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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      If you’re just checking in, it’s time to get you caught up. I’ve become quite the time-traveling connoisseur. Kurt, Braxton, and I have friends in just about every century. We have a resident-time professor that pops in from time to time. He also spends at least half of his waking hours getting lost in the folds of time and space, making us chase after him. We’ll get to that. 

      My friend, who happens to be a girl with the face of sunshine and curls of silk, is friends with Shakespeare. Yup, William Shakespeare. He stopped by for a visit a few months ago.

      But again, I’m getting off course. You see, it’s been a rough couple of months. Kurt’s dad passed away not long after he sold his transport company during his cancer treatment and bought a little record store (with a bit of help from the Post, as in the cereal dynasty). It turns out it was always going to be Kurt’s store, but that was a hard pill to swallow. 

      Our small fleet of Pedalers got a little beat up too. My theory is that a group of Pawnee kids used them for target practice while we were busy eating chili with Annie Oakley. Nevertheless, we used Journey’s glitchy electronic remote to travel back. It was rough, and all of us felt like we’d been tossed in a blender when we got back. 

      Luckily, Moorehart was able to make the repairs. He scoured the globe, gathering odds and ends for the rebuild. Moorehart’s machine is practically brand-new. Mine, however, has some dings, dents, and holes, but that’s okay. It has character. 

      While we dealt with Moorehart’s latest “lost in time” debacle, I voiced my concerns about him running off all willy-nilly. After some reflection, he agreed there must be a better way for all of us to keep tabs on each other for safety’s sake. But the only place we’d find what we need was in the future.

      That brings us to this journal entry. I’m making it my mission to document what’s about to happen for science. The person who has spent the most time in the future is Moorehart. 

      I once poked my head through the veil, but only for a quick view. So, it’s essential to keep a record of what we encounter when we leap forward. 

      Ready? Here we go… 
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        * * *

      

      Loaded down with more supplies than we’d ever bothered to pack, The Pedaler seemed to sag, though it could have been my imagination. We pushed our bags under the seat the best we could, but once done, trying to cram our legs inside was like shoving feet into shoes that were three sizes too small. 

      “Are you sure we need all of this?” Kurt grumbled from the middle of the bench. 

      “Better safe than sorry. Weren’t you ever in the Scouts?”

      “Oh, right. Always be prepared,” he scoffed with a proper flick of his head. 

      Moorehart giggled like a child who was given a new toy, his eyes beaming and bright. I guessed I was the only one a little apprehensive about leaping into the future. While Moorehart had experience, when I thought of colliding with new technology and a world that only lived in my imagination, my stomach sank. Would there be flying cars? Clones? A dystopian wasteland? 

      The one time I briefly stepped into the future, it was as lush and green as an emerald. Did that mean society ceased to exist? It was in the middle of a state park, so who’s to say it wasn’t just an indication of an effective conservation effort? The thoughts tumbled in my head like loose screws, rattling amongst washers and bolts of excitement and wonder. 

      “On your cue, my boy.” Moorehart eyed me from above my right shoulder, his tall frame held stiff by his brown tweed coat. 

      “Right,” I coughed. 

      Since Moorehart already programmed The Pedaler, I closed my eyes and pushed my All-Stars forward, pedaling into the swirling time dust.
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        * * *

      

      Sonora, California 

      November 3, 2089 

      When the buzzing stopped and my eyes recovered from the bright lights, I realized we were outside. Although I wasn’t sure what to expect, the building that once housed the Emporium was ancient. My heart twinged when I realized my family’s business didn’t exist in this time. 

      We landed beside a dark and abandoned parking garage. I could hear water dripping from a drainage pipe a few yards away. Green moss grew up the half-wall beside us, and clusters of trees dotted the landscape. Buildings popped up between them, not the other way around. 

      “It’s beautiful,” Moorehart whispered. Kurt nodded in agreement as he slid to the ground. 

      “I guess the environmental initiatives worked.” Kurt knelt and ran a hand over the thick, healthy grass that sprung up on the edge of the garage. “I never imagined the town would be this green.” 

      “That’s cool, but let’s get moving. First, we need tech, and then we need to get home.” I threaded my arms through my backpack straps and zipped my hoodie. 

      “Environmental what?” Moorehart paused as Kurt and I passed him. 

      “Don’t worry about it, old man.” Kurt chuckled, tossing a glance over his shoulder with a smirk. 

      I led the way, stepping onto a stone path I assumed was once the sidewalk. The street beside us was inverted entirely white with black and yellow lines. I did a double-take, wondering when they departed from the roads I knew from my time.

      “I remember this!” Kurt pointed at the road. “It’s plastic. Supposed to be more durable and reflects heat or some mumbo jumbo.” 

      I studied the plastic and waffled gridwork that made up the streets. The entire thing was reminiscent of the Yellow Brick Road, which cut through the Land of Oz, except this was a white ribbon pathway snaking through the town. 

      Sterile gray buildings replaced our once historic structures, and the only decorations were sleek signs that stated the business names. There were no catchy slogans or sales announcements anywhere in sight. 

      “I can’t believe this is Sonora.” My voice faded as we walked, my eyes wide as I continued to stare. 

      A hoarse cough erupted from a doorway to my right. “It’s not. Hasn’t been for a long, long time.” 

      An elderly man in white linen clothing stepped from the shadows. He was unusually clean and wore neat, organic slippers. 

      “Not Sonora?” 

      “This here is Great Stanislaus, Nevada.” The man cleared the phlegm from his throat, wiping spittle on his forearm. “You bunch from the past?”

      The three of us shot panicked glances at each other, unsure of what to say or how the man knew of time travel.

      “It’s okay. I’m one of the red-pilled. I know a Time Traveler when I see one.” The man shook his finger and chortled.

      “Are there many travelers here? In this era?” Moorehart bent so he was eye to eye to the strange man. It resembled the way a parent would speak to their child on their level.

      “A few. It’s been passed down from the founder Chai.” 

      An explosive gasp erupted from my throat. Chai? Surely, he hadn’t referred to my sister. 

      I swallowed and gathered my composure, all while enduring the intense collective gaze from the group. 

      “Chai who?” When my words finally came, my voice quivered like a bowstring. 

      “She used to live around here. Right around where your gadget is parked.” He pointed a shaky finger behind us. 

      It took a few seconds for me to register what he was saying and process if it could be true. If we were standing in 2089, it couldn’t have been too far-fetched for Chai to take up the business of traveling. 

      The older man cocked his head and scratched his chin. “I went to school with her - same grade even.”

      “Is she still around?” I pressed with a flood of questions, ready to break the dam, but the man shook his head with a frown. 

      “No, young man. She’s a time traveler, after all, so she’s everywhere. You can speak to her troop of scientists, though. They’re tricky to find, but if you know where to look, and I’m guessing you do…” He chuckled with a wink. 

      “Can you at least give us a hint, mister?” Kurt’s voice shook as he placed a hand on his stomach. When a rumble came from his midsection, I was relieved I packed a few snacks. The kid needed a constant supply of sugar.

      “There’s a park that way near the old high school. Follow the painted stones.” With that, the man squatted in the doorway and hid in the shadows once more. 

      I glanced toward the direction of the park, the one I walked past every day in my time. I sucked in a breath, remembering the shiver it gave every time I neared it. 

      As we set forth on our journey, I was already elbow-deep in my backpack, hunting for Kurt’s granola bar when we passed the next street. When I finally retrieved a snack for Kurt, he almost lunged at me and inhaled it.

      Once we drew closer to the park, the buildings sat further apart and seemed even greener, if that’s possible. There was an absence of traditional houses. In the past, you would have seen a few Victorians, the odd bungalow here and there. Now, there were glass yurt-like structures that dotted the landscape behind the skyscrapers. 

      “This our stop?” Moorehart lifted a hand to shield his eyes and stared ahead at a shiny silver archway that marked the park entrance. I nodded, and we crossed the street to more sidewalk stones. 

      As we passed under the arch, I drummed my fingers over the surface, curious about the material. It sounded as flimsy as a pop can but was much harder than aluminum. 

      “Weird,” Kurt said under his breath.

      “Very.” I tightened my backpack onto my shoulders and softened my steps. My heart quickened and sweat beaded along the back of my neck. Even in the November breeze, I was burning up from nerves. 

      “What are we supposed to be looking for?” Kurt asked, picking at a row of bushes in passing. 

      I shrugged - too focused on the landscape to notice anything out of the ordinary. 

      “Do you have those funky glasses? You packed the entire lab. Surely you have those.” Kurt sent me a dubious look.

      He was right. I dropped my bag and started digging like a dog burying a bone until I gripped a hard leather case. I fumbled to open it, too excited for coordination, too scattered for clear thought. Finally, I slipped the glasses from inside, snapping the case shut.

      But when I pushed the spectacles onto my nose, a gust of relief blew through me when I discovered a small trail, like the sand you’d track in the house after going to the beach. Only it was silvery-blue - spread across the deep green lawn. It reminded me of the way snow clings to the blades of grass before sinking into the earth.

      We skipped from rock to rock, Moorehart and Kurt hanging back and following my lead. As we ventured further into the park, the time dust became thicker, and so did the vegetation until we happened upon a mound in the middle of the park. 

      From where we stood, we could barely see any of the surrounding buildings. However, a stream of time dust filtered from under a big round door disguised as a boulder. 

      If I didn’t have the spectacles, I never would have noticed. The hinges were the only indication that it was an entrance. Any passerby would have to examine it to be able to see it. 

      “Should we knock?” I looked over my shoulder. 

      Moorehart urged me on with an excited nod. How could he be so enthusiastic when “new traveler” fear about crippled me? Nevertheless, I rapped on the inconspicuous door. The sound bellowed into the mound, and we waited.

      Just as I was about to mosey off in search of more clues, I heard something from behind the door. 

      “Password?” A melodic female tone sounded from the other side. 

      “Uhm, we’re from out of town, but the man on the street sent us this way. I—I know Chai.” I leaned closer to the door, listening for an indication of how the girl might respond, but there was nothing, only silence and a chilly breeze blowing across my cheeks. 

      “Hello?” I called. 

      Before I could withdraw, the door flung open, missing my nose by an inch or so. A dark-skinned young girl in white linen stood before us with a curious look. Her long braids skimmed her waist. 

      “You should not be here, Chant Baker.” 

      “You know me?” 

      The girl rolled her eyes and pursed her lips, “Of course we know you. Come in.” 

      With that, she whipped her hair and spun on her heels, heading down a dark concrete tunnel that drilled further into the ground. 

      Aside from Kurt’s labored breathing, we followed in silence. He chewed his snacks and walked the stairs as if it were a threshold for his cardio endurance. 

      “What is this place?” I looked around once we reached the bottom. 

      It was concrete from floor to ceiling, wall to wall. Large white circular tables speckled the vast common area. I could see offshoots that led to fluorescent-lit hallways in four directions. 

      “We had to put a lab somewhere. Your old building isn’t there now, is it?” The girl smirked and motioned for us to sit. 

      “And why aren’t we supposed to be here?” Moorehart suddenly sobered from the excitement and sat, ready to dive into the meat of discovery. 

      “Well, because Chant, future you, is still alive and lives a few miles from here. So are you,” she said, pointing to Kurt, who was brushing crumbs from his shirt. He looked up in surprise. 

      “But why does that matter?” Moorehart stroked his mustache. 

      “Ah.” Something dawned on the girl’s face. “You haven’t encountered this in your time yet, so you’ve probably discovered going back doesn’t mess things up, even if you intersect timelines. Going forward, however, can be uncomfortable. You run the risk of altering your future, your life, and overall, it can cause some digestive issues.” With raised brows, she eyed Kurt, who was already gripping his stomach. 

      “I see…” Moorehart glanced at Kurt and shuddered for a second. 

      “So, what brings you to 2089, Mr. Baker? And friends, of course.” She smiled sweetly at his companions. I noticed the glints of gold in her rich brown eyes, but I must have stared too long because she redirected her gaze to Moorehart. 

      “Well, dear, we need to work out a better way to communicate with one another. Of course, we’ve tried the crystals, but I’m sure you know that already. And The Pedalers, they’re vulnerable when we travel, so we run the risk of becoming lost when we’re out exploring,” Moorehart explained. 

      “Which you have a few times, haven’t you, Mr. Moorehart?” The girl winked with a grin. Moorehart laughed under his breath and nodded. Whatever the “lab” was, she knew about us and our adventures. That much was true. 

      She cut her eyes to the side and tapped her bottom lip with a finger that she’d stacked with gold rings. Then, after some hesitation, she nodded and strode toward a dark passage.

      “Miss?” I raised my hand, vying for her attention. 

      She waved over her shoulder without looking back. “Wait here, Mr. Baker.”

      The three of us sat at one of the tables staring at the giant cavern of a room. It was so quiet that the rustling of our clothes seemed deafening and added to the awkward waiting game. It was made even worse when another low grumble erupted from Kurt’s stomach. 

      “Why do you think it makes you feel like this?” Kurt’s face scrunched as he doubled over, grabbing his side as he squeaked, “Being close to your future self?”  

      Moorehart wobbled his head. “It’s probably an imbalance of matter. You know, energy can never be created or destroyed. We’ve now inserted our energy into a future timeline. Maybe that’s why you feel bad. Or it could be the junk you are constantly eating.” Moorehart grinned. “I suppose if we go back, our past selves might bear the brunt of it, but I can’t be certain. I’m just an old scientist who hasn’t written this chapter on time travel yet.” 

      While Moorehart drummed his fingers on the table, he rolled the notion around like a pebble in a rock tumbler. I watched his mustache wiggle like a wooly worm as he chewed on his lips, deep in thought. Then, finally, I stood and paced, my shoes squeaking on the shiny polished concrete. 

      The room was cold and a little suffocating. It reminded me of when Chai and I vacationed high in the mountains and saw several feet of snow. We dug a makeshift igloo and settled inside. Even with the bright sun shining into the entrance, I fought panic. It seemed as if at any second, the ceiling would collapse, trapping me forever. 

      “Oh, boys!” The girl’s shrill voice was more excited as it echoed down the hallway. Her shoes clapped on the floor as she pranced toward us, and when she reached our table, she stopped with a bit of a hop. She thrust three cylindrical silver tubes toward Moorehart. Each shined with three raised buttons on the side. 

      “These are it?” The skepticism in my voice was all too obvious. She nodded with a grin, drawing her cheeks into cherub-like apples. 

      “They were already in the records room waiting. The people in charge of documentation must have noticed you’d be in soon and left them for you.” 

      “But what are they?” My brow furrowed as I studied them with a cocked head. 

      “Your coms. I mean, communicators, silly. Three buttons, see? One for each of you. Just use these when you need to connect across timelines. Should do the trick. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be here, seeing as all of this has already happened in this timeline.” She winked and looked at me, seeking either approval or acceptance. 

      “Okay…” I breathed in with a set of wide eyes.

      The cylinders were smooth to the touch and weighed nothing. Empty soda cans would have been heavier. I eyed the girl with skepticism, but she nodded, her smile unwavering. 

      “One more thing. How did Chai get to be in charge around here?” I narrowed my gaze, waiting.

      She let out a breathy chuckle and glanced at the floor. “Well, I hardly think I can tell you that. It might influence the future. But I will say, stop worrying about timelines and hard facts. Time isn’t necessarily linear. You have a time machine, Chant Baker. It’s high time you chilled out and let the seasons take you where they want.” The girl whipped her braids over her shoulders and sauntered away, leaving all of us to question the message. 

      “Safe to say she’s a loon,” said Kurt, picking pieces of peanut from his molars. “Now, can we go? I feel like I’m going to be due for a second appendectomy if we stay here much longer.”

      I nodded, brought up the tail end, and followed the pair down the hall. Maybe it was the shock of finding traces of Chai in the future or realizing that she somehow gets involved in time travel, but the journey back to the park and The Pedaler blurred as if it were a dream. One blink and we were there, back at the machine, slinging our bags under the seat. 

      Communicators in hand, I sat on the edge, letting Moorehart and Kurt handle the controls. Meanwhile, I watched the drifter man from the building alcove wave from a distance. For whatever reason, he knew we’d be leaving and made an effort to see us off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      “Well, that was certainly a peculiar visit.” Moorehart sent me a ho-hum look once we were safe in our lab, with its dust, velvet, and flickering lamplight. 

      “Seriously. How do you think my sister gets a hold of this thing?” I patted the shiny rounded front panel of The Pedaler and tried to imagine Chai in the seat. It didn’t feel natural. I couldn’t picture her snotty scowl experiencing the euphoric glee of twirling through time. 

      “I wouldn’t dwell on it, Chant. Like the lady said, time is non-lineeeaaar.” Kurt spread his arms with wide eyes, stumbling from The Pedaler and spewing philosophical wisdom. But he didn’t understand what it meant, not by a long shot. 

      “For once, I think I agree with my boy, Kurt. Don’t get stuck on it. We’ve fixed your problem after all. No more worrying about this old geezer when I’m on an adventure. It’s like having one of those—what are they called? Cell phones?” 

      I couldn’t help but laugh at his stab at modern technology. He was a genius but a largely outdated one. 

      “Right. Just like a cell phone.” I grinned. 

      After tucking our gear into the cabinets and locking up the lab, we dodged my parents to escort Moorehart to the attic. Even with the most careful parking, there was no way to fit both Pedalers in the lab. He was itching to get moving, something about accepting an award at a World’s Fair. 

      Kurt was on his way a few minutes later. He preferred to have dinner with his mom those days, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. But, heck, I would have gone with him if I wasn’t behind on Emporium chores. The floors needed sweeping, the counter cried for a wipe down, and the organic goat milk soap required stocking. In truth, I’d fallen way behind since taking on more responsibility with the record store. 

      Once Mitchell’s hauling business was dissolved, Kurt and Denise poured the money into the store. They updated the register, remodeled more of the storefront, and invested in more inventory. As a result, I found myself spending more time at their store than at ours, and I never heard the end of it from Mom. 

      But with another school year starting and the approaching opportunity to get my driver’s license, I figured it was best to buckle down and make a good impression. It wasn’t hard to earn their approval, not with Chai slinking around the store, mad about quitting the cheer squad and starting over, having to make new friends. 

      “Chant, hurry up with those soaps and get washed up for dinner,” Mom called from the back kitchen. I heard the sizzle of boiling water as it met the cool stream, drizzling down the stainless-steel drain. 

      “Almost done!”

      “Could you kiss her butt anymore?” Chai hissed as she took the stairs behind me. I rolled my eyes and slid the glass case shut before following her angry footsteps. 

      Seated around the dinner table, Mom brought out the singing bowl for a pre-dinner meditation. It was a new thing she was trying, which I assumed was for the benefit of her sullen daughter and misaligned chakras. So while everyone else closed their eyes, I snuck pinches of sourdough bread and popped them into my mouth. 

      “Excited for another school year?” Dad asked once the humming ended. I nodded, swallowing the chunk of bread I was hiding in my cheek, afraid Mom would catch on to my thievery. 

      “Yeah, I guess. It feels like I should be here or at the record store, though.”

      “Nope. Nuh-uh. None of that. You should be getting an education.” Mom pointed her fork at me like it was a whip she was about to crack. 

      “I know. It’s just hard to switch the other stuff off and focus on school.” 

      “Well, you better do it. I got an email from one of your teachers. She sent a reading assignment for one of the advanced placement courses that you’re supposed to get a head start on.” Mom raised her eyebrows into a sharp bow like that of some fancy aristocrat. 

      “Advanced placement doesn’t mean anything, Mom.” 

      “You hush. I’ll print out the reading and drop it in your room later,” she said, shaking her fork at me again. 

      That night, she delivered on her promise. After my shower, I discovered a chapter book’s worth of stacked papers on the foot of my bed. She slapped a neon pink sticky note on the first page with bold letters across it that said, READ. 

      I rolled my eyes. It’s not like I was going to ignore the assignment. Though, I was sure most of my classmates probably would. 

      I flipped to the second page. It was the biography of William Sugg, the namesake of Sonora’s middle school. My eyes skimmed over the meat of the story and landed on the last page. Mrs. Graziano, my teacher, left instructions to write a fictional autobiography as if we were William Sugg, arriving in California as a slave. 

      Kurt and Braxton would no doubt have the same assignment. We compared schedules a few days prior and shared most of our classes, except for Braxton’s college-level math courses. I flipped through the biography. Its words ran together in jagged lines of ink that failed to register. 

      I immediately thought of The Pedaler in the basement. If I were having trouble focusing on the assignment, I would have bet money Kurt was too. But, lucky for us, we happened to have the best history instructor in the world right at our fingertips. 
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the bluish light of early morning and the buzzing of my cell phone on my nightstand. When I saw who it was, I rubbed my eyes with a smirk. I was correct in my assumption about Kurt bailing out on the reading. It wasn’t even time to get up yet, and he was already texting me.

      Trip to the California gold rush era before school starts? Please??? 

      The message blurred as I attempted to read, but I got the gist. With my eyes half-closed, I tapped a response that should have said, “okay.” Unfortunately, upon a second look, it was more gibberish than any actual language. Kurt must have understood, though, because he didn’t respond.

      I threw on some clothes and brushed my teeth. Saturday shifts at the record store came early, and with the new addition of the downtown farmers’ market, I needed to roll in on time. For some reason, baskets of fresh fruit and shelves of local honey made people especially hungry for new vinyl. 

      Kurt would have my neck if he had to work the counter alone. So, as the morning sun poured golden light onto the sidewalk, I power-walked my hind end down the street to help him open the store. The brand-new enamel sign that read “Mitch’s Vinyl” swung back and forth as the early breeze whipped around my body. Its yellow paint beamed against the neutral townscape. 

      When I reached the glass storefront, I could see that Kurt already flipped on the lights, including those in the back, which highlighted the mural we painted before Mitchell passed. Every time I looked at the paint strokes and tiny imperfections, I smiled, thinking about how Mitch coached us through the project. 

      “‘Bout time you rolled in,” Kurt said as he popped from behind the counter.

      “I’m not even late.” 

      “I’m just giving you a hard time. Did you get my text?” 

      “About you not wanting to do the reading assignment?”

      Kurt smirked and looked down at the register, which he proceeded to load with one-dollar bills and a few handfuls of jingling change. “It’s not about the reading, Chant. It’s about experiencing history in HD.” 

      “Right,” I laughed. “We can go whenever you want. I have a few afternoon shifts at the Emporium before school starts, but we have time.” 

      We both went about getting the store ready. I shuffled displays and rearranged the records in alphabetical order. Kurt wrapped up the registers and wrote the day’s sale on a giant folding chalkboard near the door. It was weird. I came to Sonora as a kid, merely a high school freshman. Since then, I’d seen a new school, new friends, the folds of time, legends of history, and learned so much. It was easy to feel older than a junior. 

      When the door dinged, it eased open, and one of the farmer’s market regulars strolled in, wearing a bucket hat, overalls, and a fanny pack. Her name was either Karen or Deb, one of those common baby boomer names that I always struggled to remember. But on this day, her face was drawn into a long frown that highlighted deep lines around her thin lips. 

      “Hey, good to see you,” Kurt called from behind one of the taller record shelves. 

      “You too, young man. I’m just popping in to ask you a question, though.” 

      My ears perked as Kurt made his way through the store to where she lingered by the door. From her fanny pack, she pulled a folded-up flyer. 

      “Can we post this in your store?” She unfolded the white paper and handed it to Kurt, who nodded with a creased forehead as he read it. The woman patted him on the shoulder before turning to the exit. 

      I emerged from behind the counter as soon as I heard the door ding again. Kurt stood frozen, staring at the page he held between his fingers. 

      “What is it?” I craned my neck and discovered a picture with some writing as I approached. Kurt shook his head and furrowed his brows further. 

      “It’s a missing persons flyer, but I know her.” He pointed at the young girl’s photo. “She was in my chemistry class last spring.”

      “Oh, geez. Can I see?”

      He handed over the paper, folded with dirty fingers, leaving prints at the edges. The photo was a typical selfie with a sad pout. The girl had glossy lips and upturned green eyes. Her hair looked to be a brownish blonde, though the lighting of the photo made it iffy.

      “Nora Pembroke. Huh, never heard of her.” 

      “She was quiet,” said Kurt. “She always sat in the back, but she got good grades.” 

      “I wonder what happened,” I thought out loud. 

      “Don’t know, but I hope they find her.” His strained voice dropped an octave. 

      “Me too.” I sighed with the understanding the chances weren’t great. The flyer said Nora had already been missing for over a week. Everything I ever learned from crime television said the first forty-eight hours were imperative to finding a missing person. Every second after that, the chances dwindled. 

      The rest of the day crept by with thoughts of Nora, acting as the not-so-quiet elephant in the room. Everything else seemed unimportant. Kurt held the same frown all day, so I knew he was experiencing the same thing. 

      It was peculiar. Nothing big or scary ever happened in Sonora. By all accounts, it was a sleepy mountain town where almost everyone knew one another. So, where could she have gone? Did she run away, or did someone take her? After a week, the police didn’t have any leads, which made the question burn brighter. 

      “Chant…CHANT!”

      I snapped out of my haze and sent him a look. “Huh?” 

      Kurt leaned over the counter, his eyes intense. “I’ve been talking to you for five minutes. Weren’t you listening?” 

      I shook my head. “No, sorry. I zoned out.” 

      “Clearly. Anyway, we should look into what happened with that girl, Nora.” 

      “We are hardly investigators.” I crossed my arms. 

      “No, but what if we just go back to the day that she went missing and checked it out?” 

      “Kurt…We have no idea what we’d be getting into. Plus, what if we mess up timelines or somehow get implicated in whatever happened? Neither of us needs trouble right now, especially with your mom—.” 

      “You’re right about that.” I watched the light fade from his face, and I immediately questioned my words. But he began to nod, and the tightness in my chest faded. “But if they don’t have any leads in a week, I say we go.” 

      The firmness in his eyes had me holding my breath. The way the vein in his neck pulsed to his tightly clenched jaw made it clear he was intent on making it happen. Finally, I nodded. 

      “Okay. If nothing turns up in a few days, we’ll do it. But we should at least go ahead and do the summer homework before we end up getting tangled in some crime investigation,” I said. 

      With that, Kurt slapped his hand on the counter and sighed in relief as we started on the store-closing chores. Chalk one up for Kurt for winning that fight. 

      We held off on the travel for a few days, enough to get a feel for the grading rubric and what kind of research information we would need for our papers. It was generic, at best. The teacher wanted to know the basics - early life, travel to California, personal struggles. Blah, blah, blah… I got it. It was only meant to be a run-of-the-mill school paper, but we were not ordinary students. 

      There was more to the man’s story, or they wouldn’t have named our middle school after him. 

      “Ready?” Kurt’s boots met the basement concrete floor with a thud. 

      “Yeah, let’s get this over with. I’m itching to get my paper done, so I can move onto worrying about whatever else this teacher will assign.” 

      Kurt nodded and snapped his fingers at me in agreement. I lifted the tapestry from the wall to reveal the locked door to the lab, pausing to listen for my parents upstairs. 

      “Don’t worry. Your dad is dealing with a picky customer. A real doozy, I think, and your mom was back in the kitchen when I rolled in. They didn’t even notice me, so I doubt they’ll come down here looking for us.”

      “Good.” 

      Both of us donned some flannel work shirts to top off worn blue jeans. That was all we’d need to fit in. Scuffed leather boots completed the garb, leaving only the pedaling and over a hundred years between the famed William Sugg and us. 
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        * * *

      

      October 11, 1858

      Sonora, California 

      37.9829° N, 120.3822° W

      “Whoa. I thought we’d be in the lab.” Kurt stood on The Pedaler and studied the dusty scene that surrounded us. Wagons rolled by, and horses trotted through the loose swarms of people that gathered their goods from the line of shops to our left. “Is that—”

      “Yeah, I think it’s that old theater. Look!” I pointed at a tall brick building on the corner. The words Wells Fargo were painted with precision across the front. “Pretty sure that building is empty now, but it’s still there.”

      “Will still be here.” Kurt cocked his head and scratched his chin. “Where to now?” 

      “I think the Sugg house is pretty close to here. I mean, Sonora isn’t huge, and the streets haven’t changed that much. We’ll find it.” 

      As I scooped a satchel onto my shoulder, Kurt hopped down from The Pedaler, sending dirt and dust flying. I coughed as the earth welled up from his actions. We took our time strolling through the bustling gold town. With prior visits to Sonora’s past, I’d always stayed close to the Emporium. 

      Puttering around the town on foot was nice because we could examine the buildings with their initial fixtures and colors. Some would retain their original finishes with meticulous attention to the tiniest of details. Others, we knew, would be gutted and reimagined at the turn of the century. 

      We meandered amongst the locals with only a few cross looks from women paying too much attention to our clothes. After some raised eyebrows, I realized we were a little early for the invention of blue jeans. Those wouldn’t come along until about 1873. 

      Fortunately, the men in the Gold Rush town barely could summon the energy to walk home from work, let alone scrutinize the fashion of two teenagers. So, we nodded, smiled, and walked on until we came upon a familiar structure. 

      The William Sugg House lacked the red siding we were accustomed to, but the characteristic shape of the front portion was unmistakable with its even pitch of the roof and narrow balcony that spanned the building’s front. In addition, its tidy woodwork along the railing banished any doubt we may have about it being our destination. 

      The grass was sparse, and a stack of adobe bricks collected in the corner of the yard. Judging by the lingering material, construction recently stopped or was about to begin again. William Sugg was continually expanding for a few years as his family grew to eleven children. 

      “Is that the kitchen?” Kurt pointed at a wooden structure at the back of the property. 

      “Must be. Kitchens weren’t built into the middle of homes like they do in our time. Too much of a fire risk,” I replied, somewhat involuntarily, as I went into autopilot mode. 

      I scanned the front portion of the property, looking for locals. Sadly, focusing on what the house looked like would not earn us an A. 

      “Can I help you, fellas?” A booming voice flanked us from the side. The man spoke with a soft southern twang which didn’t sound like California, but then again, everyone in the area at that point was an out-of-towner.

      His broad shoulders were the first thing I noticed. And he stood at least a head taller than us. His friendly cheeks were set off with a thick mustache, though his smile must have been wider because it appeared to spread clear across his face. His hands were covered in orangish-red mud that caked up to his elbows, where a darker tan, almost brown, tint took over. He’d been working on something around the house, so I hoped we’d found the right guy. 

      “Are you Will?” I asked with some quiet hesitation. The man’s eyes narrowed, but his smile remained. 

      “Yes, sir. Can I help you?”

      Sensing my lack of backstory, Kurt took over. “Sir, we’re here to interview you. We’re part of the Liberty Party. We understand you were able to buy your freedom, and we’d like to speak with you. It’s for the sake of history, you know. You made history.” 

      William’s shoulders began to quake. When he lowered his face and stared at the ground, I couldn’t decide what to make of it. Finally, when he lifted his chin, I realized he was laughing. “You two young men are fine, I’m sure, but I doubt anyone will be talking about me in no history book.” 

      “I assure you, they will.” Kurt nodded. “We’d appreciate it if we could hear about your life. If that’s okay?” 

      William got quiet and proceeded to chip away at the dried mud at his hands and wrists. Kurt and I grew uneasy, unsure of what to say next. 

      “You boys know how to lay bricks?” William finally asked. We glanced at each other before nodding in unison. We could surely learn if nothing else. 

      He led us around back to a mess of mud and straw with the vague frame of a building erected from wood. There was another stack of bricks and buckets of mud arranged in somewhat of an assembly line. William jumped in, shaping them with the help of brick molds. 

      “We can definitely pour,” I said, grabbing one of the smaller buckets. 

      “All right then,” he smiled. “So, you want to know about my life?”

      “Yes, sir.” Kurt’s face lit up, his enthusiasm shining. 

      “I’m from North Carolina.” William gathered up some supplies.

      That explained the southern drawl. Accents shifted dramatically over the years, but some quirks remained, no matter the amount of dust on the books. 

      When he faced us, a somber look in his eyes told a story that didn’t need explaining. “I didn’t plan on coming to California by any means. But you know, a man of color doesn’t have as many choices, at least right now, so here I am. 

      “Terrible. It needs to change.” I wanted to tell him it would, but there was no way of knowing if he’d believe me. 

      William finally smiled. “Well, yes, but I am happy here now. I’m free and for only a dollar. Many a slave would be thankful for that.” 

