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CHAPTER ONE


Fall turned to winter in the way it does in our part of California with chilly nights and mild days. I watched the subtle changes in the weather from the Emporium windows while I swept the floors and stocked the shelves. Most importantly, I waited for a sign from Moorehart. We all did. Kurt and Braxton watched Journey’s house for months. Now and then, Braxton would catch snippets of activity from inside, but Journey would be gone by the time we rushed over.

Soon, spring blossomed in Sonora. I watched the yellow daffodils break through the earth in the flower beds below my bedroom window and listened to the quickening of chirps from the crickets at night. The waiting and the watching consumed us so much that The Pedaler gained a layer of dust. It was hard to jump back on the horse when you have no set path, no dates, and no coordinates.

Braxton took to the secret life of time travel quite well though. He was sharp and forward-thinking. Ideas that wouldn’t even occur to Kurt and I practically poured out of Braxton and he didn’t have reservations about blurting them out.

Kurt became accustomed to Braxton’s lack of social reading and Sophie was working on teaching him how to speak to girls at school. Though, her efforts may have been in vain, a charitable side project for her. She and Kurt were still hitting it off and he’d taken to going to her house over my basement on several occasions. I didn’t mind, not with Braxton always there to fill the silence.

I was missing Moorehart. That was true, but my circle grew more than I could have imagined at the beginning of freshman year and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to have an entire group of people that called me their friend. Berkeley became less of a regular thought for me and more of a memory that I rarely needed.

The bus was coming along too. Dad and I moved on to restoring the interior which was much more of a chore than the mechanical work. In the time I’d taken a break from traveling, we managed to hit up flea markets and VW shops down in the Valley from Turlock to Lodi, picking up odds and ends at little hole-in-the-wall places.

Dad was finding his way as an upholsterer and I was mastering the art of installing carpet. By summer, we hoped it would be ready and then I could take my test in the fall. Kurt made a point to come check on the progress every time he was over. He was already planning which bands we would go see when I got my license and he went ahead and called “shotgun” for the rest of forever.

“What are you looking at over there, weirdo?” Chai interrupted.

“Wha—Oh, just zoned out for a second.”

“You’ve been staring off into space for like five minutes. What are you thinking about? A girl?” Chai sneered as she went back to dusting shelves. I rolled my eyes. There was no point in arguing with her, especially when I couldn’t reveal what I was thinking about. “Oh, by the way, Mom said I could have the basement this weekend. Some of my cheer friends are coming over.”

“All weekend?” I grumbled.

“That’s what she said. Don’t shoot the messenger.” Chai giggled to herself and walked to the shelves in the back of the store.

There were more shelves to clean every day, it seemed. Mom scored antique stock shelves from an estate sale just outside of Sonora and Dad refurbished a few glass display cases that were tucked away in the back. Their growing collection mixed well with the exposed brick and chipped paint look that adorned the walls. Dad even took a couple of weeks to hand paint the windows out front. The word “Emporium” was inlaid with metallic gold paint that glittered when the sun hit it.

The word about our little store was getting around and traffic picked up around Christmas and stayed steady. Mom was thrilled and so was Dad, but he recognized that more foot traffic meant they should step up to meet the needs of their new customers. Along with ramping up the decor, he was always scouring the web for new products.

Our stock started featuring more soap, candles, and CBD oils, which brought in a whole new flock of customers. I was grateful. They needed me in the store more, which offset the money I lost when Journey took off and let his store go. His store was still on the market, looking more run down by the day with dust and cobwebs growing on the windows and doors.

Dad asked several times if I knew what happened to Journey. He tried texting and calling him in the weeks after he left. Of course, I couldn’t tell him anything. I just shrugged my shoulders and made up something about Journey being a free spirit. I think Dad just assumed he went upside down on payments and bailed out to go do his own thing, free of the bank calling or taking his stuff.

Someone emptied the store, though we weren’t sure who. I assumed he came back in the middle of the night to collect his crystals and the shoebox of bonds. I bet he’s living it up in a mansion somewhere in the 1920s, and Moorehart was along for the ride. At least, I hoped he was. That would have been the best-case scenario because I knew Journey was capable of much worse.

“Weirdo! You’re doing it again.” Chai brushed past me to grab her phone from behind the register.

“Can’t a guy just stare out the window and be left alone?”

“Not with that dumb look on your face.”

“Okay, Chai Baker. That’s enough tormenting your brother. Go on, you’re done for today anyway,” said Mom. She was carrying a crate of handmade goat milk soap she’d been working on for the last two days.

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Chai said, leaning the broom up against the wall.

“Sweetie, Braxton is coming over for dinner. I hope that’s okay. His mom called about an hour ago and she wants him to get out of the house for a little bit. She said he does so much better with his socialization after he’s been with you for a while.”

“Yeah, of course. I never mind hanging out with Braxton. Can I ask Kurt over too?”

“It’s Saturday. I don’t care what you do,” joked Mom as she stacked her soaps inside the glass displays. They looked like pastel-colored candy lit up against the rich brown of the wooden countertop. I breathed in the fruity smell of the essential oils she used in processing.

“Need some help?” I asked. She shoved one of the crates in my direction with her foot. I took that as a yes.

When we were done, we were able to stock around 200 bars of soap that were arranged in rainbow pyramids down the counter leading to the back kitchen. I stood back to admire our colorful display, realizing that it would have to be redone in several days which kind of took the wind out of my sails, but selling a lot of the soap was a good problem to have.

Ding. I abandoned my display to see Braxton struggling with the heavy wooden door. He was finally able to push it open with his hip after fumbling with the handle a bit. His arms were full of cardboard boxes stacked up to his face, leaving only his eyes peeking out above the top.

“What’s that?” I asked, rushing over to help him.

“Um, supplies. For our science class.” We didn’t have any projects coming up, but I got the coded language. I slid the top two boxes off and started to the basement. Braxton followed, shuffling his scuffed penny loafers on the wooden floor I spent the better part of the morning mopping.

I cleared a stack of records off of the coffee table and slid my boxes over to the middle. Braxton tossed his beside mine clumsily, then started smoothing the wrinkles the boxes left on the front of his crisply starched shirt.

“Um, Brax, what is this stuff?” I asked, lifting the corner of the smallest box. He paused his hand-ironing and threw the lid open on the largest box. It was full of wires, springs, and chunks of plastic that looked like battery packs.

“I didn’t see Journey last night, but when I woke up this morning, all of this junk was laying in his backyard. It wasn’t there the day before and there was a scorch mark in the middle of his lawn.” He pointed to the second-largest box. “Open that one.”

I pulled the tabs open. The box was packed with ripped sheets of paper and crumpled receipts. I pulled out a ripped piece of yellow notebook paper and examined the chicken scratch writing on it. It appeared to be coordinates, but the longitude was partially missing.

“Where did you get these?”

Braxton’s smile curled into deep dimples on both sides of his face. “I found those in the bottom of a burn barrel. The top was scorched, but remember that little drizzle last night? Journey must have not accounted for that when he tossed a match in there before zapping himself back through time again. That’s what he gets for leaving a fire unattended.” Braxton crossed his arms and leaned against the couch in a smug stance.

“Lucky for us, he’s nowhere near as thorough as you, right?” I patted him on the shoulder but I could have hugged him. Though, he wouldn’t have liked that so I stopped short. I sat on the couch and scooted the box over to me. It was full of clues that would take us weeks to piece together, but it was more than we found in months. At least there was information to follow and not just the hope of him coming back to his house.

Heavy footsteps pounded down the creaky basement stairs. Braxton jerked to conceal our bounty, but I could tell as soon as I saw the mangled skate shoes it was Kurt. He grinned as he came around the corner into the room like he caught somebody’s hand in the cookie jar, as he eyed Braxton in his guarded pose.

“Whatcha got there, Brax?” Kurt asked with a grin. Braxton relaxed and stepped aside, revealing the boxes.

“Only the best lead to find Moorehart that we’ve had since he disappeared.” I waved a blackened piece of paper over my head. It was kissed by the flames, but I could still make out the plans for an electrical circuit on it.

“Ooh,” Kurt paused, his mouth frozen in an O shape. I nodded with a giddy grin gripping my entire face. Kurt walked over and took a peek in each box, scoping out the contents of each. Then, he proceeded to dump out all of the scorched papers. “Let’s get to it then.” I laughed out loud, but when I looked over at Braxton, he looked as though he might jump out of his skin watching Kurt’s chaotic methods.

“C’mon Brax, we’ll organize them so they’re easier to look at,” I said. He breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Meanwhile, Kurt was still oblivious to his indiscretion.

An hour later, we managed to lay out the scraps in categories of coordinates, addresses, names, and receipts from a medley of times and places. They were vague clues, at best, but at least we had a little direction. One thing was clear, Journey was getting help from people wherever he was hiding out. There was an entire list of people, arranged by year, that gave him the ability to hide. A woman named Anna was listed with the note, “In case of emergency, nurse.”

A few other names simply had “housing” or “access to cars” written beside them. We now know his resources, at least a few of them. According to the receipts, he was paying a mortgage somewhere. It would take some digging but, if we could nail down the location of Sunshine Trust Co., we might be able to track him.

“Boys! Dinner!” But first, we’d have to go suffer through some Toona Casserole. A new vegan product mom found made from chickpeas. Dinner dragged by with each of us poking at our plates and exchanging pained glances. For a few months, I’d been eating cheeseburgers and steaks at Kurt’s house when his dad was home. Trying to maintain my identity as a vegetarian at home was getting harder every day. Still, we suffered through and both Kurt and Braxton decided to sleepover afterward. Chai was less-than-pleased that Mom and Dad gave us dibs on the basement for the night.

After lugging sleeping bags and pillows down to the basement, we settled in on the couch and the cushy shag rug that Mom got at a yard sale. Each of us took a stack of notes and dove in and we used our phones to cross-reference dates and locations. It was informative, but not the smoking gun we hoped for. Every time one of us thought we found a lead, it didn’t offer both a date and time. It was always one or the other, which left us chasing our tails trying to pin down where Moorehart might be held.

At some point, we all dozed off. I was drifting in and out of sleep to the sound of professional wrestling playing on the TV and the tiny wheezing coming from Kurt’s nose. All was quiet. Then, Braxton’s phone started wailing like a fire truck siren and flashing bright enough to light the entire room.

He sprang to life and spun in a circle looking for his phone. When he came to from his groggy state, he unlocked the screen to look at the notification. “Let’s go!” He barked, his voice cracking in a squeak.

“Go where?” I asked, rising from my sleeping bag on the floor.

“This, th, th, this is my alarm for the surveillance at Journey’s house. It picked up movement. We gotta go!” He was already throwing on his jacket. Brax hopped on one foot trying to put on his shoe and get to the door at the same time. I shoved Kurt awake and started doing the same. He didn’t ask what was going on, but he followed drowsily. I’m not sure he was awake, but he was on board nonetheless.

I led them to the outside passage, helping Braxton climb so he wouldn’t get overwhelmed by the tight space. I was the last one out and as soon as my feet touched the damp dirt outside, Braxton was sprinting toward the street. Kurt and I jogged behind, barely keeping up. The street was dark and wet with the remnants of a midnight rain shower still hanging in the air.

By the time we made the jog, a little less than a mile, Kurt and I were tiring. Braxton was still as fresh as a spring chicken, light on his toes, and leaping over the bushes in front of his house. We watched him pull ahead and tuck away behind a large oak tree that divided his yard from Journey’s abandoned house.

We finally scooted in beside him. As we sat, a low rumble vibrated the ground beneath us while a buzzing sound rattled the windows in Journey’s house. A bolt of blue light shot out from a gap in the newspapers taped to the inside of the glass.

“What is that?” Kurt whispered.

“He’s in there,” Braxton said, pointing to the first-floor window. Before I knew what was happening, I was sprinting toward the back door of Journey’s place. The overgrown bushes scratched my legs as I bounded onto the back porch, leaving pinpricks of blood on my calves. I ducked under the windows and scampered to the back door. With a deep breath, I flung the door open. It slammed into the wall behind it with a muffled dent in the drywall.

Journey stood motionless, his eyes as big and wide as headlights. Wires stretched across the rooms in the house. From the doorway, I saw them wind around the kitchen and into the open living room where he stood. They stretched out from the scorched section of carpet that circled Journey’s feet.

A devious grin cut into his face before he lifted his hand that held a small remote. I didn’t even think of what I was doing as I dove toward him with my arms outstretched. I was determined to tackle him and hold him to the ground. My body slammed into the ground with a thud that rippled through my bones. I fell short, and Journey clicked his remote, filling the room with more crackling blue light and smoke.

Kurt and Braxton came through the door in time to see the flash. He got away again, leaving nothing but mangled clues and smoke in his wake. I buried my face in the carpet and screamed in disappointment before lifting to my hands and knees.

“Seriously. I missed him again,” I said as I punched my fist into the floor.

“Are you out of your mind! What were you going to do with him? Call the cops? All he needed to do was say this kid attacked me in my own house! We are all in jail!” Kurt paced back and forth. “We almost had him, Chant. If we came this close this time, we’ll definitely catch him on the next time,” Kurt said lowering his voice. “But no more Peter Parker Spiderman stunts. Agreed?”

I shrugged and gave Kurt an embarrassed grin. He was right. What would I have done if I caught him?

Braxton moved stealthfully around the room, glancing at the wires, touching, turning them, moving the bunches here and there. He stopped in the corner and picked up a box with metal plates on the top.

“What’s this look like to you?” Braxton asked. I eyed the weird box and thought of where I may have seen something like it.

“I don’t know. A battery?” Braxton snapped his fingers and pointed at me.

“Yes!” He turned it over in his hands. “If we reverse engineer it, I bet we can figure out how he does it. And look at all this other stuff. There’s bound to be more clues here.”

Kurt chimed in, “He’s right. We’ve never been in here. The closest we’ve come is whatever he dumps in the bin outback. Let’s do a sweep and look for more.” As heavy as the disappointment was in my chest, they were right. Wasting an opportunity inside Journey’s house would be the worst thing we could do. No one knew when he would return, but he’d certainly lock the place up and take all of this with him when he did.

The wires were expansive and wound around the room like the veins of the old house. Each led to a box on the floor that plugged into the battery pack Braxton picked up. The metal plates on the top must have charged Journey’s remote. Judging by the scorched condition of the carpet and the walls, each time Journey traveled he created a mini electrical storm.

“Hey, Chant. Look at this. I found it on the bathroom counter,” Kurt said shuffling down the narrow hallway off the living room. He handed me a black matchbook with gold foiled letters that said ‘Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel.’

“We have a place. Do we have a time?” I nearly fell over trying to hurry back to the bathroom to search for more clues. The counter was littered with normal toiletries, beard oil, combs, lotions, a couple of bottles of cologne. None of them were useful. They all were covered with a layer of dust, untouched for ages. Then I spotted a notebook poking over the top ledge of the medicine cabinet. I rose onto my tiptoes and eased it down with my fingers. It was clean, but it was old and was decorated with dramatic Art Deco lettering on the cover.

I flipped the pages looking for writing, notes, scribbling something, but instead, a receipt fell from the notepad. It floated like a feather to the floor. I held my breath. My hands trembled as I picked up the slip of paper with its faded blue print. It was from a Good Times Liquor Store in Hollywood, California, and there, at the very bottom, it said ‘May 27, 1945.’

I yelped and pumped my fist. The joy exploded from within me and I did the Running Man down the hall to show Kurt and Braxton. They were either shocked or mortified by my dance moves. I can’t say for sure, but they hurried to get a look at my treasure.

“Here!” I pointed to the bottom of the receipt. Kurt hooted and threw his arms up in the air. Braxton nodded with slightly more enthusiasm than usual. I flipped through the pages again and noticed a name on the inside of the back cover. Hedy Lamarr. “Does this name mean anything to either of you?” I asked, pointing to the messy cursive writing. They shrugged and stared blankly.

“Guys, we better get back. Your parents might notice we’re gone. They get up at the crack of dawn to do their hippie-dippy granola stuff,” said Kurt. While his explanation of them roasting oats was a little off, he was right about us needing to get back to the basement. Dad would, no doubt, check on us as soon as he came down to the store.

We walked home, just fast enough to beat the sun peeking up over the horizon. Birds were starting to chirp as we stepped onto the dirt path leading to the basement coal shoot. When I slid in last, I heard the squeaky stair treads from the apartment down to the store.

“Just in time,” I whispered. We kicked off our shoes, jerked our sweatshirts off, and laid back down in our sleeping bags. However, our moment of peace was cut short by Chai’s shrill voice yelling into the stairwell.

“It’s Sunday, Chant! My time in the basement.” With a groan, I threw my sleeping bag up over my head, but I knew she’d be stomping down there to claim her space soon.

Braxton was already halfway through packing up our material by the time I crawled from my warm cocoon. Kurt, however, stayed asleep until we threatened to drag him up the staircase by his toes.

Once they were gone, I sat down at my writing desk to look over the receipt and notepad we found at Journey’s. The cover was shiny black with gold foil words that simply said ‘notes’. I scoured the receipt from the liquor store for more clues. It was for a couple of bottles of gins, mixers, and a few bottles of Coke. It was too much for one person, I was pretty certain of that. I hoped that meant Moorehart was in Hollywood too, safe and sound.

I did a quick Google search for the location of the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel. It took several tries until I found an old map with an advertisement for Good Times Liquor. Only a few blocks separated the pair. Excitement buzzed through me. Was this the key we needed to bust the case wide open?

