sort of been crazy since then.” 
 
    “And now?” I furthered, considering the shooting stars to be a close second to the romantic setting of the illuminated night course. 
 
    “Bea,” he spoke, slowly and tenderly. “I’ve had a thing for you since we first met. You’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever met. Of course I’d wanted to date you. You’re beautiful and funny and-” Erik paused and I half expected him to lean in and kiss me. Instead, he grinned and destroyed the romantic mood with sarcasm. “But I couldn’t tell you the other night because you completely ruined the moment by telling me you were a time-traveler.” 
 
    Erik chuckled awkwardly as I told him, “Maybe I should’ve kept it a secret from you. But seriously, I don’t know if I’ve thanked you for coming along with me. I don’t think I could’ve saved my dad without you. It means the world to me.” 
 
    Erik shrugged off my comment and pointed to the sky. “There’s another one.” 
 
    We quietly watched the shooting stars in the sky for a few minutes. My mind went back to the time I first met Erik—it was three and a half years ago, at Schenley Park in Pittsburgh. I’d only been playing disc golf for a few months, and only ever at the course near my house. Thus, when Mary said she had to go to Pittsburgh to buy some new scrubs and run some other errands, I asked her to drop me off at the park while she was shopping. 
 
    Armed with only a Wham-O starter disc, I’d spent a couple of hours on that course throwing my disc and searching the woods when it would get lost. Five or six times I’d let the group behind me pass by so that I wouldn’t slow them down. Erik wasn’t as tall back then, but he was still thin and lanky as he finished up the sixteenth hole behind me. 
 
    “You can go ahead,” I offered. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” he said. 
 
    I insisted, because I knew that the advanced players hated to wait on a newbie. Erik had a perfect stance, and a near perfect smile too. The basket was over a hill, so I didn’t actually see where his disc went—and I couldn’t see whether he’d moved on to the last fairway or not. 
 
    “Can I throw my disc now?” I called over the hill. 
 
    I’d thought he yelled back, ‘All clear’, but apparently he said, ‘Still here’. 
 
    Without having seen the basket, I aimed for the direction that Erik had thrown his disc and threw mine with all my might. The loud “Ouch, that hurt,” that came back told me that—for the first time—I’d hit a mark. Only, it wasn’t the mark I was hoping for. 
 
    “I am sooo sorry,” I said as I came over the hill and saw Erik standing by the basket, with my disc by his feet, rubbing his arm. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Erik said as he tried to wipe a new dirt smudge off the sleeve of his Bob Marley tee shirt. “I’ve been hit by discs thrown harder than that one before. But I’d better let you go first on the next hole so I don’t get another bruise.” 
 
    We talked and exchanged numbers. He gave me a few pointers to improve my game and even offered to coach me at my home course a couple of weeks after—an offer which I gladly accepted. I could hardly wait to text my best friend Ava and tell her about the latest greatest embarrassment of my life and my new crush. 
 
    Another shooting star brought me back to 1930. Looking over at Erik, I broke the silence between us by circling the conversation back to his confession. 
 
    “So where does that leave us now?” I asked sincerely. 
 
    “I guess it depends on whether we get that Initiator back or not. But whether we’re here or there, I’m not going to let you go again.” 
 
    My heart swelled with excitement as my thoughts turned to all of the dreams I’d ever had of Erik and I dating—watching cheeky sci-fi movies and making fun of them, going to prom together, playing disc golf as a couple. I’d fantasized about this moment for years, and it finally came true! 
 
    “And if everything works out today,” he added with a grin, “Maybe you and I can go on a double date with Omaha and Durango next weekend.” 
 
    That’s right—Durango! How could I have been so thoughtless? I couldn’t date Erik—I’m dating Durango. There were names for two-timing women, and I certainly wasn’t not one of those! Guilt and shame washed over me. As difficult as it was, I had to come clean and tell Erik about Durango and me. 
 
    My heart thudded against my ribs. “Erik, I have something to tell you too.” 
 
    “There you two are!” Omaha interrupted. She came barreling out the rooftop door. “Mr. Cooper said that you’d asked him about the roof and thought you might’ve come up here.” 
 
    “Hey, Omaha,” I said as she filled in the space between Erik and me and looked over the edge of the building. “I’m glad you seem to be feeling better.” 
 
    “I’m fine. And excited about today!” She pointed to the horizon. “The sun’s about to come up.” 
 
    There was a faint orange and yellow hue on the horizon. Silently, the three of us watched as the sun made its appearance and introduced the day that we would—hopefully—get to return home.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Dad’s tiny apartment smelled like coffee when the Erik, Omaha and I got back. We only spent about ten minutes in the apartment getting ready and rehashing our plans before heading out the door. 
 
    “Are you sure we don’t want to change up who’s doing what?” Erik asked for a second time that morning. 
 
    “No,” my dad replied. “Why? Do you think something won’t work out?” 
 
    “No, it’s just that I wasn’t sure if Omaha wanted to go with me.” 
 
    Omaha gave him a confused look. “Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I?” she said in a chipper voice while swatting him. “Why are you being so weird all of the sudden?” 
 
    Erik shrugged. “I don’t know. Sorry. I’m ready then. Let’s go.” Then, to my dad and me, “And you two be careful.” 
 
    “All of us need to be careful,” my dad reiterated. 
 
    Outside, we split up right away. Omaha and Erik headed to the hardware store with some of my father’s money. Dad and I walked to Fifth Avenue, passing a number of homeless people on the way. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with all this?” my dad asked me. “It’s going to be dangerous and I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “It seems like everything I’ve done since I got that Initiator has been dangerous. And I’ve been alright so far.” I tried to force myself to feel as optimistic as I sounded. 
 
    “Well, don’t get overconfident. We need to stay aware of our surroundings and leave before we run into any trouble.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as we stepped up to a high-end salon. “I feel bad spending so much money on myself while there are all these people going hungry.” 
 
    My dad was empathetic. “I know that it’s tough. But the economy crashed and we can’t help everyone. Besides, even small changes can affect the timeline. I worry all the time that the job I took at Starrett and Eken meant that someone else didn’t have a job, and that has some long lasting effect on the future.” 
 
    “You’re right, I guess.” 
 
    He handed me money and sent me inside. “I’ll be back here in three hours. Meet me at Bergdorf Goodman across the street, alright?” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    I stepped into an elegant parlor that featured marble styling stations, ornate mirrors, gleaming floors, and even fresh flowers. A stern man in a spotless white uniform stood at a greeting desk. No doubt used to customers that looked more upscale than I did, he looked down his nose at me. 
 
    “Can I help you, ma’am? You look lost.” 
 
    “I need my hair and nails done. Makeup too.” 
 
    “I can see that.” He condescendingly looked me up and down, but said nothing more. 
 
    “And this is a salon,” I added, matching his patronizing tone. Sure, I looked like a mess and my dress was ugly and dirty. But that didn’t mean he needed to be rude! 
 
    “Perhaps you would do better off uptown. Our services start at two dollars and go up from there.” 
 
    I pulled out the thirty dollars that my dad had given me and made a show of counting them before giving him a dose of sarcasm. “Well, I’m so poor and stupid that I’m not sure if I have enough.” 
 
    The host temporarily stuttered. “Right this way, ma’am. My sincere apologies about the confusion. I didn’t mean to imply you were a dumb Dora. I simply mistook you for someone else.” 
 
    He escorted me to one of many identical private cubbies and introduced me to Dolores, an attractive woman who looked like she cared more about her looks than anything else. 
 
    “Good morning, my name is Dolores,” she said as she pulled the curtain closed so that the two of us had privacy. I sat in the barber shop chair in the middle of the booth. It had a fancy red doily design on the brown leather. The walls were maroon with matching deep red designs, and a large mirror faced me. 
 
    “I’m Beatrice.” 
 
    “Well, Beatrice, you have such lovely hair,” she ran her fingers through my unwashed hair. I knew that she was being more than a little bit kind. “So, what would you like me to do for you today?” 
 
    “Obviously, I need a little bit of work. Can you do my hair, nails and makeup?” 
 
    After giving me a few options to choose from, Dolores made quick work of washing and shampooing my hair, then trimming it. She next set a large machine that looked like the Iron Giant’s head over me and began connecting dozens of small tubes to head. While the machine curled my hair, she filed and painted my nails. 
 
    At first it felt odd to be pampered, since back home I was more likely to have dirt under my short nails from playing disc golf than I was to have some stranger paint them. After a while, though I got used to it. And before long, I kind of enjoyed indulging in the treatments. I started to understand why Mary went to the salon every month. 
 
    The permanent wave machine took a while to set in my hair, which allowed me ample time to think. While I should have been focused on the risky scheme that we would be undertaking that evening, my mind instead filled with thoughts of Erik and Durango. The divided feelings I had didn’t make sense. Being around Erik was comfortable and I enjoyed his company—we were so compatible that I could practically always tell what he was thinking even if he didn’t say it aloud. My mind told me that choosing him was a safe, easy decision. But there was something pulling me away—my heart was telling me something completely different. Durango, in the short time I had known him, had managed to cause our hearts to become entangled. I felt things when I was with Durango that I’d never felt before. 
 
    Dolores interrupted my thoughts by stepping in front of me with a makeup brush pointed at my face. “And what type of makeup would you like, Beatrice?” 
 
    “I need something that makes me look older. And less like… well, less like me.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Dolores began circling me like a vulture, tilting my chin and turning my head to size me up. “So you’d be alright with a completely new look? I’d love to start by reshaping your brows. And you’ve got beautiful eyes; let’s accent them with a heavy mascara. After accentuating your cheekbones, we’ll complete your look with a glamorous candy apple red lip color. I think that would be the berries!” 
 
    Her suggestions certainly sounded different from the way I typically used makeup—whenever I used it at all. “I trust you, Dolores. Let’s do it!” 
 
    When she finally finished, I looked in the mirror—but I didn’t even recognize the girl looking back at me. The eye shadow and makeup had fully transformed the appearance of my face. I looked sophisticated and powerful. My hair twisted to one side and the large curls stayed in place, holding my long hair solidly above my shoulders. 
 
    I thanked Dolores and paid for the services before making my way to the department store across the street to begin looking at the dresses. An associate helped me to pick out a striking red dress. The fabric was similar to felt, which I didn’t prefer, but it was fitting for the time period and certainly added to the upscale look that I was going for. It was sleeveless with a scoop neck and an exposed back. In the mirror, I took a moment to be atypically vain, having never seen myself so chic. Rather than looking like I was a contestant on Survivor, as I had for the past few weeks, I looked like I was a finalist on Next Top Model. 
 
    Stepping out of the changing room, I saw my father looking around the department store while talking to one of the associates. “I think my daughter is here somewhere.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I haven’t seen any children in our department today.” 
 
    “No, she’s…” he had to think for a moment, which made me a little bit sad that he had been so distant from me for so long. “She’s sixteen.” 
 
    “I’m over here,” I called. 
 
    The store associate looked shocked. “She’s your daughter?”  
 
    My father walked toward me, looking as astonished at my transformation as I was. “You look amazing, Bea.” 
 
    “So you don’t think they’ll recognize me?” 
 
    “I don’t even recognize you!” 
 
    “Well, to be fair you haven’t seen me for four years.” 
 