      A knot twisted in my stomach, and I thought, for a moment, I might vomit. The thought of having to buy my life, so it was mine, and mine alone, to live… It was almost too much. 

      “People will want to hear this story,” Kurt continued. “They’ll be inspired.” 

      “I sure hope so. I have my wife, Mary Elizabeth, and we’ve got a home here. It’s ours. That…” He clenched his fist with a deep exhale. “That is what life is all about, the people you love and place to love them ‘til you both grow old and return to the earth.” 

      Kurt shuddered beneath the weight of his bucket filled to the brim with mud. For the last few months, I’d done my best to avoid discussing death or addressing the matter even on its fringes. 

      When Kurt’s mood shifted, I took a step forward. “And you want kids? You certainly have room to keep on building.” 

      William glanced over to the vacant space behind the adobe structure and nodded. I figured it was a safe jump in the conversation. After all, William Sugg would expand his historic home several times for his eleven children. 

      “My Mary would like plenty. Of that, I am certain.” A sheepish smile emerged from under his dark facial hair. 

      “And do you mind if we ask how you came to own your deed of manumission, Mr. Sugg?” 

      William lifted one of the heavy buckets, his muscles flexing as he poured the contents into the mold. The orange mud sludged out and settled into its new home. Pretty soon, William would be stacking up the bricks, forming the first of many home extensions. 

      “You, young’uns sure have a lot of questions.” He craned his neck, temporarily taking his eyes from his project. 

      “It’s history.” I shrugged with a wide grin, hoping to put him at ease.  

      “All right. I s’pose it wouldn’t hurt to get it in writing. It’s a simple story. I bought it for the price of one dollar.” 

      “One dollar?” Kurt’s eyes bugged. 

      William laughed. “Yes, and it was quite the bargain, though I’m not sure you can put a price on a man’s freedom. Still, there’s a set of rules to the matter, and I was lucky enough that the other party involved felt it an act of benevolence to grant my freedom for the mere price of the filing.” 

      “You’re right. You shouldn’t have to purchase your own life, but I’m happy for you, what you’ve built.” I motioned to the developing Sugg property. 

      “It’s not going to stop here either. I’m fixing to spread the words of freedom, of hope, all over this here state.” 

      “Ambitious mission.” Kurt continued to work, glancing at Sugg from under his lashes. 

      William knitted his brow and clamped his lips. “You don’t think it can be done?”

      Kurt dusted off his hands. “I know it will be.” 

      William’s face again relaxed into the gentle smile that seemed natural to him. “Thank you, son. We can use all the help we can get, spreading the word, you know. Before you leave, you should take some of my pamphlets. Hand them out as you travel.” 

      “We’d be glad to,” I added. 

      “I tell ya, it was quite the adventure traveling the country ‘til we got here. Tough times, but there were also moments of happiness.” 

      “Will you ever go back to North Carolina?” I asked. 

      He shook his head. “I expect not. We’re planting roots to let our children grow. Who knows? Maybe they’ll see this little town fit enough to stay too.” 

      “William!” A female voice called from the growing adobe home. Mary Elizabeth stood in the doorway, a long dress and cooking apron decorating her slim frame. She was beautiful and a little shocked by our visit, judging by her questioning eyes. 

      “I best be going now. Don’t want to leave the missus waiting for supper.” William flung the last of the mud from his fingertips before he departed, nodding in our direction one last time before he ducked into the tiny kitchen. 

      Together, we strode back through the old town of Sonora, grabbing glimpses of our buildings in their early stages. The Pedaler was just as we left it, off to one of the side streets. It was covered in a layer of golden dust. I ran my fingers through it, revealing the black lacquer beneath it. 

      “Can you believe someone took him clear across the country to make him work in the gold rush?” 

      “I can’t believe they treated anyone as property, let alone workhorses. But look at what he made of it. We could all learn a thing or two from William Sugg,” I concluded. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      A poof of antique Sonora dust clouded the room when The Pedaler landed back in the lab. I coughed, clearing my lungs at the same time Kurt used the inside of his shirt to wipe his tongue as he gagged and hacked. 

      “I’ve never been so thankful for paved streets.” Kurt gagged one last time. 

      “Same here.” I started stripping my layers in favor of my regular brand T-shirt and shorts. 

      “Do you think he ended up staying here? And his kids?” 

      I did a once-over of Kurt’s face to see if he was serious. He was relying one hundred percent on our travels for his research. 

      “Kurt, he ends up having like eleven kids.” I waved an arm in disbelief. “The last of his descendants lived here until 1982 when he died. You didn’t even do a Google search before we left, did you?” 

      “I did—I got distracted by some guy named Frank Sugg, and it went from there.” Kurt shook his head sorrowfully but sarcastically so. 

      “Uh-huh. Well, you’re all set now, I think.” 

      “Right, well, I better get home. Mom will be expecting me for dinner.” 

      In truth, I was happy to see him heading out for the evening. I was worried he would bring up the girl from school. According to the local news and all social media, Nora was still missing. There were no leads, clues, or even the slightest hypothesis. It bothered me, but I wasn’t sure there was anything we could do. We were time travelers, not detectives.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Kurt and I walked to school, the sweat rolling down our backs in the August morning heat when Braxton joined us. He decided this was the year he’d quit making his mom drive so he could get some exercise. It was a whole thing. Braxton also swapped out his glasses for contacts and his messy mop for a tight mohawk he swept up with a decent amount of pomade. 

      Kurt and I exchanged looks before making an exaggerated effort to compliment his new vibe. 

      “Looks good!” We chimed in unison, unsure of what motivated the emergence of his new style. 

      “Be honest.” Braxton winced, touching his hair. 

      “No, seriously. It looks good.” Kurt nodded. 

      “This is my year. That’s what people say, right?” Braxton stood a little taller.

      We nodded, still swapping looks of disbelief every time Braxton wasn’t looking. 

      “Mom sent me to math camp for a couple of weeks, not that you two missed me.” 

      “Of course, we—” 

      “Stop. I know I can be a bit much sometimes. It’s fine. Anyway, there was this girl. She goes here, but I’d never met her before. The quiet type, I guess. It was serendipitous, our meeting. At least, that’s what she said. So, yeah, this is my year.”

      Braxton rambled on as we walked, not letting either of us get a word in edgewise. He dedicated a full five minutes to Birkhoff’s Theorem of Relativity principles, which almost lulled us to sleep. He took even longer to describe the girl’s hair. According to him, it was light and shiny as corn silk which she religiously tied up with a ribbon that allowed the small wispy bits to fall around her face. 

      Finally, I stopped him with a pertinent question. “And her name?” 

      Braxton fumbled for his words. “Umm... yeah. Uhm. I didn’t actually catch it.”

      “Not even after two weeks at mathematics camp?” My mouth fell open. 

      “She was shy. I didn’t want to come on too strong.” Braxton’s face reddened as he ran a hand along the back of his neck, tucking his chin. 

      “Come on - strong? I don’t think asking her dang name is coming on too anything, buddy.” Kurt shook his head and laughed, refraining from falling into hysterical chuckles. Braxton’s blush crept to his ears as he shrugged his shoulders, but there wasn’t time for a rebuttal. We’d already reached the top of the school’s steps. 

      The halls buzzed like beehive cells as conversations roared and reverberated against the concrete walls and metal lockers. The familiar smell hit me, and I had a mixture of emotions. High school happens in the hallways, it always did and probably always would, but I wasn’t keen on it. I hunted for my schedule in my back jeans pocket until I retrieved a crumpled, pink paper. 

      First stop, English with Mrs. Graziano. Kurt scanned the schedule over my shoulder and let out a dramatic sigh. It turns out he wasn’t too keen on being back either. 

      “Guess we’ll be handing in our papers first thing.” I shoved the schedule back into my jeans and pushed past the auditorium and underclassmen wing. Kurt trailed me as Braxton ducked out to find his calculus classroom. 

      The usual suspects lined the halls. Mack and his crew lingered near the water fountains and restrooms, the band kids sat against the lockers with their instruments stacked alongside them, and the football players were roughhousing near the stairs. 

      Unlike my freshman year, no one paid attention to me. There were no judging looks when I strolled by in my vintage tee and Converse shoes, and it was good to be unnoticed for a change. Kurt seemed to agree. I smiled at him as he walked, his head held high, knowing this business with Mack was way behind us. 

      Mrs. Graziano’s room was at the end of a long hall, next to one of the emergency exits. It was quiet compared to the rest of the building. At first, I wasn’t sure we found the right place. Someone had dimmed the lights. I stopped at the threshold and scanned the room. When I noticed the few kids sitting in the back corner, I walked inside, nodding for Kurt to do the same.

      Kurt and I grabbed a couple of desks a row over from the others. There were eight students altogether, the only juniors that were assigned AP English. Judging by the crowd, it was going to be a quiet class. I looked around, thinking the dim lights and the dark-colored paint didn’t match the rest of the school. Then, I realized Mrs. Graziano decorated it to look like a castle with faux stone wallpaper covering the walls.

      “She goes all out, doesn’t she?” Kurt leaned over and whispered, pointing at a fireplace constructed from cardboard and twinkle lights. 

      “Mhmm. That’s probably how she’ll be with assignments too.” 

      “Great…” Kurt sighed and leaned back in his chair, suddenly unamused by her extra effort. 

      The bell rang, rattling the windows along with my brain. Right on time, Mrs. Graziano waltzed into the room. She was an older woman, maybe sixty. I suspected she could have retired but chosen not to. She wore an elegant dress, and her hair was pristine, without any stray pieces that could distract me in class. 

      Our new teacher was tall and slim and took purposeful steps that clacked to the front of the room in her shiny black heels. Her dark eyes hid behind her classic tortoiseshell rims, tethered to a pearl eyeglass chain that rested on her shoulders. 

      Kurt was right. She would be a stickler for rules and precise writing. Instinctively, I fumbled with the corner of my completed paper on William Sugg. Of course, she wouldn’t like it, but there wasn’t much time to contemplate my shortcomings. She was already strolling through the rows of desks, collecting our work one-by-one before she even introduced herself. 

      As she passed by my desk, I caught a whiff of rosewater perfume. It smelled like a funeral, and I was transported to the flower arrangements at Mitchell’s service. I glanced at Kurt, who was staring off into space, his eyes glassy and his mouth half-open. He was likely there, too, unfortunately. 

      “All right, class. I am Mrs. Graziano.” She emphasized the Z, curling her mouth into a wrinkled grin. “This is AP English, and you signed up to be here. So, I don’t want to hear any complaints about the work. There’s the door if you’d like to leave.” She pointed at the exit with a sharply filed red fingernail, yet no one took the opportunity to run. 

      She took a seat at her cluttered desk, stacked with paper, books, and several coffee mugs assembled into a precarious tower. The freshly collected papers found their home in the middle of the mess, and she began thumbing through the title pages, nodding her head along the way. 

      “Now, we will be working quite a lot, but I think you’ll find the work enjoyable if you enjoy an intellectual challenge. That’s what you are, after all, intellects. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have felt the need to sign up for AP English. We’ll be discussing all of the classics and embarking on experimental writing. Going over redundant grammar rules is less-than-appealing, so that won’t be our main focus. Instead, you all will experience the closest thing to a real college course as you can get within these walls.” She glanced up from her desk with a robotic grin, stretching across her face, void of any real emotion. 

      “This is going to be a real winner.” Kurt leaned over to my desk with a groan. 

      “Care to share?” She zeroed in on us and narrowed her eyes. Kurt shook his head and sat up straight at his desk. 

      After that, the class was a blur. Our teacher handed out an updated version of the syllabus. The copy she emailed over the summer didn’t include enough early American literature. We ran through the basics of prose and story structure, and she assigned three more papers, all worth more credit than I would have liked. In the end, Kurt and I couldn’t run out of the room fast enough. 

      By comparison, the rest of the day was dull and easy. Mr. Rodgers let us eat lunch in his room, and Sophie stopped by for a bit. I could tell by the awkward glances between her and Kurt that things cooled down over the summer. They were friendly but not together by any measure. 

      I tried to ask Kurt about it at the end of the day, but he wasn’t in the mood to discuss it. Still, we walked home together, minus the girl talk. Braxton was hot on our heels, yammering about his chemistry labs. 

      Rounding the corner at the Emporium, I saw Dad out front polishing the wheels on Bertha. As we approached, he stood with a clenched jaw and half-grin. Something was wrong. 

      “Hey, Chant. How was school?” Dad stuck a hand in his pocket.

      “Fine.” I looked him over with narrowed eyes. 

      “Listen, I’m just going to warn you. Your mother is on a mission to keep you and Chai home for the next few weeks. She doesn’t want either of you out past dark going anywhere.”

      “What? Why?” 

      “That girl that’s been missing. She just heard about it and is convinced there’s been foul play.” 

      “Yeah, that’s scary, but she doesn’t need to lock—.”

      “Chant! Get in here, Honey!” Mom was standing at the door covered in flour, bits of oat, and visibly hyped on coffee. Her eyes bugged out of their sockets, and webs of red capillaries peeked from the corners. I was only gone for eight hours, but in that short time, she’d skipped her way right into a proper fit of paranoia. 

      “Mom, you’ve got to chill.” 

      “Chant! I said to get - in - here.” My mom’s right eyebrow curled into a sharp hook as she lowered her chin. All I could see were her laser-focused eyes. 

      “Yes, ma’am.” I gave a half-wave to my friends, went inside with a flustered sigh, and shook my head.

      Though I’d been avoiding it, I texted Kurt about checking into Nora’s disappearance as soon as I plopped onto my bed. There wasn’t much else to do, being captive in the Emporium and all. 
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        * * *

      

      “About time you got on board,” Kurt said as he trotted down the basement steps the following evening. 

      “I can’t very well sit in my room every night until Mom forgets about Nora.” 

      Kurt wrinkled his nose. “Would you want her to forget about her?” 

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” I could have tried to backpedal my comment, but the cut was made, so I thought it best to move on with the task at hand. Kurt followed along, notably quieter than his usual rowdy demeanor. 

      In the lab, he pulled out a wrinkled newspaper clipping from the week Nora was reported missing. The ink already faded from repeated handling, but I could see the headshot taken from her Facebook page. Her smile lit up the photo, even in black and white. 

      “Ready?” I asked. 

      Kurt shoved the clipping into his pocket with a quick nod. We chose to put ourselves at the week before the police announced her disappearance. That should have given us plenty of time to learn what happened when Nora went missing after her evening run the week before her mother’s call. 
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        * * *

      

      Dragoon Gulch Trail 

      Sonora, California

      July 17 

      We landed in a tangle of trees just off the shaded trail. It was hotter than I remember July being, but then again, I never spent much time in the dense forest during the year. The mess of branches and bark seemed to hold the heat to the earth, and it covered us like a blanket. 

      “Tell me why people enjoy running,” I said, wiping beads of sweat from my forehead. 

      “I don’t know. I can kind of see it.” Kurt shrugged, and I could tell this was about more than finding some random girl from school, not that I would have a problem with that either. 

      “So, you and Sophie?” I changed the subject. 

      “That’s done.” 

      “Oh…” 

      Kurt threw his backpack over his shoulders and started toward the path. I traipsed over the thick forest groundcover after him. Together, we made our way to the spot where Nora was last seen. According to a witness, Nora passed the Alpine Trailhead after 4 p.m., wearing a neon green tank top and pink running shorts. If nothing else, she would be easy to spot amongst the trees. 

      We crouched behind a line of bushes as Nora’s highlighter bright outfit cruised past us less than five minutes later. We watched as her paced strides bounded down the dirt path. Once she was a bit further away, we left the cover of the bushes and started our pursuit. 

      No one was at the trailhead, which struck me as odd because the witness from the paper should have been visible. How could someone have reported where Nora was last seen, including what she was wearing, if an eyewitness weren’t there now? Something didn’t seem right, but I didn’t relay my curiosity to Kurt. There wasn’t time. 

      We struggled to keep up with her as she bobbed and weaved through the rolling forest. Nora was quite the athlete, staying firm with her pace. Unfortunately for us, that left us in a dead sprint trying to keep a visual on her. 

      We reached the crest of the tallest hill on the trail when we saw something strange. A glowing light erupted from the horizon as the air between us and the shimmer grew wavy. It was like a mirage on hot concrete in the middle of summer, but it overtook the entire forest. When Nora disappeared through it, we glanced at each other and powered forward – our only focus to find the girl and figure out how to save her. 

      The blur slurped us up like we were bits of a milkshake pulled through a straw. When I say milkshake, my insides seemed to slush like mush as we passed through the light. Then, as fast as we were scooped up, it spit us in a tumbling mess of knees and elbows. 

      When the dust settled and the throbbing pain in my head subsided, I realized we were nowhere near the wooded trail. In fact, we were in the middle of town, splayed out on the sidewalk by a park. Nora had curled into a ball a few feet away. Her face was twisted in confusion, eyes wide, mouth open. 

      “What in the world?” I stood up and looked around. It was Sonora, but the buildings were slightly different. The signs and advertisements were all wrong. 

      “Look at that.” Kurt pointed at some parked cars near the sidewalk. The shined-up turquoise and buttery yellow boat-sized vehicles were wildly outdated. But upon further inspection of the store windows, foot traffic, and nearby homes, we were the ones out of place.

      “Do you have Journey’s button?” My heart rate quickened and drummed in my ears. 

      “No, why would I have that? Besides, we ran into whatever that was. We didn’t do that.” 

      “Where am I?” Nora began to sob a few feet away. She held her elbow, which was seeping blood from a nasty scrape she sustained on the fall from whatever that was. 

      “Oh, shoot. Here.” Kurt untied a flannel shirt from his waist and approached to clean her wound with the fabric. 

      “I don’t understand.” She shook her head, scouring the area with wild eyes before landing back on us. “How are you guys here? What happened?” 

      “Uhhhh. I’m not sure, but we aren’t in our Sonora anymore. This is Sonora, no doubt, but not ours.” 

      It was then that a group of women approached on the sidewalk. The three moved as one like a gaggle of geese ready to storm an innocent passerby. As they neared, their heels clicked on the concrete, and their long, poofy skirts swished in unison. 

      “Excuse me, Miss. You’d do good to put on some clothes.” One of the ladies sent Nora a smug smirk, tugging on a chiffon scarf tied around her neck. 

      Nora glanced at her jogging clothes, too shocked to reply. The woman, pleased with her assertion, motioned for the group to move on, and they swished off, chuckling. 

      “What do you think? The 1950s?” Kurt motioned to the group as they disappeared around the corner. 

      He chewed on the side of his bottom lip as he glanced around at the setting. I surveyed the geometric shapes on the signage of an old school television set in a window across the street. 

      “It has to be.”

      “What are you whispering about over there?” Nora pleaded, more frantic this time. 

      Kurt shot me a sharp glance. We sent each other a knowing look, both wondering how to tell Nora she went back in time. Better yet, how did we do the same without The Pedaler? 

      “Hey! The last thing I remember is the jogging trail. Are you kidnapping me?” 

      “What? No!” Kurt snapped, looking offended. His sudden frustration didn’t exactly portray sincerity, at least not in Nora’s eyes. 

      “Promise… we did not.” I lifted my hand with a silent oath. “We’re as shocked as you about the current situation.” 

      “And what is the current situation?” Nora groaned, adjusting to her knees to stand. 

      “We time traveled. Believe us or don’t, but there’s no getting home unless you let us help you.” Kurt stood and met her eyes. He reminded me of an old west cowboy, stern and determined. Nora craned her neck to look at me over Kurt’s shoulder, then glanced back to him. 

      “This is the weirdest dream I can ever remember having, but whatever.” Nora pushed past us and started down the street, seemingly ignoring the conundrum we’d found ourselves in. Kurt jabbed me in the shoulder and motioned for me to follow. 

      The next thing I knew, we were power walking down the streets of 50s era Sonora, gathering glances and gasps as we passed by in our modern clothing. Nora didn’t bother to look back. She was on the hunt for whatever she thought would wake her from the ‘dream.’ 

      “We have to stop her.” I tossed up a hand and gave Kurt a look. “We need to think.” 

      “Do you have your communicator on you?” he puffed as we attempted to catch up to Nora.

      Of course! It dawned on me that I attached my communicator to my apartment keys with a bit of paracord. I dug for the keys and communicator in my pocket, which seemed entirely too small for its contents. Once free, I almost hit the call button but paused with a strange expression, glancing around us. We didn’t know what era we were actually in, let alone the specific date. 

      The clothes gave us a relative idea, but we’d need to find a year so Moorehart could zero in on us. Kurt pointed to a newspaper box across the street. The only problem was Nora was picking up speed with no intention of stopping for two crazy guys, yapping about time travel. She’d end up lost if we couldn’t convince her to listen. 

      “You go ahead and catch up to Nora, and I’ll grab a paper.” I darted into the street. 

      Dodging traffic, I made my way to the red news box. The metal gleamed in the sunlight, and the window in front was large enough that I could see the date without purchasing a paper. The Union Democrat read, “May 18, 1954. Yesterday, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka.” 

      Now that I had a date for Moorehart to track, I jogged off, panting to catch up to Kurt and Nora, who were now several blocks away. She was determined to wake herself from her ‘dream’ even if it meant taking us on a half marathon. By the time I caught up, I could hear an out-of-breath Kurt cursing the girl for making him break a sweat. 

      “Would you just stop and listen? Please?” He demanded. Finally, upon hearing the scuff of my tennis shoes on the asphalt behind them, she slowed. 

      “Why isn’t this working? I can’t wake up.” She spun, throwing her arms into the air.

      “This isn’t a dream, Nora.” I stopped, bending at the waist to catch my breath. 

      Her face scrunched as she drew back. For a second, she resembled more of a shriveled prune than a girl as her face reddened and tears began to flow. Kurt patted her shoulder timidly, and a pang of awkwardness welled inside my chest. The whole situation was strange, and no one was exempt from wondering what we were doing here. 

      “I’m going to call Moorehart.” I stepped from the pair and sat behind a large yucca plant in the corner of someone’s yard. Apart from a barking dog a few yards down, we were free of prying eyes. Sonora was pretty slow in the afternoon in 1954. As I punched the red button on my silver communicator, I found myself yearning for that kind of sleepy living in our time. 

      “Hello?” A crackling voice came through like static on a TV. 

      “May 18, 1954. Bring my Pedaler,” I said as clearly and concisely as I could. 

      “Chant?” His voice on the other end popped and cut out with more roaring static.

      “May 18, 1954!” I raised my voice a bit more but then nothing. The white noise was gone, and my communicator wouldn’t initiate another call. The battery power must have been too low. Any awkwardness I experienced earlier evaporated as a growing panic swirled through my gut. 

      I peered around the yucca plant to find Kurt and Nora exchanging words on the sidewalk. Scaring Nora further was not an option, so I resolved to wait a little while to see if Moorehart would turn up. 

      When I emerged from the cover of the yucca, Nora was taking a few calming, deep breaths. Kurt looked at me with bugged eyes and a tightly clenched jaw. Comforting a crying girl was not part of his skill set, and he was overdue for some backup. 

      “Hey, we’ll get home soon enough. How about we take a stroll through town?” I pointed in the direction we just came from toward the park. If Moorehart got my message, I guessed he would land in that direction. Nora sniffled and nodded, taking a more passive approach to strolling rather than the mad dash she led us on. 

      This time, we stayed on the quiet side of the street, free from the confused glances of the locals. Nora didn’t fit in with their fashion or modesty codes back then, so it was best to avoid conversation. But, even when dodging people, we could take in the retro technology of the times through a few stores’ display windows.

      We paused to look at a turquoise hand mixer and a toaster that was so shiny we could see our reflection. It made me long for actual stores in our time rather than the click and order setup people frequently used. Why go out when you can get toilet paper and clothes delivered from the same website? Still, there was an appeal to throwing on your best outfit and making a day of shopping in town. I wished we still had that in Sonora. 

      On our way back to the park, Kurt and I hung back, letting Nora walk ahead of us. “What should we do about her? We barely know her. She can’t know about The Pedaler.” My hushed tone filled with urgency. 

      “Shh, shh. Look up there.” Kurt pointed to the corner where a man in a pearl snap western shirt stood, swiveling his head around in a panic. I squinted, trying to get a look at his face when he slowly spun in our direction, and my blood ran cold, freezing in my veins. 

      “Nora, stop,” Kurt hissed.

      “Huh?” she asked, her hair whipping her in his face as she turned back toward us. 

      The moment the man noticed us and took a step in our direction, I gasped. His face was familiar, all too familiar. It was Journey.

      Kurt looked from Journey to me and froze. “Is that—” 

      I nodded, anticipating his next words. “That must have been what happened to Nora in the first place and how we ended up here.”

      We stood motionless, both parties waiting on a tell. Which way would he go? Which way should we run? The standoff must have lasted minutes, though it was more like seconds. His eyes narrowed in on us and his shoulders arched as if he’d take off running at any moment. 

      I turned and took off down the street in the opposite direction. Kurt followed suit, grabbing Nora by the wrist, but our impulse to flee was interrupted by a low atmospheric rumble. We looked up to see a flash of light sparking around us like the embers of a welder. I ducked in anticipation. Then, with a thunderous boom, Moorehart and The Pedaler appeared in front of us, blocking Journey’s path. 

      “Watch out!” I pointed toward our nemesis. 

      Moorehart pulled a walking cane from the seat and lunged, swinging and striking Journey in the mouth. Blood splattered across Moorehart’s black velvet smoking jacket. No doubt, he’d be upset about its condition. But, before Journey could react, Moorehart whacked him again with a backswing of the cane. This time, he clocked Journey in the temple. 

      Journey crumpled like paper, stumbling about the sidewalk and groaning in pain. Moorehart climbed from The Pedaler when the same strange glow we encountered on the trail exploded, filling the entire street in warm, white light. Suddenly, Journey was gone. The only reminders of his presence were some blood spatters on the sidewalk and Moorehart. 

      “Get in!” Moorehart waved us over, his face filling with concern. The four of us wasted no time as Moorehart pedaled with a fury. 

      I couldn’t tell if it was out of fear or anger - maybe both. But as the whirring of time made my insides buzz, I breathed a sigh of relief. I froze in the face of danger. If he didn’t come, it’s hard to tell what would have become of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      We crashed into the thickest part of the Dragoon Gulch Trail. Limbs and leaves raked through my hair as I hunkered in The Pedaler to avoid them. Kurt and Moorehart did the same, but Nora sat still, unwavering. 

      “Crap, is she okay?” When I leaned forward to look at her, Nora’s head bobbed, keeping her face from view. Her shoulders slumped as her body went limp. 

      “It appears the young miss passed out on the trip back.” Moorehart shrugged. 

      “That’s not good.”

      “Quite the opposite. All we have to do is move Nora to the path and tell her she passed out from exhaustion. She’ll think everything that happened before was simply a feverish dream.” 

      I glanced at Kurt, whose eyes darted back and forth. I could practically see his mental gymnastics. “It could work,” he finally said. 

      The three of us carried her down to the trail as smoothly as we could, stepping over rocks, dips in the landscape, and ducking under vines. Sweat dripped into my eyes and ran down my face. As I licked my lips, I did my best to concentrate on the salt taste rather than how bad my biceps burned. Nora was by no means heavy but moving her while she was unconscious presented some challenges. 

      “Over here. Next to this bench,” Moorehart ordered. 

      We set her on the fine pea gravel just as she started to regain consciousness. She groaned as she sat, leaning over to vomit. We jumped back to avoid the splatter as she whimpered and wiped her mouth on the inside of her shirt. 

      “Hey, you okay?” Kurt knelt and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “What happened?” Nora groaned and heaved again, but this time, nothing expelled. 

      “Uhm. We were walking and found you in the middle of this path. Were you running?” 

      “You two…You guys were there. Where were we?” Nora straightened, her panicked eyes flicking between us as she pointed. 

      I faked a look of confusion with a shake of my head. “We just found you here.” 

      “You must have been dreaming while you were passed out,” Kurt suggested. 

      Nora started to shake her head, but her questioning, blue eyes narrowed as she cocked her head and stared into the distance. It looked like the time travel hangover was going to work in our favor for once. 

      After suggesting Nora call her mom, we waited while she was on the phone. Meanwhile, Kurt gloated, perfectly pleased that he was right about looking into her disappearance, which was effectively averted thanks to our efforts. However, the newspaper’s description of her outfit still bothered me. 

      Who reported seeing her at the point if no one besides us was there? My chest tightened as I wondered if Journey was behind the disappearance. 

      Once Nora and her mom left the park in a pearl white Cadillac, Moorehart spun with a curious look. “That was most peculiar, boys. How on earth did you end up in 1954 and without a Pedaler? Did that pompous loon, Journey, follow you there?” 

      “No. That’s just it. We took The Pedaler here a few weeks earlier than our timeline. Then, while we were jogging after Nora, this glowing light swallowed us up and spat us out in 1954.” I scratched my head, trying to piece it together.

      “Seriously weird,” Kurt muttered behind me. 

      Moorehart stroked his mustache and nodded before he shuffled from the area, walking ahead a few feet. He kicked the dirt and waved his hands through the air like he was practicing Tai Chi. Kurt and I watched his unusual movements, exchanging glances from time to time. 

      Moorehart finally stopped, his arm mid-air and his fingers flexed as if sensing something unseen. “Gentlemen, it seems there is a Time Slip here.”

      “A what?” Kurt and I asked in unison. 

      “It’s like a door, albeit a fuzzy one. It doesn’t work all the time, but the veil of space and time is fragile here.”

      “But why?” I asked.

      “Hmmm.” Moorehart’s mouth twisted as he pondered. “I’d have to examine this slip a bit more, but I’m willing to bet that brat Journey has something to do with it. And what of that girl? Why was she there?” 

      Moorehart pulled his pipe from his coat pocket and lit it with a match. As the familiar sweet smell wafted our way, I waved it from the air and stepped through it, trying to catch up to him. 

      “We came here because she went missing about a month ago from our timeline, and we wanted to find out what happened. Now, she won’t be missing. Do you think Journey took her the first time?” 

      Moorehart blew a smoke circle and waved it away, contemplating. “Could have, but I’m not sure why he’d want to do that. What’s the girl’s name?” 

      “Nora Pembroke,” said Kurt. 

      “Quite peculiar. Let me inquire, and I’ll get back to you. Now, you boys have The Pedaler over there in the underbrush. Best get it back to the lab. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      As instructed, we made for The Pedaler. We heard the whir of Moorehart’s machine behind us as we walked, but we were silent. It was a bittersweet mixture of relief for returning Nora to her mom and saving her the grief of a missing child and a growing dread of what the encounter with Journey meant. 
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        * * *

      

      Braxton sat in the middle of the basement floor, his behind comfy on the shag rug and his gangly legs sprawled onto the cold concrete. Around him, piles of graphing paper littered the floor like confetti. He was hard at work, scribbling figures and notes, none of which Kurt and I could begin to understand. 

      I shoved some corn chips into my mouth and crunched, drowning out the sounds of Weezer coming from Kurt’s phone speaker. As Kurt lounged across the couch, he tapped his feet on the armrest. Now and then, he’d laugh at the screen, which was only a few inches from his face. I watched in anticipation of him dropping the electronic brick onto the bridge of his nose. But, instead, when he typed something in return to whoever he was communicating with, I crunched on another chip, curious. 

      “Who are you texting?” I asked, crumbs flying.

      Kurt shot me a guilty side-eye. “What do you mean?” 

      “You’re grinning at your phone like a dummy. Who is it?”

      Kurt straightened against the mountain of throw pillows he’d been using as a backrest as his face flushed. His mouth hung open like it was waiting on the words to drop from the heavens. “Uh, no one.” 

      “Lies!” I pointed at him, fighting back laughter. 

      “I was just checking on Nora.” He lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “To see if she was okay.” 

      Nora was pretty. No, Nora was practically a supermodel, and she definitely didn’t sit at our lunch table, nor would she ever. “Right. Whatever you say, Romeo.” 

      Kurt rolled his eyes and threw himself back to the couch when Braxton let out a high-pitched squeal that resembled a newborn piglet. We jumped, eyes wide, staring at him. While I sat in awe, wondering what the commotion meant, Kurt leaned forward with a fire in his eyes. 

      “Geez, Brax. What’s that about?” Kurt shouted across the basement. Braxton didn’t answer but instead stood with a stack of papers. His hand shook as he waved them in my face, but the numbers may as well have been Mandarin as far as I was concerned. 

      “I know how he’s doing it.” Braxton’s eyes lit up.