I ran my fingers over the smooth surface of the notepad, feeling the embossed letters, and the smooth edges of the paper. It boasted the expensiveness of its pages like a badge of honor. Flipping through its contents, the aroma of tobacco filled my nose. It was sweet like vanilla and probably came from an old wooden pipe. My grandfather used to smoke one that smelled just like it.

In the middle, I noticed some pen marks that we missed earlier. It was a diagram of electrical components with measurements and mathematical symbols I couldn’t begin to understand. The handwriting didn’t match Journey’s chicken scratches or the neat block print of Moorehart’s journals. It was bubbly and smooth as if it possessed a feminine touch. Hedy Lamarr?

I’d never heard the name until I ran across it at Journeys, but maybe she was someone I needed to know.


CHAPTER TWO


“What time should we be at your house tonight, Chant?” Kurt asked with a mouthful of taco salad. We sat around the lunch table discussing the plans for our trip to Hollywood. The chaos and noise from about a hundred chattering teenagers was enough to still any fears that someone might hear us.

“Just come over around 4:30. That gives us enough time to get there and back before dinner without sounding any alarms with my parents.” I took a swig of apple juice and looked over at Braxton. He was meticulously picking every piece of lettuce from his plate. We were nearly finished and he hadn’t started eating. “Are you still coming tonight, Brax?”

He raised his head which was inches away from his plate and nodded. The idea of bringing him on a time travel trip scared me at first. I was worried he’d be overwhelmed and something would go wrong. No one wanted to lose Braxton in 1945, but after some careful thought, I realized he should be at the very top of the guest list.

We would have zero idea of where Journey was without him. Not to mention, if anyone was close to understanding the mechanics of his time travel gadgets, it was Braxton. I finished off my apple juice and slammed the empty bottle on my tray.

“Okay then. We’re all set and ready to go at 4:30. Oh, and don’t worry. I snagged some outfits for you two.” Both guys looked up at me with twisted brows and worried frowns.

That evening, I pulled three outfits from the laboratory wardrobe. It was crammed full after a year of time travel. But on this ride, I went all out because it was Hollywood in the golden years of glamour. For Kurt, I snagged a snazzy pinstripe dinner jacket with high-waisted trousers, complete with pleats and wide legs. He curled his lip at the sight of it but I shoved the hanger his way until he grabbed it. I toned it down for Braxton, with linen trousers and a plain cardigan. He was oblivious to fashion and didn’t seem to mind either way. I threw on my own getup of a cream-colored suit and a fedora.

Braxton handed me a box before we piled onto The Pedaler. I turned it over in my hands, glancing at him. He gave an awkward smirk that he likely practiced in the mirror. I lifted the cardboard lid and found a pair of tortoiseshell glasses inside. They were square frames and pretty stylish, but I wasn’t sure why he would give them to me. I shot him another glance and he nodded with a deep breath.

“Put them on. You’ll see,” he said. I followed his instructions and let out a squeal when I saw the glittering orange residue on The Pedaler. Braxton managed to reframe the lenses into frames I could wear all of the time. “I may have stolen them, but it was for a good cause.” He cleared his throat and wrung his hands in front of his chest.

“A really good cause,” I said. “Thank you so much. Now, I can be on the lookout all the time without looking like a weirdo. I can just tell my parents they’re those blue light glasses for staring at computer screens or something.” I patted Braxton on the shoulder, the equivalent of a bear hug for him.

“Are we ready now?” Kurt asked from the seat of The Pedaler, already bracing for travel. I nodded with a laugh and tossed our supplies under the seat. We piled in, plugged in the date, and I pedaled our way to Hollywood, 1945.

Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel

Los Angeles, California

April 13, 1945

N 34° 5’ 34.1124”, W 118° 19’ 43.1796

In my research, I found out that Hedy Lamarr was not some shady liquor store clerk or an old lady that rented out her back bedroom to a drifter like Journey. Hedy Lamarr was a famous Hollywood movie star. As beautiful and glamorous as they come.

I was shocked, to say the least. Why was she dealing with Journey?

I also discovered she immigrated from Austria and started acting at a young age. That part wasn’t the biggest shock though. She held dozens of patents. In our time, she probably would have been called a techie or a geek because she invented a frequency-hopping device that was capable of concealing transmissions by utilizing different channels. It occurred to me that Journey might have a working relationship with Ms. Lamarr.

We landed in an empty parking lot adjacent to the hotel. It was dark outside, though the glow of streetlights illuminated the area enough to see clearly. That was a problem for hiding The Pedaler. Still, we did our best and hurried to roll it behind a dumpster. The low, repetitive hum of traffic put me at ease. No one was stopping to look. They had places to be and people to see.

The hotel rose from the busy street like a neon beacon for all to see. Its red lights cast a rosy glow onto the street below and its Spanish architecture offered a break from the cold cement look of the town.

“Reckon we’ll see Marilyn Monroe?” Kurt asked, tossing me my backpack.

“Nah. She would be our age. Besides, we already met her.”

“Huh?” Kurt’s mouth hung open and he looked up, mentally searching for a time when he could have met the famous actress. I guessed he missed the part where she changed her name from Norma Jean.

“Never mind, let’s go. We can ask the receptionist if anyone matching Journey’s description has checked in.” We started across the street with me leading and Braxton bringing up the rear. The air was warm but breezy and the sounds of a brass band floated down from a patio halfway up the towering hotel.

Inside, we walked through an expansive arch that gave way to an even more impressive ceiling. It was decorated in painted tiles that complemented the rusty-colored tile floor below. A large chandelier lit the room in a moody orange glow. To our left, a few couples drank at a small bar while several people sat and chatted on the leather couches scattered about the lobby. An ornate fountain, dressed in luscious ferns, trickled in the middle of the room.

We all paused to take in the view, but upon seeing some of the guests staring at us, decided it was best to get moving. Braxton and I took a seat in one of the conversation nooks beside a fireplace that crackled and popped while giving the dark corner a soft glow. We sent Kurt up to the desk where a clerk eyed him up and down. He looked the oldest out of all of us, but he was a terrible liar when in a tight spot.

“Do you think he can pull it off?” Braxton asked, putting a piece of mint gum in his mouth. I chewed on my bottom lip as we watched him from afar. It was anybody’s guess. The short woman with a bobbed haircut was stern and cold at first, but a moment later she was giggling and flipping through a logbook on the counter. We watched her trace her fingers across the pages until she landed on one and handed Kurt a key. He turned around with a big goofy grin on his face and headed our way.

“Well?” I asked when he collapsed into one of the chairs beside us. He brushed his shoulders off in a gloating fashion and grinned.

“A key to Miss Hedy Lamarr’s suite,” he said, handing me the key on a sparkly gold keyring.

“How did you manage that?” Braxton asked in between frantic chewing.

“Well, I used my good looks of course…Okay, I told her I was here on behalf of her manager. Chant put me in this gaudy suit. I figured I could use it to my advantage.”

“Right, then we should get out of this lobby before people start to question us,” I said. I scanned the lobby again with my newly reframed spectacles. We were the only ones giving off time particles, so I doubted if Journey was there recently. Still, it was worth a try to visit Ms. Lamarr’s suite. Maybe she would give up some intel.

We followed the basketweave terracotta floors that led us to a hallway with a gilded elevator. It dinged with each floor until it reached our level. We stepped inside after eyeing the hallway behind us. No one was following, so at least we weren’t outed as imposters yet. Kurt held up the key which read 410.

The elevator open and a young man in a crimson uniform with shiny brass buttons smiled and said, “Gentlemen.”

“Fourth floor please.” Kurt grinned. I could almost read his mind. Having someone to take an elevator up and down was a real luxury.

Nervous energy bounced between us and we rode the elevator in silence, which was odd for our rambunctious trio. The only sound I could pick out above the gears of the rising elevator was Braxton’s nervous chewing and the squeaking of his gum that was practically rubber at that point. A loud ding broke me from my daze and the doors opened.

“Fourth floor,” The operator said jovially.

The fourth-floor hallway was just as glitzy and glam as the ground floor. It lacked the terracotta floors but made up for it with rich ruby-colored carpet that led your eye up to creamy beige walls that were decorated in gold sconces that stretched down the hallway.

“We are not in Kansas anymore…” Kurt sighed and he was right. This was, without a doubt, the fanciest building I’d ever found myself in. On the way to Hedy’s suite, we passed a man wearing a tiny bellboy hat, pushing a shiny gold room service cart that rattled and dinged with each small bump. The glasses were an expensive crystal that glinted in the light. One had a noticeable swatch of Americana red lipstick on the rim.

We rounded the corner where her room was nestled at the end of the hallway, tucked away like a secret getaway. Our steps slowed as we approached and a collective nervousness washed over us. Braxton’s chewing ceased, a sure sign he surpassed his normal level of anxiety and moved onto utter panic. Kurt nudged me forward and he and Braxton lagged behind.

I raised my hand in a tight fist and sucked in a much-needed deep breath. I closed my eyes and thrust my hand forward, but it didn’t meet wood and I nearly stumbled through the door. Shocked, my eyes flicked open to see painted lips inches from my face.

“Excuse me.” Hedy Lamarr stood several inches taller than me and looked us over with one sharply raised eyebrow that accentuated the angular sharpness of her characteristics. She crossed her arms across the long emerald beaded gown that hugged her frame snugly. She was the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.

“Um. I—We—.”

“Spit it out, young man.” Her Austrian accent highlighted the annoyance in her voice.

“Have you met a man named Journey? Or Oswald Moorehart perhaps?” I was grasping at straws, but I could tell she wouldn’t entertain an intricate backstory. Her face softened and both eyebrows curled into surprise.

“In. Come in. Hurry,” she stepped aside and pointed into the suite. We followed her instructions and hurried in without a second thought or consideration of the risk. Journey could have been waiting inside and we could have blindly walked into a trap.

The room looked to be a botanical paradise with tropical plants filling most of the corners. There were planters everywhere, even acting as dividers between the bathtub and the rest of the suite. A crystal goblet like the ones on the room service cart was on the nightstand by the unmade bed. Her silk robe was draped over one of the chairs and several high-heeled shoes spilled out onto the floor.

“Just one second,” she said as she excused herself to the bathroom.

“Psst,” I nudged Kurt to grab his attention. “Those glasses on that cart. One of them has lipstick that matches her lips.”

“And?” Kurt shrugged.

“There were two glasses on the cart and there’s one on that table. Why would she need that many if it’s just her?”

“You sure that matched her lipstick?” Braxton whispered.

“I was a foot from her face a second ago. I’m certain.” I was barely through saying the words and Kurt was flinging the door open to her bathroom.

“Kurt, what are you do—.” But as the door opened, I saw an assortment of tools and metal components on the floor. She sat in the middle of it, tinkering on a device. Upon seeing us tumbling through the doorway, she dropped the device into her lap and tossed up her hands.

“Okay. What do you boys want? Are you working for another agency?” She choked out the words, with tears welling in her eyes.

“No, ma’am. But what are you doing?” I asked, peeking over Kurt’s shoulder. She attempted to stand but her tight evening gown bound her legs and inhibited her movement. Kurt offered his hand which she took and pulled herself up to stand on her wobbly high heels.

“Well, I was trying to send a message to Journey because I thought you were here to take my research.”

“A message? With that?” Kurt knelt and poked a small metal component that resembled a tin can.

“Well,” she said with a glowing grin, “If you guys don’t know, then you probably aren’t with an agency. Don’t worry. I’ll explain, but can we leave the bathroom?” She kicked off her shoes. “These aren’t exactly comfortable.” She slinked out of the bathroom and made her way to an armchair at the foot of the bed. Kurt and I followed. Braxton lingered in the bathroom for a second to look at the hardware.

“So, you know Journey?” I asked, trying hard not to sound desperate.

“Mhmm.” She pulled a cigarette from a metal compact and held it in her fingers. “He showed up here a few months ago. Somehow he knew about my research, which was odd because it’s not well-known in my current circles.”

“Research…” I trailed and glanced back at the bathroom.

“Yes. That setup you saw in there is a frequency jumping device that sends transmissions with the aid of a radio. It prevents people from listening in.” Braxton trudged out of the bathroom, heavy on his toes and chewing on his fingernails.

“She’s right. It jumps between channels. I’ve seen one before, but only in a book. That, while primitive, device is one of the first steps toward Bluetooth and WiFi.” Hedy’s face twisted in confusion and she twirled her cigarette between her long red fingernails.

“Blue…tooth?” Hedy asked.

“Chant, this would explain why Journey’s machine works like it does. He’s using parts of her technology to ‘jump’,” said Braxton with his hands forming air quotes around the notion.

“Why are you looking for Journey?” Hedy’s sapphire blue eyes narrowed.

“If you must know, he kidnapped my friend and we’ve been looking for him since.” I sat down in the armchair beside hers. She tapped the cigarette on her lips and glanced between the three of us.

“That proper old man with the mustache is kidnapped?”

“So he’s alive,” I let out a gasp and slid back in the chair, taking in the moment of relief.

“Oh, he’s alive. And that does explain why he’s so cross with Journey all the time. Poor man, Journey drags him along like a puppy on a leash. Not literally, of course.”

“Were they here? We noticed the room service cart on the way in.” Kurt said, pointing to the goblet on the side table. Hedy nodded and hung her head.

“Just left. Now, I wish I wouldn’t have let him go. He said I’d be getting visitors and he needed to make himself scarce. Mr. Moorehart tried to stall, but Journey was insistent they leave.”

“Of course he was,” I groaned. “But how did he know we’d be coming?”

“Maybe he knew he left that stuff back at his house. I mean, we ran right up on him the other day,” Kurt shrugged.

“He’s supposedly staying at another hotel not far from here,” Hedy offered, but Braxton pushed his way forward, shaking his head.

“No, he’s long gone, at least for a while. He’ll lay low knowing we came here looking. I imagine he might even be watching us. He probably saw us walk in.” Brax focused on the bombshell beauty and paused. Her heavily-drawn eyebrows arched into a deeper curve as she awaited the words that he struggled to form. “Miss, Ms…Lamarr. Do you think you could show me your invention one more time?”

Her wide smile revealed sparkling white teeth against the deep red of her lips. She reminded me of the cartoon version of Snow White with the soft black curls and sky-blue eyes. His request intrigued her and she jumped from her chair to show off her work.

“Right this way, young man.” She sauntered into the bathroom, Braxton in tow. Kurt and I stayed behind. We were silent in the agreement but knew we should search for more clues while she was busy. However, nothing looked out of place. The room was exactly what you would expect of a Hollywood movie star complete with silk sheets and blackout curtains.

“And so you can use different frequencies to avoid the eavesdropping of enemy ears.” We heard Hedy say from the bathroom. I laid down on the floor to check under the bed but came up empty. Journey was getting better at avoiding us, always one step ahead.

“Do you think you could use this to jump sound waves or radio frequencies that travel through the air?” Braxton asked. Hedy scoffed but then got quiet. We heard the metal tools tinkering around and clanking on the tile floor. Kurt circled the room.

“Chant, look at this.” Kurt motioned me over to a small portion of the wall behind the door. “O.M. NYC. What do you think it means?”

“I’d bet it’s Oswald Moorehart, New York City,” I said.

“You are a clever one, aren’t you!” Hedy squealed from the bathroom. We hurried over to see about the ruckus. “Radio frequencies, boys. They’re amazing things,” she said and pecked Braxton on the cheek sweetly. He gave a stupid grin and bobbed his head up and down.

“That’s great, Brax. I think it’s time to go. We have a new destination to plan. Oh, and Ms. Lamarr, be careful around Journey. He’s not who he says he is.” I warned. She grew serious, her painted pout straightening and her blue eyes fixing on me.

“I will,” she returned. Braxton hugged her before we exited the room. Kurt and I were shocked by him breaking his own ‘no hugging’ rule, but if anyone could get him to backpedal on his proclamation, it was her. Many would say a more beautiful movie star never lived, I would later discover, but I knew why Braxton was enamored with her and it had more to do with her brain.

We walked back down the ruby-colored hallway and waited for the elevator to stop on the fourth floor again. Kurt and Braxton chattered back and forth while I swiveled my head around to take in the finer details of the hotel. Something caught my eye in the corner to the left of the elevator shaft. It was a blackened ring on the otherwise immaculate carpet. I said nothing because there was no point. The ring only confirmed our theory that Journey made a swift and effective exit from 1945.

*     *     *

The Pedaler landed in the lab with a thud. We sat in the darkened room for a moment, reflecting on the trip we just took and what we learned. Journey was able to track down the precursor to wireless internet to perfect his machine. He was more advanced than we could have imagined.

No wonder he was always one step ahead. We were traveling in The Pedaler which was still time travel, amazing by any standard, but he was able to move even faster than us.

“I think we can modify this,” Braxton said when he slid from the bench seat. He walked around to the console box on the back where the crystals were held. He took one of the new crystals from the box and held it up to the light, taking in the prism of colors within it. Kurt and I joined him, though neither of us understood what we were looking at. I only understood the basics of The Pedaler’s mechanisms. The crystals gave it power, the dials set the date, then you pedal.

In reality, I understood nothing. I knew that it took advantage of the way space acted, the way it bent around matter, but there was no way I could invent a way to make it move faster, not even with a crash course in relativity from Albert Einstein himself.

“This is the bicycle version of time travel. It requires your kinetic energy combined with the crystals to make it go. What if I can make it more like a moped? It will probably still take a little longer than Journey’s device that only requires a button, but it would give us a boost and make your landing points more accurate,” Braxton explained. “Journey is getting his power from electrical grids and, I assume, a battery of some kind. It’s unstable though. We know that from the trail of burned matter it leaves behind. We can use your crystals in conjunction with the same tech and make it cleaner, more efficient.”