    “It feels like it’s been more like an eternity.” 
 
    “You’re looking pretty sharp, yourself.” During my makeover, he had gotten a shave, a haircut and a new suit. Together, we looked like a million bucks—although, due to inflation the phrase might’ve just been ‘looked like a thousand bucks’. 
 
     “Well, we should get going. It’s already afternoon and we need to meet up with Erik and Omaha.” 
 
    “Plus, who knows when the Merola’s place will start getting busy.” 
 
    “They’re not that busy yet,” he acknowledged. 
 
    I was taken aback. “You already went and checked it out? By yourself?” That was not part of the plan that we had decided on. 
 
    “It was on the way from my barber,” he explained. “And I wanted to have an idea of what we were getting ourselves into.” 
 
    “Well, now that makes two of us that we’ll have to hope they don’t recognize.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I was in and out in under ten minutes. I just had a quick drink and a look around.” 
 
    Together, the two of us made our way to a small city park about fifteen blocks away from the Merola’s speakeasy, where everyone in our group was going to meet up. Omaha and Erik hadn’t arrived yet, so I sat down on a bench with my dad while he reminisced. 
 
    “I don’t know if you remember this, but when you were a little girl I always told you that I’d bring you to New York City. I told you that I’d take you to the top of the Empire State building so you could see the entire city from up high.” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” I admitted. It could’ve been that the memory was somewhere deep in my subconscious though, because I’d been pestering Mary to take me there for years. 
 
    “Well, this isn’t how I had imagined it to be,” he said. “I’ll have to make up for this trip by taking you on a real father-daughter trip to the city after we get back. On my business trips visiting your Grandpa, I actually spent a lot of time here. I could show you some of the city’s unique places. And there’s a great pizza place in Brooklyn I’m sure you’d love.” 
 
    “Grimaldi’s?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “I ate there with Mary. The day I got Grandpa’s Initiator.” 
 
    Dad looked distraught that he’d missed out on that experience—not necessarily that one in particular, but it symbolized all of the experiences he’d missed out on over the past four years. I began telling him about all of the things happening both locally and on the world scene while he’d been missing. He was interested in learning who ended up winning the tight presidential election, and even more so in how well the Steelers had been playing. Before long, Erik and Omaha showed up. 
 
    “You’re here already,” Erik observed casually as he approached from the sidewalk behind us. 
 
    I stood up to greet him and he froze in place, his jaw dropping overdramatically as he saw me. 
 
    “Oh, quit overreacting,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not,” he contended. “You look amazing.” My father nudged me—a silent indicator that he was right about Erik liking me. Somehow I’d been blind to it, even though everyone else could see it. I blushed at the sincerity of Erik’s comment before he added, “You look like Jessica Rabbit!” 
 
    Omaha obviously agreed with him. She grabbed my hand and began spinning me around dramatically while I laughed, having never gotten this type of attention. Then, she caressed the light curls in my hair. “You’re totally polished, Bea!” 
 
    “So, how did your preparations go?” my dad asked Erik and Omaha when they were done admiring my look. 
 
    “Pretty well,” Omaha said. “We couldn’t find all of the parts that I wanted, but I can make it work.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ll be successful and you won’t need to,” my dad pointed out. Omaha and Erik were only working on a backup plan in case we for any reason failed in our mission. “We should probably wait until the bar is a little more crowded, so we’ve got some time to kill. Is there anything in the city that you’d like to see before we get to go home? It might be your last chance to experience 1930.” 
 
    “When I was here with Mary, I never got to go to Central Park,” I mentioned. 
 
    “Did you know they have a disc golf course in the park?” Erik asked. 
 
    My dad explained, “Well, I’m certain they don’t have the course nowadays. And Central Park probably isn’t what you would expect it to be.” 
 
    I looked at him inquisitively. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He thought for a moment before offering, “It isn’t too far. Let me show you.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    I paired up with Omaha as we walked. Knowing that she and Erik had spent the morning together made me a little bit concerned. What had they talked about? Since Omaha was friends with Durango, I worried that if she knew about Erik’s feelings for me then she might’ve told him about Durango. While I still had to sort out my feelings, I knew that I should be the one to tell Erik about my relationship Durango—and the one to tell Durango about Erik. They both deserved to hear it directly from me. 
 
    Slowly broaching the subject, I asked, “Why was Erik being so weird with you this morning?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “He just is weird, I think.” 
 
    “That’s true. He is. But not like that. It was like he didn’t want to be paired with you for the morning.” 
 
    “Oh, that? That’s probably just because last night when we went for a walk I finally told him that I liked him.” 
 
    “You what? What did he say?” 
 
    “Oh, you know. Boys will be boys.” 
 
    What did that mean? I had to ask her to elaborate. 
 
    “He just said that there was another girl that he’s into. And I guess it bothered me at first.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answer to my next question or not. “Did he say who she was?” 
 
    “No. He just said it was a girl he’d known a long time.” 
 
    “So you didn’t talk more about it today?” 
 
    “No. It was mostly business today.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. Omaha looked at me quizzically, so I added, “Because what we’re doing is dangerous and it’s good that the two of you kept your focus.” 
 
    “But he did tell me that he and that girl weren’t dating or anything. And I do really like him, so I’m not going to give up on him just yet. Who knows what the future will bring?” She smiled dreamily. 
 
    Someone with a time machine ought to know, I thought to myself. 
 
    Omaha ran her finger along the seam of my dress as we walked. “I can’t believe how amazing you look. You’ve got to show this off to Durango sometime. He’s gonna go crazy over how you look!” 
 
    I winced at her volume, which was easily enough to be heard by my father and Erik, who walked together a short distance ahead of us. They were talking and getting along well. At one point, they even broke out into laughter. 
 
    Omaha’s fingers rested on a clasp in the back of my dress. “I have a clasp like this on one of my dresses back home, but it’s nowhere near as nice as yours.” She then looked the front of my outfit in greater detail. “And that neckline is perfect for you, the way it accentuates your collarbone.” Then, she unexpectedly gasped. 
 
    “What is it?” I felt around to make sure that my dress didn’t have a rip or a stain or hadn’t unexpectedly come undone. 
 
    “Do you know what you need?” Omaha began to unhook her necklace and wrap it around my neck. “This necklace will really complete your look!” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I half-protested, while holding my hair so that she could clasp it in the back. 
 
    She examined my now-complete outfit and said, “It looks so much better on you, Bea.” 
 
    After less than a mile, we finally arrived at our destination and I realized that my dad was right. Central Park was nothing like what I expected. The part that he took us to had uncut grass, overgrown weeds, plenty of trash, and crumbling sidewalks. 
 
    “And this is the nice part of the park,” he exclaimed, taking us to the edge of the tree line.  
 
    Stretching on for dozens of acres was a shantytown made up of hundreds of tiny mismatched homes. The houses were all crudely built, with a variety of random pieces of metal and wood barely holding them together. The putrid smell of waste from the city within a city wafted our way, and I couldn’t understand how the residents could stand living there. Closest to us, a few emaciated children rolled a bicycle tire along the community’s edge by using sticks to keep it spinning. 
 
    “What is this place?” Omaha asked with a horrified look on her face. 
 
    My dad explained, “They call it Hooverville. It’s like a giant homeless camp. And it’s been growing a little every day. Impoverished people all over the country will be living in these for the next decade, all the way from here to Seattle.” 
 
    Omaha opened her purse, which had our remaining foodstuffs brought from my dad’s apartment. “I’m going to give this to those kids,” she announced as she approached the playing children. 
 
    From a distance, we watched her dole out the food, the children’s eyes lighting up. A couple of the kids raced into the town to share their newfound provisions with their families. 
 
    “She’s really sweet,” my dad observed. “I really like that girl.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like her,” Erik said overdramatically, giving me a pointed look. I rolled my eyes at him. “Anyway, Mr. Cooper, have you ever played disc golf” Erik asked as Omaha returned. 
 
    “I’ve thrown a frisbee. And one time in college, I played ultimate. But no, I’ve never played disc golf.” 
 
    “I think it’s time that Bea shows you how it’s done,” he suggested. 
 
    My dad looked at the time on his new pocket watch, which he had wound and set earlier that day. “Alright. We’ve got a little while before dark.” 
 
    We walked into the wooded area of Central Park, and even though we didn’t go far, the condition of the park got markedly worse the further we went. The grounds clearly hadn’t been maintained since the previous fall—or earlier. 
 
    “I’m afraid if we go much further, it’ll turn into a jungle,” I said. 
 
    Erik stopped. “This is good enough. Bea, why don’t you grab a disc and show your father what he’s been missing. Aim for…” He scanned the area and selected a stately oak. “That tree over there.” 
 
    My only remaining disc, a blue Innova Beast, felt comfortable in my hand. With a sidearm throw, I nailed the tree that was about 70 yards out. I’d played in a sundress a number of times, but never had I been on a course in such a nice outfit before. Fortunately, it was rather form fitting, without a lot of extra material that might interfere with my ability to throw. 
 
    Next, my dad and Omaha tried hitting various trees—both epic fails—and we repeatedly had to search the tall grass for the disc. My dad and I had to be extra careful not to get our shoes scuffed or our clothes dirtied. 
 
    “How about you, Erik?” my dad offered. “Do you want to show us what you’ve got?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” he objected. “I’m alright at the game, but I’m known merely as the Decent Flinger. Your daughter is the Amazing one.” 
 
    “I think you’re amazing too,” Omaha told him meekly. 
 
    One wide-eyed look from Erik was enough to tell me exactly what he was thinking. 
 
    We spent another half-hour in the park, honing my dad’s form and showing Omaha how to flick her wrist correctly when releasing the disc. 
 
    Eventually, my dad announced, “This has been fun. It was nice to have a break to clear our minds before tonight. But we really do have to get going. I know we’re all eager to get back home.” 
 
    As we walked back, Erik began to tell us about the history of disc golf. “A lot of people think disc golf wasn’t around before the 1970s, but it’s actually already being played now. I read that the first game was in 1926 in Canada, where some kids threw tin lids at trees. Truthfully, though, it didn’t really catch on until the 1960s, after the frisbee was invented.” 
 
    Omaha told him, “Wow, Erik. If you ever visit my time, you could probably be one of the king’s philosophers. I don’t know how you always know so much!” 
 
    My stomach began to rumble with hunger, but as we passed by Hooverville and saw all of the hungry families, I couldn’t even think about eating. It’s hard to imagine that some of these families would live the next ten years in these squalid conditions. I wished that I had more to give them. 
 
    When we were a mere block away from our destination, we regrouped one final time. The overall mood was much more serious because we all knew that what we were doing was extremely dangerous and our very lives were at risk. If it weren’t absolutely necessary to get back home, none of us would ever step foot in the Merola’s establishment again. 
 
    Like a last minute rehearsal before an important theater show, we each restated our roles before we split up—my father and me were to go into the Merola’s illegal bar where we would try to trick infamous armed mafia gangsters so that we could get the Initiator back from them. The more we talked about it, the more I realized that there were at least a million things that could go wrong. 
 
    “If everything goes in our favor, then we’ll meet you back here within an hour,” my father confirmed to Erik and Omaha. 
 
    “And if not, we know what to do,” Erik told him before looking at me and adding, “Just make sure you’re careful and if you think you might run into trouble, just leave.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” I told him. We had to be. 
 