      “Who? Journey?” I leaned in to get a better look at the foreign equations. 

      “It’s rudimentary, of course. But I think I’ve nailed how he uses a remote traveler to make semi-permanent doors, Time Slips. And another thing, I don’t think Nora was the first.” Braxton grabbed his backpack and pulled out a folder of newspaper clippings. “He’s been doing it in Sonora for a while. Look.” 

      Braxton handed me the file, revealing article after article about missing people from our town at the Sonora Pass. 

      “So, I guess Bigfoot wasn’t snatching up campers, was he?” 

      “Doesn’t look like it.” A veiled excitement lay behind Braxton’s eyes until they darkened. While he was proud of his discovery, it pointed to something so sinister that he was unsure what it meant. 

      “Hey, I’m still saying Bigfoot exists, though.” Kurt turned from his phone with a pout, making sure he had the last word and utterly unaware of the silent exchange between Brax and me. 

      I smirked in Kurt’s direction, still pondering what Journey had in store when my communicator sounded in my backpack, resembling a land line’s ringtone. I groaned. While it must have been a novelty to make it sound like a vintage telephone in the future, in our time, I spent every day praying it wouldn’t go off in class. Even when I wasn’t in school, the sound triggered a bit of anxiety. I guessed there was no use for a silent mode in the future. Either that or I was too ignorant to figure it out. 

      I ran to lull the assault on my ears and answered the call. Moorehart’s booming voice sounded from the other side. In the background, a somber tune played on a collection of string instruments. There was a violin, a cello, and a bass for sure, but I didn’t recognize the song. 

      “Chant…Me…I’m stuck…Please.” Moorehart cut in and out under the loud notes. 

      “Can you move from the music so I can hear you?” A few seconds passed, and I sat with my ear to the communicator, waiting. 

      “Sorry about that.” He paused, out of breath. “Chant, my boy. While researching the occurrence with the Time Slip, I’ve stumbled into another one, but I didn’t anticipate the circumstances that followed my sleuthing. I’m on the Titanic, you see, and I understand this boat is meant to go down. Can you come to get me? My Pedaler is in England in the 1960s.”

      Kurt, Braxton, and I exchanged frantic glances. Surely, he wasn’t watching the boat sink as he spoke through the communicator. 

      “How long have you got?” I pressed a couple of fingers at my brow with a frown.

      “Ah, we’ve already struck the iceberg, but these fine fellows are playing so beautifully and calmly that I figure we have a while.”

      The hair on the back of my neck bristled as my skin chilled. Of course, everyone knew the story of the band playing as the frigid waters swallowed the boat on its first voyage. 

      “We’ll be right there! Moorehart, hit the sync button on the bottom of your communicator. None of us want to land in the middle of the ocean today.”

      As long as we have the date and time and the relative area, the sync feature was supposed to put us directly over the target. That’s what I repeated to myself as we jumped into The Pedaler. With only moments to spare before Mom would be down for dinner and the ship would snap in half dragging its passengers down with it, we needed to move.
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        * * *

      

      Titanic 

      (325 miles from Newfoundland, Canada)

      April 15, 1912

      We braced ourselves for the worst. I squinted my eyes so tight that the muscles in my face ached by the time we landed in the middle of an ornately decorated sitting room. It was off the top deck, and most of the chairs faced large viewing windows that were meant to display a serene ocean scene. 

      On this night, people frantically ran, begging for a lifeboat. A pair of women in fancy dresses rushed by with their hands dripping in pearls and diamonds. They were likely trying to buy their way to the front of the line. It was sad to think their only thought was to save their riches from the grips of the deep at a time like this. From behind, a boisterous voice bellowed through the crowd. 

      A vibrant woman dressed in silks, ruffles, and a hat that took up an entire doorway pushed ahead, leaving a trail of other well-to-do women behind her. She paused when she happened upon us in our hurried but equally confused state. 

      “Oy, you gentlemen best be getting to the boats. They’re filling up fast.” Her blackened brows arched upward, giving way to her dark, commanding eyes. 

      “Ma’am, we’re just—we’re looking for our friend. He has a curly mustache.” The words fell out of my mouth in a rushed stammer. 

      “The name’s Molly Brown. If we’re about to die, there’s no sense in formalities. Now, I did see the one fellow with that caterpillar on his upper lip. He was running a few minutes ago over there.” She pointed to the other end of the sitting room, where a set of double doors led to the deck. 

      We started for the door, but Molly looped her arm around my elbow, snagging me before I could leave. “Now wait a second. I’m not going to let you boys set off to your death. You need to get on one of those boats. Time is of the essence!” 

      “But our friend…” I reasoned, nodding my head toward the door. 

      “I will accompany you. They’ll let me on a boat, and I’ll make sure you gentlemen are safe too.” 

      Kurt gritted his teeth, giving me a look that said we didn’t have much time while Braxton bounced on his toes, ready to spring into action. Instead, I caved, and my arm went limp. With that, we were no longer in the lead. 

      Molly Brown pushed through us and led the way through the sitting area, shouting about a man with a mustache the entire way. Frantic people and those in quiet shock watched as we scouted for Moorehart amongst the chaos. 

      My stomach twisted with dread as my pulse kept time with our quickening steps at the sounds of people pounding on doors and rails - desperate to board a lifeboat. As frantic families carried their children to and from, my heart practically tore in two. I watched at least two sets of parents hand their children to strangers to ensure their safe passage. Chaos erupted in every direction, and while I wished I could save them all, my focus was finding our friend. Braxton and Kurt yelled ahead and below to no avail. 

      “Moorehart!” My voice broke as my emotions got the best of me. I called out a few more times, but Moorehart seemed to have vanished.

      Why wasn’t he ready to go when we arrived? He shouldn’t have made us watch all of this play out. 

      Molly pressed forward, determined to reunite us and get us to safety. She was a force to be reckoned with, and I wondered if she would have been a better force to face the iceberg than the riveted steel of the ship’s hull. 

      “Molly, you have to go on. We’ll find him.” I pulled her to a stop. Her baubles and beads jingled when she whipped around, peering with narrowed eyes from under the brim of her hat. 

      “Son, they aren’t letting men on the boats. If you aren’t with me, I don’t know you’ll escape from this ship.” 

      “I’ll find a way. You have to help the others because they need it, Ms. Brown.” 

      She frowned and looked us over, then glanced to a little girl who was curled up in the fetal position, sobbing into her knees. Other passengers ran around the child, nearly trampling her on the deck. The doll that laid at her feet had footprints across its ivory face. Molly squeezed my hands before nodding, kissing me on the cheek, and scooping up the little girl to make a mad dash for a lifeboat. 

      Behind her, more upper-class women trailed along. I couldn’t understand why they waited on her, but maybe she was the only thing holding them together at the moment - a beacon of some sort. 

      “C’mon.” I motioned to Kurt, glancing at Braxton, who was close to collapsing into the same state as the little girl. “Let’s get back to The Pedaler.” 

      We made a break for the machine, pushing and dodging angry, panicked passengers. As people were screaming about the boats not being full enough, my eyes misted and clouded with tears. It was an injustice. I knew there was room. The ship was designed with enough boats, but still, they would not pack them. 

      When we burst through the swinging French doors, the sitting area calmed. Those on a lifeboat found their seats, and those that wouldn’t make it retired to chambers down below. Thinking about their fate was too much, so I swallowed and pressed forward. 

      The Pedaler centered in the room like an art piece amongst the ornate furniture, yet when Moorehart was still nowhere to be found, my stomach twisted, and I fought the urge to puke. 

      Braxton gave me a reassuring half-smile, although he didn’t look much better. “Let’s wait, and hopefully, he’ll find us. Since we know how this plays out, if we need to go, we can. And if we screw it up, we’ll return and start over.” He flip-flopped his hand, pointing to imaginary timelines only he could see outstretched in front of him. As he worked it out, I took the mental leap and trusted his logic. 

      “Okay,” I sighed as the three of us piled onto The Pedaler’s bench, waiting for a glimmer of hope as the droning string music played amongst the passengers’ shouts and cries.

      Finally, the last stragglers made their way for the boats as the creaking ship groaned around us. We didn’t have much time. The Titanic would soon tip based on the large, framed art that swung at a slight angle. 

      I glanced at Kurt with a look, wondering how many seconds we had left when Moorehart sprinted around the corner, light on his toes and smoking pipe in hand. 

      He thrust onto the edge of The Pedaler and panted like a tired racehorse. “Pedal!”

      I punched my legs forward as the boat started its vertical climb. The Pedaler slid across the carpeted floor, but I continued pedaling, determined not to go down with the sinking ship. Finally, as we were about to slam into an expansive mantle across the room, the whirring started, and I welcomed the buzzing vibrations because that meant we wouldn’t freeze and drown in the chilly Atlantic. 
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        * * *

      

      “Well, thank the heavens for these communicators, boys!” Moorehart breathed a heavy sigh of relief when the dusty lab welcomed us back. 

      Kurt sent him a dirty look and hopped from The Pedaler, grumbling about something I couldn’t hear, but I could guarantee whatever it was mirrored the same discontentment that settled into my soul. 

      “Where were you? We nearly went down on that boat!” I waved my arms.

      “I’m sorry, Chant. I came with haste, but when I found The Pedaler, you chaps were nowhere to be found. Naturally, I was worried and went looking.”

      “We must have been leading each other in a circle.” I exhaled, my nerves calming. 

      “It would seem so.” Moorehart shot me a look of apology. 

      “On the bright side, we did have the communicators.” Kurt patted me on the shoulder as he exited the lab to the basement, intent on getting back to lounging as it was still a while until he was due home. Braxton followed, his left eye twitching from the excitement. 

      “And your Pedaler?” I asked. 

      “I have Journey’s blasted thing. Don’t worry. I’ll venture back to the 1960s and retrieve it. Keep your communicator handy, though. It appears the Time Slips are becoming more common. I’d bet money that Journey is behind it all.” 

      I nodded, staring at the teetering tower of notes on the desk. Here I thought I was making progress in documenting our adventures and the science behind them, but no, Journey was continually throwing punches, both literally and figuratively. 

      “Be careful in the 60s,” I said, shaking away my daze. 

      Moorehart offered a sorrowful smile and pushed the big red button on his remote. Electricity sizzled through the room, and static sparks flew from The Pedaler, making my hair stand on end and arms itch from the sensation. 

      As I dragged myself from the lab, my shoulders, neck, and part of my face ached, coming to a throb just behind my right eye. Journey was back. We didn’t defeat our foe, and now he has a new way to torment us. 

      “Why do you think he took Nora?” Kurt asked as soon as I slipped the tapestry over our secret door. 

      I shrugged, unable to discuss anything at the moment, so Braxton answered instead. 

      “I’m not sure there was a reason. When you look at the missing person report for that same area, and there are quite a few, there isn’t really a pattern.” Braxton chewed on his lip, pondering every last detail. At least we could always count on him to be three steps ahead in his research, even when our fearless leader, Moorehart, was a lost ball in tall weeds.
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      Fall approached like sand passing through a gold sifting pan, a little at a time. First, the days got shorter. Then the nights grew cooler. We watched nature paint the trees from large store windows and under the bright Friday night lights. Surprisingly, Kurt took a liking to football, but I think it had more to do with Sophie marching in the band. Even though things were still tense on that front, it didn’t stop him from trying. 

      “Wanna join me for some popcorn from the concession stand?” I asked on my way down the bleachers. 

      Kurt waved me on. “Nah. I’m gonna wait to see if Sophie comes up here after halftime.” 

      Of course, we knew she would. She always did after the band played a few songs, yet Kurt seemed overly cautious with several minutes left until halftime. 

      “I’ll take some nachos.” Braxton kept his eyes trained on the game. No one expected Braxton to enjoy sports, but he took to analyzing the plays and the statistics of their successes and failures. Still, I shot him a narrow glance because I wasn’t his waiter, and it wasn’t a restaurant. 

      “You can come with me if you want food.” 

      He peered at me from the corner of his eye. Noticing my glare, he shot from the wooden bleacher, nearly knocking into Kurt, who sat behind him. “All right, all right. I’m coming.” 

      We made our way down the stairs, gripping the metal handrail the entire way. Our bleachers were old, antiquities at that point, and some of the steps were a little uneven from patched boards. There was also the swarm of popular kids at the bottom of the student section. None of them could ever seem to stay in their seats. They spilled out onto the walkway, expecting traffic to step around them rather than move. 

      “Look, there goes Woodstock and his human calculator,” a snotty girl, Hannah, cackled to the side. 

      Once I cut my eyes at her and lowered my brow, she averted her stare to the game, pretending not to see us. I smiled at the small victory and kept moving. 

      “How’s that grade in Geometry, Brittany?” Brax murmured as he passed her, quickening his step to catch up to me. 

      I sent a look of respect over my shoulder at my friend. Braxton hardly spoke, but when he did, it cut straight to the heart of the matter. Braxton would end up being the CFO of a company someday. I didn’t need The Pedaler to know that, while Brittany would most likely end up in the daily grind, just trying to make ends meet. 

      We caught the odd gaffe now and then, but for the most part, people left us alone. After the incident with Mack and the growing number of people at our lunch table, we had added security. There was power in numbers, especially in high school. By then, my days at Berkeley were long behind me, and I was accustomed to the pecking order of a public school. 

      Once past the cool kids, we walked by the alumni that came to every football game. They sat in the front row with their canes and their vintage Sonora ball caps. I don’t think they ever actually watched the games. It was a social hour and a class reunion every week, and I mean every week. They attended the away games too. 

      This match was rowdy, to say the least. It was one of the local rivalries, but I didn’t grasp the reason for such intensity in high school sports yet, despite the other ways I’d acclimated to Sonora High. 

      “Are you blind, ref?” One of the old-timers yelled from the stands. His face was so red I feared he’d have a heart attack, and someone would need to dial 911. 

      Still, we were on a mission. Popcorn and nachos awaited us at the other end of the bleachers. Just a few more clusters of noisy people, and we’d be there. 

      “Psst.” I stopped when a voice sounded from under the last set of steps near the sidewalk. “Psst.” 

      I glanced around, seeing nothing but some middle school girls, trying to blend in with high schoolers, though their clouds of floral body spray and exaggerated lip gloss gave them away. I was about to go on my way when I heard it again, this time louder.

      “PSSST.”  

      Braxton and I peered into the darkness under the wooden bleachers, which rocked and creaked with the crowd’s movement. A sliver of light sliced through a wooden slat of the underbelly, highlighting Moorehart’s bushy hair and mustache. “Boys, I have word on the state of things.” 

      I cocked my head. The state of what things? Did he mean Journey, the Time Slips, how to stop them, or all of the above? 

      “Go on.” I grabbed Braxton and dipped into the cover of the bleachers with a wince. The locker room was about fifty feet from where we stood, and the area reeked of body odor. 

      “I can tell you this much. Journey may be making these particular Slips, but he’s far from the first. Some may even be naturally occurring disturbances in the universe. I’ve happened upon stories in North and South America, Europe, and all over Asia. Truly amazing, boys. You have to come see.” 

      “Of course. But we’re kind of in the middle of something right now.” I pointed toward the concession stand. 

      “Not to mention the report you have due in my class, Mr. Baker.” Ms. Graziano stood between us and the line for popcorn. We must have passed her before, but she blended into the crowd in a green hoodie and jeans. Her hair fell in loose curls around her face, making her look a great deal younger. 

      I attempted to give her an explanation for meeting this strange older man under the bleachers. She must have thought it odd the way we were sneaking about, but instead, she offered Moorehart a warm grin that he returned with a dumb smirk and bugged eyes. 

      “Oswald Moorehart, my lady. Pleased to meet your acquaintance.” 

      She giggled and placed a hand on her chest. I’d never seen her smile like that in class, let alone laugh. “Gloria Graziano. The pleasure is all mine.” 

      Sensing that we were not the object of conversation anymore, I took a few steps back, dragging Braxton with me. 

      “I’ll see you soon, Moorehart.” I waved over my shoulder as I made a break for the snack counter. 

      We missed the halftime show and part of the third quarter waiting on our snacks, but that wasn’t the worst of it. Mrs. Graziano caught up with us just as we headed for our spot in the student section. 

      “Now, Chant, as I was saying, remember your paper on Leland Stanford is due at the end of the week. It’s a technical piece, so I’m grading on grammar and structure, but I’m looking forward to the same pizazz you threw into your last paper.” Mrs. Graziano winked before she left, causing a bout of nausea to rock my stomach. That was the nicest she’d ever been to me, and I got a feeling I knew why, unfortunately. 
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        * * *

      

      Leland Stanford Mansion

      Sacramento, California 

      June 10, 1862

      38° 34′ 34.22″ N, 121° 29′ 52.38″ W

      “What do you mean you think he likes her?” Kurt asked when The Pedaler sat down in the middle of a garden just outside the mansion. The grounds were green and lush, with plenty of shrubberies to designate sitting and walking areas. 

      “I don’t know. You should have seen the two of them together. It was weird the way they smiled at each other. I just have a funny feeling.” 

      “You’re paranoid. She was just riding you about getting this paper done. That’s Graziano for you. I swear, that woman doesn’t have a fun bone in her body.” 

      I scrambled from The Pedaler, hoping Kurt was right and there was nothing to it. It would be weird for Moorehart to have a girlfriend and even more strange if it was our English teacher. We grabbed our satchels and started for the sidewalk that ran along the mansion’s wrought iron fence. 

      The home was impressive, with French influences evident in the ornate Baroque trim that framed an overabundance of windows. Its central arched doorway was equally remarkable. 

      I’d visited this mansion once on a family vacation. We didn’t go inside but did a once-over before hitting the next music festival. It was mostly the same except for the drastically different roofline. 

      In 1862, it appeared flat from our vantage point, while in the present, the home was a story taller with a grand roof that allowed for beautiful dormers. 

      “I guess someone decided to renovate.” I shielded my eyes to look at the structure, jutting toward a clear blue sky. 

      “Well, sir, they did raise the foundation about twelve feet because of flooding from that river over there, but I don’t know about any other fixins’.” A teenage boy who looked to be around my age – maybe a bit older - stopped next to us. He wore trousers, a waistcoat, and a cream-colored jacket. His hair swooped into dramatic waves that curled around his ears, and dark freckles spread across his nose like a constellation. 

      “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” I stopped short, turning from the sun and facing the boy, who smiled and nodded. 

      “No worries, I didn’t mean to intrude.” He stared at the mansion. “I walk past here on the way home from my father’s law office. It’s the best part of my commute.” 

      We all studied the stately home, admiring the mature trees blowing in the afternoon breeze. I inhaled as the aroma of river water and fragrant gardenias hit me. It was surprising to see how many people strolled past the estate and stopped to take in the view. Even the locals never grew tired of its picturesque scenery. 

      “If we wanted to speak with the governor, would we have to make an appointment?” I asked the freckled boy. 

      The corners of his thin lips curled into a grin, and he shook his head. “Lucky for you, my father is great friends with Mr. Stanford and his wife, Jane. They like to play poker and sometimes taste wines after work. They’re meeting tonight if you’d like to come with me.” 

      “Could we?” Kurt asked. 

      “But of course, but you best eat some bread before you arrive. Some of the governor’s wines are quite potent.” 

      Kurt and I glanced at each other with a look. He winced as I shoved my hands in my pockets. While we weren’t allowed to drink in our time, we weren’t sure about the rules in 1862.

      “Um, we’re not from here.” I sent him a half-smile. “What’s the drinking age in California?” 

      “Twenty-one. Are you fellers too young?” 

      We nodded in unison, and our new friend chuckled to himself. He slipped a pocket watch from his coat and checked the time, clicking the lid closed. 

      “I do apologize. You looked older, and I just assumed. Come by around five. I believe the chefs are preparing quite the spread this evening. The name’s Will, by the way.” He held out a hand, and we both shook it and gave our names. 

      Kurt and I exchanged excited grins once Will was far enough away. Neither of us wanted to seem like children in the presence of fancy railroad men and their other wealthy colleagues. As some might say, they were the “big dogs” of their century. 

      The sun was high in the sky, though, and there were hours to kill until time to arrive. A stagecoach bounced over the cobblestone street behind us as a scruffy dog barked at the wheels, nearly losing its head in the process. Kurt darted and scooped up the little pup, tucking it under his arm. 

      “Careful, little guy…or girl.” Kurt held the small terrier mix over his head. “You’re definitely a girl.” With its knobby legs and wiry red hair, she might have been a Jack Russell mix. Either way, if she stayed on the streets, she’d end up dead. 

      When Kurt cradled the pup and scratched it between its ears, I put up my hands with a shake of my head. “I know what you’re thinking, and no. There’s no way she can come back with us.” 

      Kurt frowned and gave a sad face that mirrored the dog’s droopy eyes. “Can we at least try to get her a home while we wait? She’ll get crushed if she keeps barking at carriage wheels.” He set her on all fours.

      I rolled my eyes and started down the street, motioning for Kurt and the dog to follow. The little mutt kept up with the occasional kissing sound or snap from Kurt to redirect her on our path.

      As we walked, I read my notes from our history book aloud, “Leland Stanford was a member of the Big Four which consisted of fellow members Charles Crocker, Mark Hopkins, and Collis Peter Huntington. They were known for investing in the construction of the Central Pacific Railroad.” 

      “So, kind of a big deal,” Kurt said with a hint of sarcasm. 

      “Big deal, indeed. California wouldn’t be the same without them, and neither would the West.” 

      “Chant, how in the world are we going to rub elbows with these big wigs?” 

      It was a reasonable question. These men were ruthless, which was imperative to succeed when every man with a decent bank account climbed to the top of the early American empires. Though it was in the distant past for us, the era felt faster. It was as if the air we breathed was sand falling through an hourglass. 

      We rounded the corner and happened upon a public park with a manicured lawn. Women with lacy umbrellas perused the land and giggled, avoiding eye contact with two shabby teenagers and an even shabbier dog. The grounds looked like something from an art museum, like the fancy Monet painting with all of the dots arranged so close they blended into a lazy scene from a hot summer day. 

      “Is this whole town rich, or is that how they dress?” Kurt arched his eyebrow with skepticism. 

      I shrugged, thinking it was just some extra fabric and nothing compared to the Elizabethan era. “You have to think about where the money is. Sacramento is experiencing a transportation boom.” I nodded, tapping my chin. “If they’re doing well, so are the smaller businesses. I would imagine barbers and tailors are also keeping pretty busy.” 

      “Yeah. I guess. In our time, I kind of take trains for granted. I mean, I don’t even think of them unless I get stuck in traffic at a crossing.” 

      “Trains were huge back then... I mean now. It changed how things moved, how they were built, how much they could transport.” When I finished my statement, I realized I was alone. Kurt checked out of our conversation and was a few feet away, too busy with his new friend to listen. 

      I glanced at Kurt with a smirk. He was waving a stick in a circle, encouraging the little dog to spin. Instead of saying anything, I sat on the plush grass and eased onto my back, resting on my elbows and soaking in the late afternoon sun. After a few more circles, the shabby dog took notice and nestled into the crease of my elbow. Her wet, cold nose pressed against my skin. 

      It was then that Kurt sat to sketch the tree line at the other side of the park. It was one of the most peaceful moments we’d had in a while, and I was thankful for the assignment Mrs. Graziano gave us. If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have bothered to visit Sacramento in 1862. 

      Together, with the tiny dog I’d named Millie in my head, we lounged in the warm summer air, listening to the birds as they chirped as well as a bullfrog that bellowed from a nearby creek. It wasn’t hard to pass the time when it was bathed in perfection.

      “It’s getting late.” Kurt closed his art pad and stuck it into his bag. 

      I looked up, and indeed, the sun shifted while the air started to feel heavier. Crickets would soon begin their evening song. The park also cleared out, leaving only us and a few older men sitting around a portable chess set. 

      “We should start for the mansion. Otherwise, we won’t have much material for our papers.” 

      My back cracked and popped as I stood and stretched. Kurt looped his satchel over his shoulder, and we started our stroll toward the governor’s home. We made it to the sidewalk before noticing little Millie was intent on sticking with us. Kurt pleaded with his eyes. 

      “Your mom will not let you keep a dog.” I folded my arms with a direct stare.

      Kurt shot me a devious grin. “Your mom will.” 

      “Oh, no. No, no, no.” I walked backward, shaking my head, pointing at the pup. “I don’t have time for a dog, man.” 

      “Fun hater.” He tucked the little pup under his arm. “She can be like our mascot or something. Think about science! Moorehart can examine how time travel affects canines or something to that effect.” 

      I rolled my eyes so hard; I nearly tripped on a bit of raised sidewalk. There was no talking Kurt out of it. He’d already written the idea in stone, cementing it in the back of his brain. 

      “As long as we call her Millie.” I dropped my head back with a sigh. 

      “Done. Whatever you say. Call her Old MacDonald if you want.” Kurt kissed her chocolate brown nose before setting her to the ground. 

      The walk to the mansion was quiet, as most of the working class were taking their suppers at home. Will was waiting for us in front of the short iron gate. He raised an eyebrow and chuckled to himself at the sight of our small entourage, complete with a street dog. 

      “Pick up a new friend?” 

      As Millie nipped at my heels, Kurt bent and scratched behind her ears. “I couldn’t let her get run over or trampled by a horse.” 

      “Of course not. Millie can stay in the yard while we go in. They won’t mind.” 

      When Kurt petted the little dog and told her we’d be right back, asking her not to leave, it was impossible not to smile. He hadn’t looked that happy since before Mitchell passed. Maybe having a dog wouldn’t be so bad. We could even share the work. 

      When a maid in a gray dress and white apron opened the door, she curtsied like we were important. 

      “Oh, that’s not necessary, ma’am.” I stepped inside with a smile.

      She nodded and looked down. “You’ll find Mr. and Mrs. Stanford in the parlor. Will, your father should be along shortly. There was some business about a man’s misplaced wages he needed to attend to.” 

      The maid pointed toward an arched doorway as we left for the parlor. Just inside, there was a long buffet table filled edge-to-edge with meats, cheeses, and pastries. They certainly went all out for their evening get-togethers. Governor Stanford and his wife, Jane, sat across one another at a smaller table under one of the mansion’s many windows. 

      Leland stood when we entered. “Ah, Will. Did Cora tell you about your father?” 

      “Yes. It’s always something. I’ve brought some of my,” Will cleared his throat, “…associates this evening. This is Chant, and that’s Kurt.” 

      Kurt was lagging, staring at the spread of food. Once he heard Will mention his name, he did a little half-jog, arriving at my side with a smile. 

      “Welcome! I hope you like vino. We have some of the best!”

      Will lifted a hand with the shake of his head. “They’re not old enough.” 

      The bear of a man laughed and patted his breast pocket. His flushing cheeks were highlighted by a thick but maintained beard. He reminded me of what Santa must have looked like in his younger days, with a loud and joyful voice. 

      “Not to worry, sir. We’re happy to share the company.” I shook his hand before he reached for Kurt’s.

      “Grab some food and sit down, boys. It’s just us for now.” 

      We did as instructed and took a seat at the small table by Leland and his wife. The maid came through with a tray of glasses filled halfway with orange juice. Once she sat them down, I could tell from the somewhat diluted color of Leland’s that it was a mixed drink. To my right, Kurt chowed down on chocolate-covered strawberries. On my left, Will nursed a glass of white wine. It was indeed a change of pace from our most recent adventures, and I suddenly felt more mature and ostentatious. 

      “Tell me, Chant and Kurt, what brings you to Sacramento?” Leland asked after taking a sip. 

      “We, uh. Our fathers are investors in the farming industry. They’re working on technology to make grain harvesting less cumbersome.” Kurt lifted his chin, giving the illusion of authority. I couldn’t help but wonder where his sudden persona originated.

      “And then we bumped into Will earlier today and asked him what it would take to meet you and get a tour of the place.” I leaned forward. 

      “It’s our pleasure. It is quite a fine house, isn’t it?” Leland chuckled and slapped his knee. Jane, with her delicate features and deep brown, almond-shaped eyes, laughed along with him. Though she covered her mouth to appear demure, a symptom of the times. 

      We nodded, happily snacking. 

      “We didn’t commission the building, but I’m happy to have it now.” Leland took a sip of his wine.

      “And when did you come to California?” I asked, going through the grading rubric of our paper in my head. 

      Leland paused and looked up at the decorative ceiling tiles. “Let’s see. That fire was in 1852, and my brothers and I decided to head west afterward. The six of us were chasing that California gold rush.” He rubbed his fingers together like one does when money is involved. 

      “So, when did running for governor come into play? How did you go from the gold rush to railroad investor to this?” I looked around the room in awe.

      He nodded with another chuckle. “When you get into business, like really get into it, lots of men dabble in different pursuits. I didn’t win the office the first time I tried. I ran for treasurer in 1857, then governor in 1859. Of course, 1861 was my year, and now, here we are!” His pink cheeks brightened, either from pride or his slight buzz. His magnetic charm and sincere manner were likely why he was so successful in politics. 

      “It’s impressive, Mr. Stanford, truly.” Kurt wiped a bit of chocolate from his bottom lip. 

      “Do you think you’ll stay in office?” I knew the answer from reading the bullet points of his biography in class. He would, indeed, go on to be a state senator, but I wanted to get his take on his future. 

      “Not sure. It depends on where the railroad goes. We’re nowhere near finished, and the operation is just going to get bigger. It’s the future of the United States. I’m certain of it.” He took another swig of his drink. His passion seemed more accessible when he spoke of business. 

      From the angle of his arched brows and widened eyes, it was as if he was preaching to a cast of nonbelievers, intent on converting us to see the future of the mighty Central Pacific Railroad. 

      “Here’s to the future of the railroad, our entire nation, for that matter.” I lifted my glass of orange juice and toasted it, clinking my drink against his. Jane, Kurt, and Will also joined in with their respective glasses. The most surprising aspect of the encounter was how comfortable he made us feel in his sprawling estate. The governor seemed more like an uncle than a prestigious politician and railroad tycoon. 

      We joked amongst ourselves and chatted until the sky darkened outside the windows. If not for a knock at the door, we would have stayed for hours. But when Will’s father strolled in and mentioned a small, rat-like dog outside digging up the rose bushes, we figured it was time to exit. Kurt and I thanked them for their hospitality before high-tailing it out of there before Will came clean about the dog being our little guest. 
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        * * *

      

      “What’s your mom cooking for dinner?” I asked Kurt as we changed back into our modern clothes. 

      “Fried chicken, I think.” 

      “Ughhh, lucky. I’d give anything for something that wasn’t vegan, especially after seeing the spread at that mansion.” There was no doubt that we’d have some variation of bean salad again. 

      Kurt laughed at me with a shrug. After we finished changing clothes, he pointed at the little terrier sprawled on her back in the middle of The Pedaler’s seat. “And what are you going to tell your mom about her?” 

      Millie was fast asleep, and I could see the tiny bit of white around her brown eyes where they’d rolled into her head. A slight snore escaped her snout while her stubby legs ran in an imaginary chase. 

      “That is a good question.” 

      “Let’s say she was scratching at the window down here, and we let her in.” Kurt’s voice lifted as if it were a question. Between his wrinkled forehead and clenched teeth, he didn’t sell it. 

      “You talk.” I doubted he would listen, but since the whole predicament was his idea, I hoped he would step up to the plate. When I didn’t budge, he relented, scooping up the pup, tucking her into his arms like a newborn baby. She was about the same size, after all. 

      I followed Kurt to the basement, taking care to cover the lab’s doorway behind us. We were about halfway up the stairs when Chai pounced into the opening. She looked rushed, and her face was flushed. 

      “Where were you?” 

      “What do you mean? We were in the basement.” I pointed to the stair I was standing on with a look that said she was mistaken. 

      “No, you weren’t. I was just down there looking for you.” 

      “Chai, clearly we were. We were on the floor behind the couch studying for our English assignment.” 

      Her brows knitted together as she flicked her eyes between Kurt and me when she noticed the dog. “And where did that come from?” 

      “Oh, we were reading and heard this weird scratching at that little basement window. She was trying to get in, so we rescued her.” Kurt smiled at the pup, keeping his word to take the lead on the matter of the dog. 

      Chai scowled, and her upper lip curled. “Rescued her from what?” 

      With absolutely no expression and a flat voice, Kurt said, “The cold, cold world.” 

      It took every ounce of my resolve to keep from laughing. Chai, on the other hand, was far from amused. She glared at us for a moment longer before stepping aside and letting us pass. 