“You think you can pull it off?” I pressed. Braxton tilted his head and looked at the crystals inside of the box again.

“Sure do.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked.

“Hedy gave me the plans for her frequency hopper,” he grinned, pulling a folded-up piece of paper from his trouser pocket.

“All right. Let’s get to work, boys.” Kurt jumped up from The Pedaler and rubbed his hands together. Our momentum was cut short though, as a voice shouted from the top of the basement stairs.

“Dinner!” It was Mom. We forgot we were only gone an hour in our time and it was time to go choke down another helping of her vegan casserole. Kurt groaned and grabbed his stomach. I stepped over to my costume cabinet and pulled a shoebox down from the highest shelf, grabbed three candy bars, and tossed one at Kurt. Mom would have been upset if she knew, but time-traveling inventors required more calories than what tofu could offer.


CHAPTER THREE


Sophie waded through the sea of mouthy teenagers, head down, books clenched tight in her arms. Every time she came back from her dad’s in Nevada, she crawled back into her shell. We’d make the effort to pull her back out and then the cycle would repeat a month later. It was like she left part of herself in Nevada.

“You okay?” Kurt looped his pinky finger around hers and leaned down to check on her. She gave a sheepish smile and nodded. Voices bounced around the noisy gymnasium. It was bustling with kids fighting for good seats on the bleachers. We made our way to the front of the crowd where student council members were sitting in fold-out chairs on the floor. Kurt managed to worm his way into our row, despite not being on the committee.

“I hate these assemblies. They always say the same stuff. State testing, do your best, get enough sleep, blah, blah, blah.” Kurt rolled his eyes and leaned back on his chair. Of all the changes from a private school to a public one, state testing was the worst. They counted for nothing, demonstrated little about our ability, and made the teachers cranky for months.

Principal Descartes came onto the stage. She stood out against the beige walls in a chili red pantsuit. Her face was stern and commanding. It was a stark contrast to the personable smile I met in her office following the fight with Mack, but I had a feeling she did that to command the room. Our school had nearly 800 kids; it was a miracle it didn’t take an air horn to quiet us down.

She went through the rigmarole about the testing, repeating the script Kurt muttered almost verbatim. Chatter erupted amongst us when she neared the end of her speech, but then she picked up the microphone again. This time more relaxed, she stated that there was a surprise writing contest that would be part of our reward for completing our exams.

“Now, I know writing doesn’t sound exciting, but this one comes from a local production company. They handle story scouting for an online streaming platform and whoever wins the contest will have a chance at pitching it to network executives.” She waited for a reaction but it was crickets. “Uhm,” she cleared her throat. “That means it could be turned into a TV show.” That caused a stir. Everyone started talking at once, resulting in a growing roar of voices.

She raised her hand, signaling a return to quiet. “They’re looking for historical fiction. So, ask your history teachers for some help if you like, but the story should be of your own invention.” Kurt nudged me in the ribs with his elbow. I knew what he was thinking. If anyone was capable of crafting a believable story involving history, it should be one of us.

Kurt walked Sophie back to her mom’s classroom. I tagged along because the dismissal bell was due at any moment and Ms. Garrett wasn’t one to send us off to our homeroom or make a fuss about us ditching a few minutes. She was stringing up new spring decorations on each ceiling tile when we busted in, causing her to wobble on the flimsy ladder she was using.

“Oh, let me get that.” I rushed over to steady the legs.

“Thank you, Chant,” said Ms. Garrett as she tacked up the last of her paper mache decor. They were supposed to be atomic models, but art is subjective and I was far from sold on their accuracy. “Hey Soph, did you ask these boys if they wanted to come to Comic-Con with us next weekend?”

“Ugh, Mom. They don’t want to come do nerd stuff with us.” Sophie sighed and rolled her eyes.

“Wait a minute. Chant and I would love to go. Wouldn’t you, Chant?” Kurt pointed at me.

“Yeah. I mean I’ve never been, but it sounds fun.”

“See…” Ms. Garrett eyed Sophie over her shoulder. The bell rang a few minutes later. Sophie stayed behind while Kurt and I made our way down the street on our usual route. He was naming off places we could go to inspire our writing contest entries.

“Japan… Italy… Revolutionary War… Titanic.”

“Yeah, all of those sound interesting.” I was only half-listening but doing my best to act excited. The truth was, I was growing more anxious every day for Braxton to wrap up the upgrade for The Pedaler. Moorehart was still missing after all.

Kurt’s pocket began to ring, interrupting his flight of ideas. He went back and forth with who I assumed to be his mom before hanging up. “Well, looks like I can’t hang out tonight. She said I need to be home for dinner.”

“No problem. We have tomorrow and the next day, and the next day, and the next,” I joked.

“It’s weird though. She sounded off.” He didn’t say much after that and peeled off onto his street with a slight wave. I caught up with Chai who was walking home ahead of us. She abandoned her friends a few streets back, so I knew it was safe to talk to her. Any earlier and she would have pretended not to know me.

“How’s cheer going?” I asked. Chai raised one eyebrow and looked me over.

“Fine. Since when do you care?”

“Just being nice, Chai.” She sighed and refused to answer, but it was fine. We were walking up on the Emporium anyway.

The evening was slow. I didn’t have homework and my friends were busy. The last time I had a completely free evening felt like ages ago. It didn’t take long for me to get bored with the silence. I walked down to the basement and then back up to the store. Mom and Dad were busy. Chai didn’t like me at the moment and all of my chores were done.

With everyone else tied up, I decided to walk down the street to Journey’s abandoned shop. It was strange to round the corner and see it all boarded up. The sidewalk in front of the tiny store was dirty and cluttered. I didn’t realize how much Journey took care of his portion of the street.

The realty sign was barely hanging on with one of the chains broken and swinging in the wind. A sticker had been placed on the bottom that said, “price reduced.” I guessed no one needed a half-empty crystal shop in the middle of Sonora. Most of the budding businesses were going in closer to our end of the street.

There was a sliver of uncovered glass near the door. I cupped my hands around my face and made an effort to peek inside. The shelves were still there, his wooden beads still divided the front of the store from the stockroom, and the register was still sitting on the counter. It was a shame no one wanted it. Seeing someone turn it into a busy shop would be preferable to it serving as a constant reminder of how Journey duped us all.

“Whatcha doing out here?” I jumped from the unexpected voice. It was Sophie.

“Better question is what are you doing here? On your way to Kurt’s?” I watched her face twist and she swayed back and forth, chewing on her fingernails.

“Nah. Mom is still at the school and I just needed to walk. Kurt doesn’t know I’m over this way.”

“Oh. Well, are you all right?” I stepped closer, making an effort to secure some eye contact, but she had walls built high enough to keep everyone out.

“Just homesick, I guess. I miss Nevada.” She walked over to the small wooden bench that faced the street. I followed.

“I know what you mean. I was really homesick after we left Berkeley. It took a minute to get comfortable here, but once Kurt and I got close, it was easier.”

“That has helped, having friends. But, the thing is, the court said I could have a choice in where I live. Mom said it’s up to me. Now, I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to tell Kurt yet because he’d be so sad if I left and I’m happy to have friends here. I just—I have an entire life I left back in Nevada.”

“Oh, wow. No wonder you’ve been acting weird. That’s a huge decision,” I said, more to myself than her.

“I know. What do you think I should do?”

“Sophie, you know I can’t make that choice for you. The only thing I’ll say is, think about what’s going to make you happier in five years. Will you regret leaving if you do?”

“I don’t know. I’ll miss Kurt and you, of course. But I miss my dad so bad. He’s just not the most stable. He trains horses, so the money isn’t always there.” She wiped her face and tugged on her hair, an effort to conceal the tears that were beginning to fall.

“I don’t think I can tell you what I would do, Soph. I’m sorry. I could try to put myself in your shoes, but it wouldn’t be the same. I can’t imagine trying to pick between two parents. That would be so hard.” She sniffled and dropped her head. “Is there a way you can compromise? Summer is coming up. Maybe you can do summers in Nevada and the school year here.”

I watched her toss the idea around mentally. She dried her face on her shirtsleeve and looked down the street at some cars passing by.

“You know, maybe. Thank you for listening to my blubbering,” she joked, her voice somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “And if you don’t mind, keep this conversation between us. I’ll tell Kurt about it when I decide what I’m going to do.”

“No problem.” I hated the idea of keeping secrets from Kurt, but it wasn’t my place, especially if she specifically asked me not to. She stood up and brushed her curls from her face. They were more fuzz than ringlets after her tears had soaked them.

“I’ll see you around, okay?” She said with a wave as she started back toward the school. I waved back and waited a minute before following in the same direction.

As I walked, the springtime sun was starting to dim and a dusky pink sunset settled just above the line of historic buildings that called our street home. They cast sharp shadows onto the street. I admired their shapes as I neared the Emporium. Across the street, the new local bistro turned on their string lights around their outdoor seating. They put out an atmospheric warm glow that was perfect for a breezy mild evening.

Before I pushed on the Emporium door, Dad jogged around the corner. His white shirt was covered in grease, as well as his face and almost all of his arms. He was so jittery and excited he struggled to form words.

“Chant! You have—Come—In the back!” He tugged on my shirt and pulled me along with him as he bounced back to the open carriage house where most of his tools laid in disarray. “I got it running,” he finally gasped.

“But, wasn’t it already running?”

“Yeah, but it was also sputtering, leaking oil, and made a funny crink-k-k noise,” he said with a scrunched-up nose.

“True. It made some weird noises.” I walked around to the driver’s side and climbed inside. “So, I can start it up?” Dad nodded, nearly jumping up and down. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and turned the key. It revved right up with a deep, steady purr from the engine.

“This sounds great!” I shouted over the sound of the bus. I turned the key back the other way and climbed out to look at the engine. I’d done my best to assist Dad in the repairs, but between school and work, he found his way back to the garage more than I did. I think he couldn’t stand waiting on me, so he went ahead on his own.

We chit-chatted back and forth for a while, sipping sodas out back while we were free of Mom’s criticism of how much sugar they contained. It was the perfect ending to my boring evening at home. When we were ready to head inside, I went to work helping Dad put his tools away. We were wrapping up when I heard slow, heavy footsteps shuffling toward us on the gravel path.

It was Kurt. His face was streaked red and his eyes puffy and bloodshot. My heart sank, thinking Sophie had decided to leave.

“Hey man, what’s going on?” I asked, dropping the last wrench into the old metal toolbox. He shook his head and tried to speak, but panicked sobs took the place of words. I waited until he was ready to try again, but I was met with more tears and sputtered snot which he wiped on his arm.

“My dad…” he finally managed to utter. The heavy sense of pity I felt in my gut was quickly replaced with urgent panic.

“What’s wrong?”

“He has cancer. It’s bad, Chant.” With that, Kurt collapsed to the ground and buried his head into his knees. Dad hung back, quiet and concerned, while I dropped down and threw an arm around him. There were no words of wisdom, no dumb advice. Kurt needed someone to listen to, so that was what I intended to do.

The evening rolled by as we sat on the hard ground behind the Emporium. Dad went inside to explain to Mom why I wouldn’t be at dinner that night. Kurt pieced together as much as he could, as much as he understood. He talked about his diagnosis, their options, his Dad quitting his job, and how his family had no idea how they would pay for any of it.

Mitchell had stomach cancer which would require aggressive treatment at a center in San Francisco. He would need to give up his days on the road in favor of hospital beds and treatment while his mom, Sarah, would be responsible for supporting the family on a dental assistant’s wage. In California, that wasn’t enough. From what I gathered from Kurt, they had enough in savings for a couple of months, but they’d have to sell their house if they didn’t come up with a creative solution.

Kurt didn’t say much after he got the gist of the mess out. He let it rest there, out in the open like spilled marbles rolling around, bouncing off of everything they came in contact with. This news impacted every area of his life and would continue to impact it for a long time, no matter the outcome.

“Anything you guys need, we will try to help with. You’re family,” I reminded him. I wasn’t good at trying to comfort him, but I wanted him to know I would try. Kurt wavered between crying and catching his breath throughout the evening. When he was ready to leave, the moon was high in the sky. I offered to walk him home, but he turned it down. He said he wanted to be alone, which was understandable given the day he’d had.

“How is he?” Dad asked when I climbed the stairs to the apartment after he left.

“As expected,” I mumbled and rummaged through the kitchen cabinets searching for a snack before bed.

“Do they have a prognosis?” I shrugged as I tore open a string cheese.

“They don’t know how they’re going to pay for their house. What if he has to move?” I finally said. Mom and Dad glanced at each other and back at me. My insides were pleading for a response, but they had none.

“We’ll keep an eye out for them. Maybe the universe will bless them with unforeseen gifts during this time,” said Mom. It sounded like a flowery greeting card and she knew it. Her eyes were empty and stared down at the table where she twiddled her thumbs.

“Yeah, maybe.” I tossed my wrapper in the trash and retired to my room. How could I be concerned about anything else when Kurt’s life was a collection of raging dumpster fires? There had to be some way to help, distract him at the very least.

That night I drifted in and out of sleep with each waking moment consumed by worry for Kurt’s dad, Mitchell. We couldn’t heal his cancer, that much I knew. Time travel wouldn’t erase tumors and even if we went back and tried to warn him, there was little hope that he’d believe us. Plus, if he did, what doctor would look into it based on the suggestion of two teenagers that claimed to be from the future?

The only thing I could possibly help with was raising money. No one wanted Kurt to move and that was a real possibility without his dad’s income. Based on Kurt’s emotional vent session, they didn’t have a backup plan like disability or savings.

My eyelids sagged and delivered me to sleep after hours of restlessness, where I fought my racing thoughts and the images of Moorehart bouncing around in my head. It wasn’t him, but projections of what I wanted to be experiencing. Then, the dream shifted to Kurt and I cleaning Journey’s old shop. We stumbled across the shoebox of bonds which turned into a suitcase of money before our very eyes.

From there, we used that money to make more money until Kurt and his family were secure in their home and his dad was healthy. It was a dream, yes, but it was more than that. Maybe the universe had more power than I gave it credit for. I was a time-traveling high school student, after all.

When morning poured in through my window, I was already constructing a plan. First, we needed to get access to Journey’s old building. If he left those bonds in there, we should at least make sure the money goes to a good cause.

I scrambled out of the house, throwing on a t-shirt as I skipped down the stairs. My All-Stars pounded the pavement, still shiny with dew, and I ran toward Kurt’s house. It probably wasn’t the best time, but Kurt needed to hear my plan in person.

When I reached his little bungalow, with its rose bushes lined up against the sidewalk, my heart sank to see his Dad’s rig parked in the small driveway to the left of the house. It was rarely there, but now it would be parked for months, if not years.

I pushed the wooden gate open and stepped onto the flagstone path that led up to the small landing by the front door. Their house was still sleepy in the early morning sunlight. Where there was usually a blaring TV, I was met with the soft singing of birds. It reminded me that it probably wasn’t the best time for an unannounced visit.

Nevertheless, I knocked on the robin’s egg blue door with the brass door knocker. It was louder than I intended and I bit my lip waiting on his mom to throw the door open and chew me out. Instead, Mitchell opened it softly and peeked his head outside. His face was warm and friendly, but his gray-blue eyes were tired with a few more wrinkles than the last time I saw him.

“Hey buddy, what are you doing here?” Mitchell said and opened the door the rest of the way.

“Sorry, I should have called, but I wanted to check on Kurt. How are you?”

“I’m good. You know me, I’m Superman,” Mitchell joked. He laughed but held his stomach, a response to the pain he was experiencing I guessed. “Come on in. Kurt is still in bed. He had a rough night last night, but you can hang out with me ’til he gets up.” I hesitated, but he motioned me inside. The house felt charged like if I touched the wrong thing it might burst into flames. So, I tiptoed and followed Mitchell closely. He led me to their family room that overlooked the small backyard where their family ate dinner on pretty evenings.

Mitchell went over to his record collection that spanned an entire wall of the room with shelves that reached up to the ceiling. He put on an old folky sounding band that I’d never heard of. The acoustic guitar notes bounced around the room and filled the awkward silence between us.

“You have more records than anyone I know,” I said, running my finger over the edges of the collection.

“I like what I like. When you’re on the road as much as I am, you find that music is important to maintaining your sanity. Too much silence makes it lonely.”

“It’s impressive, really.”

“I thought about opening a record store once. Before I got my CDL, that’s what I wanted to do.”

“You still could,” I offered. Mitchell grinned and looked over his wall of records before shrugging and leaning back into his recliner.

“I wish, but that takes savings. And we’re hurting bad enough as it is.” Mitchell’s face was heavy with sadness and worry. His eyes walked a tightrope between emptiness and tears, but he’d just gifted me the brightest light bulb of an idea.

Kurt’s bare feet padded down the hallway. He emerged from the wide archway that divided the living room from the rest of the house, scruffy and disheveled with a spot of dried drool on his chin. “You free today?” I asked before he had a chance to question my visit.

“Uh, yeah, but—”

“Nope. You, clothes, go,” his dad interrupted, urging him to get out of the house for the day. Kurt didn’t argue. I don’t think he had it in him to go against anything Mitchell said at the moment.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Chant, I am not in the mood for time travel today. Where are we pedaling to?”