    My dad shook Erik’s hand and gave Omaha a brief hug before he got in the final words. “Well, it seems like we’re all as ready as we’ll ever be. With any luck, we’ll all be home for dinner tonight.” 
 
    It was evening, nearly dusk, and people were entering the bar with greater frequency than they had a couple of days ago. My father used the three-tap knock, in case that was a requirement. We were immediately admitted, and I hardly recognized the place. The dance floor was packed, the tables were mostly all occupied, and the noise was deafening. Swing music blared from the large wooden radio, so my father practically had to yell to talk to me. 
 
    “I’m going to get us drinks.” 
 
    He stepped up to the bar and I realized that there were a lot of eyes on me. We were—intentionally—dressed nicer than most of the patrons. True, most of the men were in suits, but they were worn and ill fitting. The ladies were in a lovely array of gowns with all sorts of colors, tassels and beads, but few of them looked like they had come straight from the salon. One man approached me while I waited for my father to return. He was sweaty and obnoxiously loud, as he eager eyes locked onto me. 
 
    “Hey, don’t just be a billboard, come with me and give your knee.” 
 
    “What?” I grimaced. 
 
    “Come dance with me, baby!” he called out even louder. 
 
    My father interrupted, wedging himself between me and the man. “I got your drink.” Recognizing that I was taken, the man moved on to the next available woman. “It’s got actual alcohol in it,” he added. “Really strong stuff. So just pretend to drink it.” 
 
    I held it to my mouth and could tell right away it was stronger than the Ambrale that Omaha’s brother Mordael had offered me in the yellow timerift. Just touching it to my lips left a burning sensation on them. 
 
    “Did you ask about the cars?” I asked him. 
 
    “No, he was too busy. Maybe we shouldn’t have waited until evening.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let’s go stand over here,” he suggested. 
 
    Over by the edge of the bar was the hallway leading to the backrooms—the Merola’s office, the warehouse, and right in between, the storage room with my purse in it. The entrance to the hallway was behind the bar and it was obvious that it was for employees only. 
 
    A couple of women, dressed surprisingly scantily for what I had imagined possible in 1930, passed by the entrance to the hallway as they served drinks to the customers. They weren’t the target we were hoping to find. Before I could suggest that my father stop one of them, a man stepped out of the Merola’s office and spoke briefly to one of the bartenders. My father grabbed the man’s arm just below his sleeve garter as he headed back, clearly agitating him. 
 
    “Hand’s off the shirt,” he said as he turned to my father. Looking my dad over, the man softened a little bit, presuming that we came with money. “Whadaya want?” 
 
    “I wondered if I might be able to get a cheap automobile here.” 
 
    The man pondered for a moment. “We’ve got hooch down here. Gambling is upstairs. That’s it.” 
 
    My father flashed a wad of cash—hundreds of dollars—and added, “I’d really be interested in a motorized vehicle, if you know anyone that could help me out.” 
 
    There was an obvious internal struggle for the Merola thug. I could only imagine that they weren’t marketing their stolen cars in the city so that they wouldn’t be caught. I hoped the lure of cash might be enough to sway his determination. 
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” he finally said. “Can’t help you.” As quickly as he had appeared, the man disappeared into the office. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked. “Wait for Omaha and Erik?” 
 
    “Our backup plan is more risky,” my dad said slowly. “But what choice do we have?” 
 
    After we stalled for a few minutes, pretending to drink our drinks, a large man stepped up to us. Right away, I recognized him—a tall Italian-American with a large mole on his left cheek: Tony Merola stood less than two feet from us and was looking directly at me. Despite my extreme visual transformation, designed specifically to deceive Tony, it was immediately obvious that he also recognized me.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    I froze in place, making a point to breathe deeply—a panic attack would only make the situation worse. 
 
    “You look familiar,” Tony said to me, racking his memory to figure out where he’d seen me before. 
 
    “We’ve come here before,” my dad covered. “And she’s got a face that’s hard to forget.” 
 
    After another agonizing moment of Tony scrutinizing me, he turned to my father, unable to place me. “Rumor is that you’re lookin’ for a machine.” 
 
    “Do you know someone that might be able to help me out?” 
 
    “Follow me,” Tony said as he led us into the hallway. “I’m Tony, by the way. I run this joint.” 
 
    “Jacob,” my father introduced before embellishing his resume. “I’m on the board of the Empire State company. We’re constructing what will soon be the tallest building in the world.” He intentionally avoided introducing me to keep from directing any more attention my way. “I’m looking for a nice machine to keep at my property upstate.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We got a good selection right now. But even if you can’t find what you’re lookin’ for here, I’m the kind of guy that can make things happen. Tony will take care of you.” 
 
    As we walked, the second door on the right had a fresh stain of blood spattered around it—that was where the purse was. But I knew that I had to be patient and follow the plan we had devised, so I walked past the doorway and followed the two men into the warehouse. 
 
    As Tony showed my father the cars, I took a moment to catch my breath. At first, my father didn’t want me to come with him into the Merola’s establishment because of the risks. But for things to work out the way we hoped, it had to be two people buying the car. And since one of us would suddenly be carrying a purse—my purse—she needed to be a woman. We had determined that Omaha would’ve been more recognizable than I would have been. So that left me. 
 
    At this point, I was supposed to ask Tony where the restroom was, but since he had already nearly recognized me, I worried that hearing my voice would be enough to trigger his recollection. And if he remembered who I was then there was no chance that he would let us out alive. So instead, I whispered into my father’s ear. 
 
    “Tell him I need the restroom.” 
 
    Without skipping a beat, my father said to Tony, “It looks like she’s had one too many. Do you have a powder room she could use?” 
 
    “Second door on your left,” Tony said, pointing back to the hallway without a glance. Then he continued telling my father about why the car they were looking at would be great for him. 
 
    I handed my drink to my father and took the opportunity. This allowed me unsupervised access to the hallway—and to the storage closet. The corridor was empty so I passed the restroom and dashed directly to the closet. It was deep, deeper than I had thought it would be, with wooden barrels of moonshine lining both sides, stacked up to the ceiling. Fortunately, a light was on and I saw a strap from my purse peeking out from behind one of the barrels in the back. 
 
    Hastily, I rushed to the back of the small room, grabbed my purse and darted back out. My hopes that things were going exceptionally well crumbled as I exited the room. As I swung the door open, it nearly smashed into a man—the man from the bar that we had originally asked about buying a car. 
 
    “Hey,” he said harshly. “What are you doing in there?” 
 
    “Umm…” I stammered as I instinctively tucked the purse closer to my body. “I was looking for the restroom, er, I mean powder room.” 
 
    The man wrapped his hand tightly around my arm and yanked me toward the warehouse. I tried, unsuccessfully, to protest. 
 
    “Tony,” the man yelled across the warehouse as he dragged me toward Tony and my father. “I found this dame sneakin’ around in our hooch cellar.” 
 
    “Take your hands off her,” my father protested, although his voice was overpowered by Tony’s. Despite the current impediment, the edges of my dad’s mouth raised in delight as he saw that I was holding the purse. 
 
    “What was you doin’ in there?” Tony asked me sternly. 
 
    I deepened my voice slightly so as to disguise it, although I worried that it may have come out a little bit comical. “I got lost.” 
 
    Tony looked me over again—trying to figure out where he recognized me from and whether I was lying to him. Quickly, my dad used his money to lure Tony’s attention away from me. 
 
    “I’ll take this one,” he announced. “Seems like a nice machine.” 
 
    “You can let her go,” Tony told his worker reluctantly before turning to my dad. “It’s a steal at four hundred and forty bucks.” 
 
    The man released me and crossed his arms, watching me intently until I returned to my dad’s side. 
 
    “You said four twenty,” my dad protested as though haggling over twenty dollars mattered. All that really mattered was getting the Initiator back to Erik and Omaha so that we could get home. 
 
    Tony smirked, keeping his eyes focused on my dad’s. “Consider it the cost of gettin’ lost.” 
 
    “I’ve got three hundred on me now. I’ll bring the other hundred and forty to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then you can get the machine tomorrow,” Tony countered. 
 
    “If you can polish this chrome and make it shine like new, you’ve got a deal. Can I trust you?” 
 
    Tony grinned mischievously. “I’m a Merola. Of course you can trust me.” 
 
    Hands were shaken and money was exchanged and counted before Tony escorted us back to the barroom. “Be here tomorrow,” he uttered before leaving us to talk to his brother Frank, who was standing outside their office. 
 
    “You got it!” my dad exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    I reached into the purse to show him the prize we had risked so much for. The disc was in there, but as I fished around, I couldn’t find the Initiator. Immediately I panicked. It had to be there. My hand raced around every edge of the purse twice—other than my disc, a small bottle of ibuprofen and my lip balm, the purse was empty. Was the Initiator on the floor of the storage closet? Had I been in such a rush that I had missed it? 
 
    “There,” my dad said anxiously. 
 
    Following his gaze, I saw Frank holding the device in his hand, gesturing animatedly as he talked to Tony. 
 
    Discreetly, we hurried to stand closer to the edge of the bar, hoping that we could overhear the two of them. 
 
    “It’s that thing that the man was askin’ about,” Frank explained. 
 
    “Where’s you find that?” 
 
    “Eddie found it on the floor in the hooch cellar. We gotta find that guy. He’ll give you a lot of cabbage for this thing.” 
 
    “Only problem is, I don’t have no way of gettin’ ahold of him. A first name ain’t much to go on.” 
 
    “I’ll ask around. What was his name again? Stanley?” 
 
    “Samuel,” Tony corrected. 
 
    My father and I exchanged a worried look. How had Samuel tracked down the Merolas? And why? 
 
    “Let’s keep it in the office in case he shows back up,” Tony said as the two of them disappeared into the office. 
 
    “I guess it’s all up to Erik and Omaha now,” I surmised aloud. 
 
    Within minutes, it became obvious that Erik and Omaha’s part of the plan had begun. From the corner of the bar, we saw the whole scene play out. What started as a whisper gradually spread across the establishment.  
 
    “There’s something strange outside,” one man said. 
 
    “I heard it’s a zeppelin,” said another. 
 
    “No, it’s round. And spinning.” 
 
    Soon, people were streaming out of the building to see the bizarre flying object in the sky that Omaha and Erik had created. Whenever the doorway opened up from a break in the exiting crowd, a few people would excitedly rush back in to tell others what they had seen. 
 
    “It’s aliens. Somebody even said they saw one!” 
 
    “You gotta come see this thing. I ain’t never seen anything like it before!” 
 
    “The Soviets, the Soviets are invading!” 
 
    Their hysteria would simply lead more people to leave. The mass exodus was supposed to clear out the place so that we would have access to the storage closet—now it would hopefully open up the way for us to search the Merola’s office. 
 
    Erik and Omaha had spent the morning building what Omaha called a steam-powered spinning airship. Based on her description, it would look enough like a U.F.O. to draw people’s attention and create chaos at the Merola’s bar. And since Erik had for some strange reason stuffed some glowsticks in his pockets before we left our timerift, it would be visible in the night sky. I wished I could go outside and see their invention at work, but instead I had to wait for Tony and Frank to exit their office. 
 