      “Whatcha got there?” Dad asked when we shuffled into the store. 

      Chai rolled her eyes. “A basement dog, apparently.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Mom didn’t mind the dog. She even bought her organic dog food made with meat. I was shocked, to say the very least. 

      “Dogs are natural hunters. They simply can’t survive on a vegetarian diet,” she reasoned. 

      I remember nodding with bulging eyes, wishing she’d serve me a steak dinner with the same enthusiasm. 

      A week later, Kurt and I were sitting in my bedroom throwing a tennis ball back and forth for Millie. She spun in a circle as she zoomed between us, leaping and hopping for joy. But I must admit, I was skeptical she would thrive in our time. Sure, Moorehart did okay for short visits, and none of us showed any lasting effects from travel. Unfortunately, though, my toe and back flared up now and then like an old sports injury. 

      I never dreamt that a pet could handle time travel’s physical constraints, but then again, returning from a trip with a puppy was the last thing I’d ever expect. 

      We were throwing the ball for probably the hundredth time when a heavy thud came from the ceiling. It was followed by a couple of quick footsteps and then a more shuffled gait. Kurt pointed, and I whispered, “Moorehart.” 

      I put Millie in her kennel before cracking open my closet door, hoping to avoid any creaking. Since Chai was in her room next door, we climbed with caution, hoping she didn’t hear anything other than the obnoxious rap music that blared through her speakers. 

      When I lifted the door to the attic, a robust musky cologne hit me in the face like a scented concrete wall. Moorehart paced in front of his desk as he continued to douse himself in the liquid. We lingered by the scuttle hole, watching his ritual and wondering what he was going on about. He waved his hands as if conversing with someone or practicing a vital speech. 

      “What’s wrong?” Kurt spoke first, stirring Moorehart from his thoughts.

      “Ohhh!” Moorehart jumped. “You boys scared the dickens out of me. Sorry, I have an important meeting, and I’m a bit wild with nerves.” 

      “Meeting with who?” My suspicion meter was dinging and flashing red in my head. 

      “Oh…Uh, it’s Ms. Gloria. I do hope you don’t mind, Chant.” 

      A million thoughts poured through my head. Some splashed like a heavy rock, while others floated about like smoke from a fire. All of them caused the rhythmic pitter-patter of panic in my chest. 

      The image of my English teacher hanging out with my mentor, my best friend, was too much. How would that even work? If it went past one date, how would he tell her about himself? Moorehart didn’t have a home in this century, a car, an ID, or a cell phone. Would he have to tell her the truth eventually? 

      My face must have given me away because Moorehart shook me by the shoulders and snapped a finger at me a moment later. Kurt wore a goofy grin tinged with laughter.

      Of course, the prospect of Moorehart dating a teacher didn’t bother him. He was part of the crew, but the implication was only on the fringes of his life. Kurt didn’t live here. He wouldn’t have our teacher swinging by unexpectedly or having the odd dinner with the family. Heck, Denise didn’t even know that Kurt could have an Uncle Moorehart. Our cover would be blown to smithereens if she did. 

      It was just too messy. We’d have too many lies to work around to maintain our secret. 

      “You’re going on a d—d—date with Mrs. Graziano?” I finally muttered. 

      Moorehart flashed me an uncomfortable smile. While he knew it was weird, his eyes were as sad as the puppy’s downstairs. I didn’t have the guts to tell him no. He was a grown man anyway. I relented my protests and sighed. 

      “I’m sorry, Chant. I wanted to tell you I’d been communicating with her.” 

      “Wait a sec,” Kurt butted in. “This isn’t like a first-time deal?” 

      “Oh, it is our first official meeting. But I will confess, I’ve been delivering letters to her at the school. We’ve grown quite close with a pen and paper. I’m just nervous about sitting across a table from her. I haven’t courted a lady in quite some time.”

      “Moorehart, do you even have any modern money?” I asked, trying to focus on the practicalities of his dating life. 

      When Moorehart shook his head, and the sudden realization wilted his smile, I reached into my back pocket. 

      “Take this.” I handed him my debit card. “At the end of the dinner, just hand the waiter this when they bring the check. And don’t let Mrs. Graziano see the name on the front.”

      He turned the piece of plastic over in his hands, looking at the raised numbers and the tiny gold chip. “This is currency?” 

      “I mean, there’s more to it than that, but yes. When your waiter gives you a slip of paper, place the card in your pocket and then scribble your signature at the bottom of the receipt. Make sure to add a tip for the waiter, and you’re set.” 

      Moorehart lunged forward, pulling me into a bear hug and lifting me from the ground. It was like I’d wrangled the moon and gave it to him on a silver platter, when in reality, his dinner would probably be around fifty bucks, at the most. 

      “I owe you my utmost gratitude, Chant, my boy.” 

      “Don’t worry about it. Just be thinking of your game plan if this takes off. Dating wasn’t easy but dating across centuries is pretty much unheard of.” 

      “Pretty much?” Kurt chuckled beside us. 

      Moorehart nodded, pondering his predicament. He walked to his Pedaler and turned. “Thank you. You’re both fine young men, and I owe you for your comradery and assistance.” 

      We waved goodbye, climbed down the attic’s step ladder, and settled into my room just as Chai opened my door. She looked us over with the same scowl she wore like a permanent Halloween mask. “What are you guys doing in here? I heard a bang.” 

      Kurt shot me a glance. I looked around the room, and my eyes landed on Millie. “You must have heard the dog. We were banging a ball on the wall. She had a running fit, and we just let her go until she tuckered herself out.” 

      Chai’s large eyes scanned my face, then Kurt’s, before glancing at Millie, who was curled and snoring in her kennel. Chai inhaled as if to say something but stopped herself. 

      “What?” I asked.

      She shook her head with a roll of her eyes. “Forget it.” 

      The door slammed behind her when she left. My sister became weirder every day, and that’s coming from a guy who travels for fun. 
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        * * *

      

      The next day we found my card on the desk in his office. It seemed he’d come and gone without telling us about his date. Over the next few weeks, everything seemed back to normal as Moorehart returned to his usual roaming and rambling. 

      Mrs. Graziano, on the other hand, was noticeably nicer to Kurt and me. But, of course, I couldn’t ask what Moorehart told her about our relationship or how he knew us. I didn’t want to take the chance of inadvertently destroying his cover story. 

      Instead, Kurt and I enjoyed a flurry of good grades and smiles in the classroom. Even our homework schedule slowed some, which I was grateful for because the holidays were right around the corner. I was slammed between school and my upcoming driving test - not to mention pulling doubles between the record store and the Emporium. 

      My head whirred like a roulette wheel as things I needed to do bounced like the ball from place to place. Every time I’d close my eyes to reset, the ball would land on another item on my to-do list. It was exhausting.

      “Hey Chant, you okay?” 

      My eyes flicked open as Kurt’s mom, Denise, shook my shoulder. I wiped my mouth as I noticed some drool on the counter. My head was barely balanced, teetering in the palm of my hand as I dozed. 

      “I’m fine, sorry.” I dried the last bit of moisture with my shirt sleeve and nodded, though the grogginess lingered. “I’ll grab some coffee.” 

      “Coffee?” She laughed. “You might as well be a middle-aged man. You work, you drink coffee, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in anything other than band shirts from the 70s.” 

      “Sorry?” 

      “Don’t be silly. I’m sorry.” She peered at me with motherly wisdom. “It’s a good thing Kurt has a friend like you. Before you moved here, he spent way too much time trying to act and dress like everyone else at school.” 

      With a slow grin, I went back to scribbling on a few receipts at the register. It was easier than unpacking how grateful I was for Kurt too. Besides that, my dad was due to pick me up for my driving test at any moment. I watched out the window for his VW bus. 

      “Nervous?” Kurt pushed through some beaded curtains, carrying a crate of vintage records he scored from a local estate sale. 

      I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and stretched. “Nah. I mean, I’ve been driving the bus with dad for over a year now. The test can’t be that much different. It’s just someone else in the passenger seat.” 

      “True.” Kurt shrugged, flipping through the records. 

      When the door dinged, alerting my dad’s arrival, I glanced up to find him pushing through the door, slapping his greasy fingerprints all over the glass I just cleaned. I fought back a sigh because I didn’t want to argue on the way to my test. 

      “Ready?” Dad gave me his usual fatherly nod, suggesting I get up ready or not. 

      I nodded and left Denise to work the register while I grabbed my backpack from a nearby stool. Everyone assumed I’d been carrying around homework for the last several weeks, while in reality, I was terrified of going anywhere without my communicator. An ominous weight lived in the back of my mind rent-free. It reminded me that another emergency could lurk around any corner. 

      A bright sun greeted us in the clear November sky. California winters couldn’t be beaten unless you liked frigid temperatures and constant snow. I inhaled the crisp air as it cleared my lungs. Dad patted me on the shoulder on the way to the bus. I got the feeling the trip to the DMV would include one of his famous and inspirational talks.

      I pulled from the curb toward the town’s main drag, which would lead us past a fast food place and a few cookie-cutter coffee shops which were full of bloggers, slouchy beanies, and way too many gluten intolerances to count. Right on schedule, Dad turned off the music and let the silence fill the van. My ears burned in anticipation of his lecture. 

      “I can honestly say I’ve been dreading this day, while at the same time, looking forward to it since you were a baby. Sixteen. I know your birthday has passed but getting your license… makes it real. It makes it really real.” 

      “Dad…” I sighed.

      “No, let me have this. I’ve been replaying this drive in my head for years.”

      “Yup. All right then.” I pulled from a stop sign and gave a slight wave to the older man, who motioned me ahead. 

      I couldn’t say for sure what Dad rambled on about because as the van began down the street, something strange happened. First, the passing cars on the other side of the road came to a complete stop. Even more perplexing, though, the people inside froze. One woman was mid-bite into a cheeseburger, while another kid was picking his nose. 

      Soon, I realized the old Volkswagen was creeping along at the speed of a turtle, an ancient and feeble one. I faced Dad, and his hands were also in slow motion, his voice low and lagging like a DVR with a glitch. 

      Not again. As I glanced around, I noticed an overwhelming and dizzying white light, indicating another Time Slip. It blanketed the road ahead but didn’t faze the bus. Somehow, I wasn’t affected, maybe because I’d already encountered a Slip. 

      Regardless of the reason, I grabbed my backpack, climbed out, and started for the bright unknown. When I got to the lip of the entrance, I lifted a hand but stopped short of touching the portal. If I didn’t step through to the other side, would Dad be frozen forever? I took a deep breath and entered as the light gobbled me up like the whale that swallowed Jonah. 

      My stomach floated into my chest, and my body swirled through the tunnel. It seemed like being sucked down a drain, my eyes darting about, trying to find something, anything, to focus on so I could get my bearings. It was such a dizzying experience that I might vomit once settled. 

      Finally, after being tumbled and tossed, the light shoved me forth, and I bounced along some round river rocks, skidding into a shallow creek bed. 

      As I lay there, catching my breath, I focused on the water, which sounded like the babbling brook Mom used during meditation. That lasted for like a second as a high-pitched ringing reverberated inside of my head. 

      Meanwhile, the morning sun dappled the scene around me through a thick canopy of trees. It wasn’t California. The air was too humid, the forest floor too lush. It’s hard to explain, but when you’ve lived in one area your entire life, you can feel the land and the familiarity of it. This was not home in my time or any other. 

      A breeze tickled my nose, bringing with it a sweet, earthy scent. I spun to discover a honeysuckle bush climbing the side of a nearby pine tree. 

      If I hadn’t been shot through a Time Slip and dropped like a sack of potatoes, I might have found the setting serene. It would have been perfect for an afternoon picnic, at the very least. However, my chest spasmed when I realized my backpack wasn’t by my side. 

      My eyes darted between the branches and the creek to the bushes, but it wasn’t anywhere. I groaned, clutching my head as it throbbed with each heartbeat. I dragged myself from the stream, letting the water, muck, and more drip down my back and roll down my legs. 

      The ooze weighed me down as I trudged through the forest, trampling over leaves and thorned vines. My legs stung and burned from the underbrush tearing into my flesh. By the time I saw a sliver of the black nylon strap, my breathing was a barking wheeze that nearly made me pass out. 

      “Oh, thank goodness,” I squeaked out before collapsing onto the ground. 

      As I rested on a pile of pine needles, I stared up at my raveling JanSport hanging from a skinny branch like a beacon of hope. Without my communicator, I would have been stuck wherever I was forever. Moorehart would have been shooting into the dark trying to find me and my time coordinates.

      “Do not move thy head, peasant!” A tall man dressed in a tunic and feathered hat that bounced when he spoke stood over me. I eyed his tight trousers that accentuated his height. Even from the ground, I could tell his knees would have met my waist. “Stay down, or I’ll have your head in a basket, heathen!” 

      It finally dawned on me that I was the heathen. The man yanked me by the collar of my Nirvana shirt and panted his foul breath within inches of my face. His yellowing teeth, jutting in all directions, were so close I could see a border of rot separating the enamel from his gumline. I twisted my neck to face anywhere but forward to avoid the stench and the saliva that sprayed each time he spoke. 

      “Now…What are you doing on me land? Shall I take you to the alderman for a sack of gold?” 

      “The wh—No! Whoever that is, no. I’m sorry. I got lost on a journey, and I’m trying to find my way back. I didn’t mean to find my way onto your land.” I held my breath, trying to avoid his halitosis and hoping I pulled off being polite enough that he might bestow a favor. 

      I couldn’t figure out where or when I was. Whatever happened, I needed to be free to jump into The Pedaler with Moorehart whenever he came to my rescue. 

      When he laughed, his checkerboard smile cut across his dirty face. When he finally nodded, it was hard to discern whether it was a friendly gesture or something much more ominous. “Well, if you don’t want a bounty on thy head, ye best come to milk me cows, and we’ll call it a draw.” 

      When the man let go of my collar and dusted me off, I released the breath I was holding and secured my backpack to my shoulders. At least I wouldn’t be strung up on the rack today. 

      On the way through a field of tall grass, I thought it might be an excellent opportunity to find out when I was. After all, there was no telling when or if I’d be able to find another person to ask. 

      “Sir, I must have hit my… I mean, me head when I fell. Can you tell me what year it is?” 

      The man laughed and said over his shoulder, “The year is 551. Do you require a healer?” 

      I couldn’t help the loud gasp when he said the number. “Huh—No, no, sir. I do not. It’s just a bit of a concussion. And the country?”

      “England! Has a witch cursed you?” He spun to take me in, raking his curious and skeptical eyes over me.

      “I bumped my head. That’s all, sir.” I nodded for him to continue along the path.

      We passed through a patch of bogland near a field of grass. On the other side, a small dwelling with smoke snaking out of the chimney was set against a small mound, acting as part of the home. Tall, Goliath-like trees formed a dome of shade around the thatch roof house. 

      As we crossed the last few feet of the marsh, a pair of goats trotted by, and the older man sent me a knowing grin with a mischievous look in his eye. It appeared I wouldn’t just be milking cows for my freedom. 

      Boy, was I right! I milked four goats, two cows, picked up the eggs from about fifteen chickens, and finally, I shoveled manure from the animals’ lean-to. When I finished, the man, whose name I found out was James, relieved me of my duties. 

      “I would have let thee go even if you didn’t help me, but alas, you may be on your way.” 

      Though slightly annoyed, I nodded with a bow before starting down the lane that led from his home. 

      My backpack straps were damp and rubbing my skin raw. The moment I put ample distance between me and the homestead, I sat on a log and laid my bag out to dry. Even though I found the bag in the tree, far from the creek, it got wet somehow during my leap to this time. I sucked in a breath, panicked, reaching into the main zippered compartment. What if my communicator suffered the same fate?  

      Once I felt the device’s cold metal, I pulled it out and examined it for damage. Beads of moisture bubbled behind the glass, which held the red connection indicator. 

      My heart sank. Oh no. No. No. No. 

      I jammed my thumb into the button over and over, yet nothing happened. There was no light, no low hum to indicate a call, and no reassuring voices from the other side. This couldn’t be happening. I was stuck, without any hope of rescue, in the year 551. I didn’t even get to take my driving test! 

      A dead communicator and a soggy backpack weren’t going to return me to my time, no matter how much I wished it. I turned the silver metallic cylinder over in my hand, scanning it for seams or screws. There must be a way to disassemble it. There was no chance someone crafted it from thin air, not even in the future. 

      Finally, I found a thin dividing line that ran down the center of the silver metal. I grabbed my Swiss Army knife from my backpack’s side pocket and tried to steady my hands, using the sharpest part of the blade to pry apart the two halves. It took a few tries, but eventually, I got it. The moment I lifted one side from the other, my heart sank. The inside was a mess. 

      Water drizzled from the interior, leaving damaged circuit boards, wiring, and a single crystal that looked like a corroded battery with flaky white residue. It was terrible, and I knew it. 

      The only image that ran through my head was that of my parents’ faces when I wouldn’t come home. They would have no idea where I went and likely wouldn’t believe Kurt if he tried to tell them. Without me at the wheel, what would happen to my dad in the van?

      On top of that, no one would have a reference to look for me even if they tried. I buried my face in my sleeve and cried like a baby. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and snot spilled from my nose as an intense headache pressed my skull as if in a vice grip. 

      An hour or two passed while I wallowed in the state of my affairs. At some point, I must have drifted into exhaustion and closed my eyes, resting my head on my knees, because when I flicked my eyes open again, a gallant man on a white horse appeared before me. 

      He wore a vivid blue tunic with a long red cloak with broaches in the shape of a cross on both shoulders. His image was a stark contrast to the lone farmer I met earlier. The difference was noticeable just by the way he carried himself. He lifted his chin in a regal manner, and his shoulders were broad and proud. 

      “Is help required for thee?” His voice held an air of authority that caused me to sit up straight. 

      “I’m not from here, sir. And I need to fix my, um, tool to get home.” 

      “Where are you from?” 

      I thought about the question, but California didn’t exist. America didn’t either. And he would absolutely know I wasn’t from Europe. I lacked the accent. “Far, far away from here.” 

      He thought about the answer, his brows twisting. He stared at me with a slow nod, contemplating even further. Then, he finally moved his trailing cloak from the horse’s backside and motioned me forward. “Climb on. I know someone who can help.”

      “Really?” It felt like a frog leaped from my chest. “Who?” 

      “A dear friend. I call him Merlin.”
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      Cumbria, England 

      551 AD

      Unknown Coordinates 

      The horse’s hooves clip-clopped over the path, moving at a slow but constant pace. I was grateful for the relaxed gait as I slid back and forth on the horse’s back with each step. 

      “What’s your name?” I asked the man, who I only just met but clung to for safety. 

      “Artorius. But they’ve taken to calling me Arthur in these parts. I suppose my Roman tongue is too much to wrestle with.”

      “Arthur…King Arthur?” 

      “What? By the heavens, no. However, I have known a few kings. That happens in times of conflict. There are many leaders, those that want to be leaders, and some that wish they’d never earned the burden.” 

      “And which are you?” 

      “Me? Ha. I’m a warrior. By definition, I’m here to serve those who take the reins, though I do enjoy charging toward a fight.” 

      Ahead of us, a few smoke columns and the edge of a stone wall marked the beginning of a shire. It was primitive, but there was no doubt it would be standing for hundreds of years, with each stone providing the perfect fit against one another. 

      “Wait, but you know Merlin?” 

      “Yes…Is that supposed to mean something?” 

      Of course, it did. I was on the brink of proving King Arthur existed. Well, not exactly a king, but a sizeable contribution to the fable. Still, I couldn’t tell him that. 

      “No, sorry. But what makes you think he can help me?”

      “He’s got magic in his veins and an exceptional brain to go along with it. I’ve seen him crafting things that aren’t from this world. Secretive things. When I saw your treasure strewn about, I knew right away it was strange.” 

      “I see…”

      “You don’t believe in such? That’s okay. The man is a prophet. If nothing else, he can tell you how to find the help you need.” 

      As we neared the opening in the wall, a short boy in a dirty wool tunic and tall boots approached. His hair matched the color of the thatch roof above him, and his cheeks were as red as cherries. 

      “Ah, Griflet. Take care of the mare. She’ll be due for some oats and grazing.” Arthur offered his hand so I could slide to the ground first before joining me. Once at my side, he patted his horse’s neck, to which the equine whinnied and shook her head. 

      “Yes, sir. Merlin is at the Inn. He said something about a visitor.” Griflet’s eyes drifted to me. 

      “See?” Arthur nudged me in the arm with a broad smile that somehow made his sharp features even stronger and more pronounced. 

      I nodded and readjusted my backpack. Nearby, a pair of women in hooded tunics whispered and pointed at me. I blushed, and the urgency to get home burned brighter within me. 

      As Arthur led me through the village’s muddy streets, we were interrupted every few steps by adoring locals. Little kids ran between houses, chasing chickens and stray dogs. They were dirty but looked happy and well-fed. One of them even approached and pinched me to see if I was real. 

      We arrived at the Inn a few moments later to find a pair of men squabbling over a barmaid that didn’t harbor care for either of them. She crossed her arms and shook her head in disgust. The men smelled of ale and body odor, the stench permeating with each labored push. Arthur grabbed their tunics and yanked them apart with one swift motion, their necks whiplashing from the force. 

      “Oy, that’s enough of that! Miss Alvina has had quite enough. Right?” 

      The men sighed as the barmaid nodded. They’d wasted their time, energy, and ale. 

      After Arthur tossed them to the side, they regained their footing, only to resume traveling together like a pair of old pals. One slung an arm over the other’s back as they exited. 

      “They’re brothers, you know.” Alvina smiled. “Ale for you, Arthur?” 

      “Not today. I hear Merlin is upstairs waiting on me.”

      “Ah, yes. I sent him to thy quarters.” 

      The Inn was dark, loud, and smelled horrid. It wasn’t the fancy architecture I encountered when attending any of Shakespeare’s plays. That much was certain. The doors were short, the hallway was suffocating, and the staircase may as well have been a rickety ladder. I held my breath as I went through, both from my nerves and the fear of what I might inhale.

      At the top, a welcome quiet greeted us. The commotion below was only a soft rumble, and I was thankful for that. However, we still needed to weave through a narrow hallway until we reached the last bedroom on the left. 

      As Arthur opened the door, it creaked, breaking the silence. Once we entered, a tall man in a blue robe and a long beard, brushing his stomach, stood with expectant eyes. His white hair draped over his thin shoulders. 

      Merlin. My head spun at the thought, but I tried not to react. 

      “Hello. I’m told I’m supposed to help thee.” Merlin’s wise eyes twinkled. 

      I cleared my throat, trying to find my voice. “How did you know I would be here? I didn’t even know I would be.” 

      Arthur closed the door behind us, pulling his cloak to his side so we could both fit when Merlin motioned me toward a small, primitive wooden chair. I took the seat, grateful to rest. 

      “‘Tis thy prophecy. Just as I have prophesied the success on the battlefield for thy friend.” Merlin motioned to Arthur, who bowed his head. 

      “Well, I could use some help, regardless of where you get your information. My way home…” I pulled out the water-damaged communicator and offered it to Merlin. “It was ruined by water.” 

      Merlin’s bushy white eyebrows furrowed, leaving two exceptionally long sprigs of white in the middle of his forehead. Rather than being puzzled by otherworldly technology, he focused on the task at hand. He ran his fingers over the metal, tapping on the circuit board. Then, he lifted the crystal to the flickering candlelight. 

      “I’ll place it on a bed of charcoal.” He nodded to a nearby bowl which he’d already filled with the necessary items. “It’ll soak up the moisture, and I’ll meditate to determine how else to help.” 

      With that, he took my communicator and placed each part on a small corner table, pulling the charcoal dish closer before working what he considered his magic. 

      “Oh, yeah. That probably will work.” I exhaled with relief. “I guess where I’m from, we could have used a bag of rice.” 

      “Rice?” Arthur’s brow curled into a sharp hook. 

      “Um, I guess you guys don’t have that yet. Don’t worry. It will come,” I offered, despite having zero knowledge of when rice came to Eastern Europe. 

      When Arthur turned his intense gaze on me, I could sense the burn of it with every move. He stared at my futuristic clothing yet said nothing even though it was clear he thought me odd. I glanced back at him, wondering if Merlin told him the details of the so-called prophecy. Did Merlin even know anything other than he should help me? 

      I sighed and continued watching Merlin. The only thing that counted was fixing my communicator so I could get home and, hopefully, free Dad from the Time Slip. 

      Merlin stood, dwarfing me with his thin frame that almost grazed the ceiling. “It seems that there is but one thing to do until thy treasure is repaired.” 

      When I looked at him for an answer, he added, “We must eat, and we must wait, for there is no speeding up the process of a simple substance like charcoal. It must do the work for us.” 

      Arthur stood, taking up more space in the dwindling room. “He’s right. Let us gather drinks and sustenance.” 

      “If there’s nothing else to do, I could certainly go for food.” 

      Leaving the room felt like a terrible game of Twister, where each of us found ourselves shuffling just enough to file out while contorting ourselves past the opened door that butted against a small table and chair. Arthur led the way, then Merlin, then me. As we traveled down the hallway and returned to the small staircase, the roar of laughter and singing from below greeted us.

      Once we emerged, I noticed a group of barmaids was swaying and singing to the gentle plucking of a strange medieval guitar. The round instrument had a neck similar to the guitars I was used to from my time. The sound, however, was a cross between a harp and the highest strings on an acoustic. 

      “‘Tis a lute,” Merlin knelt and whispered before motioning for me to sit at a table with him and Arthur. “You don’t have many of those in your time?” 

      I jerked, whipping my head in his direction, suddenly immune to the hypnotic melody. “My time?”

      Merlin grinned behind his beard, and his eyes seemed to match the smile. “I assumed thou understood that I knew where thou came from.” His grave eyes flicked from me to over my shoulder, where the barmaid brought a round of ale. 

      The moment I shook my head to decline and asked for milk, she couldn’t hide her dismay as she turned for the bar, muttering. 

      “Wise choice.” Arthur patted me on the shoulder. “I can’t say I’d advise thee to order water as an alternative. A spell of the spasms would not be good when trying to return. Now, back to what you were saying.”

      I widened my eyes with an exhale. “Right. My time…” 

      “Thou is not from here.” Merlin nodded, giving me a once-over. 

      I made a noise that resembled a sigh and a chuckle. “551 is very far away from home.”

      Arthur leaned in and lowered his voice, “A wizard sent you back?”

      “No, an inventor. But I suppose they’re probably the same when you get down to it.”

      We went on, speaking in hushed tones and muffled laughter for an hour, maybe two. Before long, the Inn was buzzing with activity as more travelers rolled in and the ale coursed through their veins. I shared tale after tale, Merlin weighing in on his mystical explanation of events occasionally. He wasn’t surprised when I revealed crystals powered our machines. 

      “Much of our rituals and oracles require the same.” He took another gulp of his ale. 

      “And what of me? Do people know of us in your time?” Arthur asked. 

      “You have no idea. People think you’re a king! A leader of an order! If anything, you’re one of the most famous tales of all. Truthfully, I was shocked to learn you were real because it’s been a bit of a debate.”

      Arthur leaned back with a smug and pleased smile, carving dimples into his face. But soon, the conversation sobered, and the time to check my device was nearing. It would be my last and only chance to return, and my life rested on my communicator working. 

      If not, I’d be stuck in 551 forever, and Journey would continue running about the timeline creating tears and Time Slips until the world imploded. Not a big deal. Only the state of humanity rested on my shoulders. 

      I could only equate the walk up the stairs toward the room to the same as someone who was getting ready to skydive without knowing if their chute would open or not. Either way, I would jump and hope for the best. 

      Merlin didn’t delay pulling the metallic parts from the dust with flowery words or pained glances. Instead, he shook them off and handed them to me for reassembly. 

      I did my best, trying not to disturb the delicate components inside. It was touch and go, but I managed to make a seal around the seams with a bit of chewing gum. It was the only thing in my backpack, and I crossed my fingers that it would hold the pieces well enough to keep the circuits in place. 

      Finally, I closed my eyes and pressed the button. None of us breathed for the few seconds I held the control, so when a click with a low hum followed, I exhaled with a long sigh of relief. My two companions followed suit, seeing my reaction. 

      The communicator crackled over the centuries between us, and I found myself counting the seconds until Moorehart’s broken words pierced through the room. I got to thirty before I heard, “Cha—It’s Moo—Wh—You?” 

      “551, try Wales!” I leaned closer to the communicator, praying they heard me and hoping I gave him the correct details. When Merlin nodded, letting me know I was right, it made me wonder if he could read my mind. 

      As another minute of airwave static passed, a knot formed and swelled in my stomach. It was as if my heart would burst through my chest and land on the floor. 

      “Chant, I got it. Be there soon.” Moorehart’s voice rang through loud and clear like the most melodic bell. I stumbled back, landing on a small bed behind me, and closed my eyes as the stress of the day almost overtook me. 

      Arthur shook my knee and cleared his throat. “Best get outside, friend.”

      He was right. When I stood, Merlin gripped me by my shoulders and gave a slow, intentional nod. I could have sworn I heard his voice inside my head as if he was directing a goodbye message telepathically, to which I responded with the same nod, thinking I should pinch myself. 

      Arthur trailed me outside as darkness descended the small Welsh village. Drunk locals were stumbling out of the Inn, yet none of them paid attention to us as we stood against the building under the slight thatch overhang. 

      “They think I’m a king, thou sayest?” 

      “One of the most famous. There’s probably a hundred variations of your story.” 

      Arthur beamed and kicked his boots in the muck. I grimaced at the mess. Wales was, overall, a mud pit, and now I understood why as another barrage of rain pelted over us. 

      Anytime now, Moorehart. I glanced at the sky through the ominous clouds. 

      Right on cue, The Pedaler slammed in front of us, spattering mud everywhere. I wiped it from my mouth with my sleeve and spat out the rest as I approached Moorehart, but I couldn’t climb aboard without saying goodbye. 

      Over my shoulder, I waved at Arthur. “Thank you!” 

      “I’ll make sure they write thou into the stories as well, my friend!” Arthur’s face lit up, still in wonder as he took in The Pedaler. 

      I climbed aboard and waved seconds before we transported. Once we finally landed in California, I let out a massive sigh of relief.

      “Here! Look, see?” I waved my arms as the dust settled. We were tucked into an alley off the street where the Time Slip roared, and Dad stood frozen in time. My previous self was nowhere to be seen, so I assumed I already slipped into the tear. 

      Moorehart handed me a rag to clean off my shoes. He stared at the flickering lights, stroking his chin. “That’s a nasty disruption indeed. We should need to close it, my boy.” 

      “How?” I wiped the caked mud from my shoes, studying the Slip, nervous about approaching it.

      “Don’t worry yourself with that. Get back in your van.” When Moorehart saw the look on my face, he sent me a reassuring smile, “I’ll place the crystals on either side and close the Slip. It will work, trust me.” 

      “Trust me.” I laughed and nodded, dropping to the ground, making my way to the frozen Volkswagen. 

      Moorehart flanked the Time Slip. His tweed overcoat bounced along from the corner of my eye as I climbed into the van. Dad was still frozen, his hand outstretched in mid-conversation and his eyes half-open. As I buckled my seatbelt, Moorehart planted the second crystal on the right side of the glowing white tear in the fabric of time. 

      This was it. A surge of electricity sent a lightning bolt streaking across the sky with an ear-ringing crackle. I covered my face as it blinded me for a moment. Once my vision cleared, Dad’s voice filled the car, and I realized we were moving. I did my best to carry on driving without reacting to the chaos that erupted just seconds before, though a slightly burnt sulfuric smell filtered through the air vents. 
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        * * *

      

      Luckily for me, Dad was oblivious, showing no signs of getting wedged in a Slip. He certainly didn’t realize I was covered in sweat and exhausted from the day’s journey. I sighed with relief that I hadn’t tracked any medieval muck into his van. Now, there was only one thing left to do - pass my driving test. And we were just about there. 

      A man in a baby blue button-up shirt with a firetruck red bow tie stood on the curb at the DMV. He tapped on a clipboard with a pen as we approached. We were late. It was only a few minutes past my appointment, but he took notice. As I parked, he frowned behind his burly goatee that was overdue for a trim. 

      Dad exited the car and apologized, leaving the door open for the testing proctor. Once the man settled in the passenger seat, he scowled at the beaded cover rolling under his backside. 