“Here,” I grinned. “Well, sort of. We’re going back a few months before Journey bailed. And we’re going to his shop because I want to see if he left something there.” Kurt, in no mood for my antics, leaned back on the seat and crossed his arms. I pedaled away, determined to gain something positive from Journey’s ill motives.

“Come on,” I said when we landed in the lab a few months back. We hurried out the basement window because I was unsure of where we were on that particular day in the fall. Kurt dawdled along behind me despite my best friendly attempts to urge him on.

It was cold and blustery. We weren’t dressed for it and the wind bit at my skin. Still, I tried my best to put on a sunny face for my friend.

When we came to the corner where Journey’s store was, the sidewalk was clean and the landscaping neat. A few cars were parked in the spots out front and Journey’s bike was chained to the small maple tree. We went back just far enough.

“This way,” I pointed around the side of the building to where the backdoor led into the stockroom. Journey left it open most days. It would be easy to slip in unnoticed, especially on a day with customers perusing the front of the store. The metal door made a faint click as I guided it open with care. Squatting down, we tiptoed inside, ducking behind stacks of boxes.

We heard the muffled voices of customers asking Journey about stones on display. He was distracted, at least for a little while. My hand drifted back until I found a piece of Kurt’s shirt sleeve and I pulled him along behind me until we reached the office.

“What are we doing here?” Kurt whispered, with worry in his voice.

“Getting a little security fund.” I dropped to my knees by the hefty tropical plant in the corner and jammed my hands behind the heavy clay pot. My fingers fished around for the top of the shoebox. Gently, I wriggled it free of the cubby hole and Kurt craned his neck around me to see what I was searching for.

Once free, I set the box out in front of him. He squinted his eyes darting from me to the box and back again.

“Open it, weirdo.”

“Are we stealing?” Kurt asked, hesitating to flip the lid open.

“He stole them. We’re repurposing the treasure. Besides, whoever owned them back then is long gone and Journey is who-knows-where in our time, our real-time.” His face twisted and he chewed on his bottom lip.

“Okay,” he said, flipping the lid in one swift motion. At first, he stared into the box, one eyebrow curled into a question. I watched the look of realization brighten his face as he read the fine calligraphy-style words on the bonds. We should have celebrated, but the sound of Journey shuffling back toward the stockroom set us in motion. We booked it from the office and out the back door in a much less careful fashion than when we came in.

Kurt held onto the box of bonds with an iron grip the entire trip back to the Emporium. He didn’t say much, but I could see a little weight lift from his shoulders. If all worked to plan, there was no way Kurt’s family would be selling their home.

We landed back in our time only a few minutes after we left. No one knew we were gone, as according to plan, because we had more work to do. For the shuffling of funds to work, we needed to find a discreet buyer. Selling these in our time would raise too many questions. People would want to know how two teenagers got their hands on historic bond papers, and with so many avenues to fake documents in our time, they would be under heavy scrutiny.

They were federally backed, so we needed to pick a time that would have the benefit of some inflation, but far enough that the bonds would still be worth something. It was tricky, like trying to crack a combination lock with only two of the numbers.

“We should ask Braxton about these. He would know the best way to move them and make some money,” I told Kurt who was still holding the box like a newborn baby.

“Right. I know we can’t just sell these on eBay, but how are we going to explain the money once we get it?” I paused, tossing the question around in my head. He was right.

“We’ll think of something. Hey, maybe we can say we found it in the walls of the Emporium or something.” We rummaged through one of the cabinets in the lab and stashed the box in the very back.

Kurt went home after that, with more pep in his step and a little bit of hope. Money couldn’t cure his dad’s cancer, but if we were able to secure a little bit, it might save their house or help Mitchell figure out an alternative to truck driving for a while. As for me, I hoped taking the box of bonds would lure Journey out of the shadows. Of course, he would suspect me of taking it, and my fingers were crossed that the action would take me one step closer to finding Moorehart again.

By the next week, life had lulled itself back into the normal, somewhat boring sway of things. Mitchell was going for radiation treatments and looking into what chemotherapy regimen he would need. Kurt was worried, but falling back into his routine of school, my house, home, and repeat. Sophie hadn’t told Kurt about the option to go to Nevada yet, but judging by the boost in her mood, I assumed she figured something out. Most importantly, Braxton informed me that he was finished with the upgrade to the crystal box with Hedy Lamarr’s frequency-hopping gadget.

“So, it just plugs into the box like this?” I asked Braxton, my hands fumbling with the small device. It was a mashup of a battery pack taken from a video camera, some wiring, and a metal plate lined in foil. The mechanics of it were beyond me, but Braxton was allowing me to assist anyway.

“Yeah, just set it in the box right there. I’ll do the rest.” Braxton stepped in beside me and went to work hooking the wires up to the crystals. He stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth while he worked, his eyes intense and focused.

Kurt was less than interested. He sat in the velvet armchair in the corner reading a gaming magazine and eating corn chips. Everyone had their place in our little group.

“Okay, it’s ready. Let’s cross our fingers that it works,” Braxton said. “Now, let me see these bonds. If my assumptions are correct, we should be able to sell these around the year 1933, and I think I know someone that would have the funds to buy them.” He scrunched up his nose and gave a robotic nod to support his claim.

“How do you figure that?” Kurt asked through a mouthful of chips.

“We’re going to Florida to see a very wealthy woman. I think she’s clever enough to recognize an investment when she sees one.” Braxton was winding up for a history lecture. I could tell from the way he straightened his back and lifted his chin.

“We’ll take your word for it, Brax.” I went to the cabinet and retrieved the shoebox for Braxton. He studied the fine print and I grabbed us a handful of outfits that would blend into 1933. Kurt threw on the cotton shirt I tossed him while I finished tying the leather boots I swapped my All-Stars for.

“All right, then,” Braxton finally said, pleased with the pages he was folding in thirds. I tossed a pre-packed bag of emergency supplies under the seat and we piled inside. A sigh escaped my mouth when I looked over to see greasy fingerprints smeared down the front of Kurt’s shirt. He didn’t notice my frustration, or he didn’t care to notice. Still, we went on with the mission.

November 2, 1933

Mar-a-Lago

Palm Beach, FL

26°40’37”N 80°02’13”W / 26.67694°N 80.03694°W

“Where are we, Braxton?” I asked, looking up at palm trees that stretched into the clouds. A misty wind dusted my face and the smell of salt tickled my nose. Braxton surveyed the street around us. A Spanish-style archway marked the entrance to a sprawling estate just to our left. The tall gate stood open, giving a glimpse of the lush grass of the grounds.

“It looks like paradise,” Kurt muttered. We climbed out of The Pedaler, Braxton taking the lead toward the gate.

“This is Mar-a-Lago. Have you heard of it?”

“Yeah, some reality TV guy owns it, right?” Kurt answered. Braxton shook his head and continued walking toward the ornate entrance.

“Not right now. At the moment, a very successful businesswoman owns it. I’m certain you’ve heard of Post cereal.”

“What does breakfast have to do with selling these bonds?” Kurt barked from behind me.

“Ms. Marjorie Merriweather Post is an extremely wealthy woman and she built this place. And being a woman this wealthy and cunning, she knows a good investment when she sees one,” said Braxton matter-of-factly.

We followed Braxton through the gate and stepped onto a tidy drive that carved through vibrant green grounds. The trees curled up and around the peach-colored mansion which had a tower erupting from the middle of the building. Each part of the Spanish tile roof felt like it cascaded down from an elaborate sandcastle nestled up against the ocean.

Whoever owned it certainly has to have a substantial amount of cash. A groundskeeper eyed us from behind a large yucca plant but continued to go about his business, unbothered by our presence. Kurt shot me a puzzled glance and we kept walking, looking for signs of life.

Beautiful stone walkways led us around the monumental architecture. Intricate carvings and statues decorated the nooks of the house, tucked away like secrets. Then, we came upon an open-air patio with heavy wicker furniture and a table covered in stark white linen. A platter of fresh fruit sat in the middle surrounded by champagne flutes filled with orange juice. It looked delicious, but the diners were absent.

We lingered at the entrance, hesitant to go further and risk being deemed trespassers or burglars. “Are you sure this is the right place?” Kurt whispered. Braxton shot him a piqued glance.

“I don’t think I could mistake this address for anyone else’s. Look at it,” he said flatly.

“Excuse me!” A shrill voice exclaimed behind us. We turned to see a fair woman with bobbed hair curled tightly to her head. She was draped in fur and diamonds despite being in her own home and without an occasion to dress for. Still, her extravagant dress couldn’t distract from the wit in her eyes. They were sharp, looking us over, taking in every detail.

“Ms. Post, I presume.” Braxton stepped forward and bowed. “We’ve traveled a long time, I mean way, to see you, ma’am.” Her eyebrow formed a sharp curve framing her heavily lined eye.

“How did you scoundrels make your way in here?” She grumbled but didn’t throw us out, so I took that as a good sign.

“The gate was open, ma’am,” Kurt said, seeing a window to schmooze the woman, an area where Braxton could have used some help. “Your groundskeeper didn’t stop us either. But enough about that, we have a business proposition.”

“A business proposition? You?” She scanned over us, calculating.

“We have something you might be interested in buying…” I shook the shoebox I’d been holding underneath my arm. She sat down in one of the chairs, tossing her fur over her shoulder.

“Boys, I made my millions making real deals with real tough negotiators.” She looked down for a brief moment, seemingly struck with a bit of guilt, and said softly, “And a pretty nice inheritance from my father. It’s not easy to be in business as a woman. If I start making deals with prepubescent children, I’ll be the laughing stock of the industry. No one thought I could do it when I took ownership of my father’s company. Now, look at the list of companies I carry by my purse strings.” A painted smile spread across her delicate face. “Hellman’s, Maxwell House, Jell-O, Baker’s Chocolate, and now Bird’s Eye. I took control of those. There would be no General Foods without me.”

“Amazing, truly,” I offered, sensing she was a woman that responded to admiration. “You thought bigger than any man could have and now you have a dynasty that will last lifetimes, if not more.”

“Smart boy,” she said, drinking from one of the champagne flutes. Sensing a greased palm, I opened the box and slid it across the table to her. She pulled one of the bonds from the box and slid a pair of reading glasses from inside a hidden pocket in her fur.

“These are quite old, young men. Where did you get these?” She eyed us over the top of the paper. “Could be worth a little bit. But not a drop of water in my bucket.”

“That’s why we came to you,” Braxton interrupted. “It’s nothing to you, but our buckets would overflow if you purchased them from us.”

“Bold,” she muttered and continued looking at the paperwork. “But why?”

“My dad is sick,” Kurt said under his breath. With that, she laid her glasses on the table with the bonds. Her painted lips pursed and her forehead twisted in thought. “He can’t work while he tries to get better. I’m just trying to help my family.”

“All the best businesses are born from struggle, just as I took my family’s name in 1914 and sliced into the world of men telling women not to think, let alone run a company. It wasn’t easy, I’ll tell you that. If I can help you, you must promise me one thing.” We glanced around at each other, waiting on what kind of stipulation she would place on her help. “Make sure you start your own business, something bigger than a big win at the track. That bores me. I want you to invest in your future. You were gutsy enough to come here, use it!” Marjorie pointed at Kurt who nodded at her instructions.

Without another word, Marjorie Merriweather Post stood up from the lavish breakfast table and walked off into the belly of her mansion. She didn’t tell us to leave or to follow, so we lingered, a bit awkward and nervous. We watched the ocean roll in and out and the gulls fly overhead. She built something amazing.

To think she started building an empire before women were even allowed to vote. It was something I was certain her father never dreamed of before leaving it to her.

Heavy footsteps clicked on tile floors and through the archway onto the patio. Ms. Marjorie held a small wooden box in her hands. It was carved with flowers and the initials M.M.P. She set it in the middle of the table facing Kurt. He looked up at her and she nodded him on to open it.

Inside, there were gold coins, more than I’d ever seen in my life. Kurt’s face flushed and his jaw clenched. I felt the same bewilderment.

“Go ahead. Take this. I hear it’s going to be hard to come by soon.” She smiled a wide grin and twirled a dangly diamond earring hanging from her left ear. “Now, be gone,” she bellowed. “I have a spa treatment in an hour!” Just like that, she walked back into the mansion in all her rich, jewel-jingling glory.

Our wooden box of gold bullions jangled when The Pedaler hit the floor of the lab with an echoing thud. It jarred us as well, sending shoulders and elbows into each others’ ribs.

“Whoa. Guess I’m not used to piloting the extra juice.” I checked the control panel for damage and climbed out to check the undercarriage. Braxton did the same.

“You’re fine. I might need to make some minor adjustments though.” He pulled out his phone and started punching numbers onto the calculator. Kurt sat in the middle still, happy as a lark with a box full of gold on his lap.

When we were settled into the lab with the vibrational weirdness from traveling gone, I remembered what Marjorie said about using the sum of money to make more money. She was right about starting a business. After all, give a man a fish and he can eat for one day, but teach him to fish…

“Kurt, what do you think your dad would say about opening a business?” I asked. He darted his eyes up to me, the corner of his mouth twisted in confusion.

“He’s a truck driver. What kind of business could he start?”

“A record store,” I blurted out. I didn’t need a second to think about it. He had more records than any man I knew and he was the master at finding the most obscure, hard-to-find albums. Kurt’s twisted face straightened.

“You know, maybe. But how are you going to sell him on it?”

“Me?” I asked. “He’s your dad.”

“Your family has a successful business that you’ve built from the ground up. And you’re smart. Who do you think he’ll listen to?” I wanted to tell Kurt he was smart too, but I understood what he meant. He was clever, yes, but he wasn’t keen on anticipating what could fail in a venture like that.

“If I may, you need to figure out how you’re going to turn that gold into cash,” said Braxton, and he was right. The lab grew quiet and it stayed that way until we gave up thinking for the night and the guys went their separate ways while I spent the evening finishing up chores around the Emporium.

The next day we sat around the lunch table together, snacking on the fresh popcorn the student council arranged for the day. It was Sophie’s idea for a fundraiser so the tenth grade could save for an end-of-the-year field trip.

“Where were you guys all weekend?” Sophie asked, eyeing all three of us suspiciously.

“Around. You know.” Kurt said. She narrowed her eyes at him and glanced to Braxton, who was the worst liar among us.

“I was doing science all weekend.” His eyes remained fixed on his bag of popcorn, unbothered by the question. He didn’t lie, despite the vagueness in his answer.

“And you?” Sophie asked me.

“Um, working around the shop. It’s been busy this month.” I avoided her icy glare the best I could until I sensed that she accepted our tales.

“Fair enough, but you guys better be available next weekend. I’m skipping my trip to Nevada and I don’t want to be bored at home. Mom is having a Star Trek marathon that I don’t care to join.” She snarled her lip, but if it were me, I would have been happy to stay home for that.

Riiiinngg. “Well, that’s the bell. Time to go. Come on, Chant. Let’s get to history class,” Kurt spewed in rapid-fire. He didn’t do much for quelling Sophie’s curiosity but he got us out of her interrogation.

Rodgers was our teacher once again. He’d been easy on us that semester aside from a few pop quizzes. That’s because he made our final report worth half of our final grade, so it worked out to be even harder than the previous year.

For that assignment, he requested we pick a battle that occurred within the borders of the United States. I was never much of a military buff, but I wanted to get a good grade and I wanted to write something worth reading. Kurt was thrilled because we were allowed to work in pairs, which worked out in his favor. To make it even, I delegated the task of choosing our battle to Kurt since we were using the Pedaler, and I knew I’d probably be doing most of the writing.

“Revolutionary?” I suggested. Kurt shook his head and tapped his pen on the desk. “Civil War?” He shook his head again.

“No, I want to go to a time you haven’t checked out yet. Then, I’ll have my own entry in your little time journal thingy.”

“War of 1812?” I was getting desperate, but he was still shooting my suggestions down like clay pigeons. His tapping grew more urgent the longer he thought about the matter.

“Have you been to Texas yet?” Kurt finally asked.

“On vacation, yes. Back in time, no.” He dropped his pen and snapped his fingers.

“That’s it! Battle of the Alamo. We’ll have more than enough to cover if we go to that one. I mean write about it,” he said a little louder in case someone heard the other part. “I just finished a movie about it. Trust me, it’s perfect. Plus, I’ll know a little something since I’ve already seen the TV counterpart.” He winked and shot a finger gun in my direction. I wasn’t sold by his reasoning, but I told him he could pick, so I took his word for it.

“The Battle of The Alamo it is, I guess.”


CHAPTER FIVE


“You sure we need to bring these?” Kurt asked when I handed him the replication musket I lifted from the drama department. The teacher was getting used to me coming in there. That time she just handed me the key to the props cabinet and told me to bring them back. I think she assumed I was in one of those live-action role playgroups or played Dungeons and Dragons on the weekends.

“They don’t work, but trust me, it will be helpful to at least have the illusion that we can protect ourselves. I’ve seen battles. They’re unpredictable.” The image of arrows raining down around me flashed through my head.

“Whatever you say, Boss.” Kurt shrugged. We donned some old linen shirts and canvas pants along with wide-brimmed hats that looked close enough to the era to pass for natives. Kurt gathered the bag of food supplies while I double-checked the first aid bag. I didn’t plan on staying long enough to get into trouble, but it was better to be safe.

“All set,” I said, more to myself than to Kurt. He danced back and forth on the balls of his feet, excited to play cowboy but completely ignorant to the horrors of war. There was no need for me to tell him though. He’d see soon enough. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

I slid into the seat. Kurt jumped in beside me, shaking The Pedaler and everything in it. For a moment, I felt guilty leaving Braxton behind. He was becoming a regular in the group. But he didn’t have the assignment and I wasn’t sure he’d be equipped for quick thinking if we got into a jam.