    It wasn’t five minutes before one of their employees knocked on their door and got their attention. 
 
    “Whadaya want?” Tony huffed as he opened the door. Immediately, he saw the wild commotion and everyone leaving. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s somethin’ strange outside. They say it’s like a spinning disc in the sky, all lit up.” 
 
    Exposing a small automatic gun from inside his suit coat, Tony warned, “You saw what happened to the last guy that told me there was some kind of alien ship.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” the man backtracked. “I’m just lettin’ you know somethin’s goin’ on.” 
 
    A waitress rushed back in from outside and yelled, “Oh, my god! It just crashed into Frank’s machine!” 
 
    I didn’t know whether the crash into one of their cars was intentional or not, but it was the catalyst we had waited for. “Frank, get out here,” Tony yelled back into the office as he headed outside. Frank followed after Tony, presumably leaving their office empty. As we had hoped, chaos outside led to opportunity inside. 
 
    “You wait here,” my dad ordered as he hurried into the office. 
 
    “No,” I protested. “We’ll find the Initiator quicker if we both look for it.” 
 
    In their haste, the Merolas hadn’t locked their door so we had no trouble gaining access. The office a huge space that clearly got a lot of use. By the door there were a couple of couches and a chair. In the middle of the room was a large wooden desk. And behind the desk were cabinets, shelves and a couple of smaller roll-top desks. While the office was decorated elegantly, it was a mess compared with what I had expected. The movies I’d seen had showed gangster’s offices as being clean and organized, but the Merolas had stuff cluttering every exposed surface in the room. 
 
    “We have to hurry,” my dad urged as he began running his hands and eyes over every piece of furniture. 
 
    Even without him saying it, I knew it was true. If either of the Merolas found us sifting through their personal belongings then we were as good as dead. I followed my father’s search technique, beginning on the opposite side of the room from him. Desperately tossing papers and opening drawers, we scoured every inch of the room as quickly as possible. If the office hadn’t already been a mess, it definitely would be by the time we were finished with it. 
 
    Paranoid, I kept glancing at the door—we should have closed it. If any employees walked by, they would see us ransacking the Merola’s place. I couldn’t deal with the anxiousness of being in such a vulnerable position. 
 
    “I’m going to shut the door,” I blurted. 
 
    “Good thinking,” dad responded without looking up. 
 
    As I got to the door, I could still hear some commotion in the bar, despite the fact that the majority of the people had fled the building. Then, two familiar figures passed quickly by the door. 
 
    “Erik!” I called. “Omaha!” 
 
    Erik stopped in place and turned toward me. “What are you doing in there?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. Come on.” 
 
    They slipped into the room and I shut the door and locked it. 
 
    My words jumbled together as I rushed to explain, “I got the purse… but it was gone… the Initiator, that is… they found it… the Merolas did. And they left it in here somewhere." 
 
    “Block the door with furniture,” my dad called from over his shoulder, as he ripped a locked handle off of a wooden cabinet and exposed a dozen guns. “And be careful. There are guns over here.” 
 
    “The Initiator is in here somewhere,” I reiterated to Erik and Omaha as Erik hefted one of the couches in front of the door. “We just have to find it before they get back.” Then we could disappear from the clutches of this crime cartel like we’d never even been here. 
 
    Omaha joined me in searching while Erik shoved the other couch and chair in place to provide us additional security. She grabbed a tiny cedar chest, about the size of a cigar box, from off of a shelf to look inside of it. As soon as it opened, a slow, off-tune melody began to play. 
 
    “This is so cool,” Omaha said, looking at the music box quizzically. “The spinning cylinder inside plucks the tuning forks.” 
 
    “Focus,” I suggested. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Moving to a corner desk, the two of us rifled through all of the drawers and compartments as I told her, “It seems like your flying saucer did the trick.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for it to crash, but when it did there was a big explosion!” she said excitedly. 
 
    Omaha and I caught up with my father in the back of the room as Erik began sifting through the large desk in the middle. Since the desk was the only thing left to search, the four of us tackled it together. Within a minute, it had been scoured—I found some papers that seemed out of place, but we still had no Initiator. The papers had future dates on them, which might have been nothing. But I didn’t have time to consider it then so I just stuffed the top one in my purse to look at when we were in a safer place. 
 
    “Where can it be?” I wondered aloud, looking to see if there was anywhere else that an Initiator might be hiding. 
 
    “Over there,” my dad said as he pointed toward a large safe that sat below one of the roll-top desks. “But it’s locked.” 
 
    “Or,” Erik hypothesized, “could one of them have it in their pocket?” 
 
    I hadn’t even considered that they might’ve kept it with them! Whether it was in the safe or with one of them, we were doomed if we were caught in this room. I knew we needed to get out of here before we were caught. Before I could even suggest that we abandon the search, an angry pounding on the door grabbed everyone’s attention. 
 
    Muffled, we could hear a voice on the other side yelling profanities. We were trapped, with no escape. There was no way we could get out of this room alive, and we all knew it. 
 
    “Are you sure the safe is locked?” Erik verified. 
 
    My dad tried to turn the handle again, giving the spinning combination a few twists after it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    After a minute of the office door not budging while they tried to open it from the outside, Erik offered to put his weight into the furniture to help keep it in place—but that wasn’t really going to fix our situation. It would merely postpone the inevitable. He hadn’t even had a chance to approach the couches before an axe came down heavily on the solid wood door, jolting all of us. 
 
    “We’ve got to find the Initiator now!” my father ordered. The fear in his voice made me shiver. 
 
    “Back home,” Omaha offered, “A lot of desks have secret compartments. We should check them again.” 
 
    She began pulling the drawers of the large, central desk further out and examining them for any false bottoms or backs. The rest of us began retracing our steps, verifying that we didn’t miss it among the clutter in the room. The axe chops were beginning to splinter the door and small chunks were breaking off. When they were moments from gaining access to our fortress, my dad called me to him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that this is how it all happened. But I want you to know that I love you, Pumpkin.” 
 
    “You!” Tony screamed as the top of the door was ripped off to reveal our adversaries. The axe-man stepped aside and Tony and Frank stared us down. Frank held his machine gun steadily, awaiting Tony’s word. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Erik said as he huddled beside me. The four of us stood in a tight group, hiding behind the false protection of the desk. 
 
    Tony’s demeanor displayed an unexpected calm, although the throbbing vein in his forehead betrayed his true infuriation. “What you’ve done is unacceptable,” he explained. “Nobody, and I mean nobody does this to a Merola and lives to tell about it.” 
 
    “Should I mow ‘em down?” Frank asked. 
 
    Tony held his hand up, blocking Frank. “I don’t like to shed blood in my office,” he told us. “It’s a sacred place to me. So I’m going to ask you to step out here.” 
 
    Out of fear and solidarity, none of us budged. 
 
    “I’m only going to ask you once,” Tony said in a louder, more commanding voice. Frank tucked the stock of his gun into the crook of his elbow, ready to let his rage loose upon us. 
 
    Given the circumstances, it was understandable that an anxiety attack overcame me. My limbs shook, my pulse quickened, and my breathing all but stopped. I was—we all were—moments away from our deaths. 
 
    “Let’s go,” my dad urged with unexpected composure. “Tony, we’re coming out.” 
 
    “Are you alright, Pumpkin?” he asked me. Of course I wasn’t alright. My throat tightened and I couldn’t respond. 
 
    My father grabbed my hand securely and began to lead us toward the barricaded doorway. Protectively, his other hand held Erik’s. As my panic attack worsened, the edges of my vision began dimming—I was lightheaded and felt that I was going to pass out. 
 
    Only, the dimming vision wasn’t just black—there were specks of green too. Green? Green! Green was the timerift back home. I glanced at Omaha: One of her hands held onto Erik and the other was holding a glowing Initiator! She had found it hidden in the desk. The world went momentarily black as we disappeared from 1930 to return to our home!               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    It felt like being hit by a bus. And it sounded like it too. As the thunderous sound of time-travel faded from my ears, it was replaced by someone screaming a brief but piercing yelp. My feet slid from beneath me and I collapsed hard onto the ground below. My head continued pounding like a jackhammer was fracturing my skull as the greenish glow began to dissipate. It was a few moments before I was able to take in my surroundings. 
 
    In addition to the screamer, a small crowd of ten to fifteen people were staring at us. I would have stared too—four people dressed up in vintage outfits appeared out of thin air in the middle of a bowling alley! Erik was still standing, one of his feet securely wedged in the gutter of a lane. My dad must’ve fallen, because he was in the process of standing up while simultaneously trying to quickly usher us out. Omaha and I remained sprawled out across lane 8. I tried to stand too, but between the polished floor and my impaired state, I was unable. The facility was dimly lit, with automated ceiling laser lights darting about, periodically blinding me and intensifying my throbbing head. 
 
    “Stay off the lanes,” an employee said to the small crowd. “I’ll handle this.” He carefully walked toward us. 
 
    “We’re alright,” my father told him, reaching a hand down to help me stand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked the worker, an overweight and acne-ridden adult with a Fortnite shirt peeking out from beneath his standard issue smock. 
 
    A voice from the crowd yelled in a crazed voice, “They just showed up outta nowhere. Like they wasn’t here one minute and then they was the next!” 
 
    Although unsteady, I was on my feet, leaning heavily on my father’s arm. Erik lifted Omaha into his arms and carried her, and I worried that she was injured. 
 
    “We’ll get out of here,” my father explained as he led me up the gutter toward the crowd. “Sorry for any troubles we caused you.” 
 
    “Wait,” the worker explained. “I think I need to fill out an incident report. Did she hurt herself on the lane? You can’t walk on these. They’re dangerous.” 
 
    “No. We’re not hurt,” my dad said, trying to hurry us along to get us out of the bowling alley quickly and without creating a further scene. 
 
    As we passed the crowd, some of them mumbled that they didn’t know where we came from or that they hadn’t seen us in the building before. The loudest voice, however, continued to be the crazed person claiming that we appeared out of nowhere. “It’s magic or witchcraft or something,” he insisted in a high-pitched and frenzied voice. 
 
    “I really think I need to call an ambulance or file a report,” the worker insisted weakly. “Can’t you just wait here while I call the owner?” 
 
    “Sorry,” my father said as he rushed us outside the building. 
 
    A few people from the crowd trailed us as far as the door, where they stared as we traversed the parking lot. It was dark out and I stumbled along as my father directed us to a gas station that doubled as a Dunkin’ Donuts less than a block away. At this point, I couldn’t hold it in any longer and lost the meager contents of my stomach into some boxwood hedges. The sound seemed to awaken Omaha from unconsciousness, as she rushed to my side to join me in the unpleasant experience. 
 
    Vaguely, I heard my father asking someone about a taxi as I groggily felt around my purse until I retrieved a handful of ibuprofen. Omaha and I split them, chewing them like candy since we didn’t have water. As I returned the bottle to my purse, adrenaline jolted my mind out of its stupor—something was missing! 
 
    I looked up at Erik, who watched us sympathetically. “Where’s the Initiator?” 
 
    He held it up. “Don’t worry, Bea. I’ve got it here. You just take it easy until you feel better.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and Omaha groaned until our minivan taxi arrived. Twenty minutes later, we were being dropped off at Erik’s SUV, which was still in the parking of the New Jersey hotel where we had left it. Seeing that Omaha and I were still in an infirmed state, the men decided to get a room at the hotel for the night so that we could rest and recuperate. 
 