      “Sorry, I’m late. We hit some… traffic.” 

      The man pointed to the gear shift before motioning at the road with a frown. I put the van into drive, accelerating gently. He relaxed as we got moving, and I noticed he was making check marks on a long list with bold print and tiny squares. I assumed it was a point sheet where he could keep track of my transgressions. He asked scripted questions as we drove, making more marks on his checklist. 

      “When is the road most slippery? After a rainstorm? After it’s been raining a while? Or when it just starts raining?” He stared at his clipboard. 

      “Uhm.” I blinked as my mind spun. I was just trying to make a proper turn down the next street. I didn’t realize there would be a pop quiz along the way. “When it first starts raining.” 

      “Good.” He swiped his pen across one of the squares and nodded. “Now, just make a loop back to the DMV, and we’ll finish the parallel parking portion of the test.” 

      My stomach grumbled. I didn’t know if it was from hunger or nerves. Parallel parking was going to be the gauntlet at the end of this day. Yes, I’d practiced, but doing it with a stranger in the passenger seat, one who was marking everything I did right or wrong, didn’t seem appealing. 

      I pulled the bus next to an orange barrel. My back window was parallel to it next to the curb. I exhaled before angling my steering wheel and backing in, praying I got it right. For the second time that day, someone read my mind.

      “You get three tries, young man.” The instructor smiled, his mustache twitching at the sides. Finally, he was warming up to me, or at least I hoped. 

      On the first go, I was about six inches too far from the curb, though well within the barrels. However, that was not enough to pass, and he didn’t feel that generous. I pulled out and repeated the steps, this time letting the van cruise back a little more before cutting the wheel again. 

      He opened the door and studied the distance before turning back to me. “Looks good, Mr. Baker. You passed.” He scribbled on the clipboard and signed the bottom in a dramatic swoosh. “Go inside and get your picture taken. Nancy will get you set up.” 

      Once I killed the engine, I started for the building, shooting a thumbs up to Dad, who was waiting on a metal bench near the entrance. When my dad clapped and cheered, I responded with a glare that could hush a siren, and he immediately settled with a smirk. He gave me a polite thumbs up with a proper nod, all the while his eyes sparkling with pride. 
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        * * *

      

      Moorehart was waiting in the basement when I got home. He sat tucked into the back corner, disguised by a bean bag chair and a tall Ficus plant. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it would have worked on Chai, and that’s what counted.

      “Well, that’s enough excitement for one day, wouldn’t you say?” I joked. 

      Moorehart emerged from the dark corner. “Truly, but I’m afraid we have more work to do. It seems this Time Slip business is getting more serious. I’ve counted five, no, six since the first one on the trail.” 

      “Six?” I sat on the couch, floored by how much damage Journey was managing to inflict on the timeline. He was capable of the worst, even hidden behind the curtain of time. 

      “It’s not up to us to fix his doing. The thing is, if he keeps leaving messes, time travel will get exponentially harder for us.” 

      “You have a point…” I trailed, rubbing my tired eyes in my hands. Moorehart paced in front of the couch, his shiny leather shoes tapping on the concrete. Meanwhile, my head throbbed from exhaustion at the thought of having to hatch yet another plan to catch Journey. It was never-ending. We pin him to one wall, and he escapes through a mouse hole. When he gets cornered at a dead end, he finds a foothold to escape. 

      “My boy, you look worse for wear.” Moorehart stopped in place for a moment.

      “Just tired.” I rubbed my eyes.

      “Mhmm.” He continued pacing. “Tell you what, leave the planning to me, and when I need assistance, I know where to find you. There are plenty of contacts in my book of favors. There’s no need for you to fret about any of it.” 

      “But—” A surge of static shot through the air, and a gust of phantom wind ruffled the wall tapestry that draped over the lab door. I should have been more concerned with the state of time, but I felt as though I might crumble from the weight of the last twenty-four hours. 

      Creaky floorboards ached from the influx of traffic upstairs. Mom was running an early Christmas sale after a few weeks of advertising and networking with the chamber of commerce. She hated that part, but it was working. The Emporium was booming. 

      My eyes wavered, and I shifted my weight, leaning onto some throw pillows. It wasn’t long before I fell asleep, listening to the cash register ding and slam shut over and over again. 

      “Chant? Hey, Chant?” Mom shook my shoulder as she towered over me, her face within inches of mine. I jumped. My hand nearly caught her cheekbone as I flailed out of my dreamlike state. “Whoa, it’s just me.” She jerked, straightening out of reach. 

      “What time is it?” My hoarse, scratchy voice rumbled through the room as a result of the cool basement air. 

      “Nine in the morning. You must have fallen asleep down here last night. I would have let you sleep longer, but don’t you have one more shift at Kurt’s this weekend?” 

      I nodded, squinting as narrow beams of light pierced a layer of dust on the basement window. I held my throbbing head, closing my eyes. “I’ll get up. Just give me a few.” 

      “You’re doing too much lately, Honey. You need to take a break.” 

      “Then, cut my shifts here.” I opened my pleading eyes.

      Mom raised a brow with a shake of her head before gathering the trash from the coffee table. It was something built in that she couldn’t turn off. If something needed tidying, she just couldn’t help herself. “You know we can’t do that right now. You’ve seen how busy it’s been.” 

      “Christmas rush,” I moaned, wobbling my head from side to side.

      “It’ll be over soon, Hon. Things will get back to normal.” She kissed me on the forehead before dumping a few empty cups in a nearby trash bin. She gave me one last look of reassurance and took the stairs. 

      If only she knew how wrong she was. Nothing had been normal since my discovery, and nothing would be ever again. My mind wandered back to the future, or rather, to the future. 

      Time was now like one of those silly straws used to blow bubbles into chocolate milk. A loop here, a curve there, until you finally reach your destination at the bottom of the glass. 

      I stared at the wooden floor joists above me. Now and then, a few particles of dust would float down, shimmering in the morning sun. I was as helpless as that dust. 

      Still, I managed to pick myself up and get ready for work. Instead of walking, I drove the bus, mainly for the simple fact that I could. Kurt met me on the street when I pulled up. “Good morning, licensed driver!” 

      “Thanks, man.” I gave him a high five as I locked up the vehicle.

      Kurt’s forehead pinched when he noticed my smile didn’t quite reach my eyes. “You okay?” 

      “Just a lot on my mind.”

      He stepped closer and whispered, “Journey again?” 

      I nodded and went for the store. Kurt followed close behind, awaiting a more detailed answer, but there wasn’t much to say. To be honest, worrisome thoughts haunted me since I awoke that morning. What if I went back and made sure I never found The Pedaler? Would life be easier? 

      “Chant, what’s going on? I’ve never seen you this quiet.” 

      “Don’t you find all of it exhausting?” I spun with a sigh. 

      Kurt looked around, his mouth half-open in confusion. “What? Work?” 

      “No, I mean yeah, but mainly the balancing. We travel through time, work basically full time, and still have school. Aren’t you tired?” 

      “Honestly?” 

      I sat down on the stool behind the register. “Yeah.”

      “No. I’m not tired. I’m happy to be alive, Chant. My dad died, my mom works for everything we have, and I’m just happy to be here.” 

      I immediately regretted how insensitive I had been. Of course, Kurt was happy to be alive. After such a loss, who wouldn’t be? I stared at my clasped hands on the counter. “I’m so sorry. I’m an idiot.” 

      Kurt cleared his throat and sniffled. I avoided his gaze, too embarrassed to face him. Finally, he pulled up another stool and sat across from me on the other side of the counter. 

      “Look,” he said. “There’s no sense in getting weird. You don’t have to feel bad. You’re allowed to be tired, even if your life hasn’t been as jumbled up as mine.” 

      My throat still burned from the basement air, and it hurt to swallow, but I did my best to gulp down the tears welling inside. I couldn’t have been more selfish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      “Well, look at you! You sure look handsome.” Sophie straightened my tie with a smile before cutting a sharp look over her shoulder, glaring at Kurt. 

      Things between them were still tense, and the fact that he’d been to the movies with Nora Pembroke didn’t help.

      “You look nice too, Soph. Ready to get this over with?” 

      She nodded and pushed past me to stand behind the curtain in the school auditorium. I followed her and peeked around the drapes, where our parents and friends waited for the Christmas concert to begin. 

      As members of the student council, we were given the task of introducing the performance. Kurt volunteered to work the curtain for extra community service hours, figuring it as a sure-fire way of getting close to Sophie. 

      “And now, please welcome your student council committee as they introduce the entertainment for this beautiful December evening,” Mrs. Descartes said in a voice fit for a prime-time newscaster. 

      I took a deep breath and calmed the bit of stage fright tugging at me. Over the last couple of weeks, I’d done everything I could to feel like an average high school student. Kurt and I went cruising in the van when we weren’t working, and I picked up the guitar for the first time in probably a year. For the first time in a long while, life didn’t feel so messy. 

      The curtain drew back, revealing bright stage lights that made it impossible to see the audience. Aside from a few shuffling shadows along the back wall and a few coughs or whispers, it was quiet.

      Sophie and I stepped toward the microphone. Her high heels thudded over the bouncy polished pine that covered the stage. I paused, allowing her passage toward the mic. She was far better at public speaking, and my presence was more for moral support than the help. 

      “Good evening, friends and family. We welcome you to Sonora High School’s presentation of ‘I’ll be Home for Christmas.’ You’ll be delighted to hear arrangements by our music department and the vocal talents of our show choir. As usual, all proceeds will go back to the boosters.” Sophie wrapped up her introduction and took a slight bow as the room came to life in a modest but impressive amount of applause for a high school band concert. 

      Kurt made puppy eyes at her on our way back to stage right. She groaned and stomped past him, her heels clicking on the wood and then the concrete, leading off to the dressing wings where I often borrowed drama costumes. 

      “You think she’ll ever get over it?” Kurt stared at her back with his usual look of longing. 

      “Maybe if you can stop texting every girl that smiles at you or keep from taking them to the movies.” 

      “Touché.” Kurt went back to setting the curtains for the next act and radioed the kid working the spotlight on the catwalk. I left him to it and went to find my parents, who were somewhere in the audience. Now that I completed my introduction, I was a free man. 

      The back hallway that led from the auditorium was dark. Some dim fluorescent lights flickered at the other end of the corridor, but it was mostly moonlight pouring in through the wall of glass that overlooked the school parking lot. 

      The shadows cast by my legs mesmerized me. I stared at the white tile floor as my shoes clicked down the hallway, wondering where fantasy started and reality stopped. With all these Time Slips, sometimes it seemed like it all blended. Even though those alternate times were still reality - they were in someone else’s in their timeline. 

      But tonight, I tried to focus on the present. It was a peaceful night, so much so that I lingered in the darkness, watching the stars and airplane wings twinkle against the clear night sky. Down the hall, a squeaky rendition of I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas filtered through the heavy wooden doors of the auditorium. I wasn’t missing anything. 

      I leaned my forehead against a window and found its cool glass comforting. I soon fought the weight of my eyelids. I could have fallen asleep standing up, leaning on that chilly safety net between me and the real world. But the moment was short-lived because the sound of metal colliding with tile erupted just behind me. 

      I jumped and spun to find The Pedaler taking up most of the hallway with only a couple of feet on either side. Moorehart sat in the driver’s seat with his tobacco pipe resting on his bottom lip. 

      “Bad time?” 

      I flicked my eyes back and forth, processing the picture in front of me. So much for staying put and focusing on the present. “Depends. Is it an emergency?” 

      “What’s your definition of an emergency, my boy?” 

      “Will history be ruined? Will someone get maimed? Will our world cease to exist?” I waved an arm with wild eyes.

      Moorehart blew his pipe smoke in a series of circles that floated around his head. “Possibly all three.” 

      “Sophie, wait!” When Kurt’s voice echoed down the hallway, I spun to discover Sophie standing in the doorway of the backstage area, staring at the oddity between us. 

      After Kurt almost collided with her, he peered over her shoulder, and when he saw The Pedaler, his eyes rounded. He sent me a look, pleading for me to do something like I could if I wanted to. It was clear Sophie had seen enough to make waves. 

      “Wh—Chant, what is that?” Sophie stammered and stumbled towards us, suddenly not so confident in her heels. 

      Kurt sent me a look as if I was cramping his style and reached for her arm. “It’s nothing. Come on back. We can talk in here.” 

      Sophie jerked from Kurt’s grasp as her skeptical look harbored a surge of anger. She bounded toward us, pointing a finger. “Who is this? What’s going on?” 

      Moorehart, who sat silent, unsure how to respond to the unexpected intrusion, glanced between us with a puff on his pipe. He wasn’t going to take charge of the situation; that much was clear. 

      “It’s a—just a prop from the show choir’s part of the show.” I waved at it with a nonchalant shrug, trying my best to sell it. 

      She popped a hand on her hip and lowered her gaze. “Do you think I’m that stupid?”

      “No?” I tilted my head with a wince. 

      “I’ve seen that act a million times.” She waved back toward the auditorium. “Whatever this is, is not in the show. So, are you going to lie to me or tell me what is actually going on?” 

      Moorehart cleared his throat. “Chant, we haven’t the time.” 

      Kurt jogged down the hallway and lingered a few feet behind Sophie, his face contorted into a worried grimace that might expel his dinner at any moment. 

      “What’s wrong?” he asked Moorehart. 

      Sophie swiveled back to him. “Wait, you know this man too?” 

      “He’s my—uncle,” Kurt explained. 

      “No, he’s not. Your mom would have told me about some eccentric uncle of yours that rode around on—whatever the heck this thing is.” 

      A hush fell over the four of us surrounding The Pedaler, bathed in the dim light of the evening and the out-of-pitch Christmas songs. Sophie’s eyes searched for an answer, but none of us attempted to give it, despite her obvious pressing. 

      “Everyone, get in. At least one of you boys can explain when we reach the destination.” Moorehart tapped the bench seat. 

      Kurt and I squeezed beside him and twisted to stare at Sophie, who still stood at the back of The Pedaler with her arms crossed and her foot tapping on the tile. 

      “If you want to know, you have to get in.” Kurt glanced down the hall where the music inside the auditorium stopped, and we could hear stirring from inside. 

      “Soph, seriously. We have to go,” I whispered. 

      “Who will work your curtain?” Sophie waved an arm toward the auditorium.

      “I left a freshman in charge to come after you,” Kurt admitted, blushing.

      “That’s just great. You’re shirking your duties, and you won’t tell me what this is.” She groaned with disgust.

      “I will if you get in.” Kurt’s cheesy grin shone in the moonlight.

      Finally, she sighed and climbed inside, barely managing to sit on the five remaining inches of the bench as Moorehart began to pedal. I looked across the row where Sophie was barely hanging on as the seat vibrated. I tapped on Kurt’s shoulder and motioned toward her awkward posture. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder just before the bright light of time opened, and we shot through. 
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        * * *

      

      We touched down in a filthy alley with overflowing dumpsters that reeked of rotten eggs and urine. Sophie’s face was twisted in either shock or disgust, probably both. She shoved Kurt’s arm and let out a growl much like a feral animal. 

      “Where are we? What did you do?” She scowled at Kurt as if the entire debacle was somehow his fault. 

      Moorehart stood and hopped to the ground. “I’m just going to take a walk around the corner. You boys can explain to the young miss what’s happened, and I’ll be here when the, uh, fire is put out.” 

      “What fire?” Kurt asked, still dumbfounded by Sophie’s rage. 

      I waved my hands around us, still sitting in The Pedaler. “This. All of this!” Kurt was never good at picking up on metaphors, but especially not with the stress of a new person tagging along on a time trip. 

      “Listen, Soph. I’m going to need you to have an open mind–”

      “Stop with the cryptic warnings, and just tell me what happened!” 

      I gave it my best shot. “This thing is a time machine. That man with the mustache is Moorehart, and he’s from the 1800s. He used to live in my house. I found this,” I tapped the bench, “in the basement, and that’s how I met him.”

      I paused to gauge her reaction. When I noticed her lips part in awe and her eyes dilate, I figured it was safe to press on. “You walked in when Moorehart was telling me about a Time Slip emergency we’ve been dragged into helping. I don’t know what year this is, but we have to fix the Time Slip here, or who-knows-what will happen.”

      Sophie stumbled from The Pedaler and away from us like we were zombies, looking for their next meal. She wobbled in a circle, her heels teetering on the cracks in the caving concrete. There was no way she’d be able to comprehend if we didn’t provide evidence. 

      Thinking the same as me, Kurt whispered in my ear, “Got any old bills?” 

      I nodded and watched Sophie go through the stages of denial and despair as a long line of traffic drove past the alley. But, of course, there were no modern cars. 

      Moorehart poked his head around the corner to scope out the situation, and we stared back, all three of us perplexed about what to do. 

      “Soph, you need to breathe. Let’s not talk or think about the logistics right now. I’m sure there’s a shop around here. Shoes first, meltdown later.” I hopped to the ground and took her by the arm while Kurt scooped backpacks from under the seat. If there was one silver lining, we were getting better at keeping The Pedaler stocked and ready to go. 

      Kurt brought up the rear and followed us from the narrow alley where Moorehart was waiting at the end, frowning at his pocket watch. 

      Snapping it shut, he lifted his eyes. “Ready?”

      “Um, Soph needs to find some sneakers somewhere.” I pointed at her shaky ankles. She sniffled and studied the storefront signage that could have been straight out of The Brady Bunch. 

      Moorehart grumbled and nodded. He was tense, more so than I’d ever seen him before. Whatever emergency he spoke of must have been colossal. “This way. I think there’s a general store around here somewhere, but we must make haste. I fear we have only hours to gamble with.” 

      And just like that, he swiveled on the balls of his feet and set down the street, leading the way like a fearless war general. We passed by a diner, a fabric store, and a pharmacy before we happened upon a dress shop that was simply called “Antoinette’s.” The interior was lush with shiny coral carpet and floral wallpaper. Even the mannequins gave off a dash of glam with their dusty gold finish. 

      “Would this do?” Moorehart asked when he stopped a few inches from the door. 

      Sophie sniffled and shifted her eyes between Kurt and me. We nodded, and then so did she, shedding the last remnants of her tears. Moorehart opened the door, and we shuffled in. 

      “Hellooooo!” A woman in a lime green knit pantsuit called from behind the counter. Her bleached hair towered above her head, and she wore white glasses framed in thick plastic. They highlighted her gloopy mascara and drawn-on eyeliner that showcased her sky-blue eyes.

      “Hi.” Sophie’s voice cracked, but she continued, sensing that none of us guys were well-equipped to handle that territory. “I seem to have found myself in a pinch and need some sensible or at least some flat shoes.” 

      The woman pulled her glasses down the bridge of her nose and looked at Sophie over the frames. Kurt, Moorehart, and I shifted as the silence grew more prolonged and uncomfortable, but finally, the woman sighed. “I think I have just the thing. Come to the back, sugar.” 

      I watched the walking lime usher Sophie to some sectioned-off dressing rooms tailored with frilly curtains. Meanwhile, the three of us sat on an S-shaped pink couch in the middle of the room. One other man sat alone on the opposite curve. 

      He wore a simple white shirt and tan pants. The brightest thing about the man’s plain appearance was a large red sketchbook that he cradled in his lap. His quiet almond-shaped eyes were so focused, he didn’t notice when the three of us plopped down beside him. 

      I zoned out as we waited, staring out the window and watching the cars cruise down the road. It wasn’t until a small woman shuffled over to our couch companion that I snapped out of it. She spoke in a hushed tone, but I could tell by her sharp frown that she wasn’t happy with something. 

      I leaned in to listen. 

      “No, George. They only have flash here - nothing simple or clean.” The woman crossed her arms and shook her head. Her accent was thick, but she spoke excellent English. 

      “Marion, please. We don’t have time to run across town to the other store. It’s only dinner.” The man pleaded, closing his sketchbook to humor the woman. She shifted her weight back and forth, eyeing a nearby rack of black sweaters. When she stepped away, he let out a sigh and returned to his work. 

      Over the dividing edge of the couch, I spied a few rough sketches of dining chairs. The lines were clean, exact, almost perfect examples of geometry. 

      “Those are nice,” I offered, a little sheepishly, because I immediately second-guessed my decision to pry. 

      “Ah, Thank you. It’s my job, so I hope so.” The man’s voice was gentle, like air flowing past in a summer breeze. 

      “You make furniture?” 

      “Yes, among other things. I am also an architect. George Nakashima.” He held out a hand across the weird S couch, and I shook it. 

      “Chant Baker. We’re just passing through. Unfortunately, our friend ran into a bit of a wardrobe malfunction.” I laughed, although I didn’t find it that funny. 

      “My Marion did too. She’s hosting her book club for tofu later, and she’s suddenly run out of suitable blouses.” He tossed his head back with a chuckle. “I must say, if I were her, I’d cancel. There’s been a strange rumble in the woods near our home. If I had to guess, some sort of pipe is about to burst nearby.”

      The mention of a rumble must have caught Moorehart’s attention because seconds later, I felt his weight shift and move closer. 

      “A rumble?” I asked. 

      “Yes. It’s the strangest thing. I can feel it in the soil near my home, but also the air. It’s like the particles are vibrating.” George looked off into the distance and then shook his head as if to rid himself of his suspicion. 

      Moorehart couldn’t hold back any longer. “Mr. Nakashima, would you mind if we took a look? I work in the geology department. Government, you know. They’ve sent me to town on account of other reports that sound similar to yours.” 

      “Call me George, and of course. If we’re lucky, we can steal some tofu, and I can show you gentlemen around my studio.” 

      George’s wife approached the couch with four black shirts in hand. In addition, she had a sweater, two blouses, and a blazer embellished in gold. The woman’s style certainly was on the conservative side. 

      With that, George handed me a business card with his information written in bold type. 

      “Guess we know where we are now.” Kurt studied the address on the card. 

      Finally, Sophie emerged in a bright floral jumpsuit that flared at the bottom and a pair of plain white sneakers. She looked ten different kinds of uncomfortable in the spaghetti-strapped garb, but I think they lacked anything else that was even close to age-appropriate. 

      “Pay the woman, Chant. I’d like to leave now.” Sophie glared at me before storming out of Antoinette’s. 

      “Gladly.” I pulled out a few bills I knew were printed sometime in the 1960s. The lime green lady took them without question, and we were on our way after I snagged a free newspaper from the counter.

      “Thank you! For shopping at Antoinette’s!” Her shrill voice followed us as the glass door slammed shut with the metal bells jingling at the top. 
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        * * *

      

      May 1, 1969 

      George Nakashima’s home & studio

      40° 20′ 24.7″ N, 74° 57′ 20.1″ W

      The address on George’s business card brought us to a shaded area lined with towering pine trees. The neighborhood was a mixture of traditional and mid-century houses that resembled shoeboxes with angled roofs, jutting into trapezoidal shapes. 

      “I’ll never understand this architectural era.” Moorehart eyed George’s home with a shake of his head. He never got past his love for the Victorian homes of his time, and who could blame him? That’s what he was accustomed to. He walked ahead with Kurt in tow, observing the landscaping which seemed to flow from one property right into the next. 

      “Chant, am I going insane?” Sophie whispered from behind a curtain of hair that shielded her downturned expression as we walked. “Is this all some hallucination?” 

      “I assure you, it is not. If you stop and think about it, the situation makes more sense than us sneaking away to do homework every weekend without you.” 

      We walked on, now trekking up a winding hill. I kicked an acorn that would bounce ahead and then roll back, meeting us mid-step. Now and then, it would clip the back of Kurt’s shoe, and he’d shoot a glare over his shoulder. He didn’t mean it. So, I went on, playing my makeshift game of soccer. 

      “You’re probably right,” Sophie finally replied. 

      I noticed her tucking her hair behind her ear with a huff from the corner of my eye. Her milky skin, glistening with sweat, now looked to be flushing from the hot sun. The humidity curled her hair into tiny spirals around her face. While she’d taken to straightening her hair since the new school year, at the moment, the soft swirls suited her best. 

      “Here we are. 1847 Aquetong Road.” Moorehart paused and waited for the rest of us to catch up to him. “Listen…Do you hear that?” 

      We stopped, our ears peeled for the slightest disturbance or a shift in the wind. I knelt and placed the back of my hand on the concrete. It buzzed and vibrated into my elbow. Something strange was happening indeed. 

      “Well?” Kurt asked, waiting for a conclusion, to which I nodded. “Let’s go then.” 

      George Nakashima answered the door to his right triangle-shaped house in a linen shirt that held work gloves in the breast pocket. The smell of incense flooded out like morning fog, and the sound of guitar trailed behind it. 

      “Good to have you, friends. I’m just on my way out to the studio. That’s where I hear the rumble most often, so you should probably accompany me. Besides, my wife’s book club is mostly wives complaining about their husbands and the directions of modern psychology.” He chuckled to himself and shook his head. “This way.” 

      He led the way into a meticulously crafted Japanese Zen Garden. We walked across flagstone pavers, which created a smooth path from the triangle house to a substantial arched structure with an entire wall of windows. As we neared the door, the rumble grew. I spun, taking in my surroundings when I noticed some tiny river rocks in the garden shaking ever so slightly despite anyone going near them. 

      “Look!” I nudged Moorehart’s arm. He squinted, watching the pebbles for a moment before nodding. 

      “Uh, George. Would you mind if we took a look in the woods near the studio? I need to observe the rock structures nearby.” Moorehart made his best impression of an expert. 

      George paused just short of the studio door and listened to the wind, which rang with the static electricity radiating from somewhere outside our line of sight. 

      “Of course, but how about a tour first? Surely the rocks can wait?”

      Sophie pushed past me. “I’d love a tour!” 

      It was the first thing she’d said since we approached, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she meant it. George smiled and opened the door, which Sophie practically skipped through, motioning for us to join her. 

      Moorehart sighed and followed us in. I gasped as the door gave way to a vaulted arch and rich, warm wood beams. The entire room was full of honey-colored furniture that gleamed in the ample sunlight. 

      Across the room, there was a buffet with a natural edge that led the eye to a bench. Every piece of furniture was designed with clean lines that were gentle on the eyes. Meanwhile, this space’s coziness made me want to take a nap; all stretched out on the warm fibers of the cream-colored carpet that connected the sitting area. 

      “Like it?” George asked. My face must have given it away because his grin foretold he knew the answer. 

      “Simple. Simple, but amazing.” 

      “A tree is our most intimate contact with nature.” George placed his palms together as if in prayer. “Best to keep it simple.” 

      He pointed out pieces around the room, picking ones he was most proud of, telling me what kind of tree it came from and when he made it. George remembered every detail, including who was there when he sanded each piece, who helped him move it into his space, and even the weather during the build. 

      It was amazing. George’s mind may as well have been a vault containing the lost secrets of the world. However, the sense of peace that washed over me the minute I entered the space dwindled when I noticed a glass of water vibrating from the low hum of the earth. I turned to alert Moorehart, but he was already heading for the door, muttering to himself and ready to sprint to the disturbance. 

      “I think we better go check on that. Thank you for the tour, though, Mr. Nakashima.”

      He nodded and bowed his head. “Of course, and call me George.” He waved us out and called after us, “Help yourself to the backyard!” 

      Once outside the studio, we strolled over the delicate pea gravel and hopscotched across the stepping stones until we came to a clearing in the dense pines that shaded the yard. Over the yellowy green grass, a glowing portal hovered and crackled with the buzz of static electricity. I looked into the glow as a long tube of light revealed layers like that of a massive geode. 

      Each overlay revealed snippets of time. I saw the tail end of a horse-drawn carriage, the breezy American plains decorated with teepees, a line of European soldiers, and someone’s old TV broadcasting JFK’s speech. Each separated with a string of fuzzy white noise that melted from one decade into the next. 

      The closer we got, the more the Slip roared. Once we were close to the entrance, the noise was almost deafening as the wind swirled, tugging at our shirts and tangling our hair. Sophie’s fingers wrapped around my left wrist while Kurt’s hand gripped my right shoulder. If we hadn’t prepared and braced ourselves, the force of time would have certainly blown us away.

      “Chant!” Moorehart’s voice rang through the storm. “This isn’t a Slip. On the contrary, it’s one heck of a rip!” 

      That’s when it dawned on me that this was one of the wrinkles in time that Einstein spoke of. Somehow, someone caused a tear through the matter, forming a viewing window through time. 

      Kurt leaned in and yelled, but I couldn’t hear anything. When I gave him a blank stare, he gritted his teeth and tried again, cupping his mouth with his hand. “What do we do?” 

      “We have to jump in!” Moorehart’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head, the panic boiling within him. “It will take us straight to the source of the rip. That’s the only way to fix it!” 

      “What about my Pedaler?” I screamed over the noise as Moorehart pulled Journey’s remote from his pocket. 

      I exhaled with a frown. It wasn’t ideal, and my hair would scorch from the trip, but at least the machine wouldn’t be lost. There wasn’t much to protest. After all, Moorehart was prepared for any objection, and there was no way we could leave it like that. Who knew what we’d come back to if we did?

      I laced my fingers through Sophie’s. It was the only way I could be sure she wouldn’t bail and find herself stuck in 1969. Kurt’s hand cupped mine, and he looped his other arm through Moorehart’s. 

      I closed my eyes and counted, “One, two, three, go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Time rip jump #1

      Somewhere in New York during the Revolutionary War

      “Where in time are we?” Kurt sat up from the bed of fallen leaves, pulling one from his hair. 

      “Winter?” I offered. 

      “Not very specific,” he grumbled. 

      “Time, season…Time of the season?” 

      A group of bushes rustled with the cracking of twigs behind it. From it, Sophie and Moorehart emerged from the mound of decaying greenery. Both looked worse for wear, with mud smeared across their faces and leaves adorning Sophie’s frizz like a shabby tiara. 

      “Boys, heads down,” Moorehart whispered as he pointed above and beyond us toward another line of trees. Flashes of red passed through trunks along with the clip-clopping of hooves. “British…” 

      Sophie’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes narrowed. She was furious, but that took a backseat to her shivering. The girl couldn’t win with her wardrobe on this day, or year, or whenever. 

      When Kurt tugged on my shirt, I turned as he motioned toward an abandoned campsite. Whoever it belonged to must have left in a rush because embers still glowed in the ring of smooth river rocks. Someone had fashioned a lean-to from an olive-green wool blanket and tucked a satchel in the back, along with a pair of tattered boots.

      “C’mon.” I pulled Kurt to his feet, and we tiptoed toward the tent. 

      Sophie and Moorehart followed close behind, careful not to be seen by the soldiers that couldn’t be far from earshot. I picked up a bag near the campsite and dug through it, retrieving a collection of heavy shirts and a coat. 

      “Can you say lucky?” Kurt joked, grabbing one of the garments from my hand. 

      Sophie snarled and reached around me for the satchel. “Lucky isn’t the word I would use.” She sent him an ice-cold look, her mood matching the temperature. 

      It was then that another round of hooves rattled through the trees, and we stilled, frozen in place, holding our breath until they passed. Once safe, I expelled a lungful of air as I watched the steam from my lips swirl like smoke. 

      “Next question, where’s the rip?” I began divvying out the rest of the clothes. 

      Moorehart stood from the cover of the lean-to and surveyed the forest. “We reached through to the end of the rip. Now, we’ll have to find the next Slip to continue jumping until it patches itself up.” 

      I placed the back of my hand to feel for the familiar buzz of time. It was there, but it was faint. We’d have to hike through a stretch of woods inhabited by soldiers in a place where we didn’t know if they were friendly or enemy forces. 

      “What’s the verdict?” Sophie asked. 

      Moorehart looked at me, his lips clamped. I stared back with the same apprehension because we both knew she wouldn’t like the answer. 

      I approached the answer like I was about to wake a bear, a sizeable hungry beast that just woke from hibernation. “Well, we’ll have to...” I paused. “We may have to hike a bit. A mile, maybe, but it could be more.” 

      Sophie’s jaw tightened as a flush washed over her cheeks and neck. Of course, it could have been the cold, but I knew better. 

      “But at least you have comfortable shoes?” I shrugged, lifting my palms, trying to help her see the silver lining if there was one.

      “Let’s go then.” She shook her head, muttering under her breath.

      Moorehart led us into the thicker portion of the forest. Our trek took us through uneven terrain on narrow deer trails that dipped into a creek and over unstable rocks rendered smooth from the stream. Eventually, we distanced ourselves and the Redcoats, but we could still hear them when the wind blew just right. 