“Pedal onward!” Kurt shouted with excited gusto interrupting my train of thought.

Battle of the Alamo

San Antonio, Texas

February 23, 1836

29.4260° N, 98.4861° W

Pop. Pop, pop, pop.

“Get down!” I shoved Kurt’s head down into the console and I ducked as much as I could. The popping ceased a few seconds later, lending our ears to the silence of nature. We could hear voices in the distance, but they weren’t the pressured words of someone during a battle. Two men talked calmly, though we couldn’t make out the words.

“Maybe they were just having target practice,” Kurt finally offered, once our heart rates calmed and we emerged from our makeshift shelter behind the console.

“Yeah, maybe.” I grabbed for the bags, still keeping my eyes peeled for danger. We were behind a small cluster of trees arranged in a mangled assortment in a slightly larger patch of prairie grass that blew with the gentle wind. The landscape was a yellow-green that blended into brown and met the blueness of the sky with a sharp edge like the creator cut it in one slick motion of his paintbrush.

We rolled out of The Pedaler, still careful not to make too much of a fuss. The action couldn’t be too far away in time or space, according to all accounts we found in history. We planned to observe from as close as we could without getting mortally wounded. Ideally, we wanted to gather some firsthand accounts of the days leading up to the battle, but we knew it would be tricky given the danger.

On the other side of us, the stone fort held the activity of the Texas army. We were at the backside; I knew that much from the images of the front side I’d researched on the internet. It was iconic, but the portion of the building we stood beside was notably less majestic.

“You boys best get in here before the shooting starts!” A thin man with furry mutton chops yelled down from a lone window directly over the arched doorway. A quiet creaking below him revealed a cracked door for us to seek asylum within the fort. Kurt grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me along behind him as he bounced away from The Pedaler, too excited for a participant in war.

“Take it down a notch,” I whispered before we crossed the threshold. Kurt slowed down accordingly. As we made our entrance, I spied the gentlemen from the window creeping down a set of stairs to our right. He was a man with a cheerful face that carried a great deal of sadness, that much I could tell. His eyes were weighed down with circles of sleeplessness and his cheeks caved from a lack of nutrition. Aside from those features, his smile was bright.

“It’s about to get mighty hairy out there. I suspect the Mexican forces will be descending on us any minute now,” he said. A man in another corner of the fort snorted and nodded at his judgment. “William Travis, nice to meet you.” He offered a hand which we both took a turn shaking.

“I’m sorry to tell you this, but we were just passing through. I’m not sure we’re equipped to be part of a battle,” I said right away.

“That’s okay, but God help you pass through. There are hostile men planted everywhere. We’ve been fighting them off in waves for months. That blasted Santa Anna won’t let up.” Travis shook his head and wiped at his mouth. “Truthfully, I knew it would be a failure coming down here with so few reinforcements, but duty called. So, here I came with only eighteen regulars to assist the cause.”

“You’re very brave,” Kurt offered, just trying to contribute to the conversation. A woman wept in a doorway on the other side of the mission. She cried into the long apron that draped down the front of her prairie-style dress. When she gathered her composure, she walked over to a large metal tub where she pulled a blood-stained shirt from the water and continued trying to wash it. My stomach twisted at the sight and Travis noticed our staring.

“That’s Victoriana. I’m sure you can guess what happened to her husband, but we’re doing our best to take care of her and her daughters.” Travis pointed to two small girls playing with their ragdolls nearby. “We’re doing our best at a lot of things, but the prospect of facing the Mexican troops is more than daunting,” said Travis.

“What about the women and children? What happens to them when the fighting starts again?” I asked, watching the girls from the corner of my eye. William Travis took a deep breath in and sniffled.

“There are some rooms within the mission that are less exposed, especially back here,” he said pointing to one of the corners. “All of the women and children will be sent back there and we’ll do our damndest to keep the bayonets away from them. Truthfully, I feel worse for them than the men that will die. Those women and children will live with the image of it forever. At least the men that perish will die for a cause and be free of the trouble.”

It was grim, but I thought of those little girls that likely saw their father’s body after the last skirmish. He was right. They’d live with that memory forever.

“The Texan army doesn’t stand a chance?” I asked, fishing for more hope.

“We’ll fight like we do, but the numbers aren’t on our side. Though, I will admit we’ve displayed quite the effort.” Travis forced a wide smile. “I just wish Bowie was feeling a bit more up to the fight.” His smile faded.

“What do you mean?” Kurt asked, hanging on his every word.

“His health has been dwindling for a time now, and I’ve been writing for reinforcements, but here we are, strapped for extra forces and facing an imminent enemy.” A couple of straggling men limped through the courtyard in the middle of the mission. They offered a halfhearted wave at us, and Travis nodded in their direction before they retired to one of the smaller rooms. “See? We’re not in shape to face the Mexicans. Bowie was meant to lead the volunteers, but with his condition declining, I find myself taking the brunt of the burden.”

Screaming voices echoed through the crisp February air from outside of the mission. Two men opened the heavy front doors where a couple of young boys sprinted through. They stumbled to a clumsy stop and gasped for breath as they recovered from a heavy sprint.

“Mexicans…on their way.” One of the boys shook his hand toward the exit. A few soldiers nearby heard their update and sprang into action readying a stack of bayonets for battle. Travis froze, wavering between arming himself and checking on the people in the back.

“Sir, maybe you should evacuate. So what if you lose the fort? Go, save yourselves,” Kurt pressed, but I knew what William Travis’ answer would be. He was a proud man that vowed to protect Texas. Still, I hoped he would take Kurt’s suggestion.

“Can’t, son. I have a job to do. You two be safe! Find shelter!” With that, William Travis took off, yelling to notify more of the soldiers to return to their posts and get ready.” I turned to the back door and started toward The Pedaler. Kurt lingered, but I urged him on.

“We can’t save them. Let’s get out of here before things get dangerous.” He looked between me and the men loading their bayonets before finally deciding on fleeing. He dropped down in The Pedaler with a tired thud. I could sense the frustration in his breathing. “Do you want to risk being flayed out in the wake of a battle we aren’t even supposed to be alive for?”

His mouth flew open at the question, but he said nothing. I watched the emotions bounce around from sadness to anger before he finally shook his head. We dashed to The Pedaler and I dropped the gears down so we could ride a distance away. The plan was to watch from the cover of the landscape, safe from bullets, cannon fire, and blades.

Once we put some distance between us and the fort, I realized how expansive the walls were. It was hard to get a concept of the size while parked up against the back wall. I noted a river weaving through the browning landscape. Its banks were lush compared to the fields around the mission. We pulled up behind a bundle of weeds that sprouted up and around a fence. It was tall enough to conceal us for the most part and we were out of the Mexican army’s range.

“This will do,” I said. We ducked down, listening for the first sounds to ring in the battle. A yelling commander’s voice pierced the air and a cannon let out a thunderous boom.

“Here we go,” Kurt whispered. The area erupted in pops, crashes, and booms. Screams and yelling grew more chaotic and urgent as the Mexican troops surrounded the fort, like ants to a piece of ripe fruit. They scaled the walls despite the Texans firing back. Thousands descended on the poor Texans that were corralled in the fort, helpless to the attack from Santa Anna. One hundred Texans to thousands of enemy troops, it wasn’t a fair fight by any means.

“Did we get enough for the paper?”

“We have an interview with one of the most prominent leaders and we’ve seen the beginning of the battle. I think that’s pretty good. Plus, we don’t need to be here for what happens next. As sad as it may be, it’s a bloodbath whether we’re here or not.” Kurt nodded and settled into his seat again, a little less angry than the first time around. I heard more voices whooping from outside and screams of terror from within the fort. Realizing the battle would carry on for days with more and more lives lost, I didn’t care to stay any longer.

We landed back in the lab, safe and sound from the thirteen-day siege that would follow our visit to the Alamo. Kurt stayed on the seat of The Pedaler for a while, staring at the wall in front of him. I decided it was best to give him some space. It was hard to come to terms with not being able to fix everything in history, but I learned to cope with it and so would he, in time.

“Hey, the hard part is over with. Now, we just have to write the paper, right?” I tried to sound upbeat but it was forced and awkward. Kurt barely acknowledged it, and I had a feeling it had something to do with him thinking about death lately. “We have to figure out who’s going to buy our gold soon. The sooner we give your parents that money, the better,” I said.

“I know.” He stirred and walked over to the cabinet where the box was stored. “Do you really think Dad should start a business with it?”

“You guys don’t know how long he’ll be off the road. If you set something up for another income source, I think it will be better in the long run. You never know, maybe he’ll decide he wants to stay home permanently.” I was worried about giving bad advice, but the choice of what to do with the money was ultimately up to Kurt’s parents once we handed it over. Kurt ran his hands through the gold coins, letting them spill over his fingers and make a jingling sound.

“How are we going to turn these gold coins into money? I don’t think banks take gold.” Kurt held one of the gold ingots up between his thumb and index finger, eyeing the fine craftsmanship of the antique coin. The issue had been drilling a hole in my brain as well. Drawing attention to three teenagers with a time-traveling Pedaler was the last thing we wanted or needed.

“Pawnshop?” I offered.

“You have to be eighteen.” We stared at each other in silence, waiting for another idea to pass.

“We could ask my dad to pawn it for us?” Again, silence. There could have been crickets. I wished for crickets, anything to occupy the emptiness where there should have been ideas bouncing around.

“Maybe. We could tell him it was mine. I could say a distant uncle left it to me or something. I doubt he’d ever ask my parents about it.” Kurt’s brows raised and the deep frown he’d been wearing faded. “Or…we could say that my dear, old Uncle Moorehart left it to me the last time he was in town,” said Kurt.

“Oh, that’s good. I like that. Dad has met Moorehart, so he knows he’s a little odd. It’ll make him less likely to question it and since he is buddies with him, he’ll be more willing to do it. Yes, that will be perfect.” I got up and ran my hand over the box of gold Kurt was holding. They were cold and smooth on my hand. I held one up to the light and watched the way the shiny metal reflected the glow of the oil lamp. It looked like it held its own little world right there in the dips and ridges of its mint.

With our plan outlined, we finished the evening in the throes of writing our paper. Kurt’s spirit was lifted having spun a new tale to support our white lies and I was on a roll writing the play-by-play of our trip to the Alamo.

Kurt did his best at remembering the details while I laid out the draft. We made a good team and I felt thankful that Kurt knew my secret and I could bring him along for the ride anytime I wanted.

“That’s that,” I said when I tossed my dull pencil down onto the notebook smeared with graphite, a symptom of belonging to the left-handed club. We exceeded our word count and hit every area of the grading rubric. Anything less than a B would be shocking. Kurt signed his name at the top of the cover sheet and slid the completed draft into my history folder.

“So, now that we took care of the report and decided how we’re going to swindle your dad into pawning our gold, any plans for where to go next?”

“Ha! You’re sure excited for someone that wanted no part of time travel a few months ago.” I sat up in my chair and leaned forward to hear his reply.

“Well, we only had that one issue in Ecuador and you sorted that out. I just, you know—life is short.” His grin straightened.

“Oh… yeah, it is. But, I’m not sure where we’ll go. I’d like to find Moorehart, obviously, but you and I both know that Journey won’t be in Hollywood after he was tipped off last time. We need another lead.” Kurt bobbed his head and started biting his nails in thought. “There is one place I’d like to go.”

“Yeah?”

“There’s this girl…” Kurt jumped to his feet from the desk he’d perched himself on. He let out a hoop and flew over to the chair where I was sitting, then he slapped me on the shoulder affectionately.

“I always wondered why you weren’t into the girls at school. And now I know. You’ve got some time travel girlfriend that’s stuck in another decade.”

“More like another century, but yes and no. I like her, obviously, but that’s as far as that story goes. I want to go back and see her. It’s just that it feels like a waste if I can’t bring her back with me. So, I go to visit her, come home, and repeat the process over and over. Where does that go? She won’t be coming to prom with me or going to the movies with us. Is that even worth it?”

Kurt listened to me with bright, wide eyes before standing up to pace around the room. He ran his fingers through his strawberry blonde hair and chewed on the inside of his cheek for a minute before finally sitting back down.

“What makes you think you can’t bring her back?”

“Well, what if I mess up history? I asked Einstein about it, kind of. I just worry it will cause some cataclysmic wrinkle in the fabric of time.” Kurt shook his head and smiled.

“Chant, if you were going to screw up time, don’t you think you would have done it by now? We just talked to one of the commanding officers at the Alamo. Face-to-face, in the middle of the fort, we talked to the guy. And here we are and nothing terrible happened. We have to go see your girl, no question.”


CHAPTER SIX


I tried to find Moorehart. I tried to forget Mary. Most of all, I tried to be a normal kid when things got too heavy. But time won’t let me. It pulls me back in like the shiny finish on The Pedaler when I find myself staring into my distorted reflection in the black lacquered wood.

The opposite was true for Kurt. Real-life had become too heavy for him to carry, so he leaned into time travel as his escape. His dad started treatments and they tore into his body with devastating fury, but they were working. Unfortunately, he was not. So the scramble to get their money was heating up.

We made the plan to ask Dad about pawning the gold on a day when we knew the Emporium would have a lull in traffic. It was a lazy Sunday afternoon and he was barely awake while sitting on the barstool at the register. Kurt planned on doing most of the talking because Dad was far less likely to interrogate him.

“Mr. Baker,” he hollered, pushing the heavy Emporium door open with the wooden box tucked under his arm.

“Hey, Kurt.” Dad’s eyes were heavy and his customer service voice didn’t bother making an appearance when he saw it was Kurt.

“I was wondering if you had some free time today?” Dad’s eyes gazed upon Kurt and his box with sleepy indifference. “Would you be willing to pawn these for me?” Kurt opened the box to reveal the glowing gold that glinted in the sunlight that breached the wide storefront windows. Immediately, Dad sat up and peered into the box, his face inches from the gold.

“Where—how did you get these?” I watched from the stairs, taking in the exchange and waiting to enter the conversation.

“Remember my Uncle Moorehart? He gave these to me the last time he was in. I planned on hanging onto them for a while, but I want to help my parents with their bills. They really need it.” Dad was speechless, but his mouth fell open like it wanted to fill the silence his surprise created. “I just need someone over the age of eighteen to pawn them. And don’t worry, I’m positive this is what I want to do.” Kurt’s eyes darted to me on the stairs and back to Dad.

“You’re sure?” Dad finally asked.

“Absolutely, positively sure.” Kurt nodded with exaggeration. I started down the stairs, seeing my window to butt in.

“Can I come?” I interrupted. Dad looked back over his right shoulder, hesitating, but Kurt answered for him.

“Well, duh. I mean, if your dad is okay with doing this?” Kurt pressed. We watched him think it over, anticipation dripping from every pore.

“O—okay. There’s a reputable shop a few minutes from here. I’ll meet you boys out back at the bus. Chant needs some practice driving anyway.”

Dad took his time meeting us back at the garage. I had a feeling it had more to do with getting Chai to watch the counter for him than his desire to help us. Kurt vibrated with anxiety. His fingers were red, cracked, almost bleeding from his constant chewing. I handed him a piece of gum from a pack I stored in the glovebox of the bus. He looked down at his hands and cringed before taking the gum.

“The interior came out nice,” he said, gnawing on the spearmint rubber instead of his fingernails. I ran my hand across the newly upholstered seats. The white leather popped against the baby blue accents we added to the dash and doors.

“Thanks. I’m glad we only have a few finishing touches left. It’s been quite the job.” I adjusted the seat to fit my height and checked the mirrors, but I was also antsy for Dad to get back there. We’d put off selling the gold for weeks. It was time to do something with it and the extra minutes he was tacking on our plan felt like an eternity. Finally, he came jogging around the corner of the store with three glass bottles of soda in his hand.

“Sorry, I took so long. I took these from the store’s kitchen fridge. Your mother would skin me if she saw, but now and then a man has to have a sweet.” He was as serious as a judge when he cracked the metal soda cap from his root beer. I took a soda and handed one back to Kurt who quickly spit his gum out the window in favor of the cold drink.

“Thank goodness. This will take the edge off.” Kurt chugged the cold drink without taking a breath.

“Okay, here we go,” I said to myself, ignoring the distractions from my passengers. Driving a motor vehicle was more nerve-racking than pedaling a time machine. I had to watch out for other drivers, myself, and my passengers. I’d usually finish driving with a puddle of sweat running down my back, even after hours of practice.

Dad was quiet for most of the trip. We passed through a neighborhood and a network of alleys until we made our way to a busier part of town. The pawnshop was nestled between a bail bondsman and a seedy pet shop that sold exotics from a back room.

“Now, I know it looks rough, but the guy that runs this is as honest as you can be while running a pawn shop. He’ll do right by us,” Dad said when I pulled into a narrow parking space a few feet from the door.

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“Yeah. His name is ‘Fat Cat,’ but don’t worry about that. He sold us a bunch of the displays in the store and he always gave us a good deal.” I watched Kurt’s face in the rearview mirror. It scrunched up at the mention of the large feline, but he didn’t protest. We elected to stay in the bus while Dad went inside to work out a deal.

“You don’t want to go?”

“Nah, I just want to leave it up to the universe at this point. Whatever we get, that’s what we get.” His face was stern and he gazed out the window to the bustling street adjacent to the neon-clad pawn shop. I cranked up the radio to pass the time while we waited.