    “I’ll be up in a minute,” my dad said as Erik led us into the room and onto a bed. Within minutes, my pain eased into a deep sleep. 
 
    Sunlight lit the room as Erik gently shook me and Omaha awake. It was morning, although it didn’t feel like it. I looked blankly at Erik. 
 
    “We’re meeting Maia in an hour,” he explained. “I thought you might want time to shower.” 
 
    My eyes drifted closed. An hour meant an hour that I could sleep. After a few seconds, sound reasoning got the better of me—I was dirty and smelly, and a shower would be refreshing. Erik handed me my clothes from before the trip as I made my way into the bathroom. The hot steam seemed to alleviate the remnants of my pounding head, so I stayed in for much longer than I typically would’ve. 
 
    After the shower, I felt much better, and I was more than relieved to be out of the grasp of a 1930s mafia. So, when I emerged from the bathroom I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. As Omaha took my place in the bathroom, my dad hugged me tightly, profusely thanking me for bringing him home. 
 
    “You would’ve done the same thing for me,” I told him. 
 
    “We just need to meet briefly with Maia this morning, then we’re going home,” he eventually told me. “I can’t tell you how excited I am to go home!” 
 
    “You talked to Maia?” Hearing Maia’s name mentioned reminded me of the mess that we left behind here. “Did she mention Durango?” 
 
    The last I had seen of Durango, he was healing in the hospital after having been shot in the stomach. Now, assuming he had been released, he was stuck possibly without help in a world that he knew nothing about. Was he scared, alone and lost? After the way we had treated Maia, would she even have taken care of him? 
 
    “Yes, she said he was released from the hospital and is staying at a Hampton Inn near her office.” 
 
    “And he’s alright?” 
 
    “She didn’t give details about his medical condition, but since he’s out of the hospital I would assume he’s healing from the gun shot.” 
 
    “We should stop by to see him before our meeting with Maia. Wait… What are we meeting with Maia for?” I asked. 
 
    “She said that she wants to be there when we destroy the Initiator,” he explained. 
 
    Erik huffed, obviously opposed to the idea of destroying such a valuable device. 
 
    “That is,” my dad added, “Unless you think we should keep it. It’s ultimately your call, although after spending four years in 1930, I kind of agree with Maia.” 
 
    The Initiators had caused so much tragedy and anguish for me and my family. My grandfather had been deemed crazy and I never got to know him. My father had been taken away from me for four years. Mary and I had to hold a funeral for him. As I remembered the grief that I felt after my dad’s untimely ‘death’, I sighed and looked apologetically at Erik. “I think I do too.” 
 
    Erik huffed again and crossed the room to pout as he stared out the window. I understood Erik’s viewpoint—this invention was the single greatest technological breakthrough in the history of scientific developments. It held opportunity for real-time discovery and historical research that would otherwise be impossible. But much like the invention of nuclear fission, while it can have beneficial uses, it can also cause massive destruction. 
 
    “But we need to get Omaha back first,” I pointed out. “And Durango.” 
 
    My dad looked amused as he explained, “While you were in the shower I spoke with Omaha about it, and she wants to stay here. Something about life being an adventure. And for some reason she thinks that Durango would want to stay too.” 
 
    I knew the reason—Durango would stay anywhere that I was. “I need to talk to him first. I can’t let the Initiator be destroyed without making sure that he wants to stay here.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Should I call his hotel?” 
 
    “You said it’s near Maia’s office. Can we just stop by on the way?” I asked. He looked at me contemplatively. “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “I suppose,” he conceded. 
 
    Privately relishing my victory—I would see Durango within the hour!—I changed the subject. “And what about Mary? Did you call her yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he admitted. “I felt like hearing all of this would be a bit overwhelming for her, so I wanted to talk to her in person.” 
 
    “I understand,” I told him. When I told Erik that I had returned from the yellow timerift, I didn’t want to do it via text—I wanted to talk to him in person. Besides, I didn’t think Mary was going to take the whole idea of time-travel as well as Erik had. 
 
    As my dad checked us out of the hotel, Erik went to get the car for us. I took the opportunity to make sure that Omaha understood that after the Initiator was destroyed she’d never get to go home. 
 
    “I know,” she said flippantly. 
 
    “But you know that this is permanent. There’s no going back.” It seemed like she wasn’t recognizing the gravity of her situation. “You won’t get to see your brother, Mordael again.” 
 
    “Bea,” she began. “I understand. But Mordael is strong and capable. He gets along fine without me. And you’ve got to live your life somewhere. Why not here? This world you live in has so much to offer. Your planes travel a thousand times faster than any zeppelin in my time. Your food is amazing. And you have electricity too!” 
 
    “Hop in,” Erik said as he put his SUV in park. 
 
    My dad joined us and we all got into the vehicle. It seemed that Omaha had thought her decision through more than I assumed she had. That was one less thing on my list of concerns about destroying the Initiator. 
 
    When we pulled up to the five-story hotel, Erik asked, “Should I just wait here? Or should I come in?” 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” I assured him. “You can all stay in the car. I just need to make sure he understands what will happen once the Initiator is destroyed. And make sure that he wouldn’t rather go home.” And I need to tell him about Erik, I thought. It wouldn’t have been right to let Durango make a decision based on me when my emotions were an amalgam of uncertainty. 
 
    Omaha promptly thwarted my hopes of speaking honestly and privately with Durango. “I want to go. He’s a good friend and I want to make sure that he’s okay too.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. “But we’ve got to hurry.” 
 
    “You know what,” my dad suggested as he opened the passenger door of Erik’s SUV. “I think I’ll come up too. I’d like to meet the young man that saved my daughter’s life and brought her home.” 
 
    “I’ll just park over there,” Erik offered, “Since I don’t have any balloons for him this time. You know that pink balloons are a standard greeting for a prince in his time, don’t you Jacob?” 
 
    My dad was only slowly learning that most of Erik’s comments were sarcastic. “I’m sure it’ll be alright.” 
 
    As we entered the hotel lobby, my dad petitioned Omaha. “Would you be able to stay here in the hotel with Durango for a few days? Just until we get things figured out. It’s just that Mary is going to be shocked enough when I show up. To add a houseguest or two might be overwhelming.” 
 
    “We aren’t bringing them back with us?” I whined. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Omaha said amicably. “I understand. Besides, this inn probably has a lot of cool things, like the last one did. I hope there’s one of those machines that makes miniature ice blocks!” 
 
    My dad mouthed a ‘Sorry’ to me. He was right that it probably wasn’t the right time—he had a lot of explaining to do to Mary. And I had a lot to figure out with Erik before he and Durango were both around each other. But I didn’t want to leave Durango and Omaha in New Jersey either. After a few days, things would slow down and we would have to bring them back to Wexford with us. Reluctantly, I had to agree that made the most sense. 
 
    The third floor end unit, labeled room number 308, was as nondescript as the rest. I knocked lightly on the beige door, hoping not to startle him. To be fair to him, I knew that I had to tell Durango about Erik—even though nothing happened between us. Still, Erik had professed his love for me and I made no notion to reject it. Instead, it rekindled all the feelings I’d had for him over the years—all the nights that I had thought about my crush on Erik had rushed back when he told me his feelings. That wasn’t fair to Durango. And the fact that I had kissed Durango and not told Erik about it wasn’t fair to Erik. I was pretty sure I was the worst person in the world. 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” a voice said as the sound of the locks being fiddled with rattled the quietness of the hotel hallway. It was his voice—Durango’s voice—and just hearing it caused relief to wash over me. He sounded alright—not like in the hospital when his voice reflected pain from his bullet wound. My heart raced at the prospect of seeing him again.               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The hotel room door opened to reveal Durango, alive and well, and even more handsome than I remembered. Rather than his typical rustic attire, he looked amazing in a pair of slim fitting jeans and a black tee shirt that fit tightly around his biceps. Durango’s eyes widened when he saw me, and his face lit up more than I thought possible. He looked like he’d just won the Showcase Showdown on the Price is Right. 
 
    “Bea!” he cried out as he took me into his arms and lifted me up, swinging me in circles in the hallway. My dad and Omaha stood back so that they weren’t hit by my flailing legs. 
 
    “Put me down,” I cried, laughing at the unexpected fervor of his reaction. “You’ll injure yourself.” I hadn’t realized how much I’d really missed Durango until that moment, as my heart fluttered in a way that only he could cause it to. 
 
    When the enthusiastic embrace was over and I was back on my feet again, Durango next hugged Omaha. “Great to see you again.” Then he turned to my dad. “And don’t tell me that you are Bea’s father!” 
 
    “Jacob,” my dad said as he offered a hand. Ignoring the handshake, Durango heartily embraced my father too. Smiling at the warm greeting, he added, “I wanted to thank you for taking care of Bea.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” Durango said as he released my father. “And I am so glad that your rescue mission was a success,” he told me. “I spent every moment of your absence worrying about you.” 
 
    “You’re the one that had us worried. How is your wound?” 
 
    Durango lifted his shirt, revealing a bandage and his muscular abs. “This is nothing. The healers kept me for a couple more days in their hospital. They were nice but the whole place had an unpleasant smell and lots of obnoxious noises. Then Maia sent me here. But the difficult part for me was being stuck in this room all day with nothing to keep me busy.” 
 
    “You’ve never been one for lazing,” Omaha observed. 
 
    “So, what now?” Durango asked. “Do you want to stay here or return to the… What did you call my time? The yellow timerift?” 
 
    I looked over at my dad, curious what he thought of Durango and of my conversation with him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Durango said, observing me next to my father. “Of course you would want to stay here. You’ve got your father back. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    It was impressive that Durango had noticed how much I valued my relationship with my father because in his time there didn’t seem to be much significance given to familial relations—especially between Durango and his father. To continue the conversation, he invited us into his room. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” I began, feeling bad for speaking to him in such an abrupt manner. “Listen, Durango. We can’t stay long. I wish we could. It’s just that we have an appointment. We’re on our way to see Maia and destroy the Initiator. But really, I had to stop by to find out whether you wanted to stay here or go home.” Giving it a moment to sink in, I added, “Because after the Initiator is destroyed, you won’t have another chance to return to your time.” 
 
    “I’m staying here,” Omaha announced. “This place has all sorts of amazing things, including electronics!” 
 
    “I know,” Durango added. “I’ve got a machine in my room with moving pictures and sounds. But that’s not enough to keep me here.” Then he turned to me and looked into my soul with his dark eyes. Placing his hand gently on my cheek, he said tenderly, “But there is another reason for me to stay.” 
 
    Something in my heart tried to force my mouth to comply with its demands—to tell him to stay. But I couldn’t be the reason Durango stayed in the 21st century. It was his decision and I had to be sure that whatever he chose would be what he truly wanted, whether or not I was involved. 
 
    “This might be your only opportunity,” I pressured. 
 
    “I understand, Bea. And I’ll stay. No matter what, I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    I sighed, feeling like a fraud. After Erik told me about his feelings for me, I did nothing to reject him. Instead, I soaked up the attention from him that I had craved for years. Now, I was Durango’s girlfriend, while at the same time Erik was thinking we were a couple too. I wanted to come clean with Durango—with both of them, really. But there was no way that I could tell Durango about Erik in front of Omaha and my father. It was a personal and private conversation that would have to wait. 
 