      As the water in the winding stream deepened, the surface flowed with a constant ripple. Something was disturbing the glass-like reflection, and I would bet money that we were getting closer to the Slip, especially when Moorehart stopped, dipping his fingers into the frigid water and holding them there as he scanned the area. 

      “Reckon we’re in America or Europe?” Kurt’s voice cracked as he lifted his chin to stare at the trees that watched over our hike. 

      “If I were guessing? America.” Moorehart shook the water from his hand. 

      Kurt kicked a pine cone that bounced along the narrow trail and startled a cardinal on a fallen limb. “What makes you say that?”

      Moorehart shrugged and started down the path again. “The landscape, I think. It’s just a hunch.” 

      If we were in America and Redcoats were on patrol, we landed in the wrong period. Could we be near the revolution? Judging by the past events Journey visited, I would guess we were amid wartime. It would fit the bill for whatever bizarre mission Journey and his constituents were attempting. 

      Snow began to float from the overcast sky. It fell on my face like icy butterfly kisses, melting within seconds. Kurt groaned and stared at the clouds. I expected the same response from Sophie, so I was shocked when I heard a happy giggle over my right shoulder. She was skipping along with her hands above her head, catching snowflakes. 

      “You’re happy to see snow?” I blinked a few flakes away, my vision blurring from the handful of flurries.

      Sophie flashed a smile with a shrug. “I spent most of my life in Nevada, so I’ve never been around it. At least, not that I remember. If it’s going to be this cold, at least there’s snow.” She stuck out her tongue, trying to catch one of the bigger snowflakes, but it landed on the tip of her nose. 

      We must have walked a mile before we reached the border of the Time Slip. The closer we got, the more the ground vibrated under my feet, traveling through my legs and into my stomach. It was close. Moorehart took two giant steps and squatted behind the cover of a boulder, waving at us to crouch and do the same. 

      I then noticed a group of British soldiers standing near the Slip with their guns drawn on the glowing ball of light. One of them threw a rock into the Slip and watched in awe as the energy sucked it in like a vacuum. They gasped and cursed at the atrocity while marveling at its beauty. 

      We were so focused on the Redcoats, none of us saw anyone sneaking up behind us. “Pssst!”  

      I jerked with surprise as a man with a long face, squared jaw, and a short ponytail crouched behind us. He wore a short dress coat with a fancy silk tie around his neck. Nothing about his wardrobe told us which side he was on, and my heart clenched as if it might scurry from my chest. 

      The lot of us were locked in a stare-off, unwilling to make the first move, a bunch of deer in the headlights until the man winked his left eye. I didn’t know if that was a designated signal or not, but I breathed a little easier. He clung to the shrubbery and slipped from view, motioning for us to follow him. 

      With no other viable option, we copied his careful steps from the time-space disturbance. Finally, when we were far enough from the soldiers to speak freely, the man cleared his throat and held out a hand to Moorehart. “You really must be more careful.”

      “Oh?” Moorehart shook his hand and twirled his mustache with his other. “Should we be careful with you too?”

      The man grinned. “I knew straight away you weren’t loyalists.”

      “And you are?” Moorehart asked.

      “Hercules Mulligan. A pleasure to be of assistance, fellow patriots.” 

      “I’ve heard that name before,” Kurt muttered behind us. 

      “As you should have. This man is important to The Revolution.” Moorehart’s cheeks couldn’t contain the smile that was spreading across his face. Meanwhile, Mr. Mulligan’s eyes narrowed, and he looked us over with a dash of skepticism. 

      “You know of my work?” 

      “You’re quite the spy, Mr. Mulligan,” gushed Moorehart, “A true champion of the cause.” 

      Hercules glanced at all of us with shifty eyes, taking in our strange clothes and hairstyles. “These aren’t from here. We don’t have those blends of cotton or dyes–” 

      “See?” Moorehart’s face lit up like a twelve-year-old fangirl. “Mr. Mulligan is a tailor, at least during the day, but he’s also a useful spy for the rebellion.” By that point, Mulligan looked squeamish, almost panicky, as if we’d give him away or might even be friends with the British. 

      I made an executive decision and stepped forward to interrupt before Moorehart could do any more damage. “Mr. Mulligan, we need to get close to that thing the British are chucking rocks into over there. It’s mega important. What I mean is … the situation is dire.” 

      The pragmatic approach seemed to ease his suspicions, and he relaxed with a nod, pulling a roll of parchment from his breast pocket. When he uncurled it, the handwriting displayed on the paper was crafted with big grammatical swoops and arches. Whoever wrote it must have used a fancy quill and ink. It all seemed very official. 

      “Any ideas?” I leaned in, but he pushed the piece of paper into his pocket with a smile. 

      “At least two of those men are officers,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “And they have appointments with me later this afternoon. However, given their plans for tomorrow, which I’m privy to, I’m certain they’d jump at the chance to have their coats altered as soon as possible.” 

      Mulligan stepped toward a tree trunk as wide as it was tall. He leaned around it, speaking in a muffled voice, discussing something with someone who hid from view. As far as we could tell, they were going back and forth about whatever plan he was throwing together on a whim. When he finally emerged, a younger black man with a strong jawline and warm eyes joined him. His companion was shorter than Mulligan but only by a hair, and he greeted us with a smile. 

      “This is Cato. We can speak freely in front of him. He’s one of my most trusted colleagues.” We exchanged pleasantries and anxious looks. 

      “Cato will arrive with a letter, asking that the officers make haste to meet me at my shop. I’m betting the other soldiers will take their absence as an opportunity to rest and leave that abomination for you to fix. That’s what you intend to do, correct?”

      Dumbfounded, we eyed each other for a spell before we nodded in unison. 

      “So, we wait for them to move, and we make a run for it?” I asked, hoping with every cell that this plan would work. 

      “That’s it. Watch for Cato to deliver the message and wait. Simple enough, right?” 

      “But there are at least five Redcoats over there. What if they don’t leave when the officers do?” I wrung my hands.

      Mulligan dropped his chin and looked down on me with prideful eyes. “Son, we’ve been doing this a while now. Cato is well-trusted, and I, well, I’ve been in a position of saving Washington’s hide twice already. So, trust the plan and, most importantly, be ready!” 

      Cato sucked in a breath, lifting his chest, pushing his shoulders back. It was a quiet gesture but one that signaled strength. The young man nodded before eyeing Mulligan, who was busy scribbling the message on some parchment. 

      When Mulligan was through, he rolled up the paper and tied it with a strip of leather. Then, he passed it to his comrade and motioned him off, sending Cato through the brush to mount his well-hidden horse. 

      “That’s that. Go back to where I found you and seize your opportunity. If you mess up, they’ll have more troops on the way to keep watch. I have no doubts about that.” Mulligan sent us a grave stare before pointing us from where we came. 

      When he was sure we were leaving, he started toward the woods to mount his horse, but before he breached the tree line, I turned back, “Mr. Mulligan, could you tell Hamilton hi for me?” 

      As if we didn’t confuse him enough by our mere presence, that statement surely knocked him for a loop. He furrowed his eyebrows with curiosity as his mouth gaped open, but instead of speaking, he gave me an awkward smile with a clipped nod. Once he departed, I watched him go for a while, still in awe of who we just met. 

      Meanwhile, Kurt, Sophie, and Moorehart were already marching to our mark. I shivered as my feet pounded over the wet landscape, slipping on moss and slick rocks. We must have been in New York given our recent company. I would have never guessed that the area was so wild once upon a time, though I was sure it probably still was in the state’s more rural areas. But, of course, that wasn’t what tourists came to see. 
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        * * *

      

      The British soldiers were taking turns drinking from a couple of wooden canteens. They must have been filled with whiskey, judging by how much they were gagging and coughing before taking a second swig. Maybe that would work in our favor. 

      The cold wind bit at my cheeks as we stood in a puddle that was soaking into my shoes. My toes were already numb. Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait long, as I heard the hooves of a cantering horse approaching. The men at the portal shoved the canteen into a satchel and stood at attention. 

      “You there! Stop!” one of them called, but they all soon dropped their guard when they recognized Cato, who promptly handed them the message and rode away. While we couldn’t hear the following exchange, the only thing that mattered was that everyone began packing their gear.

      As soon as the coast was clear, we sprinted toward the rip. It rumbled and groaned as if protesting our presence. With each step, the ground shocked my feet while my hair stood on end from the static. As the group proceeded to jump through, I watched as Kurt shifted his weight, preparing for his leap. He was only a few feet ahead of me. 

      My heart was racing as I prepared to go with him when a loud pop sounded. I glanced over my shoulder as an enormous puddle splashed to the left of my legs. When I noticed a Redcoat approaching on his horse with his musket drawn, I tried to make a break for it but quickly realized the mud at my shoes was thicker than I realized. I was stuck. 

      “Kurt!” When my frantic voice rang through the air, Kurt turned eyes wide and stopped. Then, with one swift motion, he lunged for my arm and yanked me from the earth’s grip, leaving my prized Chuck Taylor’s in the muck. Together, we tumbled through the portal, a mess of arms and legs spinning through time. 
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        * * *

      

      Time rip jump #2

      Los Angeles, California 

      Late April 1992 

      Muddy feet, colonial garments, and all, we spilled onto the hot pavement in a busy city street. Older sedans and trucks honked as they whizzed by, and we scrambled from the dense traffic. The city was buzzing, all the while getting muffled by the concrete and brick buildings. 

      “Look!” Kurt pointed at a company of men on the rooftops. They wore cotton button-ups, ball caps, and pastel windbreakers. However, they carried steel and aimed their weapons below at the street. We were on the opposite side of the road, and they faced away from us, though a few paced back and forth nervously. The scent of smoke had me wrinkling my nose when the time and location we fell into dawned on me, and I gasped. 

      I tugged on Kurt’s shirt, trying to relay the information, but I couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “We got to go. We do not need to be here, not even for a minute!” 

      “What? Where are we?” Sophie squealed while Moorehart threaded his arm through hers, sprinting from the area. 

      A massive and angry mob curled around the building and marched toward us. It reminded me of an ant swarm. They moved as one, though there were many, and their voices amplified with each step, booming into the street, “Justice! Justice! Justice!” 

      “Chant, my boy, do you know what this is?” Moorehart called over his shoulder as I ran after them. I could see as we reached the crest of a slight slope in the street before us that the next Slip was ahead, twinkling like a ferocious beacon of hope amidst the chaos. 

      “Unfortunately, Yes! Los Angeles riots 1992. And we’re in the danger zone. See those men?” As we ran, I pointed at the young men toting firearms as everyone’s eyes shifted to the roof. “They’re about to defend their businesses from the angry mob headed this way.” 

      When the echoing chants broke into screams, it ignited a fire in my chest. I quickened my pace, my ribs aching from exertion. A sense of doom overcame me as it seemed at any moment, they might catch up to us and suck us in, removing our ability to break free. 

      This time when I saw the glowing portal situated on the side of a dilapidated warehouse, I couldn’t wait to jump it. There was zero apprehension about where we would land. There wasn’t time for that. Loud pops sounded behind us as the crowd’s chanting raised and reverberated through the neighborhood like a bass drum. 

      “Where are the police?” Kurt gasped as we neared the rip. My head pounded from sprinting well past my endurance, and I struggled to remember why there weren’t any. There were people in the streets and guns on the roof. So why weren’t there any police? 

      As my foot breached the opening, I remembered. “They abandoned them!” 

      As I leaped toward safety, I turned to see the absolute travesty behind me. One man jogged toward us with a shoulder wound that gushed blood. I shuddered. Gruesome didn’t begin to describe it. I closed my eyes, hoping to never see that kind of violence in our country again. 
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        * * *

      

      Time rip jump #3

      Washington D.C. 

      “I know this place.” I sent a confident look to the others. “I’ve been here before, but it was a very, very long time ago.” 

      I once surveyed the green grass of the National Mall, where people walked their dogs and stopped for photos. 

      “D.C.?” Sophie rubbed her temples with her index fingers. The poor girl was being put through the time travel ringer on her first day. After my first trip, I was nauseous for hours. I could only imagine how she was coping. 

      “Mhmm, but why? We went to New York during the Revolution, LA during the riots, and now this? There has to be some connection between those places, a reason the person that made the rip chose those times.” 

      Kurt dusted off the dried mud on his jeans, then stood to join us. “You still think it’s Journey?

      “Maybe. But I don’t think he’s working alone. It’s just too big of a mess. It feels more like a team of people.” 

      “Or a small army.” Kurt exhaled with a knowing look. 

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Moorehart straightened his suit jacket and pulled his pipe from the inner pocket. 

      Based on how pale he’d become and how ragged his eyes were, the day was wearing on him. He shuffled ahead of us by a few feet and lit the sweet-smelling tobacco while shielding the match from the blustery winter wind. 

      A group of tourists cruised by on lime green rental bicycles. Their winter coats coordinated with the expensive backpacks they wore, and their shoes were a blinding white against the overcast sky. When my gaze shifted back to Moorehart, I noticed he picked up a mangled piece of paper. 

      “What’d you find?” 

      He tilted the dirty flyer in my direction. Under a few layers of muddy footprints, I could see it was a political statement about an upcoming 2017 inauguration. To say I ignored politics that year was an understatement. We were bouncing around festivals and living in a camper. My main concern was nailing my jiu-jitsu test and earning my next belt. However, you’d have to live in another century to be completely unaware of the fallout that came after the election. 

      “Do you think Journey would try to capitalize on this?” I tapped the flyer and glanced at Kurt, who pursed his lips, giving it a once-over. 

      “Seems to fit his MO. Unfortunately, every one of these rips has led to shaky events in history.” 

      “So let me get this straight.” Sophie shook her head, finally recovering enough to give her two cents. “You guys time travel, which is crazy enough, but there’s also some obscure bad guy that’s been messing with time? And he’s hell-bent on screwing up history?” 

      Each of us looked to the others, waiting for someone to tackle her question. 

      “Quite right, Miss,” Moorehart answered. 

      “But why?” 

      “He’s one of many, I believe. And the ‘many’ have been working toward taking over the world powers. You get the United States, and you get the trophy. Maybe they failed in Germany, so they figure they need to shuffle the deck a bit.” Moorehart puffed on his pipe and tapped his spare hand against his chest. 

      Sophie’s face went blank, and her eyes widened. “Oh…So, he’s a—?” 

      “Yeah, one of those.” I raised a brow without wanting to get too deep into specifics. 

      Our grave eyes studied one another as the wind blew around us, filling the awkward silence. I noticed other people staring at our disheveled clothing and mud-caked shoes, or in my case, lack of them. I’d lost mine in another time. We all looked terribly out of place. 

      I glanced around the area. The next rip must be nearby, but we needed to find refuge from the wind and a quiet place to think. 

      “Let’s go to the Lincoln Memorial,” I suggested. Without shoes, I needed something that would be free of charge to enter.

      Sophie shrugged and led the way amid a few more scrupulous glances. We made our way up the steps toward the memorial’s grand columns, resting about halfway up. The climb was long, and while it was cold, Moorehart needed a rest. 

      My neck tingled with an inkling that every sideways gaze meant someone was following us. Journey’s cronies could have been anywhere, and with a rip that spanned centuries, I was sure there were several lurking in the shadows. 

      Was it the man in a black suit reading the newspaper? Maybe the fellow with a pencil-thin mustache wasn’t just walking his dog, or –

      “Hey!” Moorehart bent and touched the nearest step, breathing in with a look of assurance. “It’s close.” 

      I dragged my eyes from him to survey the area when I noticed a flickering light through the columns. I nudged Moorehart and jutted my chin toward the light. “Look. There’s no need to track it.” 

      Oddly enough, that area was desolate. There wasn’t a tourist or staffer anywhere to anywhere in sight. It was like the rip possessed an intrinsic ability to push away ordinary people. 

      Sophie’s steps quickened, and she tugged Kurt behind her. They were running up the steps before the thought even registered that it might not be safe. Moorehart broke into a jog to follow them. 

      “Wait!” He raised a hand, unable to catch their attention.

      I trailed behind, willing my cold, tired legs and sore feet to pick up the pace. Each step seemed to hammer my bones into their joints, and my feet stung from the exertion. I couldn’t help imagining Journey holding my friends by knifepoint or worse. 

      When I reached the top and ran through the enormous pillars, I skidded to a stop as my shoulders sagged, and I exhaled with relief. Lincoln’s massive likeness completely dwarfed them, but they were safe, no matter how tiny and vulnerable they looked. They stood in front of the last rip, which rumbled around the structure. 

      The sound echoed off the marble, drowning out any other noises. It reminded me of what it would be like to be inside a seashell, except the ambient ocean seemed more angry than peaceful. 

      “This one looks different.” I studied the flickering, dim light that seemed to be on its last leg, ready to blow at any moment. 

      “It does.” Moorehart stroked his chin as his brows pinched together. He looked worried. 

      “It seems tired.” I exhaled, sagging my shoulders. Maybe we all were.

      Moorehart cocked his head with a curious look when he noticed my bare feet but bypassed the fact that I was missing my shoes. “Yes. Tired is probably the word.” 

      Kurt and Sophie were ogling something in the corner, off to the right of President Lincoln’s chair. I couldn’t make out what it was, but it was small, shorter than knee height. 

      “What is it?” Kurt asked in a faint voice. 

      When Moorehart and I started across the marble floor, the mysterious object came into view. It was a tattered cardboard box with dented corners, and water damage rippled the top flaps. 

      “Look,” whispered Kurt as he faced me, his eyes filling with fear. 

      Someone had scribbled my name on the side in faded permanent marker. The sight chilled me to the bone because he knew we’d follow him, and he planned for it. Whatever the plan was, we jumped in with both feet. 

      My fingers trembled, and I hesitated seconds before flipping open the first flap. I braced for some kind of impact. I’m not sure what I expected, poisonous gas, an explosion, something, yet nothing happened. It was just a box. 

      My heart finally slowed to its normal rhythm as I peered over the edge of the cardboard flaps, discovering a few newspapers. I exhaled with a frown. All this fuss was over a stack of newspapers? It wasn’t until I read the headline that I truly understood. 

      

      January 17, 2117 

      The world belongs to the Global Foundation for Societal Equality: The U.S. has fallen and will join the ranks of the world Caretakers. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      The last rip transported us to the present, which only left the business of picking up The Pedaler in 1969. Moorehart volunteered for the job, which left me to swallow the news that the world was, at some point, due to be rearranged entirely at the hands of thugs from the shady underbelly of a secret society born from the evils of World War II. It was a lot to take in. 

      “You okay?” Kurt asked when we were safely in our school’s empty hallway. Christmas bells rang inside of the auditorium with a crescendo of mediocre applause following the performance. 

      “Did we do this?” I pointed at the paper’s front page. 

      Kurt scanned the headline once more. “I don’t think we did. We’ve gone back and forward and back again. Nothing has been drastically altered when we traveled. Something like this carried intent behind it, a coordinated effort. You know?” 

      His words made sense, but it didn’t help with the uneasiness that lingered in the center of my gut. 

      At what point did they screw things up so badly that the United States started its toilet bowl spiral into the “Global Foundation for Societal Equality,” and what did that mean?

      Sophie paced in the background, away from Kurt and me. She rested her hands on the back of her head and wheezed in and out. While finding a deliberate message from Journey, I’d forgotten it was her first time in The Pedaler. 

      “Soph, you okay?” I asked in a low voice that still managed to echo in the hall. 

      “Okay? Okay! How can you even use that word right now? You, two dingbats, have been lying to me for practically a year. I just went back in time, thinking I would be stuck there forever. Now, there are bad guys, like nasty dudes. What if they come after me for being associated with you?” 

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that.” 

      “Don’t think? Ha.” She tossed up a hand with a smirk. “That’s rich, Chant. How can you say that for sure?” 

      Kurt stepped in between us, palms out like he was taming a wild cat. “Sophie, please. Do you think he could have told you any of this beforehand? Would you have believed him?” 

      Sophie spun, putting her back to us. She sniffled and sobbed before using her forearm to wipe her mouth. When she turned, her face contorted as she tried to hold in a tsunami of tears. 

      “Soph?” When Kurt touched her shoulder, she melted. 

      He caught the unexpected puddle of a girl in his arms and looked up at me with round saucer eyes. When she wiped her nose on his shirt, he winced at me, patting her back. 

      “Sorry,” she mumbled when her cries finally settled.

      “It’s fine. It goes with the rest of this mud.” Kurt’s eyes suddenly widened, and his mouth fell open. “The mud… How are we going to explain this?”

      “How am I going to explain where my shoes went?” I pinched the bridge of my nose, fighting a migraine.

      “Grab some tennis shoes from your locker!” Kurt pointed to a row around the corner as I ran, hoping I still had time to don my gym shoes before the concert ended. 

      I worked my combination lock as it popped open, and I slipped on my shoes without untying the laces, hopping on one foot at a time before slamming my locker shut. I rounded the corner to find Kurt still standing with an arm slung over Sophie’s shoulder, a smug grin on his face. He got to play hero, and his male ego was shining bright. 

      When the sounds of metal chairs scraping the auditorium floor and people buzzing near the double doors signaled the end of the concert, I glanced from our mud-caked clothes to Sophie’s frizzy curls. The travel had taken its toll on her well-groomed appearance much more than us. 

      “We have to get out of here!” I started toward the emergency exit. Behind me, I could hear their footsteps quicken. 

      “We’re supposed to check in with the student council to get our credit!” Sophie’s jog turned into a sprint as she brought up the rear.

      “We’ll tell them we all caught the stomach bug!” I darted around the corner of the building, thankful to discover the parking lot greeted us with the flickering dusk to dawn lights that offered cover from the eyes of unsuspecting parents. 

      After we all flattened our backs on the wall, our chest heaving, I peeked through one of the windows and ducked to the ground, my head barely visible. I waved them over, and we watched people file from the auditorium into the hall for cheesy pictures. I breathed a sigh of relief and slid to the ground, lying flat on my back, staring at the sky. 
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        * * *

      

      The Pedaler was safe and sound back in the lab by the following day, but Moorehart was long gone. No note, no lingering scent of tobacco, nothing. Despite the questions, his absence offered me a break and an opportunity to enjoy the rest of the holiday season. 

      With the Christmas concert over, we were free from school for the rest of December. Only the last rush of customers at the Emporium and record store stood between me and some much-needed rest, or at least, that’s what I hoped. 

      “Busy morning.” Dad smiled at me as I shuffled down the steps into the store. 

      He waved goodbye to five women who carried their recent purchases and fresh coffee out the door. Mom thought adding a complimentary coffee bar might draw the customers who would generally write off a health food store. Judging by the influx of wealthy homemakers that never smelled patchouli or wore tie-dye in their life, she was right.

      “What did they buy?” I yawned.

      “Detox tea.” 

      “Oh. Yeah, that makes sense.” 

      “Is your sister still upstairs?” 

      I blinked and pulled my head back with a look of surprise. Chai was making herself scarce since kicking the cheer habit. I thought she was just mad at our parents, but she almost seemed to like her new solitude. She’d been sketching and painting again, and a few nights before, I thought I even heard her singing in her room. Still, it was weird not to see her scowling from the counter when I came downstairs to work. 

      “Yeah. Doesn’t she have a shift today?” 

      “Your mom and I are letting her sleep in, a reward for her getting high marks this past semester. She even joined some art club,” he explained with eyebrows raised into sharp peaks. 

      “Is she sick?” I did a double-take.

      Dad laughed and slammed the register drawer shut. “I don’t think so. Just back to Chai, I think, the old Chai.” 

      “And thank goodness for that!” Mom shoved a rag into my hand. “Shelves. Dust. Now. Please.” 

      “Uh-huh, you get me for the morning. I’m due at the record store by one.” I stuck out my tongue.

      She mimicked my expression and pushed me toward the back of the store with a giggle. 

      As I cleared the heavy wooden shelves, dusted, and reorganize the stock, I thought of the carefully calculated rip that Journey and his goons caused. Something that complex must have been under construction for years, across centuries even. They would have needed contacts, people to orchestrate the politics in the past and the future. 

      Suddenly, our small operation seemed as tiny as a grain of sand. The bad guys were a well-thought-out organization. Our group consisted of one old guy to lead us, three amateurs, if you counted Braxton, and now Sophie. I’d seen the world, sure. But I wasn’t sure I was prepared for the battle that presented itself at my feet. 

      Journey was one man. Sure, he could count a few friends in the war, but I never expected their mission encompassed the world. The grave realization weighed heavily on me. Perhaps the time was right for us to build a counter organization—someone needed to protect history and all the people, buildings, and lands that lived in it. 

      I wondered about the moment the Founding Fathers realized they were about to create a nation and how they felt when there was no turning back. Though we weren’t forming a new country, it seemed as though we were, indeed, about to pour our blood, sweat, and tears into building an institution that would care for all of the countries that ever existed or would. 
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        * * *

      

      Kurt and his mom spent Christmas Eve at our place, along with a few stragglers who Mom invited at the last second. She always seemed to find folks who needed a warm place to celebrate the holiday. She’d notice someone eating alone in a cafe or begging at the intersection and invite them in for a meal. Somehow, she’d always been rewarded for it. A week later, she’d find a twenty-dollar bill on the sidewalk or have a record week at the store. She made me believe in reaping what you sow. 

      Dinner was a mashup of Mom’s vegetarian cuisine and more traditional elements from Denise. I couldn’t hide my love for that woman’s prime rib any longer, and I dropped a healthy serving onto my plate. Mom looked on in dismay, but I kept my head down until my cheeks stopped burning. Dad chuckled. He was a closet meat-eater, too, I thought. 

      When dinner ended, Denise stayed upstairs to have drinks with my parents while Kurt and I excused ourselves with the puppy that was quickly becoming overweight. 

      Millie scrambled down the basement stairs, nipping at our heels and yipping every few steps. Sophie and Braxton were on their way to hang out after dinners with their families. It was going to be our mini–Christmas Eve celebration in the basement. Complete with snacks, music, and a time to forget about our timeline’s impending doom. 

      Kurt shot up from the couch the minute he heard footsteps at the top of the stairs. He was slightly disappointed when it was only Braxton in his finest Dungeons & Dragons Christmas sweater. 

      “Hey, Brax,” I called from my comfy couch corner. Kurt started to sit again until he noticed someone else treading down the stairs. 

      Sophie and her clunky boots thudded down the steps as Kurt hurried to greet her with a hug once she set foot on the ground. From the looks of it, things were back “on” for them, but Soph was holding out to make sure Kurt knew he needed to toe the line. She was sporting a new red and green hairstyle to celebrate the holiday season, and she had tied it into two giant buns on either side of her head. 

      “Is that temporary?” I asked, pointing to her colorful hair. 

      “Yeah, just something my mom had laying around.” 

      “Nice.” I laughed, plopping back to my seat. 

      After a few minutes, we put on some music, cracked open some soda, and complained about the finals we just took the week before as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. I wondered, though, when she’d bring up our trip across the timelines. 

      I had to give her credit. Sophie seemed to be coming to terms with the time travel thing and could finally discuss it without her eyes bulging. 

      “Have you looked into the newspaper thing anymore?” she finally asked. 

      I shook my head, hiding a smile. It didn’t take long for her to approach the subject. I took a big swig of grape soda. “Nope. I was kind of waiting on Moorehart to take the lead on that.” 

      “Right… The strange older man with the curly mustache. You sure he can handle that on his own?” 

      I shrugged with a nod. “He did build The Pedaler. Then he built an extra. And let’s not forget the long list of genius friends he has.” 

      “Uh-huh, but there’s a reason he keeps you and Kurt along. He values your input.” 

      “Ahem, and me.” Brax lifted an eyebrow, arching it into a sharp curve. 

      “And Braxton.” Sophie smiled. 

      The observation fell on deaf ears, though none of us, especially me, felt keen to take on the unofficial time Nazis. Finally, seeing that she would get nowhere, Sophie helped herself to the box of notes compiled in the corner. I’d been using my biology homework to disguise them from Chai, but it was hardly necessary anymore since my sister became a recluse in her room. 

      Among the overflowing notebooks were my accounts of our trip to Germany, the events Journey weaseled himself into, and a handful of historical photos we thought might have captured glimpses of the ponytailed nuisance. It was barely a starting place for research, but she snapped to it. 

      Before long, Braxton found his way to the box. He wasn’t about to let someone else make a pivotal discovery without him. That left Kurt and I sticking to our one and only Christmas mission to hang out and not think about anything more trying than which flavor we wanted to dip our potato chips into first. 

      The evening was flying by, and after the local fire truck drove by with Santa hanging off the back and playing Christmas music, we were about to call it a night. We’d already started up the basement steps when a thunderous bang rattled the hardware on the concealed laboratory door. 

      “Curious,” Braxton observed. 

      “Moorehart…” Kurt replied with little enthusiasm. 

      In her newfound time travel interest, Sophie hopped from the bottom step and cleared the space between that and the door in two gigantic leaps. “What’s back here? Is this where you keep it?” 

      Unfortunately, she had tangled entirely with the wall tapestry. To keep her from ruining it, I rushed to pin it to the side with a tack I’d designated for the task ages ago. 

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll show you. As long as you promise to chill out.” I sent her a look, making her wait.

      When Sophie’s eyes narrowed, and her mouth tightened into a forced smirk, I sighed. She was determined to go along with whatever adventure awaited us. Finally, she stepped aside, and I led our hodgepodge crew down the musty corridor to the lab and creaked opened the heavy door, unsure if I wanted to face the other side. 

      Moorehart was in shambles, illuminated by a flickering candle. I used it to light the oil lamp on the cluttered desk, filling the room with a soft glow. His tweed smoking jacket was in shreds that hung down at his waist like tassels. His right cheekbone was bruised, and he had some dried blood at the corner of his mouth. 

      “Are you okay? What happened?” I took him by the arm, taking a step closer to view the damage. 

      “Ah, Chant, my boy.” He patted me on the back. “Do you remember that lovely excursion we took to the future and picked up those handy communicators?” 

      “Yeah, of course. Why?” I ushered him to a chair behind the desk, making him sit.

      “Well, I wanted to jump ahead and check on the status of things since our discovery in D.C. I’d say it is safe to assume that if we don’t fix whatever Journey did, that reality in our timeline won’t exist.”

      “None of it?”

      “I went to the park to inquire about Miss Chai knowing the fine people that lived there. The only inhabitants were nuclear raccoons. Aberrations. The poor things didn’t even have eyes.”

      “Ew,” Kurt muttered behind me. 

      “Yes, I believe ‘ew’ is the perfect word, young Kurt.” Moorehart’s hands shook as he reached for a decanter to pour himself a drink. 

      He kept a supply of brandy in all of his workspaces. That was how he coped with being wound so tight all the time, always searching, constantly questioning. 

      “Back to the story, my friends. I went there in search of traces of the future we knew. However, on the way back to my Pedaler, I encountered four young men in uniform. You might have guessed, they were brown, updated with new badges, but still brown. They beat me and smashed my Pedaler to pieces.”

      “That’s disgusting. How did you get back?” Sophie craned her neck to see past me. 

      Moorehart’s trembling hand pulled a fried remote from his pocket and dropped it onto the desk. It burst upon impact, sending springs, a circuit board, and a burnt crystal bouncing across the surface. 

      “Journey’s?” I asked. 

      “Not anymore. We’re down to this ol’ girl.” Moorehart pointed to my Pedaler and shook his head. “She’s the best one in the fleet, but we’re going to have a hard time coordinating our travels.” 

      Sophie thought about it for a moment and was struck with an idea, pushing past me and talking to Moorehart like they were old friends. “What if you stayed here? In our time?” 

      “How?” I interrupted. 

      “Well, we have an empty garage apartment that my mom has been using to store her LEGO® collection. I bet she’d let him rent it.” 

      “Do you have the money for that?” I asked Moorehart. 

      He sipped his drink and looked down at his feet. There was no need to press for more of an answer. 

      Sophie pursed her lips and rubbed her temple. “I don’t know if she’d let him stay for free, not without knowing the backstory.”

      “We can’t tell her,” I said. 

      “No, no. Don’t worry about that.” Kurt sat on the edge of the desk. “I still have a safe full of money from the bonds at the store. Dad left it to me free and clear, and we can pay her a few months upfront. Then, we don’t have to mess with the whole ‘uncle’ backstory like if he were staying here because Soph’s mom won’t ask too many questions.” Kurt crossed his arms across his chest, pleased with his plan. 