An old Tina Turner song rang through the speakers which was an odd addition to the station’s playlist because they usually only played alternative rock. “Proud Mary keep on burnin’.” My stomach did a backflip when confronted with such blatant synchronicity, but I kept it to myself. Kurt wasn’t in the mood.

“Hey, Kurt?”

“Yeah?”

“Want to go on a trip tomorrow?” I watched him nod slightly in the mirror and left it at that.

A few minutes later, Dad came out with the box still tucked under his arm. Kurt sat up so fast the bus shook. I scanned Dad’s face for any inkling of what happened but he was blank. He climbed into the bus and took a deep breath before turning to Kurt.

“Kurt, he’s going to buy it, all of it. He offered around $35,000 for the lot of it, but he doesn’t have that kind of cash in his vault. He said he’d get the cash and bring it in within the next couple of days. Is that okay?” Dad asked. Kurt’s mouth hung open, his eyes wide as saucers.

“Yeah. Perfect,” he finally said.

“Good. Here take this box, I’m a nervous wreck holding something worth so much money.” Dad shoved it into the back seat where Kurt sat, still in shock. His hands trembled once free of the gold’s weight.

We drove back through the same side streets and neighborhoods, passing a coffee shop and a dog groomer. I spaced out for most of the short drive with the voice of Kurt Cobain filling the bus. I barely noticed Dad sitting up in his seat and straining to see something on the sidewalk.

“Was that—did you see Journey back there?” He asked. I locked up the brakes and they made a loud metallic screech. Dad almost hit the dash and whirled around to administer a stern look once he steadied himself. “Chant! You cannot lock them up like that. Unless there’s something in the road. Don’t do that again. You could have caused a wreck.” I was only half-listening though. Kurt and I were both focused on the sidewalk behind us.

“Did you see him?” I asked Kurt.

He hesitated, “Maybe. I’m not sure, I only saw his back and shoulder before whoever it was ducked behind that coffee shop.”

“Let’s get home,” I said, still checking the mirrors as I pressed on the gas. We drove back to the Emporium without another sighting which I was grateful for. If Journey was back in Sonora, he was up to something. He wouldn’t come back without a reason. Either he needed supplies, or it was something more sinister. Maybe he knew what we did with his bonds.

“Hey, is Fat Dog going to call you when he gets the cash, Mr. Baker?” Kurt asked as we made our way back into the store.

“Fat Cat is his name, but yes. I’ll let you know.” We made a beeline for the basement once inside, clinging to the gold. Kurt passed me at the bottom of the stairs and went straight into the lab. He was scurrying around, checking the cabinets when I caught up to him.

“We have to hide this somewhere he won’t think to look,” he mumbled to himself.

“What if you take it out of the box. You can put it in this sack and keep it with you at all times,” I offered, pulling out a small velvet bag that used to hold vials of sours from the 1800s. “He won’t think to look at your house tonight. I’m sure of it.” Kurt paused his search and looked over at the bag.

“Yeah, let’s do that.” We poured the coins into the sack and Kurt went on his way with the prized coins tucked inside his shirt. My insides churned. On one hand, I hoped it was Journey so I could catch a lead on Moorehart. On the other, I was terrified he’d become more aggressive since we took his bonds.

That evening, I volunteered to work in the shop. I wanted to be on the ground floor in case Journey stopped by or just walked by the windows. At the register, I felt like a watchdog at a post. Traffic was slow though, even for a Sunday, and it didn’t take long for me to start drifting in and out of sleep.

The brandy-colored wood floor was the last thing I remember seeing before a sharp jab in my ribs woke me. My eyes opened to the site of the dark alley behind Journey’s shop. Sharp pebbles and asphalt cut into my bare feet. I took a few steps and surveyed the area. My chest pounded with the beat of my heart against my ribs like a bird that wanting free of its cage.

“Pssst. Boy, over here.” A low whisper called out. I followed it to a dumpster pushed close to the building. “Down here, shhh.” I bent over and saw Moorehart tucked into a pile of trash bags hiding.

“Moorehart!”

“Shhh, this is a dream. Well, for you at least, it’s a dream. I’ve stolen his traveling device, but then the plan got all muddled up and he followed me. He’ll end me if he finds me this time. I’m of no use to the cad now. You have to help me, Chant.” I awoke to the sound of the doorbell ringing. A woman stepped inside wearing a dream catcher necklace and a long braid of gray hair.

I felt time ticking all around me. My hair stood on end from the roots, and chills ran up my spine. I wanted to run from the Emporium that very second, but I couldn’t abandon my post, not without reinforcements. So, I did what any brother would do and texted my sister to try and make her take over for me.

She declined, but I persisted. It only cost me a week’s worth of her chores and fifty bucks. Chai drove a hard bargain, but she delivered and came down the stairs to work the register a few minutes later.

My hand fumbled with my phone as I ran. I debated texting Kurt and letting him know about the message I received, but I quickly discovered I was no good at typing while running and shoved the phone back in my pocket. Moorehart didn’t have time for me to hesitate.

Once I was closer, I diverted to another street behind the shop. If Journey was waiting on me, I didn’t want him to see me coming. A hedge of Burning Bush, one of my mom’s favorite, divided the back parking lot from the alley. We had them at our Berkley house. I poked my head through the branches, careful not to rustle the leaves, and saw the dumpster from my dream. It was deathly quiet. Even the cars seemed to have stopped.

I emerged from the row of greenery and tiptoed toward the dumpster. My expectations were low. It was probably just a hopeful dream from the brain of a kid that’d been doused in the stress of high school with a lit match thrown on it by the fuel of Time Travel. When I neared the pile of trash bags, I heard a soft wheezing. I held my breath to listen closer. It sounded like the whistling of someone blowing air through a plastic straw.

Without a second thought, I dove into the pile of trash, pulling bags away and tossing them behind me. By the time I’d tossed four or five bags, my hand brushed against something hard and smooth. It was a leather shoe, a men’s dress shoe.

“Moorehart?” I whispered, then continued digging with reignited fury. The bags were heavy but I tossed them like feather pillows as adrenaline jolted through me. Finally, I removed enough to see his face.

Moorehart was breathing, but unconscious and badly beaten. His eyebrow was split and blood ran down the side of his face forming a pool of red in his ear. There was no way I could carry him back to the Emporium, not by myself. I stood up to watch for Journey while I thought of ways to get him home. It occurred to me that Dad probably did see him, but maybe he was only there to find Moorehart who escaped the death grip on his chain. It made sense, at least. A crackling sigh startled me from my thoughts and I turned to see Moorehart holding up his hand which held a small remote-like device.

It was Journey’s time travel remote. I fell to my knees to listen to what Moorehart was trying to say. He grabbed my arm with his other hand and before I knew what was happening, he pressed the button. A searing white light burned my eyes and painful tingling pulled at my skin.

When my eyes flicked open again, we were in the attic above my room. Moorehart still held onto my arm, but he laid flat on the dusty attic floor instead of a bed of garbage. Free of the debris, I noticed a stab wound in his side, just below his ribs.

“Oh no, we have to get you—.”

“No hospitals, Chant. I don’t exist here,” he whispered. “It missed my organs. I promise you that, but I’ll need medicine, laudanum maybe.”

“I don’t think I can get you that. They don’t hand out pain medicine like they used to, but I can patch you up and get some antibiotics. As for the pain, my mom might have some natural remedies stashed away.” Moorehart nodded and swallowed hard before letting go of my arm. He waved me away to find supplies and I retreated to my room.

As soon as my feet met the wood floor of my closet, I melted into a puddle of shaking body parts. The room closed in on me like a trash compactor and the only thing I could do was bury my head into my knees and struggle to take deep breaths. When the walls expanded back to their assigned spots, I choked out a desperate cry. My emotions spilled onto my cheeks and down the front of my shirt as I realized Moorehart was safe, though beaten and bruised.

The eruption of tears over with, I gathered myself and raided our medicine cabinet. Mom always said not to take expired medicine, but I figured antibiotics a few months out of date was better than no antibiotics at all. For pain, I grabbed a few vials of CBD oils and anti-inflammatory herbs. That would have to do. On the way back to my room, I lifted a few snacks from the pantry as well.

I couldn’t have been luckier having everyone down in the store while I went to work on Moorehart. He yelped and moaned with each new stitch. Halfway through, I decided Mom’s sewing kit probably wasn’t the ideal tool for the job, but I continued anyway.

“There,” I said when everything was patched and cleaned.

“Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done had you not heard my message.”

“How did you escape?” I asked, pouring him a glass of the brandy he kept in his desk.

“He tried to rob a bank. Of course, he left me at the safe house he’d been staying at. I was shackled to a radiator in the bathroom. But something went south and he got shot. So, while he was cleaning his wound, I managed to sneak a pair of scissors from his kit and work the lock until it opened. We tussled. That’s how I got this.” Moorehart motioned to his side. “But in the process, I pried the remote from his hand. It took all of my strength to push him across the room, but when I did, I squeezed that button as hard as I could, closed my eyes, and prayed for the best.”

“Well now at least you have the remote. So maybe Journey won’t come after you anytime soon.” Moorehart coughed and lifted his head a few inches.

“No, my boy. He’s made another one. He’s getting better with this technology and richer by the day. It’s quite dangerous,” he asserted and shook his head. “I’ve bought us some time, but I’m not sure how much.”

I left Moorehart in the attic for the night with a camping cot, blankets to sleep with, and a bell to ring if he needed any assistance. He slept well with brandy burning in his belly. I, on the other hand, spent the night staring up at my bedroom ceiling, listening for any sounds that would indicate trouble. It was sleepless to say the very least.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“Rough night?” Kurt said in a low voice when I met him on the street.

“You have no idea. Do you have the gold on you?”

“In my jacket pocket.” He patted an inside pocket sewn into the denim. We walked in sync, both scanning our surroundings in paranoia. I hadn’t told him about Moorehart yet, but the possibility of someone hearing the exchange frightened me into silence. So we walked and we scanned and we repeated the process until we were safe inside the school.

By lunch, the secret was about to burst out of my chest like in that 90s alien movie. But I bided my time through fifth, sixth, and seventh period until Kurt and I found ourselves alone in Rodgers’ classroom at the end of the day. With everyone rushing out at the sound of the bell, I snagged the sleeve of Kurt’s jacket and held him back.

“Listen, I’ve been waiting all day to talk to you, but there was never a good time. Moorehart came back last night.”

“What?” Kurt said entirely too loud.

“Shhh! We have to keep this completely secret. He’s not in good shape. Journey beat him and I found him in a pile of trash bags behind Journey’s shop. I think we saw him on the way home from the pawnshop because he was looking for Moorehart. Maybe he knows about the bonds, maybe he doesn’t, but I don’t think that’s at the top of his list right now.” Kurt’s face was as white as the sad tile floor reflecting the fluorescent lighting at us.

“I’m coming over. You can fill me in on the rest when we get there.” The walk home was closer to a sprint that left us breathless and jello-legged when we stumbled up to the front door of the Emporium. We dodged my parents in the store and stomped up the stairs to the apartment as fast as we could. We grabbed some food from the kitchen and I sent Kurt to grab some fresh bandages from the first aid kit.

“Good lord, what happened?” Kurt asked when we reached the top of the ladder to the attic.

“Well, he fought with Journey, got stabbed, and stole his remote…obviously.” Kurt delivered a salty dose of side-eye at my sarcasm. “But seriously though, let’s go wake him up and have a look at his wounds.”

Moorehart’s face was pallid and coated with a glistening layer of sweat. His eyes were closed and encircled in faint purple. The only improvement was the clean white bandage on his abdominal wound. At least the bleeding had stopped. Before I woke him, I grabbed another dose of antibiotics and opened a water bottle.

“He looks rough,” Kurt whispered.

“I know. I’m worried about infection. He has to have a fever. Look at that sweat.” Medicine in hand, I shook him with a light touch. His eyes fluttered open to reveal bloodshot globes resting in the sunken sockets. “Yikes…” I said under my breath.

“Hey, how are you feeling?” Kurt asked, poking his head over my shoulder. Moorehart’s feverish gaze followed his voice and he nodded his head with a wheezing groan.

“You need to take these,” I said, placing two pills in his mouth and lifting his head to swallow a sip of water. Once he was done, I went about fixing his pillows and checking the patch job on his wound. Lucky for him, the incision looked clean and infection-free. I replaced the old bandage with a new one and offered him some ibuprofen to go with the antibiotics he already took.

Kurt and I spent the evening in the attic, listening for improvements and watching Moorehart sleep. Meanwhile, our imaginations ran wild with theories of what Journey was planning and where he could be. Just as we were standing up to leave, Moorehart sat up and looked around the room. His color and fever made obvious improvements since taking the medication.

“He’ll be coming for me. I need to leave,” he grumbled.

“Whoa. You can’t go anywhere.” I rushed over to help him steady himself as he slid his feet over to the floor. “You’re safe here. Don’t worry about Journey.”

“Chant, my boy, you know I’m not.”

“Well, you’re as safe here as anywhere else.”

“Me being here is putting you all at risk,” Moorehart said as he struggled to his feet and tried to put his cotton shirt on over the bandage that wrapped around his ribs. My brain scrambled to think of a place I was confident he’d be safe and equally hard to find should Journey come for him.

“Please, sit down. You need your rest. I think I know somewhere you can go, that is, if you can wait until after dinner. It’s spaghetti night.” Kurt and I scarfed down our plates and managed to sneak some extra into a container for Moorehart without anyone noticing. Mom and Dad were arguing over the displays for the new season and paid little attention to any of us.

Once they were consumed in the store kitchen for the evening, roasting new oats for the following day, and baking sheet after sheet of granola bars, we helped Moorehart down into the basement so we could use The Pedaler. It was as laborious as a heavyweight workout but worth it to make sure we got Moorehart somewhere safe and secure.

Globe Theater

London, England

August 1, 1599

51.5081° N, 0.0972° W

“Where are we?” Kurt asked when we landed in a muddy pit behind a stone cottage-like building.

“We’re killing two birds with one stone,” I said with a smirk. Moorehart was easing himself from The Pedaler which frightened me a bit, so I ran around to help him down. Kurt tucked his shoulder under his other arm and we helped him hobble around to the front of the small building.

“Chant, is that the—?”

“The Globe? Why yes, yes it is.”

“Are we going to meet—?”

“Shakespeare? Yup, but I prefer to call him Will.” Kurt reminded me of a deer in headlights, his eyes fixated on the brand new round building. “I want to introduce you to Mary too if we can find her.”

We helped Moorehart along as carefully as we could manage. The street was bustling and the odor was less than appealing. I felt bad for the women walking around in layers of heavy clothing in the August heat, but even more so for us being drenched by Moorehart’s sweat.

Once inside, we found Moorehart a seat and set out to find Will. It didn’t take long to find him in a room among actors. He was yelling over chattering men and a few young stagehands that held wooden props off to the side. I waved above the crowd until he saw me.

A hush fell over the crowd when Will stopped talking. He rushed through the crowd and lifted me in a bear hug. I caught glimpses of Kurt as he spun around with me in his arms. His mouth practically hit the floor at the sight of us.

“I know, that’s how I felt when I met him too!” I shouted mid-spin.

“What are you doing here?” Will asked when he sat me down. My smile faded when I remembered the actual reason for our visit.

“Do you remember Oswald Moorehart?” Will’s brows furrowed, cutting deep creases into his forehead.

“Yes…”

“He needs your help. Can we go to your place?”

Will found a pair of men to outfit us with some horses. I rode with Moorehart while Kurt rode with Will. It was only a short ride to his home, and the horses made the trek tolerable for Moorehart and his wound. Along the way, we filled him in on the rogue traveler that had been making our lives chaos for the last year. He was astonished to hear that there were now three Time Travelers hopping between centuries. When he heard that Journey was capable of jumping without a carriage or hefty machine, he was even more flabbergasted.

Nevertheless, Will was happy to offer Moorehart a place to stay and protection should he need it. He joked that he had many actors that enjoyed throwing a punch should the need arise. When we arrived at Will’s Tudor-style home, his wife, Anne, was out front trimming herbs from a small garden. A few other properties dotted the grounds with gardens of their own, all of which overlooked a beautiful stone church. It was quiet. I felt relieved to leave Moorehart there where I was certain Journey would not look.

“Anne! Look who it is, my love.” Will jumped off of his horse and greeted the woman whose strawberry locks blew in the wind and framed her heart-shaped face in the August sunshine. Her eyes darted to me but I could tell by the twisting of her arched brows that she was confused. “It’s Chant, the boy I told you about.” She dropped her hands in shock at the mention of my name and a smile of delight spread across her fair face.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I said. Once I helped Moorehart from the horse, I held out my hand and she curtseyed.

“Chant’s friend, Mr. Moorehart requires assistance, to which I offered our home as a safe haven.”

“Of course, dear husband. I’ll prepare a bed for him and I already have a stew in the kettle.” She abandoned her work in the garden to help us inside. Kurt, still in awe, carried the bags and took in the scenery of sixteenth-century London which was dappled with tall Tudor-style buildings, mixed with towering churches, and smaller homes. While it was beautiful to look at, it was less-than-appealing to smell. Trash and sewage hadn’t been figured out yet and the city-wide odor was something that took some time to overlook.

Will’s home was rustic and grand at the same time. It had dark timber beams that spanned the first floor and led my eye to a large fireplace where the kettle simmered. It was framed in more timber and red brick that wore a cloak of soot. We sat Moorehart down at their dining table where Will joined him and poured mugs of ale for both of them.