    However, knowing that once the Initiator was destroyed there would be no turning back, I had to say something that would make Durango base his decision on factors that didn’t involve me. The words came out before I could stop them. 
 
    “Durango, I don’t know how to say this… But don’t stay for me. I can’t make you any promises.” I could see a flash of concern in his eyes, and it made mine well up. After all that he had done for me, I hadn’t been there with him during his recovery, and it felt like I was pushing him away at the first opportunity. I wasn’t. I wanted him to stay more than anything. I just knew that he had to make the decision to stay without my influence. 
 
    “You don’t have to promise me anything, Bea. I understand what will happen without the Initiator. But I feel like my future is entwined with this time, and this is where I wish to stay.” Durango gave me another embrace, followed by a soft kiss on the lips—which was a little bit embarrassing in front of my father. “But you just arrived. Are you sure you have to leave so soon? Can’t I come with you? When will I see you again?” 
 
    My father cut in, “I’m sorry Durango. If it’s alright with you, we were hoping that Omaha will stay here with you for a few days. I haven’t yet told my wife that I’m home and I can only imagine the kind of shock it will be to her. So, we were hoping to have some time as a family to let everything settle down.” 
 
    I added, “And that way you can heal for a little longer too. But don’t worry, we’ll figure something out in a few days. If you can’t stay with me, we’ll get you a place in Wexford, where I live.” 
 
    “Of course,” Durango said to my dad. “I wouldn’t dream of imposing at such a delicate time. Take the time you need. I’m confident you’ll come for me when the time is right. And I’ll enjoy reconnecting with Omaha and hearing all about your adventures.” 
 
    We all said our goodbyes. Omaha asked me to thank Erik and tell him that she hoped to see him again soon. And Durango was especially sad to see me go—but my dad was right. We needed to get things settled back home before dealing with two refugees that needed to find their place in our timerift. 
 
    “So, you and Durango?” my father asked as he and I walked down the skinny hotel hallway. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “I guess I just assumed that you were interested in Erik.” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Being a teenager always is.” He placed his arm around my shoulder as we walked. 
 
    “But don’t mention Durango around Erik. I need to talk to him myself.” 
 
    “Of course. We’ve all got relationship issues to work out.” 
 
    As Erik drove us to Maia’s office, he asked, “How’s the prince?” 
 
    “He’s good,” I said. 
 
    “So he’s not going back to his kingdom after all? I would’ve lost that bet. What made him decide to stay?” 
 
    My dad stared intently out the window as though it gave us the privacy I needed to really talk to Erik. 
 
    I explained, “I’m sure it’s tough to go back to the dark ages after you’ve been around all the conveniences of our time. He’s probably already hooked on Starbucks.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad Omaha’s staying with him. I think it’ll be best for them, and for us.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Erik said, turning up the song playing on his car CD player. “Have you heard this band before? They’re called Doc Robinson and they’ve got a great acoustic mellow thing going.” 
 
    The rest of the way to Maia’s office, I worried about how she might treat us. She’d already indicated that she thought that we were immature, and she had been extremely irritated with us. And then we entirely left her out of the trip without even so much as a word—she had every reason to be furious with us! 
 
    “Ms. Sperokis, your appointment is here,” the receptionist, who still had short hair and a big attitude, said from the doorway while we stood behind her. 
 
    “Send them in,” Maia ordered. 
 
    “Maia!” my dad said excitedly as he gave her a two-handed handshake. “It’s been years.” 
 
    “Who would’ve thought,” she mused, “that I’d be trapped in the future while you were trapped in the past. We never considered such extreme developments.” 
 
    “Well, at least it all worked out in the end.” 
 
    “And without any major timeline alterations.” 
 
    Erik and I sat down on the couch while the two adults caught up for a few minutes. Finally, Maia requested of him, “Jacob, please have a seat.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told Maia, “about-” 
 
    With a shushing sound and the wave of her hand, she dismissed me. “What’s in the past is in the past. Now, one of the potential problems with the Initiators is that when temporal transfers are observed, the witnesses can be confused. Have you all seen the viral video that is circulating?” 
 
    “Omaha loves viral videos,” Erik whispered to me. I smiled, remembering how crazy she was about YouTube. 
 
    “Well, she wouldn’t like this one,” Maia said as she spun her computer screen around so that we could see a CNN video rebroadcasting the bowling alley’s surveillance cameras. One moment, the lanes were empty and the next we had materialized like a Star Trek transporter had beamed us there. Even I was startled when we appeared—no wonder people were making a big deal about it. 
 
    “Fortunately,” Maia continued, “the prevailing theory is that the video has been altered. So, despite a couple of outspoken people that were in the bowling alley, this should pass quickly. But between this and the incidents we’ve experienced, you can see some of the problems that could occur from using the Initiator indiscriminately.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Erik interjected, “Is Albert Einstein as absent minded as people say he was?” 
 
    Maia shot my father a look. “That trip was entirely necessary, as I had to destroy some of his research,” she said. 
 
    “You destroyed his research?” I asked, confused. “Wouldn’t that affect the timeline?” 
 
    Slightly flustered, she continued, “We have done a few things to intentionally alter the timeline, it’s true. But only after a group consensus, and only if it would lead to a sufficient number of lives being saved to justify it.” 
 
    “So I guess the Initiators can do some good after all,” Erik concluded smugly. 
 
    “They have done some good,” Maia snapped. “But now they have become dangerous.” 
 
    “Wait,” I clarified, still surprised at how they had used the devices. “So you’re saying that you purposefully made changes to the timeline?” 
 
    “Alright,” Maia conceded. “Since everybody is so curious, I’ll explain the situation surrounding that trip. During World War II, the Germans used some of Einstein’s old research to accelerate their advancement in developing nuclear warfare. When both sides had equal power, Hitler’s reign held tightly over most of Europe. Hundreds of millions died in concentration camps over the following decades.” 
 
    “I don’t remember anything like that,” I protested. 
 
    “That’s how changes in the timeline work,” Maia insisted. “Everyone except for me grew up in the timeline where that never happened. The only thing you know is the timeline that exists after our alteration. The only people aware of the previous timeline are myself and those that worked with your grandfather.” 
 
    “Did you know, dad?” I asked, confused about his role working for Grandpa Zachariah. 
 
    “Well, I remember doing research for them. But I didn’t go back in time with Maia, and none of them told me anything after she got back. So the history that you know is the same one that I know. This is the first I’ve heard of any major modifications to the timeline.” 
 
    Maia moved on. “Enough about that. Like I said before, the past is the past. We need to move forward, and to do so the Initiators need to be destroyed.” 
 
    I hesitated. There had been so much new information exposed in the past few minutes that I had trouble processing it all. If the Initiators could make positive adjustments to the timeline, World War II could be entirely rewritten—or eliminated. But did I want to be responsible for changes in the timeline? I knew that some people’s lives might be saved, but it would surely result in other people dying. 
 
    “Besides,” Maia reasoned. “Your grandfather invented the Initiator and gave it to you with the express request that you destroy it after saving your father.” 
 
    Since my father was there, I looked to him for advice. 
 
    “You know how I feel, Pumpkin. I worked with Grandpa Zachariah for many years. I don’t think at first we truly realized the risks, but even after small changes happened, your grandfather and all of us knew that the time would come when we would need to destroy this technology. But he did leave it up to you.” 
 
    Even though I had inherited it, the Initiator didn’t feel like it truly was mine. Grandpa Zachariah created it, and it was his—and it was his decision what we did with it. 
 
    “Let’s destroy it,” I said firmly. Besides, I couldn’t imagine the level of guilt I would feel if I knew that people might die because of my decision to keep the Initiator. 
 
    Maia reached below her desk and pulled out a machine that looked like a small metallic microwave. “This is an electronics incinerator. First, it uses an electromagnetic surge to wipe the memory and operational ability of the Initiator. Then it incinerates the machine so that it can never be dissected and replicated.” 
 
    She held the machine open, inviting me to set the Initiator inside. Erik gritted his teeth, restraining himself from stopping me. It was obvious that he wanted to speak up—to argue with us about what we were doing—but knew that it was a losing battle. I almost thanked him for remaining quiet and not contributing to the stressfulness of this already difficult decision. 
 
    After I placed the time machine into the box, Maia shut the door and sealed it inside. At that moment, I didn’t need Erik to point out all of the lost opportunities, as many of them were racing through my mind. I could attend the original Woodstock. I could find out what technology would be developed in the next century. I could actually meet Marilyn Monroe. 
 
    As Maia’s finger hovered over the button that would destroy the Initiator forever, she said something that caused me to waiver in my decision. 
 
    “These electronics incinerator machines have actually been around since the 1960s. President Johnson had the defense department develop them to destroy classified information about the Vietnam War.” 
 
    “The Vietnam War?” I asked, confused. America never took part in a war in Vietnam. 
 
    “Johnson?” Erik clarified. “Are you talking about J.F.K.’s vice president?” 
 
    “Hold on,” my dad announced, placing his hand between Maia’s finger and the electronics incinerator. “Either we are all wildly confused or there’s been some major changes in the timeline.”               
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    “So this is what it feels like?” Maia mused. “Typically I’ve been on your side of the timeline shifts.” 
 
    “Either way,” my father explained. “We need to get to the bottom of it all before we decide what to do with the last remaining Initiator.” 
 
    “It isn’t even the last one,” Erik realized. “If we destroy our Initiator, then who would be able to stop Sebastius if he starts using his to cause other disruptions in the timeline?” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” my father cautioned. “Sebastius probably had nothing to do with this. The Initiator can’t currently transition to any time between 1930 and now. It’s probably something that we did accidentally.” 
 
    Maia spun her computer screen so that all of us could see it. “Okay, here’s a list of presidents from the 1930s onward. Do you see any discrepancies?” 
 
    “Johnson, Nixon, and Ford,” we all pointed out. 
 
    None of them had ever been presidents, as far as any of us knew. Lyndon B. Johnson had been vice president for Kennedy, but he never ran for president. And while Richard Nixon had run for president a few times, he never won. And I’d never even heard of Gerald Ford. Maia’s list displayed those three names between Kennedy and Carter, when there really should’ve just been one name. 
 
    Erik explained, “It should read Kennedy, Humphrey and then Carter.” 
 
    After Kennedy had been a successful and popular president for eight years, Hubert Humphry ran for president against Nixon, and barely beat him. Humphry also remained president for two terms. 
 
    “And how did J.F.K. die in your timeline?” Maia asked. 
 
    “He died in the late 1980s,” my dad explained. “Adrenal failure, if I remember correctly. Why? What happened to him in yours?” 
 
    Maia found a photo on the internet of a 1963 newspaper with the bold headline Kennedy Assassinated. 
 
    A lump formed in my throat. “Are you saying that we did something in 1930 that led to President Kennedy being assassinated?” 
 
    My dad scooted his chair so that he could put his arm around me. “That’s the way it looks, Pumpkin. But sometimes these things happen with time-travel. You didn’t do anything intentional. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    It was jarring to my brain to try to comprehend that the history I knew no longer existed—and regardless of what my dad was telling me, it was my fault. If I hadn’t gone back to save him then the timeline wouldn’t have changed. And President Kennedy wouldn’t have been killed. And whatever war took place in Vietnam would never have happened. People died, and it was my fault. I felt sick. 
 