      “It’s true. If there’s one thing about having a hipster parent, she likes to respect peoples’ privacy and ‘right to share’ in their own time.” Sophie made air quotes and rolled her eyes, then laughed to herself. 

      The room seemed to melt into a more leisurely mood. Moorehart’s hands stopped shaking, and the stiff grimace on his face faded to a relaxed but tired half-smile. A silence fell over us, making me hyper-aware that we were on the verge of something big, even if I didn’t know what yet. 

      “So, will you do it?” Sophie broke the silence. 

      Moorehart finished his drink and rested the empty glass on the desk, rattling the collection of decanters on the way down. 

      “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble…” 

      “Of course!” Sophie shrieked and hugged him. 

      Moorehart’s eyes grew three sizes as he patted her on the back as if anxious to pull away, though she didn’t notice. The girl that wanted to set us ablaze only a few days prior was now knee-deep in time dust and ready to dive into more. 
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        * * *

      

      None of us were surprised when Sophie’s mom agreed to the arrangement without much information. It was perfectly in character for the quirky, space-obsessed science teacher. I think Soph told her some sob story about Moorehart being a retired physics teacher that wanted to live closer to his dear nephew. We figured the tale would check out enough should the adults ever get to talking. 

      After Christmas, Moorehart moved in with his gadgets, tools, and blueprints. Kurt and I helped him with the trans-century move. There was an entire box dedicated to his pipe collection, brought straight from the 1870s. It was undoubtedly the first time the Time Pedaler doubled as a moving van. 
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        * * *

      

      “You seen the old man since the move?” Kurt bounced a basketball against his garage door while Millie zoomed between us. 

      “Been a few days. I assumed he was working on a plan, you know, a way to fix the world’s running history. But… I think he went out with Ms. Graziano the other day. At least, I think that’s why she wore some fancy dress and heels after school.” 

      “Nice. So, Journey and the goons are out rewriting history, and he’s wining and dining our English teacher.” We bounced the ball a few more times, grumbling about the stagnation. 

      “I mean, maybe he has been working on something, and he’s just not ready to show us yet.” I winced, trying to convince myself more than Kurt. 

      Kurt shot the ball from where the three-point line would be on a real court. It hit the rim and bounced, dinging the hood of his mom’s SUV. He gasped and covered his eyes while Millie trotted from the car and settled in the shadow cast by the house. 

      “Yeah, maybe we should call it a day. I’m pretty terrible at basketball anyway.” Kurt ran his fingers over his mom’s hood, peering at it sideways, hoping the dent wasn’t noticeable.

      “Roger that.” We plopped down on the concrete drive next to the snoring pup, who jerked and yelped in her sleep as if she were chasing rabbits. I tilted my head back as the late afternoon sun warmed my skin. It was chilly despite the sweat running down my back in my flannel shirt. 

      Beside me, Kurt chugged a blue sports drink which sloshed onto my arm as he set it down. I could have fallen asleep, leaned against his house, the chilled concrete under my legs, but my phone vibrated in my pocket, disturbing the rare moment of relaxation. I pulled it out and saw a text.

      Boys. ‘Tis Moorehart. Gloria bought me a cellular telephone. Meet me at my new place. -O. Moorehart. 

      I turned my phone toward Kurt. Immediately, a smile cut across his face, and he shook with laughter. “Does he know he doesn’t need to write a text message like a formal letter sent from the king?” 

      I shrugged and reread the message. “Maybe that means he’s onto something.” 

      “Maybe. I’ll grab my jacket and put the pup in my room so that we can go.” 

      When Kurt re-emerged, the sun cast an orange light onto the street, and porch lights were beginning to flick on. It seemed the neighbors took advantage of the lovely day as the smoky aroma of meat grilling wafted in the air. 

      As we crossed the street, traffic seemed slow, which was a nice change of pace from the holiday buzz. I glanced down the road, noticing how the sun tucked itself behind the coastal mountains. I breathed in, taking in the beauty.

      When we arrived at the small garage apartment in Sophie’s backyard, we triggered a motion light, and upon noticing us, Moorehart flung open the door on cue. He leaned over the railing from the living quarters perched above the garage and waved us up, his eyes wild, and his usually kempt hair was messy.

      Although his Sonora tourist t-shirt and jeans would suggest a relaxed state rather than his tidy tweed suit, his body language screamed the opposite. There was even a slight tremble in his hands as he waved us in and paced the studio apartment. 

      “Uhh, what’s going on?” I stopped just inside the door, watching him with a sense of unease. 

      Moorehart’s bloodshot eyes flicked in our direction. “I’ve come up with the best plan, no, the only plan that will work for our vexing conundrum. We don’t know what’s changed, might be changed, or what will change. I haven’t read all the history, nor do I know what will happen, at least not all of it. You don’t have the time to check records all the time either.” 

      I scanned the room taking in the clutter on the kitchen table and multiple shopping bags at the front door, half-listening. This mess wasn’t like Moorehart. The man was orderly to a fault and never took the plunge into modern shopping.

      Moorehart tapped his fingers to his bottom lip while he took a breath. “So, we need a checker! Someone to scan the basic milestones of major historical events and compile the data into a system. And boys, I think I got us one!” 

      Kurt elbowed me in the side with a look of shock. What did Moorehart say? He got one what? I stared at him with a curious look. 

      He must have grown tired of waiting for us to respond because he moved onto the next portion of his presentation without further ado. 

      He shuffled from the room in his new penny loafers, which did not pair well with his new bootcut jeans, and ducked into a bedroom created from a folding wall divider. Despite their best efforts to whisper, a pair of muffled voices filtered through the cracks at the bottom. Still, I couldn’t tell who the other hidden speaker was. 

      When a pair of legs dressed in a clean, pressed knee-length smock and patent heels stepped out, I was instantly queasy. Even without looking at her face, I knew Ms. Graziano stood before me. I crossed my arms. How could he have told her about The Pedaler? About time travel? About us?

      The top of my head burned and tingled as anger bubbled inside of me. When I finally met her gaze, I was surprised to see my teacher staring at the floor. I was even more surprised to find her appearance a stark contrast to the polished image she displayed at school. Her hair fell and swayed around her shoulders, and she didn’t wear as much makeup.

      I sighed, surveying the room as a last-ditch effort to alleviate the tension we all experienced. That’s when I noticed a few cardigans hanging from the back of a reclining chair that faced the television. My stomach clenched as I winced. Ms. Graziano probably stayed the night or a few nights. 

      “Chant…” Her voice was soft and shaky. 

      Kurt nudged me and said out of the side of his mouth, “Hear them out. Probably better than any plan we would throw together.” 

      I nodded and pulled up a wobbly chair at the kitchen table. Moorehart and Ms. G shoved a collection of cereal boxes and plastic bowls to the side and took the chairs across from us. 

      Moorehart took a few deep breaths in a row before he began, then he paused and opened his mouth to speak, only to take another breath. I thought there might not be enough oxygen in the studio for all of us. “The term I was searching for earlier was ‘scribe,’ and I’ve just happened upon the perfect one. Gloria, here, is not only educated in vast areas of history, but she’s also an exceptionally fast reader. She’s organized, meticulous, and best of all, she can keep our secret.” 

      “So, what, she’s part of the team now?” The words came out of my mouth with more bite than I intended, but the question was needed. “How can you be sure she won’t say anything?” 

      With a clear of her throat, Ms. G reached across the table, placing a hand within inches of mine. “If I may.” She glanced at Moorehart, who encouraged her with a smile. “I’ve known your secret since my first dinner with Oswald. You’ve seen me at school for weeks, and yet, you haven’t heard a peep from me. Truthfully, Chant, I was born for something like this. I know it.” When our eyes connected, I noticed the glint of tears in the corner. “You can trust me, both of you.” 

      I sat for a few seconds longer, wondering how to respond when Kurt broke the awkward silence by ripping open a potato chip bag. The crackling seemed to outweigh any thoughts. I shook my head, trying to focus, when the crunch and chomp of Kurt’s obnoxious chewing ensued. He really knew how to read a room and capitalize on a moment. 

      “I think she’s fine.” He grinned through a mouthful of chips.

      I rolled my eyes with a grunt. “Fine. All right. We have to figure this out somehow. Maybe having someone who knows the texts is the golden ticket. You should have Braxton help, though. He is a bit of a genius.” 

      “Oh, the math whiz?” she asked more excitedly. 

      “Yeah, you should see the guy play video games. He can memorize anything!” Kurt waved an arm, spewing crumbs across the table. 

      Mrs. G grimaced at the spittle remnants that Kurt scattered to the surface, then made light of it with a chuckle. 

      “And if we’re going to do this thing, please, call me Gloria. You can save the ‘Mrs.’ nonsense for school. To be honest, I hate it. Rules are rules, though, right?” When she laughed, Moorehart rested a hand on her shoulder. It was a small gesture, but I got the point. She was going to come along for this ride no matter what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      Christmas break and the weeks after flew by, and before we knew it, we found ourselves in February, thinking that maybe Journey wouldn’t try anything after all. The most exciting part of January was teaching Moorehart how to use the internet, but only because he kept asking if we could get a hard copy of Google. He couldn’t understand why there wasn’t a dusty hardback copy of the great book of Google in a library somewhere. 

      With all the activity, we nearly missed the opportunity to buy our tickets for the Valentine’s Day dance. Kurt was thrilled that Sophie agreed to be his date, and Sophie wanted the dress, the tie, the whole nine yards. I agreed to come along as a third wheel. It felt better than the truth, which was me and Braxton stuck in the corner, sharing dry conversation about the intricacies of fictional spacecraft. 

      After learning about Mrs. G, it took some getting used to at school. At first, I struggled to separate the two personas, but eating pizza with her over the weekends helped us get past her switching into ‘teacher mode’ on the weekdays. Sometimes, she even left us smiley faces on our papers, which was an unexpected perk of working together. 

      We were chumming it up about our recent gleaming marks when Sophie bombarded us in the hallway on the Thursday before the dance. 

      “Kurtis!” she shrieked. “I’ve already texted your mom about the floral tie. You have to wear it, or it throws off the entire theme of our outfits.”

      “Wait, your name is Kurtis?” I choked. He rolled his eyes and nodded while the lashing continued. 

      “What’s the theme again?” Kurt asked. 

      “Fairy Tales! And I’m going with a Sleeping Beauty vibe, so you have to bring the roses.” Sophie was so focused that she looked like it was the last inning of the game, and she was up to bat. It was odd to see her so invested in something so typically girly, but I figured it must have everything to do with her cosplay obsession. 

      “So, it’s not Kurt… But Kurtis?” I bit my lip, hiding a smile.

      “Oh, stop it. I go by Kurt. Besides, shouldn’t we be asking you if you plan on bringing a date?” He narrowed his focus on me.

      “You said I could third wheel, and you know Brax will be there.” Defending myself was useless. He was deflecting the attention from himself. 

      “You could ask Mary.” He batted his eyes with a smirk.

      I flinched at her name, holding back the urge to punch him. Mary made her choice, and her decision to stay in her time left a bruise when I thought about her. 

      “She wanted to stay, man. I miss her, sure, but what could have changed? She probably still needs to take care of those kids.” 

      Kurt frowned, watching his feet as we walked. When I caught Sophie staring from his other side, she quickly averted her eyes. We walked together in silence until the last dismissal bell rang. What else was there to say? When he and Sophie left for her house, I set off toward the Emporium. 

      When I got home, the idea to invite Mary still nagged at me. She seemed so set on staying the last we spoke. It seemed my dreams of her all but disappeared lately. As crazy as it sounded, whatever connection we had severed. Both Mary and my ideas about The Pedaler snowballed into something more complicated than I could have ever envisioned. It left me feeling guilty for wanting normal things like a date for a dance. 

      The last few hours at the Emporium dragged by, as did dinner. I even left the table before I cleared my plate. Mom eyed me with her all-knowing mom-sense and excused me, saying she’d give the leftovers to Millie, who waited with perked ears under her chair. 

      “You okay, Chant?” Dad asked when he appeared in my doorway a while later. 

      I glanced up, still rolling a pair of rose quartz crystals around in my hand, doing nothing but sulking. My room housed a collection of shiny little trinkets since Journey’s shop closed. Apparently, the bank didn’t sell everything in the building before Kurt’s dad took ownership. 

      “Fine.” I lied.

      “Fine?” Dad took that as his cue to have a seat at the foot of my bed. 

      I set the crystals on the nightstand with a shrug and inhaled. Of course, dad wouldn’t be leaving without one of his famous talks. 

      “You don’t look fine, Chant. You look like your mind is in the clouds, and your feelings are in the dump.”

      “Eloquently put.” 

      “Seriously, what’s wrong?” 

      I sighed and stared at my ceiling, the plaster’s cracks veining across the room. There was no way I could tell him, but I figured maybe I could bend the truth a little. “It’s just that Kurt has a date for this dance on Saturday, and of course, they want me to go too. I want to go. I just—” 

      “Want a date too?” 

      ”Yeah. There is a girl, but she lives forever away.”

      “Forever away? How did you meet her?” Dad’s eyebrow arched sharply, and he peered over the top of his glasses. 

      “Uhm, the internet. She’s from London. I was hoping she might want to study in the U.S., but she wasn’t as excited about the idea as I was.” 

      “Oh…” Dad shifted his weight and looked down at his interlaced fingers, fidgeting as he searched for a suitable reply. 

      “Yeah.” 

      “You could ask again. Maybe if this girl came for the summer, she might like it. Is she a senior?” 

      Mary was definitely not a senior. Who knew if she had any education past the elementary school level if even that? She could read. I knew that much. “She’s the same age as me, but I think they might do grades differently. It’s something we never talked about.” It was the most reasonable answer I had. 

      “I see. Well, if you like her, there’s no sense in being negative. You’re young. Talk to her, get to know her, and if it’s meant to be, it will work out. Maybe you end up being pen pals, but that’s not so bad either.”

      “Pen pals, right.” I sighed. He had no clue.

      Dad stood up and patted my shoulder, strained parental grin and all. “Hang in there. It will be all right. It’s just one dance, and I’m sure you guys will have fun.” 

      Soon after Dad closed the door behind him, I dozed off, still in my jeans and tennis shoes. I woke to someone shaking me and drool pooling on my pillow. I didn’t know what time it was or where I was at first, but Moorehart’s face started to come into focus as I rubbed my eyes. 

      I sat up and squinted, taking him in, noticing his clenched jaw. He had a tiny vein bulging at his temple, and the whites of his eyes were stained pink with red capillaries snaking from the corners. I looked around the room, noting the street lights outside the window. I’d been asleep a few hours. 

      “How did you get in here?” I mumbled, wiping my mouth as I got my bearings. 

      “The fire escape. We’re down to the only two Pedalers that could have landed me in here.” He was right, though I wouldn’t have put that together in my drowsy stupor.” I watched as he twirled his mustache with enough gumption to twist it right off his face. 

      “Journey?” 

      “Gloria found an oddity.”

      “When you say oddity—” 

      “I mean an error, an inconsistency, an outright deviation to the history books. You know the Wall Street Crash?” 

      I scratched my head and waited for an explanation. Where was this going? “Yeah…”

      “Well, somehow, someone changed it.” 

      “Changed it how?” My throat tightened.

      Moorehart threw his hands up and paced the side of my bed. “It didn’t crash! Do I have to spell it out for you?” He paused and stood back, taking in the harshness of his voice before he continued, “I’m sorry.” 

      “It’s fine, but wouldn’t that be a good thing if it didn’t crash?” 

      “Well, in theory, yes. But we don’t know what kind of chain reaction would occur if we left it that way. And since Journey is behind it, I think it’s safe to say it can’t be good.” 

      “Right. I guess I’ll get Kurt over here.” 

      Moorehart pulled his phone from his pocket and read a message, furrowing his brow and tapping his forehead. “Maybe wait until the morning. We have a time machine, so maybe, just this once, we can put it off for a few hours. Besides, you’ll wake your parents if you sneak down to the lab right now.”

      He did have a point, but something didn’t feel right. What did that message say? 

      “If you say so. I’ll set my alarm and see you then,” I replied. 

      Moorehart gave me a nod and exited out the window. I, however, couldn’t go back to sleep. So instead, I took it upon myself to do some research. 

      What I initially discovered wasn’t entirely troubling. I knew the market wouldn’t crash, according to Moorehart’s tip, but what I didn’t expect was a resurgence of Shakespearean literature leading up to when the collapse should have happened in 1929. Sure, Shakespeare is timeless, but the newspaper headlines read as if he were new. 

      Naturally, I jumped down the rabbit hole and started searching for Shakespeare’s biography. It was as if someone had scrubbed the records of him being born in 1564, well, mostly. I also discovered some fringe bloggers asking if anyone else remembered his plays in chat rooms, saying something was amiss.  

      A pang of worry tugged on my thoughts. “The stock market is the least of our worries.”

      I printed every mention of Shakespeare in the 1920s. One biography alluded to him dating Cissy Fitzgerald, but that left his wife, Anne, alone in the sixteenth century. Did they meet or marry? 

      “Oh wait, Mary.” If Journey muddled that part of the century, what happened to her? 
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I knew, the sun warmed my face. More drool plastered my notebook paper to my cheek, which stung as I pulled it from my face. I’d passed out mid-sentence, but I was sure I pinpointed the date we needed. 

      With the help of a digital sleuth in an obscure chat, I hypothesized that someone - most likely Journey, nabbed Shakespeare from history on March 2, 1588. There was a shaky reference in a historical text to strange flashes of light and electrical storms in the middle of a village square. It said that it left the local sheep “prickly” to the touch for some time afterward. 

      “It must have been static electricity.” I shoved the crumpled paper into my backpack. 

      One quick shower and a protein shake later, I was headed to the basement for “homework.” Mom and Dad were up early and working on taxes, so I got a free pass. 

      When I arrived in the basement, Kurt, Moorehart, and Braxton were already sliding through the side transom window. I could barely pull the paper from my bag before Moorehart started recanting the predicament. 

      “There’s been a develop—.”

      “We’ve got bigger problems than that. Time was messed up before the Crash, way before, and now we have to track down William Shakespeare in 1929 and put him back in the sixteenth century!” 

      Moorehart stood stunned, his mouth flapping in the wind. After a moment of taking it in, he nodded with an impressed smirk. “I presume you didn’t go back to your slumber after I departed.” 

      “Would you have been able to?” 

      “Fair enough. Now, if everyone is ready, let’s go!” 
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        * * *

      

      New York City, New York (Wall Street) 

      October 18, 1929 

      40°42’16.79” N -74°00’23.40” W

      We decided to shoot for the day the initial fall began. October 18 seemed as good a day as any. That’s when things should have taken a downward turn. But, instead, the city was abuzz with cheer about the upcoming show in Central Park. It seemed there would be a performance of Romeo and Juliet later that evening. 

      The papers were spreading news like little mockingbirds chirping on repeat. In the 1920s, however, it appeared that it took on more of a rival gang-type spiel. Two lovers, separated by switchblades and violence, it was a far cry from the original tale. 

      We walked by a row of dress shops as we exited Wall Street. I noted that several of the designs in the windows were called “Juliet” gowns. They were shortened versions of the bodice dresses the women would typically wear in the play but managed to incorporate Gatsby-style flash with beading and fringe. 

      “Weird…” Kurt said to himself as we passed. 

      Moorehart tapped his finger on the window. “Weird, indeed, my boy.” 

      But that wasn’t the only strange thing we encountered after leaving The Pedaler behind a stack of crates. I heard locals using words like “thee” and “thou” in everyday language. They weren’t quoting literature but genuinely speaking in Elizabethan tongue. It seemed the two time periods became intertwined. 

      “So, if we want to track down Will, should we just assume he’s going to be at this performance in the park?” I asked Moorehart, trying to ignore that Braxton was muttering about the lack of trash cans and sanitation measures on the street. 

      “Safe bet, I’d say. Judging by the sun, it’s late afternoon now. We should head that way. The park is enormous, so we’ll need to get to the venue and search for Will before nightfall. If we’re lucky, we’ll have him back to Anne in time to have dinner.” 

      I couldn’t believe this would have been the precipice of financial collapse in the correct timeline. The streets of New York were practically dripping in wealth. Men strolled about in classy, tailored suits, and every woman I passed was adorned in gems and pearls as if the flashy style of the jazz age spilled over to the working class’s daytime wardrobe. There wasn’t a sensible shoe in sight. 

      “Boys, I’m not entirely versed on the 1920s.” Moorehart stared at more ladies walking by with a strange look. “Does this look right?” 

      Braxton shook his head, eyes round as fishbowls. “Looks like everyone is a gangster, even the accountants and clerk,” he hissed while eyeing the people passing him on the street. 

      We continued our uphill stroll toward Central Park, unaware of how daunting the distance was until we were well on our way. I would have sworn blood pooled in my shoe from the way my sock sloshed under my weight. Not to mention, Kurt was due for a snack without a hotdog stand or deli in sight. 

      In the correct timeline, we would witness the beginning of the Great Depression, a time in history where women made dresses from flour sacks, and people lost their life savings. They made cakes without eggs or butter and grew their vegetables in their small patch of ground. If that happened in our time, I wasn’t sure anyone would be prepared to live that way. 

      When we got to the park, programs were blowing around amongst the autumn leaves. They advertised the exclusive showing of Romeo and Juliet, featuring a brand-new lead in the role of Juliet. Through a cluster of shorter apple trees, I could see the top of the venue, its white canopy standing out against the hues of red and orange foliage. 

      “There!” I pointed. 

      “Finally,” Kurt exhaled as though he might collapse onto the soft, green grass. 

      As we neared the stage, Elizabethan characters paced, studying their scripts. It was strange to see the fine silks and embroidery of yesteryear mixed with pinstripes and fedoras. 

      That’s when I saw a flash of golden curls through the crowd. My heart rocketed to my throat, and I forced myself not to scream across the lawn. Mary? Could it have been? 

      “Boys, let’s split up. Whoever finds Will, bring him to stage left, and we’ll leave from there.” Moorehart pointed toward the platform. 

      When we separated, Kurt and Braxton circled back while I inched through the crowd, scanning the costumes for the blonde. The moment I saw her, finding Will was the last thing on my mind. 

      After checking under every hat and veil, I still couldn’t find the mystery girl. I thought maybe I’d dreamt it, a figment of my imagination that wanted so badly to see Mary again. 

      Once I was backstage, under the canopy of a smaller tent where a group of girls was getting rouge applied to their cheeks, I found the girl with cascading curls. I stepped closer only to see under a further inspection it was a case of mistaken identity. The girl looked similar, eerily so, but her eyes were more almond-shaped than Mary’s round ones, and this girl’s mouth was a bit straighter. 

      I’d written the encounter off until I heard her speak. Her heavy English accent stood out against the low chatter of New Yorkers. I swiveled and ducked into the close-knit crew of women, waving for the girl’s attention. Finally, she leaned back and eyed me under furrowed brows.

      “Do I know you?” she asked. 

      “Can I have just a minute of your time, Miss?”

      Her eyes floated between the women doing her hair and makeup for a moment before she nodded and stood up. We exited the tent, and she followed me to the edge of the crowd. 

      “Do you know Will?” I asked in a hushed voice. 

      “We all do. He’s running the play.”

      “No, do you know Will? Did you know him before the plays?” 

      “What are you getting at?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip, trying to find the right words without startling her. There was no great way to ask someone if they were kidnapped and transported to the wrong century. 

      “I’m just asking—I mean—have you always lived here? In New York?” 

      Her eyes flicked up to meet mine, a particular light behind them. It felt like she knew me. 

      “Are you here to bring us back?”

      I wanted to blurt out the words, but I needed to be careful. What if she wasn’t talking about time travel? “Bring you back where?” 

      “To England, where we came from,” she said, the last part in a whisper. 

      “You came with Will?” 

      She nodded and looked around nervously. Tears gathered in her eyes, and her hand began to shake as she went to wipe them away. “Someone took my brother and me from the street after they attacked William. The next thing we knew, we were waking up in a heap of dirt here, in the middle of the park.” 

      “Where’s your brother now?” 

      At that point, the tears weren’t just gathering. They were flooding the girl’s face, taking the rouge and mascara with them. 

      “He’s dead.” When she sniffled, I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket. “He went looking for our attacker, and well, we’re still here, and he’s not, so that tells you how that went. It was foolish, truly, but we have a wee sister, and he wanted to get back to her. She was but a little girl when they took us.” She buried her face in the folds of her dress, hiding her sobs. “My poor Mary!”

      The world crashed around me as she uttered the words. There could have been arrows flying, asteroids crashing, fire at my feet, and I wouldn’t have known. “Mary?”

      “Yes. Who knows what’s happened to her by now? Without us, she has no one. She could be with our brother and the Lord, or much worse. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you the horrors of being a woman without a man’s name to care for you in England.”

      “What’s your name?”

      The girl’s puffy eyes widened, and she clutched her chest. “My name? Oh, I’m sorry. It’s Elizabeth.” 

      “Elizabeth, I think I may know your sister. When I first met Will, there was a beautiful girl, much like yourself. She has these curls, the same color eyes, same cheekbones. She was working for a woman named Lady Bray.” 

      “Oh, my Lord.” Elizabeth covered her mouth as she shook her head, her eyes filling with more tears. “That vile old woman. Our father was indebted to her before he passed. She must have taken Mary in to atone for the debt. That’s terrible.” 

      “She did leave Lady Bray last I checked, but of course, I’d rather see you go back to your time, so she never has to endure that.” My head spun as the pieces of Mary’s past fell into place.

      “Of course! Let us go and call on Will. Surely, he will be ecstatic to go home.” 

      Our search snaked us through more actors as a newer, livelier crowd gathered near the stage, waiting for the play. We searched as the sun flickered through the trees and cast shadows on the audience, none of whom featured the characteristic goatee of William Shakespeare. 

      Elizabeth’s steps quickened, and her shoulders stiffened. Every so often, she’d sigh heavily. We were both growing impatient. Finally, when someone grasped my shoulder, I nearly snapped, but it was just Moorehart. 

      “We found him! And who’s this?” 

      “You won’t believe it, but this is Mary’s sister. She got kidnapped with Will, a case of wrong place, wrong time, I suppose.”

      “Quite right about the time,” he muttered to himself. 

      We strolled up to Kurt and Braxton, eating popcorn from a brown paper sack under one of the apple trees. Will was about ten feet behind them, hunched over, his face buried in his knees. 

      “What’s wrong with him?” I asked. 

      “He says he doesn’t want to leave.” Kurt rolled his eyes and turned with a scowl. 

      “What?” A flush of anger washed over Elizabeth, and her scathing eyes darted to a pouting Shakespeare. 

      No one knew what to say. We teetered on the edge of her emotions and waited to see who would make the first move. When it became clear that Elizabeth, much like many other women of the sixteenth century, wasn’t about to confront him, I made my way up the grassy knoll. 

      “Will, what’s going on?” I sat next to him, giving him enough room that it didn’t seem like I was encroaching on his space.

      “Who are you?” He lifted his head, his dull eyes filling with concern.

      “Oh, I forgot. My name is Chant. You know me, but not yet.”

      “I see.” He swallowed, closing his eyes.

      “Why don’t you want to go back?” I leaned back on my elbows, hoping to build some rapport with my old friend. 

      “Look at this.” He motioned at the stage, which was swarming with people, the play already underway. “Why would I want to leave?” 

      “Well, you’ll have this success no matter when you live.” 

      Will’s ears perked, and he turned his gaze to me. “How do you know?” 

      “From the future, remember? Just trust me, there are things worth doing in your time. A whole life’s worth. You’ll have a wife, children, and success, oodles of success.” 

      We sat in silence for a moment, but I grew comfortable in it while watching the actors converse onstage. Each artist took command of their lines as the audiences offered their “oohs” and “ahhs.” 

      There was more action than the original tale, but enough of the plot stayed the same, a true testament to his genius, yet this wasn’t the proper time for this. I just hoped I could convince him of it. I was about to try again when Will turned toward me.

      “A wife, you say?” A somber grin teased at the corners of his mouth. 

      “And children.” My eyes lit with mischief.

      Will cleared his throat and stood up. He dusted the grass and fallen leaves from his trousers. 

      “And people will still know my work?” he asked once more. 

      “You have no idea.” I stood and nodded emphatically.

      And just like that, I convinced him to go back and be the William Shakespeare we all knew and loved. I couldn’t wait to relive the tale in his living room while sharing a meal with Anne and his children. But of course, I was just as anxious to see how much better Mary’s life could be. 

      My mind bolted in so many different directions as I wondered how fate landed her with Lady Bray. If they were in 1929, were they always supposed to go missing? Will was in the correct timeline the first go around, so where was Elizabeth? I kept coming back to the notion that time wasn’t linear. It was a perplexing beast that refused to be tamed, and as the puzzles piled around us, I got the feeling Journey counted on that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      We dropped into the sixteenth century right after the assault that led to Will, Elizabeth, and her brother’s kidnapping. Moorehart figured we’d miss the assailants that way. He must have been right because the only people on the muddy street were a few mothers yelling at dirty children and a man chasing a squealing pig.

      “Do I have to pretend I’m happy to be back in this mess?” Will pointed to the mud caking his polished shoes.

      “You’ll get used to it again. Just remember, it’s for the sake of the timeline, history, and of course, the family you’ll soon have.” I did my best to remind him, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to paint it with much glamour.

      I swiveled to look for Elizabeth, who’d been silent since the landing, but she had already hopped down and was dashing away, curls waving in the wind. As the man and the pig cleared out, I could see what she was running toward - a small girl of nine or ten years. She stood in the middle of the street, her face wrinkling in despair as she cried for her sister. My heart stopped. I would have recognized that face anywhere.

      My Mary, maybe eight or nine, wore braids in her hair and a dirty smock, and she couldn’t get her arms around her big sister fast enough.

      Though I was engrossed in the moment, it was best to give them privacy, so I redirected my attention to Will, who was saying his goodbyes. His face, pained with dissonance, flashed a smile in my direction. I leaned in and hugged him, breathing in the smell of tobacco and cologne. He’d lived a whole other life in the 1920s, and now he’d have to settle back into primitive living. I wondered if he would be happy.

      After Kurt shook Will’s hand, Braxton managed a wave. I hid a smile. Poor Brax was out of his element in the absence of graphing paper and math formulas. With every speck of mud that flew his way, he cringed a little more, slowly retreating into himself.

      With that, Moorehart patted my shoulder. “You ready, my boy?”

      “Yeah, but if you don’t mind, let’s just check into 1592 and make sure everything is back in its proper place.” I thought of Mary’s sad face, praying that changed by then.

      “Uh-huh.” He winked, hauling himself back onto The Pedaler. “It’s probably a good idea regardless of your ulterior motive.”

      Everyone was on the same page, except Braxton, who moaned, “Can’t we just go home? I need to get cleaned up.” He glanced at the cuffs of his pants, which filled with dust and debris.

      I clapped him on the back and nudged him forward with a wink. “Almost. One more stop, Brax.”

      We piled in as Moorehart pedaled, and we braced for the trip into the near future. As the machine rumbled, time buzzed, making my arm hair stand on end. I closed my eyes as the wave of discomfort I’d come to associate with time travel bathed over me. Time crested and waned before we hit the street with a dusty thud.

      The day was so bright that my eyes hurt when I opened them. I squinted to focus and get my bearings, realizing it was the same street where I first saw Mary and Lady Bray in a carriage.

      Behind us, horse hooves clicked, rickety wheels squeaked, but instead of Mary seated next to the mourning Lady, there sat her husband. He was alive and well, and she wore a plain but colorful dress. She didn’t look quite so scary when she wasn’t in mourning.

      However, she must have still carried a vile reputation because the chatty women on the corner still stared and snickered.

      As the carriage rolled by, the other side of the street came into view where a pair of girls with golden curls carried sacks from the market. They were happy and laughing. But, most importantly, Mary’s life was back on track, as much as we could manage, anyway, with the unfortunate death of her brother.

      “Go on, then.” Moorehart nudged me forward, but I hesitated, looking back at my dear mentor, who sat, urging me with his eyes to introduce myself.

      As butterflies flapped in my belly, my heart pounded against my ribs. I was starting over. The visits, the dreams, the kiss, none of that happened for this Mary, at least not yet.

      “Hello.” I could barely find my voice. When they didn’t hear me, I cleared my throat and repeated a bit louder, “Hello.”

      Elizabeth turned to me and gasped, “Chant!”

      “You remember me?”

      “Of course, I do! Mary, this is the boy!”