Three children pounded down the wooden staircase on the back wall of the house. All of them had hair that fell somewhere between the colors of their parents, a light ruddy brown that curled around their faces. However, their eyes were most definitely as sharp as their father’s.

“Ah, you haven’t met my children yet, Chant. This is my eldest, Susanna, and these two are Hamnet and Judith. They’re quite the handful, born twins. We weren’t sure they’d pull through, but by the grace of God, they grew and gained their strength.” All three greeted me with wide smiles and giggling. “Go on. Go help your mother prepare a bed for our guest,” Will said and waved them on. The twins clambered behind their sister, anxious to skip ahead of her.

“What are you working on right now?” I asked, pointing to a small wooden writing desk in the corner. It had feathered pens posed all across the top. Will took another drink of ale and gulped it down before answering.

“I think I’m going to call it the Comedy of Errors. What do you think of the name?”

“It’s good,” I offered, though I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard of the play and certainly wasn’t equipped to name anything more than the great William Shakespeare himself. The two men were drinking their ale in silence when I looked over and noticed Kurt swaying back and forth in the corner.

“What’s wrong?”

“I have to pee,” Kurt whispered. His face was long and worried.

“Oh,” I paused, looking around. “The last time I was here, I was outside most of the time, so I just went.” We were in mid-panic mode when Will took notice of us.

“Are you looking for the privy?”

“Privy?” I asked, feeling silly. Moorehart answered for us with an exaggerated nod and laughter.

“In the shed out back, though I’m quite certain the setup is different from what you use in the future. At least I hope society updates their practices,” Will said, taking another sip. Kurt and I followed a worn walking path from the backside of the house to a small wooden structure with a thatch roof. Inside, there was a lone chamber pot and some gardening tools.

“I may as well have just gone outside, to begin with,” joked Kurt. As I waited for Kurt outside of the shed, I watched the tendrils of smoke rolling out of the homes on the lane. Every house contained a different life, a different story. I wondered if Mary was nearby if she’d even want to see me. “I’m going to guess that hand washing isn’t a big thing around here,” Kurt said as he exited the shed.

“Nope, but I have some hand sanitizer in the bag.” We started back to the house, checking out the vegetable garden along the way. “Do you want to do some exploring?”

“No, I want to come to 1599 and not see anything… Of course, I want to explore!” Kurt and I made sure Moorehart was comfortable and gave him the rest of his medication for the day. I instructed him to put down the ale and drink some of the bottled water I left with him. Will escorted us out to the street before we left, making sure we could find our way back when it was time.

“Will, does Mary still help around the theater?” I asked on our way out.

“No, I’m sorry, Chant. She started working for a new maiden and moved. It’s just outside the city. You’re free to borrow the horses if you’d like to go see her. I hear the new maiden is friendly and Mary is free to come and go as she pleases.”

Kurt and I took him up on his offer for the horses. Neither of us was keen on walking the entire city and who knows how far past the London border. The rancid smell of the city dissipated the further we went toward the outskirts and the houses grew smaller as well. Children played in the streets under the watchful eye of their mothers. We also passed an ornate carriage carrying a group of well-to-do women that poked fun at the poor mothers on their way past. It reminded me of the first time I saw Mary.

Over the horizon, I spotted a stately home with four chimneys and at least three floors. The grounds were contained within a low stacked stone wall that weaved in and out of the trees that decorated the property. A knot formed in the pit of my stomach as we neared the lane. What if Mary didn’t want to see me?

“This has to be it, right?” Kurt asked, leading our trip on a chestnut brown horse that swished its tail every few steps.

“I’m assuming. He said on the outskirts and pointed this way. I don’t see any other houses big enough to hold a maiden.” Kurt nodded at my deductive reasoning.

“What are you going to say?” I watched Kurt’s horse swish some more as I thought of my answer, but nothing seemed fit for the length of absence I left her with.

“Not sure.” We tied our horses to trees on the outside of the gate. Before heading to the house, we rewarded them with a couple of apples I stole from our kitchen fruit bowl. They were pleased with the upgrade from their usual grain and my gray vanner mare whinnied as she crunched.

“After you, Mr. Baker.” Kurt waved me ahead and walked a few steps behind me the entire way up the lane. My heart drummed a cadence in my chest and my mouth filled with cotton. Closing my eyes and holding my breath, I tapped on the door with the heavy brass door knocker that was sculpted in the shape of a lion’s head.

It was the largest house I’d ever seen, so I wasn’t surprised when we didn’t get a quick response. I couldn’t imagine being able to hear our knocks from the other side of the mansion. Kurt and I stood on the stoop, listening for any sounds that would indicate someone coming to open the door, but the only sounds on the warm August day were the birds chirping and a honey bee buzzing around our heads.

“Should I knock again?” I asked. Kurt shrugged and swatted at the bee. Just as I was about to scold him for aggravating the insect, the heavy door creaked open.

A short squatty woman in plain clothing and a bonnet opened the door. She had earthy brown eyes and rosy cheeks set in the sharp angles of her square face.

“Excuse me, may I help you, sir?” She said in a choppy Cockney accent.

“Does a girl named Mary work here?”

“Oy, that girl is always up to something.” The woman started back into the foyer before stopping and turning to us. “Well, come on,” she barked. We did as we were instructed and filed into the home, lingering by the entry table that centered the room. An elaborate crimson rug trimmed in gold thread covered the shiny wood floors that ran to the other rooms on both wings, and sculptures of more lions anchored the bottom of the staircase that formed an arch over the foyer. It was, by far, the fanciest home I’d ever set foot in.

“Chant?” A voice echoed from the top of the grand stairs. Mary stood above us, her blonde curls draped around her shoulders and over the handrail like a luxurious scarf. She was, indeed, healthier than the last time I saw her. Her cheeks were bright and her collarbones didn’t protrude from her frame. Even from thirty feet away, I could see that her lips were a rich pink that mirrored the color of figs.

“Hello, Mary. You look great!” She bounded down the stairs, her arms full of her long skirt so she wouldn’t trip. I met her at the bottom and she jumped into my arms so hard, I nearly fell. She was warm and smelled of vanilla. Most importantly, she was real as opposed to the astral plane dreams I’d had.

“I’ve missed you so much! Where have you been?” She grabbed my cheeks and squeezed them.

“It’s a long story.” She paused, noticing Kurt standing behind me. “This is my friend, Kurt.” I looked back at him over my shoulder. He was goggle-eyed and his mouth hung open, but I understood why. Mary practically glowed.

“Come, we can have tea in the kitchen and you can tell me all about it.” Mary led us down a hallway that cut underneath the stairs. Doors lined the hall on both sides and led to a number of rooms that looked like a study, a parlor, a few bedrooms, and ultimately led to an enormous kitchen with a long wooden table in the middle of the room. Pots and pans hung from hooks that wrapped around the walls above the butcher block countertops and sacks of flour were piled up in the corner. Mary went about making the tea while Kurt and I took seats at the table.

It was refreshing to see her so independent and comfortable in the home. The last time I saw her in person, she was barely hanging on with little hope for her future. She brought three teacups to the table and then filled them with tea from a steaming kettle. I breathed in the steam which smelled of lavender, an unexpected concoction for England in 1598.

“What kind of tea is this?” I asked, letting the steam tickle my nose.

“A bit of our lavender and some dandelions from the garden. I heard of the tea from one of the ladies from another estate. It’s quite new. We don’t have the kind from the East, but I made my own concoction.” She beamed over her cup and saucer as she took a sip. Mary was more mature and was a bit more refined in her manners.

“What happened with your other Lady?”

Mary’s face straightened and she rested her cup on the table. “Well, after her husband died, things were terrible. She hated me. That was clear before he passed on, but even more so afterward. I weathered her storm for a while, helping at the Globe when I could before she decided to take another husband. She left quickly, selling most of her things and trading me for some more valuable assets. I know she wanted to hurt me, but honestly, that was the best thing she ever did for me. The head of this household is a widower with three children. They’re wonderful and I’m in charge of them, overseeing their days and some of their education.” Mary took a sip of tea and smiled a wide, joyous smile.

“I’m so happy for you. I’ve been worried for such a long time.”

“Where did you go? There’ve been times that I’ve sworn you were back, but then you’re gone like a mist blowing away before my eyes. They’re the strangest dreams, but I’ve had them a handful of times.”

“It’s kind of complicated, but I promise to explain before I have to leave again.” Her face melted into a quivering bottom lip and she looked down at her hands ringing in her lap. “What’s wrong?”

“I thought you would stay this time.” Her words cut through me like a dagger.

“I wish I could, but my parents would probably lose their minds.” Her eyes fluttered and grew misty.

“I forgot about parents…”

“What if you could come back to where I’m from?”

“Oh Chant, I would love to… but I can’t leave these kids here. I’m as much their ward as their poor father. He’s still mourning and not the gentlest with the little souls. Often, he retires before tucking them into bed and he’s gone before the morning light.” She shook her head and looked down.

“I see. That has to be hard.”

“You’re sure you can’t stay?” She reached out and placed her hand on mine. I shook my head. “I know. You’re here for today though, right?”

“Indeed we are!” I said. Mary stood up and dusted her dress off.

“Then, we shall go to the Square and make it the grandest of days.” And so we did. Mary rode on horseback with me while Kurt trailed behind, giving us space but still enjoying the sights of sixteenth-century London. Once we were used to the unpleasant smells of the city, more appealing ones filtered through. In certain parts of the city, we could smell game roasting over a fire and fresh flowers in window boxes.

The three of us walked around, enjoyed the food, and Mary treated us to games in the local bowling house. Kurt and I were both shocked to see people bowling in 1599, but it was pretty much the same as it was in our time aside from more primitive equipment.

Kurt beat both of us, though none of us were focused on keeping score. Afterward, Mary bought ale with the rest of her coin. None of us liked it and we left the mugs sitting at the table when we departed. As the sun grew lazy in the sky and the watercolor orange crept up from the tree line, we rode back to the estate where Mary lived.

She rested her head on my shoulder and wrapped her arms around my waist as we rode. For a moment, I closed my eyes just to take in the moment, letting the horse lead the way. Of course, the moment was interrupted by the heavy bass of Kurt’s belch ahead of us. He giggled to himself and said, “good one.” I could tell Mary was a little disgusted by the blech sound she let out.

When we rode onto the lane that led to the house, tears were filling my eyes. I wanted to like other girls the way I liked Mary. It would have made life simpler and I wouldn’t have been stuck feeling like a third wheel all of the time. But, that was the hand I was dealt when I decided to be a teenage time traveler.

“Come back and visit, Chant Baker. I’ll wait for you,” she said when she climbed off of the horse. I jumped down and swept her up in a hug.

“Of course.” Mary let go of my neck and I set her back down on the ground. As I started to climb back onto the horse, she planted a kiss on my lips. My insides felt like pop rocks and bottle rockets at the same time. I must have looked like the most ridiculous fool when she pulled away. She giggled and turned back to the house, waving over her shoulder as she walked.

“So that’s Mary,” Kurt said as we rode off.

“That’s Mary.”

We checked in with Will and Moorehart before leaving. Thankfully, Moorehart was improving. Several hours passed without fever and the swelling around his wound was decreasing by the hour. However, he was sleeping soundly, so we left him with a letter and made our way to The Pedaler quietly. I told Will we would be back in a week’s time if Moorehart wasn’t up and moving before then, but he still had Journey’s equipment for a trip back to our time should he recover enough.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“You sure we should do this today?” Kurt asked from the back seat of the bus. We sat in front of the pawnshop waiting on Dad to come back with our bounty.

“We know Moorehart is safe. Journey will be scrambling to find him and who knows what will happen when he can’t. We need to get rid of the gold and get this money to your parents before they start selling all your stuff to pay for treatment.” I watched Kurt nod from the rearview window.

“Right, you’re right. I’m just nervous about this whole plan.”

“Me too, but don’t worry. When we took those bonds from Journey, we took a little bit of power from a very bad guy. Who knows what he would have done with it?”

“Why do you think he’s robbing all these banks and stealing money anyway?” I watched traffic roll by on the street beside us and thought about his question. The truth was, it was the first time I’d really dwelled on it.

“He’s squirreling it away for some reason, but the main point is he’s stealing it. He takes advantage of people when bad things happen to them so he can them.”

“Yup. He likes to kick people while they’re down, doesn’t he?”

“Yup.” Dad speed-walked to the bus from the pawnshop. His face was so flushed he could pass for a week-long vacation at the beach. He tossed a Manila envelope back to Kurt and glared at him.

“Do not lose that, under any circumstances. We’re taking you straight home so you can give it to your parents.” Dad turned around in his seat and slammed his head into the headrest. Selling thousands of dollars worth of gold was too stressful for him to handle.

Kurt peeked into the envelope as we pulled out of the parking lot. I watched his eyes boggle from the mirror. We made it that far, it was time to see if we could get his parents to take it. Kurt said there were real estate magazines on his kitchen table when he got home from London, so we knew time was of the essence.

The story was that Kurt found the coins in the walls of the Emporium and we agreed he should take them. We just had to cross our fingers that our parents never decided to have a chat about the matter. Considering I’d already lived in Sonora a year and nothing beyond pleasantries came up, we were confident in the scheme. Dad believed Moorehart gave us the coins and his parents would assume it was a lucky find.

“Nervous?” I asked Kurt when we pulled up in front of his house.

“Not yet. They’re both at Dad’s treatment right now. I’ll be nervous when they get home though.”

“I hope everything works out,” said Dad from the front seat. Kurt and I exchanged worried glances.

“Thanks, Mr. Baker.” Kurt slid out of the bus, holding the envelope close to his chest. I waited until he was inside to pull away. Dad craned his neck to get a look at Journey’s house when we drove by. The grass was knee-high and littered with weeds. Someone was keeping it from becoming a jungle, but just barely.

“Did you ever hear from him again?” Dad asked once the house was out of sight. I shook my head, watching him from the corner of my eye. He brooded in silence, but it was clear something was bothering him by the lengthy exhale he let out. “It doesn’t make sense the way he vanished. I mean, no one is selling his house, so someone has to be paying the mortgage.”

“Maybe it was paid for,” I offered, but Dad shook his head.

“No, he told me he was making payments.” The more he thought on the matter, the faster my heart raced. If he turned over enough stones, would he find his way back to me? I hoped not. I turned up the radio for the rest of the short drive, hoping Fleetwood Mac would distract him from making theories.

After dinner, I was sitting in the basement taking a break for once. With Moorehart safe in 1599 and the gold exchanged for money, it felt like my to-do list was, for the most part, wrapped up. My rare moment of relaxation was interrupted by a text message from Kurt.

“They didn’t buy it, but they’re grateful. I doubt they ask too many questions.” It was music to my ears. At least I wouldn’t be losing my best friend to a moving truck anytime soon.

“CHAI HARMONY BAKER!” I heard Mom bellow from upstairs. Then, it was dead silence. I could have heard a pin drop. A muffled whimper cut through the silence but I couldn’t tell if it was Mom or Chai crying. “What were you thinking?” Mom finally asked.

“I just wanted them to like me,” Chai said in a quiet voice I could barely hear downstairs.

“You will work every day this month to pay back what you’ve taken and you can forget the cheer squad.”

“Mom, no! Please!”

“Those girls are not good for you. I’ll be calling your coach this evening.” Heavy footsteps scrambled up the apartment steps. Judging by the speed, they were Chai’s.

I waited a few minutes for the dust to settle before I crept up the basement stairs. Mom and Dad were both leaned over the counter by the register. Mom was sobbing into her hands and Dad patted her on the back. He looked up at me and shook his head.

“What happened?” I asked cautiously.

“Your sister has been skimming off the top of the register to buy things for her and her friends on the cheer squad. She finally took enough to get caught.” Dad was calm but his jaws were clenched tight. His anger bubbled beneath the surface while Mom’s spilled out onto the counter. My face turned hot and I wanted to run upstairs and yell, but instead, I walked over and hugged Mom. Chai collected a paycheck from working just like I did. There was no excuse for her stealing from Mom and Dad.

She’d been a different person since starting cheer and I quietly hoped Mom was serious about making her quit. The group she ran with tainted her like rotten fruit in a basket. However, Chai wasn’t going to see it that way, at least not for a long time.

I waited a few minutes before following Chai upstairs to assess the damage. When I got up there, the pieces to her cheerleading uniform were strewn about the living room. She must have thrown them from her bedroom in a fury. One of the skirts was hanging on the side of the end table lamp. I pulled it off and tossed it to the floor. Chai was mad but there was no need for a house fire.

I tiptoed to her bedroom door, afraid to set her off again, but worried enough to risk it. Her tiny body heaved up and down with each hysterical sob. She didn’t even notice me watching.

“Chai…”

“Go away, Chant!” She shrieked. My eyes squinted at the ringing she gave my ears.

“I’m not leaving until you explain to me why you did that.” She cried out until she started to choke on the mixture of her spit and mucus running back into her throat. Then, she sat up, still whimpering and sniffling, and looked at me. Her eyes were puffy, bloodshot, and smeared with mascara.

“I took it because I didn’t want to do what they were doing.”

“What do you mean? What were they doing?” I sat down beside her and she wiped the snot away with the neck of her shirt.

“Every week,” she whispered. “Every week, all of my friends go to the mall and every week, they slip clothes, lip gloss, jewelry, whatever under their clothes and steal it. I didn’t want to do that, so I took the money from the register so I could buy that stuff and pretend to steal it instead. They would have made fun of me if I didn’t pretend to do it. I just thought I could replace the money in our register before Mom and Dad noticed.” Her voice trembled and she tossed up her hands.