    “I need some fresh air,” I said, bolting out of the room before my nausea got the better of me. Before reaching the elevators, I passed a restroom and stepped inside to splash some water on my face. 
 
    My mind was still fighting the claim that the list of presidents that I had learned in school was no longer accurate. I stayed in the bathroom for a long time, mentally repeating the new history to make my brain assimilate it. It just didn’t make sense to me—I relived all of our encounters in 1930 and couldn’t think of any way that we could’ve caused these changes to take place. Omaha and I spoke briefly with the mayor of New York City, but he didn’t have the kind of influence needed to affect future presidents. We surely freaked out the Merolas by disappearing right in front of them, but I didn’t know of any connection between them and the election of presidents in the 1960s and 1970s. And even if the Merolas did guide the success of certain presidents, why would our brief encounter with them have made any difference? As hard as I tried to reason it out, my brain couldn’t piece together our part in the timeline shifts. 
 
    Finally, I stepped outside of the restroom and found Erik standing beside the women’s room door. 
 
    “How long have you been waiting here?” I asked him. 
 
    He glanced at his wrist, although he wasn’t wearing a watch. “About ten minutes. Are you alright?” 
 
    “I just… I just can’t believe it’s true. Did we have a hand in a president’s assassination?” 
 
    I wanted him to wrap me in a tight hug and tell me everything was a dream—or at least that everything would be alright. Instead, he kept to himself, a couple feet separating us. 
 
    His voice was serious and somber. “We’re figuring it all out right now, Bea. Let’s just go back and see whatever else might’ve changed.” 
 
    “Alright,” I reluctantly agreed, not yet ready to discover any more changes. 
 
    My father was speaking as we stepped back into the office. “So you’re saying that this Oswald character didn’t do it?” 
 
    Maia clarified, “Likely he did, but there was never any definitive proof. And since he was shot, nobody ever got to hear his testimony.” 
 
    “So who shot Oswald?” my dad continued. 
 
    Maia remained calm as she answered. “A man named Jack Ruby.” 
 
    “Jack Ruby?” I asked. “Like the ruthless Jack Ruby that ran the Chicago division of the Merola Mafia for decades?” 
 
    Maia glared at me like I was rambling and digressing. 
 
    “Is that the one?” Erik urged. 
 
    “Ruby was a nobody,” Maia said. She hesitated, unsure if she wanted to know the answer to her follow up question or not. “What is the Merola Mafia?” 
 
    We all recoiled, finally discerning the connection between our visit to the 1930s and the Kennedy assassination. 
 
    “You’ve seriously never heard of the Merolas?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    Maia did a quick search on Google. “Nothing comes up when I search for ‘Merola mafia’. In fact, the only Merola mentioned at all is the Merola Investment Firm.” Then, a few clicks later, “Wait, there’s a footnote on their Wikipedia page that mentions some illegal activity in New York from 1928 to 1930, but that was never verified.” 
 
    “Well we can verify it,” Erik said. “We barely made it out of there alive!” 
 
    Maia’s mention of dates reminded me of another clue that might help us to figure out what had happened. I pulled a piece of paper out of my pocket—the one that I had stuffed in my purse in the Merola’s office in 1930—and piped in, “Is this something? There was a stack of papers like this on Tony’s desk.” 
 
    I held the small piece of scratch paper up to examine it. The handwriting was sloppy, and all that the page had on it was a list of random dates. Erik read over my shoulder.  
 
    The paper, in its entirety, read: 6/24/30 +, 7/13/30 -, 8/3/30 +, 9/10/30 -, 11/2/30+, 11/16/30 -, 2/1/31 +, 2/22/31 -. 
 
    “What is it?” Maia asked. 
 
    “Just a bunch of dates,” I said. “This one lists six dates in 1930 and two in 1931. But there were dozens of other pages like this.” 
 
    “These aren’t just any dates,” Erik concluded, taking the paper from me. “There are notations by each date, a plus or a minus. I’m willing to bet these are stock tips.” 
 
    Maia compared the dates to a stock market history graph that she found on the internet—Erik was right. 
 
    “Sebastius must have given this information to Tony Merola,” Erik concluded. 
 
    Maia concurred, “That would explain the wild success of the Merola Firm. They’ve been like a money machine for the past century. They own properties all over the country, including about half of Vegas.” 
 
    After a little more discussion and research, we couldn’t detect any other major changes to the timeline.  
 
    “But I still don’t understand what Samuel—I mean Sebastius’s end game is,” my father pondered aloud. 
 
    “Well, we’ll need to figure it out,” I concluded. “And we can’t destroy the Initiator until we do.” 
 
    Maia retrieved the Initiator from her machine and suggested, “This office is a very secure location. I should probably keep it here.” She began to put the item in a drawer of her desk that undoubtedly locked. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” my dad agreed. 
 
    For some reason, I felt funny about leaving the device with Maia. It didn’t make sense to feel that way—she was responsible and capable, and she even had a hand in inventing it. But something rubbed me the wrong way about her presumptive manner. 
 
    Erik brazenly spoke up before I had a chance to. “It belongs to Bea. I think she should keep it with her.” 
 
    Maia bit her tongue and responded politely. “I understand that it belongs to Bea. But I’m more than capable of keeping it safe for her until we’re ready to use it again.” 
 
    “I agree with Erik,” I blurted out. “Grandpa left it to me and I’d rather keep it with me.” 
 
    Trying to dissuade me, Maia added, “We can’t risk it getting lost or broken, Bea. An Initiator is a valuable piece of machinery.” She held it in her hand so that I could see it clearly. “This is the only one left besides the one that Sebastius has.” 
 
    Erik snarkily asked, “You mean the one that was yours, but you haphazardly left for Sebastius to recover?” 
 
    Standing my ground, I repeated, “Grandpa left it to me, so I’d feel better keeping it with me.” 
 
    Maia looked to my dad for support, which was a bad idea since he always sided with his little girl. “It is Bea’s,” he agreed.  
 
    Reluctantly, Maia handed the Initiator back to me. With that awkward interchange over, my father stood up and smiled widely. “Well, I don’t know what we should do about the timeline, if anything. But for now I need to get home and see my wife. It’s been four years!”               
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    After we reclaimed the Initiator and said our goodbyes to Maia, we began the six-hour drive home. My dad offered to drive, but Erik said he didn’t mind, and he was able to get us home in under five and a half. Along the way, I used my phone to scour the internet for any additional alterations to the timeline. Details about the Merolas, especially before 1933, were sparse. 
 
    “Here’s something,” I announced while reading a top ten list of things you didn’t know about the Merola Investment Firm. “It says here: Tony Merola had a brother named Frank that was admitted to a psychiatric hospital in early 1933. He claimed to have had an encounter with aliens that took the form of teenagers, destroyed his car and office, and then returned to their planet. Frank died in 1935 after suffering a fatal seizure as a result of his psychiatric treatments.” 
 
    “We may not have caused the other changes in the timeline,” Erik noted. “But I think that one might be our fault.” 
 
    Curiosity about our impact on history dominated our conversation. Although, I found that it was difficult to search for history that didn’t happen. Instead, finding changes was more of a guessing game. They guessed, and I searched. 
 
    Erik asked, “Are the Beatles still the greatest band of all time?” 
 
    “Not if you’re an Elvis fan,” my dad replied in his poor attempt at an Elvis accent. He’d always been partial to The King. 
 
    “No changes to rock history,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Elvis may have left the building but he didn’t leave the timeline,” my dad observed. Erik and I groaned at the lame joke. 
 
    “Did the Browns ever win a Superbowl?” my dad asked next. 
 
    My search came up empty. “It doesn’t look like they’ve ever even been.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Erik commented. 
 
    About a hundred miles further down the road, I started researching the Kennedy assassination and made another shocking discovery about the timeline change. “So, apparently not everyone believes that the Oswald guy killed Kennedy. There are all sorts of conspiracy theories about it.” 
 
    “Like what?” Erik asked me enthusiastically. 
 
    “That the CIA was involved, or that Lyndon B. Johnson arranged it. Or that it was the ‘man on the grassy knoll’.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    I skimmed the article and summarized it. “They say that the bullet that killed Kennedy came from a grassy area, and that photographs show a man in that area that the FBI could never identify.” I clicked on a grainy picture and zoomed in on it. Despite the poor quality image, I recognized the mysterious man in the picture. “I know who shot Kennedy,” I added soberly. 
 
    “Let me see that,” my dad said from the front seat. 
 
    Erik, while driving, looked over as I reached my phone from the back seat. “See that mark on the man’s cheek. That’s Tony Merola. He’s older, but I’m certain that’s him.” 
 
    We examined the image closer. Afterwards, we rode in silence as we contemplated this revelation. After Googling “Tony Merola Kennedy assassination”, I found a few other people who had made the connection between Tony’s distinctive mole and the mystery man on the grassy knoll. They were considered obscure theories by people deemed crazy, and no credibility was given to these suspicions. 
 
    “So, here’s what I’m thinking,” Erik announced. “Sebastius gave Tony some money and all these stock tips so that he could create a financial empire. And Sebastius arranged to have Tony kill Kennedy because Kennedy interfered with his plan in some way.” 
 
    “And that plan is what?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know for sure, but it seems likely that Sebastius had this Merola Firm built up so that he could take it over and become one of the richest men in the world.” 
 
    “I don’t think riches are what he’s after,” my father countered. “I worked with him, and he had plenty of money and plenty of opportunities to make more money, but that was never a big concern for him.” 
 
    “Well, if not money, then what?” I reiterated. 
 
    “I know,” Erik said with confidence as a thought clearly raced through his mind. “He probably wants to become the Immortal One!” 
 
    I turned toward him. “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know how I was always asking Omaha about her time, right? Things like their scientific understandings, what medicine was like, even about their government and religion. Well, one day she told me about those Twilight Temple clerics that you’d told me about. And she mentioned some legends, I think they were called the Emergence Legends, and that they talked about an Immortal One that controls the clerics.” 
 
    Shivering at the thought of them, I said, “I met the clerics, and they’re creepy. And I know about the Emergence Legends. But I’ve never heard of the Immortal One. Do you really think that’s what Sebastius was after?” 
 
    “He had invested heavily in some genetics companies that looked into extending life,” my dad added. 
 
    “Besides that, Omaha said that Sebastius told you that his legacy would be in the blue timerift.” 
 
    Erik’s words jarred a memory loose in my brain. It had been just before we transitioned back to the current timerift—just before Durango had been shot. Everything from that point forward had been such a blur that I had forgotten about Sebastius’s words altogether. But he did say something to that effect. 
 
    “I need to give her a call,” I said, dialing the hotel on my phone. 
 
    Durango answered, excited to hear from my voice through a machine that would’ve been considered magical in his time. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t have time to chat right now,” I told him. It was agonizing to have to put him off again. I certainly wasn’t trying to avoid him and he didn’t deserve my neglect, but there was just so much happening so quickly that I couldn’t give him the time he needed and that I wanted. “I need to ask Omaha something. Can you put her on the phone?” 
 
    “Bea?” she asked a moment later. 
 