      “The boy that brought you back to me?” she asked, looking at her sister.

      “Yes, sweet sister. Thank our Lord for him.”

      “Indeed, thank you, Chant, from the future.” Mary held out her soft and delicate hand with a smile.

      I shook it, noting the gold ring encircling one of her fingers. She had money and a better life. If helping her was the only thing I ever did right in my life, I was okay with that because it was the best thing I could have done.

      “It was my honor. I am surprised you know I’m from the future, though.”

      Elizabeth giggled and shrugged, “What else was I supposed to tell her? Besides, if anyone were to believe my fantastical tale, it would be my sister.”

      “And how are you settling back into the 1500s, Elizabeth?”

      Her smile weakened, and she looked around at the other residents strolling to and from the market. “I’m happy to be with Mary again.”

      I sensed her hesitation. “But?”

      “But… I yearn for the modern world. I miss cars, and I miss restaurants ... the clothes.”

      I studied the look on her face, her full eyes filling with wanting for a time she’d never see. Mary looked at her with a subtle frown, wrapping her arm around her waist and leaning into her chest. It was like watching someone who got to dip their toes into the ocean only to be yanked from it before they could experience the tides rushing around their ankles. She would always miss it.

      I looked back at Moorehart, expecting to see him tapping his pocket watch or loading his tobacco pipe. Instead, he was rearranging the crystal box at the back of The Pedaler, making room for more cargo. Kurt and Braxton held wooden boxes of spare crystals and looked on, unenthused about their new roles as pack mules.

      “Elizabeth…”

      “Yes?” She stroked her sister’s hair and watched a little boy kick a pile of pebbles on the street next to her.

      “Do you want to come back with us?” I shoved my hands in my pockets and rocked back on my heels.

      Mary and Elizabeth’s faces filled with shock, their eyes reminiscent of a deer in headlights. I thought there might be a jubilant reaction, but the pair stayed silent, holding onto each other as if the world might crumble the minute they let go.

      Elizabeth held her sister’s hand. “Mary, what do—?”

      “We must.” Mary’s doe-shaped eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

      “Really?” Elizabeth studied Mary’s face, unsure.

      “Sister, you haven’t been the same since you came back, and yes, I’m ever so grateful to have you, but you mustn’t plant yourself here. Besides, it’s hard to live in our family home without James. May his soul rest in peace.” Mary shook her head and patted her chest.

      “Where would we live? When would we live?” Elizabeth’s wheels were turning, but she was right to wonder about the logistics.

      “Ahem, if I may!” Moorehart yelled as he crossed the street to join us. “You may stay with me until we find another accommodation. You may be near adulthood in this time, but in the future, you’d still be wards of a responsible guardian.”

      “You mean we won’t work?” Mary asked.

      I couldn’t help the bit of laughter that slipped from my mouth. Immediately, Elizabeth shot me a sharp glance that made my cheeks burn.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Of course not. Well, you can if you want to, but it’s not like work in these times. You can get an education if you like.”

      “Would be better if you did,” Moorehart added.

      “An education?” Mary looked at us, a new longing in her eyes.

      “Absolutely. You’ll be able to hold all the knowledge of the world in a tiny device you can slide into your pocket.”

      The pair looked at me, to which I nodded. Even Elizabeth couldn’t help her mouth falling open at the concept.

      “So, will you come with us?” My head swirled with all the possibilities.

      Mary could work at the Emporium or the record store. Then, she could live like a real teenager, and we could go to prom. I grinned at Mary as all of those fantasies came to a screeching halt when I remembered one crucial detail. This Mary didn’t remember or know me at all.

      “I think we’ll give it a go.” Elizabeth stepped forward, pulling Mary with her.

      I helped the girls onto The Pedaler, despite the scowls of Kurt and Braxton, who were now sitting, holding excess cargo.

      “Wait, uh, Mr. Moorehart, sir.” Elizabeth tapped his shoulder. “If you needed to bring William back to fix your timeline, won’t taking us from ours have grave consequences?”

      Moorehart stroked his mustache and looked back at the pair who squeezed in at the back, near the crystal box. “I suppose we’ll see, but I’m not that concerned about it. Last I checked, there wasn’t a mention of Elizabeth and Mary Gage in any major text.”

      When he winked at them, the girls relaxed into their tiny seats.
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        * * *

      

      With as many people as we had weighting down The Pedaler on such a long time jump, travel was a little bumpy and slow to start. When the machine rumbled to a stop and the buzzing time dust settled, I looked back to see Mary and Elizabeth clutching each other with their eyes squeezed shut.

      When the group scooted from our bench seat, they were quaking with shock. With caution, I placed a hand on Mary’s shoulder. “Hey, you going to be okay?”

      She opened an eye and peered around the room, taking in the wallpaper, lamplight, and the cluttered desk. She finally opened both as her arms relaxed, and her sister leaned back from her embrace, opening her eyes to do the same.

      “Where are we?” Elizabeth asked.

      “This is Moorehart’s lab. Well, I guess it’s my lab now. I live upstairs.”

      “Yes, it was once mine, but time is a funny thing. Now, I live a few miles away in a small apartment, but I think you two will find it suitable. We have running water at least.”

      “Water in the house?” Mary asked.

      “Told you,” said Elizabeth, nudging Mary’s arm. The two girls climbed down from The Pedaler and tiptoed around the room, poking and prodding some of the more modern touches I’d added. My tennis shoes tossed in the corner by the costume cabinet were especially interesting to them. Mary poked the rubber sole, yanking her hand back as if afraid she’d get burned. When she didn’t, she furrowed her brow and tried again.

      I approached, taking the shoes in my hands. “Rubber ... it makes for easier walking and more comfortable shoes. See here?” I motioned for her to press inside, and her eyes widened at how cushioned it was.

      I hid a laugh, my eyes twinkling. Mary met my gaze but dipped her chin as if unsure how to respond and took a step away, putting distance between us.

      It wasn’t until the smells of the sixteenth century made their way through the cramped quarters of the lab that I understood why. While I was overjoyed to have Mary in my time safe from a life of hardship and servitude, there was a noticeable side effect from her century. As we found ourselves in a small lab without air filtration, the hygiene habits of Elizabethan England suddenly made themselves known.

      “Ahem,” Moorehart coughed and rubbed his nose. “Let us find our way back to the apartment. You two will be delighted at the modern advancements in the bath.”

      “Uh— Yeah, and we should go over the major areas of history, you know, check for discrepancies,” I choked out.

      “You need a bath,” Braxton said flatly, undeterred by social constructs.

      The girls’ blushed with a clipped nod. I felt terrible, but at the same time, there was so much to teach them. Maybe Braxton’s way would speed things along.

      “I’m sorry about Brax. Unfortunately, sometimes he has a way of saying things.”

      “We have much to learn.” By the sounds of Mary’s pained, quiet voice, it was clear Braxton had hurt her feelings. But whether the pair recognized the difference between us or not, no one in their time would have been so blunt.

      As I took note of how our friend’s bluntness bludgeoned their sweet smiles, I thought maybe he could learn a few things from Mary and her sister too.

      Moorehart, sensing the tension, escorted the girls from the lab, and we helped them through the window. We’d have to work on a backstory and introductions the next time they came around, but it was best to get them home for a hot meal and an introduction to twenty-first-century hygiene for the time being.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      The next day was the Valentine’s Day dance which didn’t start until seven. I woke up before the sun, too anxious to sleep. My smartphone’s lock screen was blank, so I assumed no one else found any other time anomalies. That left my mind free to wander. I wondered if Mary would consider attending the dance with me. Would it be too much of a culture shock? Was she still upset over Braxton’s comment? 

      I decided it better to hope for the best and plan accordingly, which led me down the hall to Chai’s room in the dead quiet of the morning. My hand rested on the glass doorknob for a spell before I got the nerve to turn it. When I did, it opened with a long creak. The floorboards squeaked as I inched my way into her room, where she slept soundly. 

      “Chai…” I whispered, shaking her by the shoulders. “Chai…Chai.” My sister gasped and shot up, one arm swinging with a closed fist.

      “Chant?” She growled. 

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s early.” 

      “It’s Saturday, you weirdo. What do you want?” 

      “Can you do me a favor?” I tried my best to keep my voice down, though she barked as loud as a watchdog. 

      “What could I possibly do for you?” She wiped the sleep from her eyes. 

      “There’s this girl I like, but she just transferred here. She’s—uh, Moorehart’s niece from England. I want to ask her to the dance tonight, but I know she won’t have a dress, and she’s about the same size as you. Do you have anything?” 

      Chai, now fully awake, looked at me with a stunned expression. Her wheels were turning, but there was no way of guessing what was transpiring in her head. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she asked, “What does she like?” 

      When I gave her a blank stare, she rolled her eyes, adding, “Does she like girly flowers? Or plain black dresses? Can she walk in heels?” 

      I thought about her question and the plain peasant dresses I’d seen Mary in every time I visited. “I think she’d like something girly, but it’s probably a no on the heels.” 

      “Make me breakfast, and I’ll work something out.” 

      I gave her a hug that she pushed away and went on making her a full spread of vegetarian sausage, eggs, toast, oatmeal, and fresh-squeezed orange juice. It went by fast because I was still in shock that she agreed to help.  

      “What’s all this?” Dad shuffled into the kitchen, inhaling eyes closed as the brewing coffee wafted through our home. His smile spread clear across his face when he saw the buffet on the bar top. 

      “Chai is doing me a favor. Breakfast...,” I waved my arm, “is payment.” 

      “A favor, huh? I’m not sure I trust that.” 

      “The girl I told you about, she’s here. Well, not here, but in Sonora. She’s Moorehart’s niece from England. She and her sister have come to live with him.” 

      “Oh! Well, that’s quite the development. Are you going to ask her to the dance?” 

      “That’s the plan.” I gave him a high-five. 

      Chai retreated to her room after breakfast, and I spent most of the early afternoon pacing back and forth in the living room, waiting to see the finished product. When she finally emerged, she carried the dress in a garment bag that concealed the work she’d done.

      “Close your eyes and remember I did this out of the kindness of my heart if you hate it.” 

      “I won’t hate it.” 

      “Just close your eyes, loser.” She waited until I obeyed before unzipping the bag. “One, two, three. Okay, open!” 

      When I lifted my lids, I saw the most beautiful piece of art I’d ever seen. Somehow, Chai managed to turn a plain blue satin dress into a floral masterpiece that would rival something that came from Van Gogh’s hands. The shades of pink, red, and touches of yellow popped against the dreamy cobalt backdrop. I was speechless. 

      “Well, do you think she’ll like it?”

      “Chai. That dress is amazing. Where did you learn to do this?”

      “I’ve been working on my art. It’s not a big deal.” She tilted her head, but the sparkle in her eye said otherwise. She had every right to be proud. 

      “Thank you, seriously.” I touched the fabric in awe.

      “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t screw it up. I’ve always wanted to hang out with someone from across the pond.” She zipped the dress back into the garment bag, laid it on the back of the couch, and darted from the living room, avoiding a hug from me at all costs. 

      I didn’t mind. Chai sometimes used unusual ways to show she cared, and she just gave me one of the best gifts ever. I just hoped Mary liked it. 
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        * * *

      

      The dance was only a few hours away, and I knew that if Mary agreed to go with me, she’d probably need a while to get ready, so I didn’t waste any time before heading over to Moorehart’s. 

      I placed the dress in the back of the van as if it were a rare art piece because, in my opinion, it was. Next to it, I tossed the generic gray pants, and pale pink dress-shirt Mom picked out for me. I was still unsure about the shirt, but Mary liked it at one point, so I surrendered.

      On the way over, I couldn’t wrap my head around how normal things seemed. A school dance, a pretty girl, a night with my friends, it was what most American teen movies were made of, and for one night, I got to live it. I sighed, flexing my hands around the steering wheel as I drove, my heart lifting with hope. 

      When I pulled up, Sophie was sweeping her front porch. I parked in front of her mom’s house to say hi as I made my way to the door. 

      “You’re seeing Moorehart before the dance? I figured you’d get ready at Kurt’s. Someone needs to help him.” She grimaced.

      “Oh, uh, I figured you would have seen them when they arrived last night.”

      “Who?”

      “So, we fixed the business with Shakespeare, but we brought a couple of friends back. Remember how I always said there was a girl?” 

      Sophie stopped sweeping and jerked her head to look me in the eye. “No way.”

      “Yup. Crazy, right?”

      “Uh, yeah. So, are you going to ask her to the dance?”

      “Duh, but who knows what she’ll say? This is her first full day in this century, and I did my best throwing a dress together, but I don’t know if she’ll like it.”

      “Stop.” Sophie tossed the broom to the concrete and hustled across the porch toward the front door. “She’ll love it.” 

      “Where are you going?” I laughed at her awkward half-run. 

      “She needs hair and makeup!” Sophie shouted over her shoulder, letting the screen door slam behind her. 

      While her enthusiasm was amusing, my laughter quickly faded. I shot a nervous grimace at the pathway to Moorehart’s as a locomotive hummed in my chest. Stalling might have been better, but hanging out in the driveway was helpful to no one, so I scooped up the dress and strolled to the backyard where Moorehart’s apartment was tucked into the mature trees. 

      As I neared the stairs, I became hyper-aware of the birds chirping and the road noise behind me. I would be seeing Mary for the first time, but all of her memories erased, while mine remained like relics of the past. I could look back, but they’d never make sense to her. All I could do was hope, pray, and cross my fingers that lightning would strike twice. 

      I rapped on the door, then second-guessed how loud it was. What if it scared her? Did it sound like I was mad? Moorehart answered, his eyes wily and red. He looked as if he didn’t sleep all night. 

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked, scoping out the scene behind him. There were snacks strewn about the dining table and dress pieces hanging from makeshift drying lines stretching across the apartment. 

      “Do you know how much the female species talks? In the event of them being sisters, they talk even more than that.” He let me through while he rubbed his wrinkled forehead and groaned from what I guess was a tension headache. 

      I could hear the chatter once I stepped inside. The girls’ high-pitched giggles erupted into an uproar of hysterical cackles from behind the bathroom door. If there was one thing going for me, she was definitely in a good mood. 

      “What are they doing?” 

      Moorehart shrugged and rolled his eyes as he collapsed onto the couch and kicked his fuzzy slippers across the room. They were probably a gift from Gloria. “Go knock, for heaven’s sake. I haven’t a clue.” 

      I sent Moorehart another curious stare. The man was tapped out, but who could blame him? Unlike me, who had a little sister, Moorehart had no experience with teenage girls. With the laughter growing into chortles, complete with snorting, I gave the door a heavy knock which rendered them silent. Elizabeth cracked the door, probably assuming I was Moorehart, and they were in trouble, but she relaxed once she realized it was me. 

      “I, uh, I have a question for Mary. Can she come out?” 

      She opened the door a bit wider, and Mary emerged from behind it. Her hair curled around her face like a lion’s mane in big, spirally blonde ringlets. She caught me staring and brushed one side behind her ear. 

      “The soap in this time, well, you see,” she said, blushing. 

      “No, it looks good, really beautiful.” My blood pumped in my ears, and I couldn’t tell if I sounded like a dork or not, but I kept going. “I have a question. I know you’re new here, new to everything really, but my school is having a dance tonight–”

      “A dance?” Her brows knitted together, and she tilted her head. 

      “Yeah, it’s like a ball, but smaller. I guess that’s the best way to describe it.”

      “Yes!”

      “Yes?” 

      “Well, you are asking me to accompany you, aren’t you?” 

      That time I could feel my cheeks blushing. I could only nod and smile, too smitten by the English girl. “I managed to bring you a dress. You’re about the same size as my sister, so I figured it would work.” 

      I pulled the floral knee-length dress from the bag and watched Mary fall in love with it. She was speechless as she ran her fingers over the fresh brushstrokes. 

      However, the moment was interrupted by Sophie, who stormed in with an entire tackle box full of makeup products and hairbrushes. She could have gone to war with the amount of gear she carried. 

      “What are you waiting for? We’re going to a fairytale-themed dance with a literal Shakespearean princess. Snap to it!” 

      Within an hour, we were all whipped into shape, including Kurt, who was five minutes past the designated arrival time she’d given him earlier that day. Moorehart, Gloria, and Elizabeth saw us off from the front porch as I pulled out in the old Volkswagen. It was perfect. 

      When we pulled into the school, I lucked out and landed a space up front, close to the entrance. We hopped out of the van, careful not to ruin the carefully crafted looks molded by Sophie, and took turns posing together for pictures. Mom demanded that we do so since I barred her from leading a full-on photoshoot. 

      When it was our turn, Mary looped her arm through mine and leaned in close. I could smell lavender on her neck and the powdery scent of her shampoo. We smiled for the shots Sophie directed with a handful of iPhones balancing in her arms until she said “done” with the directness of a Hollywood movie producer, but before Mary let go of my arm, she kissed me on the cheek. 

      “Thank you for bringing me here,” she whispered. 

      “Ah, no worries. It’s just a little Valentine’s Day dance.”

      “No, I mean here. Thank you.”

      My heart flopped like a fish, and I couldn’t contain the goofy grin that spread across my face. At last, I knew I made the right choice. Mary was in Sonora, we fixed the Time Slips, and nothing terrible happened. All was well. 

      Finally done with photos, we shuffled into the building and up to the table where Mrs. Descartes was taking tickets with a parent volunteer. They greeted us with a smile, trading our tickets for a stamped pass. 

      “I’m so happy you boys could come. It’s such a gift that we have enough rations to throw a get-together like this.” 

      “Rations?” I asked. 

      “Yeah, of course, the war rations.” 

      “What war?” Kurt asked, his voice creeping up an octave.

      She looked over her glasses and eyed the lot of us like we were three-eyed aliens. “Are you guys okay? The World War. Don’t be silly. We’ve been in this for over a year now. You know we get our rations from Canada.” 

      Mrs. Descartes handed over our passes and smiled, her bright red lipstick cutting across her face. We strolled into the gym, floored by the unexpected development. 

      “Google it, hurry,” Kurt whispered in my ear. 

      “World War III began in March of 2019. Tensions remain between the United States, North Korea, and China.”
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      “Grab the ammo, Chant!” Moorehart yelled across the alley as buildings crumbled and explosions boomed. The orange glow of a dumpster fire softened the night sky, offering just enough light to see the outlines of figures in the distance. 

      Friend or foe? That matter would have to be decided by the cadence of their steps as they neared or the pitch of their voice when they greeted us. 

      “Here, take this!” I tossed my green canvas backpack to Moorehart as he slung it into The Pedaler. 

      Kurt had precisely five minutes to complete the plan and meet us in the alley before we would try to hit the reset button on reality. Five minutes and we would see if we could fix the mess he made. 

      Since the dance and learning of the new World War, we’d determined that Journey’s careless time slips created a blip on the timeline, an isolated bubble with its own reality and characters. We just happened to be lucky enough to reside in it. 

      And so the responsibility of fixing said blip also fell on us. Though it was only a few weeks, it seemed like months of ducking into alleys, hiding rations, lying to officers, and faking indoctrination. 

      Meanwhile, we worked in the shadows, sneaking about and gathering necessary intel to topple the new empire with Nazi-era goons at the helm. Of course, when it was all said and done, it would only be the day after the dance when we returned. 

      Everything would be back to normal. Sonora would be the same old sleepy mining town with farmer’s markets and neighbors that waved from across the street. Most importantly, it would be the secure life I promised Mary when I brought her here. She’d be safe from gunfire, bombs, disease, and the poison of propaganda.

      “Any sign of him?” Moorehart asked. 

      I peered through the smoke clouds, searching for movement. A lone dog howled a few streets over as a siren wailed in the city’s center. 

      “Nothing.” I bit the inside of my cheek while my mind screamed for a sign. If Kurt didn’t show up in three minutes, that would be it. We’d have to leave him in this version of the world where the United States was only hanging by a thread of trade deals with Canada, a lifeline of sorts. 

      “Two minutes.” 

      “I know!” I didn’t need the reminder. 

      Another bomb whistled through the city and landed with a fiery explosion. Sophie, Braxton, Mary, the remainder of our hodgepodge gang, and the rest of our families were hiding in the basement of the Emporium, waiting on a sign that it was safe. 

      Mom and Dad took on the role of smugglers once the war tore through our town. A bag of flour here, a case of bottled water there, was how they wanted to contribute. Part of me was sad no one would remember the way they put it all on the line when it mattered. 

      Moorehart took his seat and gripped The Pedaler’s controls. I shuffled to the other side, stalling as much as I could. 

      One minute left. Come on, Kurt. 

      All he needed was to plant a trap for Journey in the command base at the edge of San Diego before dashing back into the city where we corrected the source of the first Time Slip - a wonky grandfather clock outfitted with a uranium power pack by the Brown Shirts.

      It took weeks to narrow down the location of ground zero, but once we did, we wasted no time in destroying it. Moorehart disarmed the clock while Kurt and I did all the running. 

      The Pedaler vibrated as Moorehart pressed his feet in place. I gripped the side and squeezed my eyes shut to hold back the tears, but then I heard it - footsteps. 

      “Shhh, listen,” I said. 

      Moorehart perked his ears and stopped pedaling. 

      I grabbed his arm, eyes wide. “Somebody’s coming! Tennis shoes, not combat boots.” 

      Just then, Kurt barreled down the alley, kicking a trash can and debris as he leaped toward us. A smile of relief curled into the dimple on his right cheek when he realized he made it just in time. 

      “You should have seen it!” He screamed in a winded voice. “Won’t have to worry about Journey anymore!” 

      “Get in, boy!” Moorehart yelled, disregarding the news, as he pedaled into high gear. 

      The Pedaler whirred and rattled as time swirled around us. Loud pops and foreign voices echoed in the alley as the vibrations grew more substantial. It must have been the silhouettes we spotted earlier. 

      I swiveled for a better look, but a smoky tornado surrounded the machine, and then, poof.

      We landed in the lab in a puff of dust that littered the air for a moment, drifting through the flickering lamplight like snow flurries. I coughed and waved my hands, trying to clear it while Kurt collapsed into a tired heap on the floor. Moorehart panted and wheezed as he pulled his creaky body from The Pedaler and hobbled to the desk where a brandy decanter awaited. He gripped his side and winced with each step. 

      “You okay?” I studied his staggered movements as he gulped the caramel-colored liquid. 

      “Not really.” Moorehart released his side, and I could see blood seeping through his shirt at the tattered edges where a bullet tore through his side. He took one more gulp, teetering on one foot, and then fell flat on his back.  
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        * * *

      

      I know what you’re probably thinking. How did we end up here with cities crumbling under bombs and soldiers beating down doors? 

      When World War II didn’t pan out the way Hitler liked, Nazi sympathizers thought they’d try for a redo. I chased Journey (who was once my boss at the crystal shop) through time and space, searching for signs of his intentions. He was always one step ahead, dodging us and making mayhem wherever he went. 

      I assumed he was another traveler like me until pieces of his story didn’t add up. There were stolen bonds, treasure, tragic historical events, and then he kidnapped my dear mentor, Moorehart. I knew there must be more to him.

      And boy, was I right! Journey was like the fuse on a stick of dynamite. At first, I just saw the string, hiding under the rubble of chaos and time travel, but soon enough, I experienced the boom. He was high-ranking in the super-secret office of the Time Travel Czar, which had always been there but hidden from public records. 

      Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t very good at his job and couldn’t manage to curtail the efforts of a couple of kids and a senior citizen in a crystal-powered Pedaler. 

      When we started tying his loose ends, which were a string of time slips that cut through decades, leaving innocent people in stasis at the mouth of the portal, and the false war started to fall apart, his bosses, ahem, demoted him permanently. But when we made our exit, dodging bullets, Moorehart took a zinger to his side. 

      Looking back, I do remember a yelp followed by colorful Victorian language as the smoke swirled. 
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        * * *

      

      “Get him on the table!” Gloria barked from the kitchen, boiling water and a handful of knives and sewing needles. 

      “Do you know what you’re doing, Ms. G?” I lingered at the edge of the counter, paralyzed at the thought of losing him. 

      The loud clock on the wall ticked on, breaking the long silence at the end of my question as Mary whimpered in the corner. If there was one comfort, it was that our efforts were successful, and we restored Sonora from the rubble to the sleepy mountain town we loved so much, including Mary and her sister’s new home. 

      Moorehart coughed with a groan, drops of blood pooling on the table’s surface. I stared across it at Kurt, who was white as a sheet and wavering back and forth. Seeing the possibility of him dropping to the floor, Sophie guided him into a dining chair in the corner. 

      “Move, kids.” Gloria tossed a towel onto the table and started placing her tools in a row. “Ready, O?” 

      When Moorehart wheezed with a weak nod, Gloria placed a rolled hand towel in his mouth for him to clamp down on. Once he squeezed his eyes shut, she went to work. With the steady hand of a surgeon and the guts of a stuntman, Ms. Graziano sliced deep into the wound. I was fine until I heard the metallic clink of the small paring knife hitting the bullet just below his flesh. 

      She was quick, though, and about thirty seconds later, she poured some disinfectant in the wound and stitched up his skin. Due to the trauma his body suffered and a few gulps of brandy, Moorehart slept, his heavy breathing resounding through the room. 

      As my fuzzy tunnel vision cleared and my stomach settled, I took in the apartment. Blood spatter and contaminated instruments lay next to Moorehart’s tattered shirt he wore when we drove him home. I was glad to have had the forethought to load him in my van with a handful of towels to keep it clean, or my parents would have killed me. The apartment, though, looked like a crime scene, which, when paired with the “Live, Laugh, Love” sign over the front door and the cheery lemon tablecloth, seemed strange. 

      It was all a bit too much, and up until that point, while listening to the steady whistle of Moorehart’s nose as he slept, I didn’t notice. I didn’t see the mess our time travel business steadily spiraled into. What started as a fun, utterly secret hobby was becoming dark, scary even. 

      As I turned the thought over, like a well-worn stone, I waited for Moorehart to wake. Gloria came and went, taking requests for supplies. Meanwhile, Kurt filled Mary and Elizabeth in on the war, how we repaired the original Slip to reset the timeline, and how life could go back to normal. 

      Of course, a great deal of that might as well have been babble since Mary and Elizabeth didn’t have the vaguest idea about modern life, and their memories of the alternate history were quickly fading since our reset. 

      That was a success, though. It meant Mom and Dad wouldn’t remember it at all, and the people of Sonora would fall back into real life. 

      Maybe they’d have the odd dream about wartime or a sense of déjà vu while watching World War II films, but that’s all it would be, a notion they’d seen it before. 

      For me, it was a blur, a blip on the radar that started with the bombshell on the night of the dance. War. Our reckless chasing and Journey’s cat and mouse game created a full-scale war. It took us to a pinpoint where the train fell off the tracks, tirelessly scouring history books, following members of the time travel unit that worked with Journey, and finding a crystal big enough to close the loop for good. When it was over, my head was still spinning. 

      “You look tired, my boy,” said Moorehart in a gravelly voice. 

      “I am.” I leaped to his side, thankful to see his color had returned.

      “Me too.” Moorehart coughed and grabbed his side. I offered a hand, ready to help, but he waved it away and pointed at my chair. 

      Once I sat, he looked me straight in the eyes, without even the slightest hesitation, and said, “Listen, Chant… I think it’s time I hang my hat. This isn’t what any of us wanted when we set out to travel. I know, for a fact, it couldn’t have been what you anticipated when you found The Pedaler in the basement. No one could have seen this coming.” 

      I shook my head no. “What are you trying to say?” 

      “I mean, this is my last hoorah, my last trip, aside from the next one where I will stay put for the rest of my days. I already spoke to Gloria. She’s coming with me.”

      The apartment behind us grew silent as Kurt’s storytelling faded, and he ducked into our conversation. Moorehart cleared his throat and sniffled, looking across our mismatched crew. 

      “I’m going back to the 1800s, and I’ll be staying there to live out the rest of my days as an old man. A quiet, boring old man that doesn’t get caught up in chasing villains or hunting for crystals.”

      I glanced back at Kurt, who was staring a hole in the wall, dumbfounded by Moorehart’s declaration. Mary, however, offered an understanding half-smile and nodded. 

      “But what about us?” 

      “You’re kids! You shouldn’t be trying to correct the world’s problems or chasing bad guys. Besides, I think now that we cleared up that mess with Journey, traveling will be safer for the lot of you. Safer and fun again.” 

      “Where will we go, though?” Kurt asked. 

      Moorehart chuckled and groaned, holding his side, “Wherever you want, foolish boy! Wherever you want…” His eyes fluttered. 

      The conversation was wearing on his tired, banged-up body. He was nearly asleep when Gloria flew through the front door with an armful of bags and clean linens. She ordered us to assist Moorehart to the bed, to which we obliged, taking care to avoid his wound. 

      After that, she sent us away, insistent he needed rest. She was probably right, but it still stung a little. The whole day did, to be honest. 

      First, Moorehart gets hurt on my watch, and then he decides to leave. I exited the tiny apartment feeling lost and without a compass. 

      Kurt and I walked home in silence. I wasn’t sure if he felt the same way about Moorehart, but his face was filled with dismay as we passed buildings that had once been crumbling relics of the past in the false timeline. Now, they were pristine, shining diamonds against the golden hour of the evening. 

      “Glad things are back to normal?” I asked. 

      He swiveled his head and furrowed his brow. “Well, duh! Aren’t you?” 

      “Yeah, no, of course. I guess I’m just a little bummed about Moorehart. It will be weird without him.” 

      “I guess, but it’s his life. And if you think about it, he’ll be happier in his time. He’s a fish out of water here. Plus, Ms. G is going back with him. He’ll be fine.” 

      “I know. I’m not worried about him.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Kurt slowed to a stop as we neared his street. 

      “What if we mess something up, and he’s not here to help fix it?” 

      “Chant, that mess we just cleaned up… It was because of Journey. Sure, we probably didn’t help some of it, but we certainly didn’t cause it. And we won’t cause any others, but you can’t just give up The Pedaler because Moorehart is leaving. You found it for a reason, and you should keep time traveling.” 

      I shuffled my feet in the sandy debris at the edge of his street, kicking an old soda can through some dried leaves. “Yeah, life is too short, right?”

      “Right,” he said, flashing a smile and waving as he turned up his street. 

      I strolled home, basking in the easy quiet and the warm glow of the last of the day’s sun. Mom and Dad were hanging new signage outside the Emporium when I rounded the corner. I heard Mom’s laugh before seeing her and couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief. It confirmed that life was back to normal, well, enough for a kid with a time machine. 

      “Chant! How do you like the new duds?” Dad pointed at a wooden panel that was dressed in pastel paint, swirling into intricate floral designs. 

      “Nice. Where did you get that?” 

      Mom leaned forward as if to tell a secret. “Chai painted it. Can you believe it?” 

      “Yeah, it seems like she’s finally coming into her own. She even said ‘hi’ to me this morning.” Dad placed a hand on his cheek and gave a sarcastic gasp. 

      I chuckled and went inside, still reeling from everything that happened. It seemed like I’d already lived three lifetimes before I’d even graduated. 

      The moment I shut the door behind me, I saw Chai, who was dusting the counter and blaring upbeat rock music over her headphones. She didn’t even notice when I entered, so when I tapped her on the shoulder, she nearly punched me in the mouth. 

      “Easy now!” I put up a hand and shrunk back.

      Chai ripped off her headphones. “What was that for?” 

      “I didn’t mean to scare you. Just wanted to say hi.”

      “Hi. Now, go away.” 

      Yup, everything was back to normal, even the smell of roasted nuts, incense, and grain. I scanned the shelves of the Emporium, trying to remember if things were the same as before the Time Slip debacle. 

      The paperwork from my driving test still stuck out from a pile of junk mail, where a cluster of Chai’s acrylic paints rested on top. Clutter. Ordinary clutter in a regular store with a normal family. It felt good. 

      After dinner, I went to the basement to have time with The Pedaler, the lab, and everything that reminded me of Moorehart. It seemed as though all my cleaning when we first moved in this building made more room for traces of him to flourish. Where dust and cobwebs once hung, his tweed smoking jacket now rested, and instead of cardboard boxes on the desk, it was littered with notes decorated with his inky fingerprints. 

      The man I met through aging journals and my wild imagination sprang to life. And now, he was leaving again. Would he say goodbye or just go? All I knew was that I had the best mentor and was lucky to have known him. I spun, taking in the lab, as the presence of Moorehart haunted me, wondering how we would make it without him.
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