    “Yes it’s me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe how good these movies on the Hallmark Channel are! The one we’re watching now-” 
 
    I interrupted her. “I’m sorry Omaha. You’ll have to tell me about it later. We think that there might be something wrong with the timeline and maybe especially your time. What do you know about the Immortal One? What do the Emergence Legends say?” 
 
    She paused briefly. “Umm, the Legends said that there used to be a time when the world had electricity. But then the Immortal One arrived and neutralized it.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. Why would Sebastius want to do that? “And why is he called the Immoral One?” 
 
    “He’s the Immortal One because his consciousness is in all of the Twilight Temple clerics. They are all connected through him.” 
 
    To process the information, I summed up my deduction aloud for those in the car with me to hear. “So Sebastius went into the past, to 1930, to create wealth. Then, he jumped forward to the future, to the blue timerift, in order to secure his opportunity to become Immortal One.” The pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together and everything was beginning to make sense. Everything except for one aspect. 
 
    Erik glanced at me in the mirror. “But why would he recruit Tony to kill off Kennedy?” 
 
    I worried that I might know the answer to that too. “Omaha, do you know what the Immortal One’s name was?” 
 
    Omaha spoke with uncertainty, “It was mentioned a time or two in the Emergence Legends. I think that the person that became the Immortal One might have been called Kennedy.” 
 
    I hung up on her abruptly, my heart racing. “The Immortal One is a Kennedy.” 
 
    “Hang on,” my father said as he turned toward me. “With nearly a hundred years separating our timerift from the blue one, how could he determine that it was through John F. Kennedy? Google other Kennedy family deaths.” 
 
    My fingers typed quickly and I read the words as they appeared. “John and Jackie had a miscarriage and a stillbirth, and a son that died just after being born. Another son, John Jr. later died in a plane crash.” 
 
    “None of that’s right,” my dad uttered. 
 
    “John’s siblings Joseph and Kathleen Kennedy also died in plane crashes. And like John, his brother Robert was assassinated. The list goes on and on.” 
 
    “Mass murder to wipe out a whole family has Tony Merola written all over it,” my dad surmised. 
 
    “So,” Erik deduced, “Sebastius bribed Tony with money to kill off the Kennedy family. That way he could take the place of whichever Kennedy descendent would have become the Immortal One.” 
 
    “And it makes sense that he hired Tony,” my dad added. “It was the Merola’s ability to take make things happen without ever getting caught that made them so infamous.” 
 
    “So now the question is, what do we do about all of this?” I pondered. 
 
    “The other question,” Erik said, “is whether you’re ready to go home now or if we need to keep figuring this out.” 
 
    Our conversation had been so engrossing that I hadn’t even realized that we were nearing the Wexford exit on I-76. 
 
    “We’ve got time on our side,” my dad determined. “You need to get home to your parents and I need to see Mary.”               
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Erik pulled into our driveway. He shifted the SUV into park, but we all stayed in our seats. 
 
    “You painted the house gray,” my father noted as he examined the otherwise familiar dwelling. 
 
    “Mary never liked the blue.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. I used to hear go on a tirade about it almost every month.” Then he offered a halfhearted laugh. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked after an awkward moment of silence. 
 
    He nodded solemnly. 
 
    “What are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    “I tried that with Erik,” I said, recalling my attempt to prove that I could time-travel. “It’s a tough sell.” 
 
    “I believed you,” Erik said defensively. “Once you proved it to me by sending your friend a few centuries away.” 
 
    I laughed and exited the car only to find Mary swinging open the front door. 
 
    “Bea!” Mary yelled as she began marching toward me. “What has gotten into you? Do you know what it does to me when you run away?” 
 
    She crossed the yard, preparing to really lay into me for my insolent behavior. The expression of anger and outrage turned to disbelief as my father stepped out of the passenger seat of Erik’s SUV. 
 
    “Mary,” he said tenderly. “I’m home.” 
 
    She began fanning herself and I prepared to catch her if she were to pass out. “Jacob?” She stared at him in confusion and delight. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said as he crossed the distance between them. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    Mary began backing away, unable to complete a thought. “What are-? Where have you-? How-?” 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” he said, wrapping his hand around her arm and pulling her closer as they walked. 
 
    “It’s really you?” she asked, his touch causing her to recognize the reality of the situation. “We thought you’d died.” 
 
    “I know. Bea told me. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Mary jerked away and slapped him on the arm. “Where were you all these years? How could you do that to us?” 
 
    “Mary,” I said sharply. “Just come inside with us and we’ll explain.” 
 
    As we walked into the house, I waved Erik on. He had the tougher task of explaining where he’d been without bringing home a presumed dead loved one to cushion the blow. 
 
    Much to my surprise, although Mary was obviously skeptical, she seemed to believe my father’s claim of time-travel better than Erik had believed mine. Dad provided just enough details to add credibility without entirely overwhelming her. My supportive nods and expressions of agreement added weight to his story. While on the one hand I was glad that she was supportive, I couldn’t help but also think that she was being gullible. I had a hard time believing in time-travel, and I had experienced it more than once! 
 
    Since I was temporarily off the hook for running away—twice—I decided to give them time to reconnect, and to give time for Mary to process everything that was being revealed to her. In the privacy of my room, I texted Erik to find out that his parents were putting him under lockdown—not for disappearing and running away without notice for five days, but for skipping out on school. 
 
    Next I called Durango. He picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “Durango?” I said timidly. 
 
    “Bea? Do you want me to get Omaha for you again?” 
 
    “No,” I said, feeling bad that I had repeatedly avoided talking to him. “I’m calling for you. I’m sorry about earlier.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize. Omaha told me all that you’d been through, and I can only imagine the stress you must be under right now.” 
 
    “Still,” I repeated, “It isn’t fair to you.” 
 
    “She said that you were almost killed by a man with projectile weapons like the one that shot me. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Like you said, a little frazzled, but fine.” 
 
    “Tell me everything,” he said. 
 
    We talked for hours, and I was so glad to finally reconnect with him. With the exception of Erik’s feelings for me—which I thought should wait until we were in person—I told him every detail of the trip. The level of his concern and interest were endearing. Asking about his experiences was much more boring. The biggest takeaway was that he was very eager to get out of the hotel room and come to see me. I wanted to see him too. 
 
    Fortunately, to break the monotony of the day, Maia was about to visit them for the first time since he’d been released from the hospital. Before we hung up, Omaha also got on the phone, and she and I chatted for a while randomly about how great the original The Lion King movie was. 
 
    By evening, I was hungry and went to the kitchen. Dad was sitting at the table looking at a tablet and catching up on the news that he’d missed out on over the past four years. Mary was preparing food at the stove. I stood in the doorway and smiled—we were like a family again. For that moment, it was like nothing had ever changed. 
 
    Mary saw me and smiled. “Bea, I’m making your father’s favorite tonight, chicken pot pie.” 
 
    “You never cook,” I snapped. My dad gave me a disapproving look, causing me to feel ashamed over all of the times that I’d been disrespectful to Mary. “I mean, thanks for making dinner,” I corrected. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said courteously. 
 
    “You sure seemed to accept Dad’s explanation pretty easily. I would’ve thought time-travel would be a little tougher to believe.” 
 
    “Oh, it is,” she said. “But when I cleaned out his office a couple of years ago, I saw some references to time machines. To be honest, I worried that Jacob had gone crazy.” 
 
    “Hey!” my dad objected. 
 
    “Well,” she countered. “What I saw seemed on the same level as conspiracy theories. Anyway, Bea, I never wanted to tarnish your opinion of your father so I didn’t mention it to you. But I did worry about his sanity after I saw all that.” 
 
    I told her, “In case you needed some additional proof, here’s a picture that Maia sent me.” On my tablet, I showed Mary the sepia-toned photograph of my dad at the Empire State Building construction site. 
 
    “I can’t believe you were a part of that monstrosity,” she told Dad emphatically. 
 
    “What are you talking about? The Empire State Building is the most iconic building in New York. And it was the tallest in the world for over forty years.” 
 
    “If I didn’t have doubts about your sanity before, I definitely do now,” she said while dicing carrots into irregular cubes. 
 
    My father pulled up a photo of the building on his tablet and his jaw dropped. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I stepped over to look at the image. “Where’s the top?” 
 
    Instead of the art-deco angled top and antenna that we were accustomed to, the roof was flat with only a short, stubby tower-like protrusion in the middle. It gave the entire building a plain and overall unattractive appearance. 
 
    “What is that?” my father asked. 
 
    Mary pointed to the tiny tower in the center of the roof. “That’s the dirigible mooring tower. What a joke that turned out to be.” 
 
    My dad turned off the tablet so that we wouldn’t have to look at the unsightly building any longer. “How Sebastius accomplished so much in such a short time, I will never understand.” 
 
    The shade of my face reddened slightly. “That might actually be our fault,” I admitted. “Omaha and I may have had a run in with the mayor. And she might have persuaded him to consider turning the building into a place for blimps to land.” 
 
    My father shook his head in disbelief just as my phone began to ring. Maia was calling. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Bea? I need you to put Jacob on the phone.” 
 
    “Dad,” I said, handing him the telephone. “It’s Maia, and she sounds upset.” 
 
    Based on his reactions during the call, something important and urgent was happening. After he hung up from the brief conversation, I asked him, “What was that about?” 
 
    The wrinkles on my father’s face deepened with worry. “Maia came to the same conclusions about what Sebastius is up to that we had. But she seems to think that the situation is more urgent than we assumed. Apparently, she’s visited the blue timerift once before, and based on the world conditions that will exist at that time, she feels like he is going to act right away.” 
 
    I worried too, although I didn’t fully understand the ramifications of Sebastius’s actions. “To become the Immortal One?” I clarified. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mary asked. 
 
    Dad ignored her. “She’s arranged for us to fly to New Jersey. It looks like if we want to have any chance of stopping Sebastius, we’ll need to act right away. The tickets are for tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Before I even had a chance to panic about flying, my heart sunk. I finally had my father back after all these years, and all that I wanted was to get back to normal life—my routine of family, friends, disc golf, and even school. But if Maia was taking action on this situation so quickly, then I knew that she meant business. I had to wrap my mind around the conclusion that I would have to use the Initiator one more time: We would have to stop Sebastius once and for all. 
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    With Sebastius tilting the future in his favor, Bea and her friends will have to not only figure out what his plans are, but somehow stop him before the entire world is affected. But she is about to learn that the future is a dangerous place, and someone that she loves may have to be sacrificed in order to save the planet. Don’t miss this exciting third installment in the TimeRift series! 
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    In a post-American world, where an oppressive global government blankets all of humanity, the entire prison system has been dismissed in favor of an ungoverned region of forced exile. Commonly called the State of Refuge, the convicts within its boundaries must fend for themselves amidst violence and anarchy if they hope to survive. When seventeen-year-old Derek Vaskez is wrongly sentenced there, he finds himself caught up in a conspiracy much larger than he could ever imagine. He alone possesses something that many ruthless people are searching for and would kill to obtain—something so valuable that it could change the entire world as he knows it. 
 
      
 
    Filled with non-stop action, exciting twists, edge-of-your-seat suspense, and even a touch of humor and romance, you are sure to enjoy the entire State of Refuge trilogy! 
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