“You knew better…”

“I know. And now I have to quit cheer.”

“Chai, that’s not bad, considering. And those girls are terrible anyway.” She sniffled and looked up at me.

“They really are, aren’t they?” She asked before melting into a puddle of tears again. “But quitting like this is so embarrassing. Who will I hang out with at lunch?” I looked down at the floor and thought about what I should say.

“You know, there are other kids at school. You don’t have to hang out with such a snotty clique. And you always had friends in Berkeley. You can find new friends here, real friends.”

“Easy for you to say.” She rolled her eyes and continued pouting. There was nothing I could say to her in that state. She was like a bottle of soda that was shaken one too many times. Every other word risked another explosion of teenage emotion. So, I left her to it. She’d get over it eventually and be better off for it.

Our house was a toxic war zone for the next week, leaving Mom and Dad walking on eggshells, but standing their ground on her punishment. She turned in her cheer uniform and spent the rest of the time after school sweeping and doing her chores while sighing and snarling at all of us.

That’s why I elected to go to Kurt’s house after school on Friday instead of listening to the drama. Kurt’s mom was working so it was just us and Mitchell. His hair was starting to thin from treatment and his cheeks were sunken. The purple under his eyes revealed the lack of sleep he was experiencing.

“You know, you and your folks shouldn’t have done that,” Mitchell said.

“Huh?”

“The money. You guys should have just kept it when you found it, the coins, I mean.”

“Having you guys stay in Sonora is worth more than any gold I find in the walls.” Mitchell smiled back at me and nodded. He shuffled over to his record player in tattered Garfield slippers and put on a Billy Joe Shaver album. No one ever knew what he would put under that needle but it was always good. Kurt laid back on the couch and put his feet up on the arm, his toes tapping.

“Have you thought about what you’re going to do with the money?” I fished, secretly hoping he came up with the same idea I did.

“Well, we spent part of it already. I managed to pay for some experimental treatment rounds with this company in San Francisco. But… I was thinking of trying my hand at starting a business with the rest.” He shifted back and forth in his chair when he said it like he still wasn’t comfortable with the idea.

“You are?” Kurt asked and sat up on the couch.

“Yeah. I mean there’s that small space down the street from Chant’s place and I got to thinking about how we don’t have a record store in the neighborhood or anywhere close to here.” Kurt shot me an excited glance, his mouth curled into half a smile.

“Are you going to sell those?” I pointed to the shelf that spanned the entire wall. It was full of every genre. Some were even duplicates. Mitchell shook his head and took a swig of water.

“Nah, I can’t sell my collection. I mean, maybe a few, but I need to build an inventory. I was hoping you boys could help with that.”

“Duh! If anyone can get you the good classic albums, it’s Chant.” I shot Kurt a stern look. He took it down a few notches and added, “because he’s always searching thrift shops and resale sites, you know.” Mitchell nodded and sat down in his recliner.

“Exactly. That’s what I was hoping. Your mother is still on the fence, but it’s now or never. If I get everything set up before I get too weak, at least you boys can work it in the evenings.”

We hung out in the living room, exchanging ideas and listening to music until Kurt’s mom returned from her shift at the hospital. She offered to let me stay the night and I accepted, knowing my house was still a teenage wasteland. It was nice to have a break and act like a normal kid for a change. By Monday, Mitchell deposited two months’ rent on Journey’s old building and was in the process of collecting shelves and records for inventory.

Kurt and I were tasked with helping. We had a month or two before he’d be ready to open and he stashed money away in an old coffee can. So, there was time, but my mind was abuzz with all the musicians and concerts we should travel to. If we were really lucky, we could score signed copies from some of the legends.

Freddie Mercury, Janis Joplin, Ronnie Van Zant, they were all on my list. Kurt was chomping at the bit and ready to travel. The timid time traveler I once knew was long gone and he stepped into the role of being my right-hand man. Braxton was happy to serve as tech support and assistant, though he was indifferent to our emerging musical mission. He preferred classical music and that was not on the list for the store, not even the bottom of it.

The Monterey International Pop Music Festival

Monterey California

June 16, 1967

36.5945° N, 121.8617° W

Kurt and I settled on seeking some of Janis Joplin’s earliest tracks on our first musical odyssey. It didn’t take much digging to find out when she first started her rise to fame, so we set our sights for the Monterey International Pop Music Festival. She was still playing with a band called Big Brother and the Holding Company at that point. We planned to sneak backstage and try to score some signatures on the records. Those would be major moneymakers in the record store. Plus, if we were lucky enough, we hoped to grab some t-shirts and stuff to resell back in our time.

“1967. I think I would have liked to live back here.” Kurt shared the observation when The Pedaler landed behind a row of trees adjacent to a large stadium. People were standing around laughing and talking, but our entrance didn’t draw their attention because all eyes were on the entrance of the stadium with its expansive zig-zagged roof that covered the seating areas and a wide-open standing area in the middle.

“This was part of the inspiration for Woodstock you know.” I slipped out of The Pedaler and stood next to him.

“Man, I would love to go there too.”

“I’ve been.” I grinned. His envious gasp made me chuckle. “We can go again though if you want.”

“That’s right,” he nodded. The ringing of tambourines came pouring from the inner circle of one crowd. We stepped out of the trees to get a better look. Through swaying bodies, we saw a group of fringe-clad teens beating the instruments on their thighs and palms of their hands. There was no rhyme or reason to their beat, but I enjoyed it.

The whole scene reminded me of the stress exercises we did at the school in Berkeley. They were all about expressing emotions through movement. Then, I wondered if our old teacher in the long skirt, clogs, and hair that skimmed her waist was a product of this era. If I had to guess, I’d say yes.

“Over there,” I pointed to a taped-off entrance where a few shaggy men carried their guitar cases. Backpacks slung low on our backs, we strolled over to the entrance and picked up a couple of amps that were waiting for the crew. If we acted like we were supposed to be there, the likelihood of anyone protesting our presence went down tremendously.

The dark hallway leading to the backstage area was cluttered with musicians and groupies. Smoke weaved through the tight space and caused me to cough. Seeing people smoke out in the open was strange. In our time, the dangers and health risks were well-known. These guys were blissfully unaware.

We hurried through the crowd and escaped into the clean air of another backstage area which was open to the warm California sun. It was noticeably more laid back than the bustling walkway where all the bands were prepping for their sets.

A few guys with long hair lounged on a collection of crates. They were strumming on acoustic guitars and humming along. In the middle, a short brunette with a boxy face sat with her eyes closed behind purple sunglasses and her head bobbing along to the twinkling notes. Her fair skin glowed pink in the heat of June. She wore feathers in her hair and a flowing linen dress.

“That’s her, right?” Kurt whispered.

“Yeah. That’s the Janis Joplin. My dad would lose his mind if he were here.”

“Mine too, no doubt.” We watched her, in complete awe of her stardom, for several minutes. I remember thinking about how it was a shame that not many kids our age ever ventured outside of the top forty charts. Her voice was like rusty barbed wire, but it worked. I could never point to exactly what made it work, but decades later, it still worked.

I noted one of the crates was filled with records. If we could get her to sign one of those, we’d be in the money. Well, Mitchell would be in the money. As their strumming dwindled into euphoric giggling, we shuffled out of the overhang and made our way to the band.

“Big Brother and the Holding Company?” I asked, trying to match the coolness they exuded. Janis giggled and looked us over.

“Groovy shirt.” She pointed at Kurt’s plaid button-up which I snagged from the drama department. Judging by her sarcasm, I guessed the exaggerated collar and puke green material wasn’t on-trend in 1967.

“Uh, thanks,” Kurt replied. Janis nodded and brushed her fluffy brown hair from her forehead. It framed her face like a lion’s mane.

“When do you guys go on?” I asked. A couple of the guys shrugged their shoulders while Janis squinted her eyes and hummed to herself as she thought it over.

“Uhh, tomorrow. After Canned Heat. You fellas going to come watch?” It was the first time I noticed her Texas accent since she started speaking.

“I wish we could, but we’re only in for the day. We’ll have to head back to Sonora tonight.”

“Sonora? Can’t say I’ve been there, but rad anyway.” Janis was a strange character. Her face barely held the explosion of laughter that was bubbling inside of her and when she let it escape, it came from the corners of her mouth like a tea kettle. However, the laughter was an oddity as it came at unconventional times. It appeared as if she was the only one in on the joke.

“Where are you guys onto next?” Kurt asked. Janis looked around, but the band wasn’t paying much attention and hadn’t heard the question.

“Oh, wherever the wind blows us, I suppose. Our manager books the dates, we just show up.”

“I think you guys are going to be big,” he gushed. Janis cocked her head and smoothed her hair away from her face.

“Yeah?” She giggled.

“Yeah, for sure.”

“You little dudes are pretty groovy, even in that shirt.” She winked at Kurt and I felt the burn from his gaze on my left cheek.

“Hey, are those records for sale?” I asked, pointing to the crate.

“You want one?” The drummer chimed in. He smiled eagerly and started to stand up.

“How much?”

“Nah, man. We’re good, just tell your friends how groovy we are.”

“Here, take this and we’ll call it even.” I handed the guy with shaggy hair the oldest ten-dollar bill I could find. His eyes widened and his grin stretched across his scruffy face. “Do you think all of you could sign it for us?” They exchanged glances and confused laughter but agreed. I handed them a permanent marker and they passed the record around, signing their autographs.

When they handed it back to me, Janis’s signature stood out. She left a little message that said, “Stay Groovy. After all, the more you live, the less you die. -Janis.” I beamed while reading her words. It had to be one of my favorite time travel meetings yet.

“You made our day,” Kurt said as we thanked them. We hung around a bit, listening to their informal jam session. Janis entertained our request for her to play “Ball ‘n’ Chain” and then we walked around the festival, catching glimpses of the rest of the talent.

We stayed long enough to catch the beginning of Simon and Garfunkel. By that time, hippie culture was becoming a bit too wild for our taste and neither of us were huge fans of the closing act, though I could see why festivals were such a scene and had managed such staying power through the decades. There was something visceral about feeling the music pulse through you while standing shoulder to shoulder with other people feeling the same way.


CHAPTER NINE


Kurt peeled his back from The Pedaler’s seat. He was drenched in sweat from the festival and I’d already accepted that I’d be throwing his shirt out. The drama department wouldn’t miss it.

“Can you believe what we just saw? A music legend. That’s what I call history,” Kurt gushed. He was floating on clouds as he paraded the signed record around the lab. It would make his dad a pretty penny in his record shop if Kurt ever found the will to let go of it.

“When your dad asks where you got it, what are you going to say?” I asked, interrupting his little party. He stopped parading and plopped down into the velvet armchair which was becoming worn from Kurt sitting in it all the time.

“I guess I’ll go with flea market, no, a yard sale? What do you think?” His face scrunched up as he ran his fingers over the signatures.

“Yard sale would probably be believable. Lots of people have junk in their garages with no idea what it’s worth. When they go to sell it on the internet, they usually have some clue about what they should get from it though. So, I’d go with yard sale.” I reasoned while stuffing my concert outfit into the cabinet and throwing on my normal clothes.

Kurt went home after that, which left me to my own devices for the rest of the evening. Mom and Dad were busy stocking the store and Chai was still on parental probation and fuming about her punishment. Lucky for me, that meant I could order pizza for the night and maybe even sneak some pepperoni.

When I got up to my room, the air felt different. It felt charged and the hair on my arms stood up as if someone ran a balloon over my skin. I retrieved my glasses from my nightstand drawer and slid them on. Sure enough, orange time dust trickled out from around my closet door. Intrigued, I walked over and cracked the door. I was pummeled with a cloud of residue as it seeped out of the scuttle hole attic entrance. It had to be Moorehart.

Excited and clumsy, I scrambled up the ladder, nearly busting my face on a couple of the ladder’s rungs. At the top, I threw the door open and popped my head through like a prairie dog scoping out the plains. I was greeted by the flickered glow of an oil lamp and the familiar earthy vanilla scent of Moorehart’s pipe.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes!” I shouted. He turned around in his desk chair, the smoke snaking up and around his head.

“You too, my boy.” He grinned with the pipe balanced between his teeth.

“And how are you feeling?” I asked as I climbed up through the entrance and walked over to his desk. He was still favoring one side, judging by the way he slumped over the arm of the chair. His skin had returned to a healthy pink though, and he’d put some of his weight back on in the few days he rested at Will’s house.

“I feel a great deal better. The Shakespeare family looked after me diligently and those sweet children of his made the downtime quite entertaining.” He raised his eyebrows and I couldn’t tell if he meant the last part or not.

“And how did traveling with Journey’s gadget go?” I picked up the small remote on the desk and turned it over in my hands. Its edges were melted and the button was blackened like a small electrical fire got a hold of it. Moorehart frowned and furrowed his brow.

“I don’t much care for it. It’s not as smooth as The Pedaler and leaves me feeling even more discombobulated. You know the feeling, I’m sure of it. Well, using that thing is like The Pedaler, times ten.”

I didn’t doubt it, judging by the remote’s appearance. Moorehart was lucky the journey from 1599 didn’t aggravate his wound.

“At least now we have a piece of his equipment to tinker with. Maybe we can reverse engineer it. Braxton will be dying to see this.”

“Braxton?” Moorehart’s eyes perked up.

“Oh yeah, he’s a genius, a little on the strange side, but definitely a genius. Somehow, he managed to figure out our secret on his own, so I didn’t have a choice in telling him.” I laid the gadget down and took a seat on a folding chair by his desk. He lapped up the information about Braxton and nodded slowly.

“I can’t wait to meet the young man.” He smiled but his eyes gave away his hesitancy. I let it go. Given what he’d been through, I couldn’t blame him for his skepticism.

The next day, I met Kurt on the corner just as we did every other day. He practically bounced over with a slap-happy grin plastered across his face.

“I have, never in my life, seen my dad so happy. You can’t even imagine. He was having a rough day yesterday, puking, weak, terrible headache, and that record brought him right out of it. He couldn’t believe we snagged that from some old lady’s yard sale.”

“Well, we didn’t,” I laughed.

“That’s beside the point.” We walked and he talked, going on about his Dad’s plans for the record store. Between knocking down walls and ripping up carpet, we’d all three be busy for the next few weeks. Kurt’s mom was understandably cautious, but Mitchell assured her it would be fine in the long run. After all, driving his rig around the country was out of the question for a while, and staying at home wouldn’t be great for his spirit. Mitchell reminded her that having a good spirit was half of the fight.

“Moorehart came back last night,” I whispered as we neared the school. Kurt’s eyes widened and he glanced around before speaking.

“And he’s doing better? No signs of Journey?”

“None that he mentioned, and yeah, he looks way better.” We were cut off from our conversation just as we were getting started by Sophie stomping out of the school’s front doors and down the steps to us. Her forehead formed severe lines as she glowered at us. Kurt stopped dead in his tracks, awaiting the blows of her words.

“Where have you been? I’ve been texting you all weekend.”

“I was—just, um, busy around the house,” Kurt stammered in a shaky voice. Sophie rolled her eyes and bounded back up the steps and into the school. She flung the metal door open so hard that it hit the brick behind it in a jarring crash.

I said under my breath, “Kurt, please tell me you told her about your dad.” He shook his head and looked at the ground, his hands nervously playing with the straps of his backpack in front of his chest.

“I don’t want her to be weird about it…”

“Kurt.” I touched his shoulder, but he ripped away and went sprinting after her. It wasn’t my place to say anything to either of them. They were both keeping secrets from each other and I was stuck in the middle. I just hoped I wouldn’t be caught in the middle when things went nuclear.

The rest of the day, I did my best to dodge both of them. I spent my lunch period in the drama room, scoping out new travel garbs and switching them out for the ones I needed to replace. In seventh period, Kurt still didn’t want to hear my speech about honesty, so I sat through class with a lump of dread wedged in my throat. By the end of school, I’d had enough awkward tension for a lifetime and decided to bolt out of the building on my own.

Lucky I did. I found Chai being accosted by her group of so-called friends on the sidewalk. Black eyeliner ran down her face. She looked like the saddest circus clown I’d ever seen, but I wouldn’t have told her that. I ran over to her and positioned myself between her and the other girls.

“What’s going on here?”

“Chant, just go,” she whimpered and tried to pull me away by my shirt sleeve.

“Just having a chat with the quitter that cost us a trip to regionals,” a short girl that weighed maybe eighty pounds spewed like she had rattlesnake venom for blood. “Your reject of a sister got us all in trouble when your mom decided to rat us out to the coach.”

“Oh, you mean for shoplifting? Breaking the law? Sorry, if I don’t feel a shred of empathy for you.” I glared down at the girls who were unbothered by my presence.

“Your whole family is one dream catcher away from holing up in the mountains like some weird Manson commune.” She snarled and whipped her hair in my face as she turned away. The other robots followed like baby ducks walking blindly behind their mother.

“They’re terrible, Chai. Why were you even friends with them?” I put my arm around her but she stared down at her feet. Eventually, she pulled away, but she walked beside me on the way home, sniffling every so often and wiping a constant stream of tears from her eyes. Sonora may have been easier for her at first, but she was feeling the growing pains of moving now that her crutch was knocked out from under her.

By the time the Emporium was in sight, her sniffles were fewer and she held her head a little higher. Dad was out front drawing the graphics for that week’s sales on a chalkboard that sat out on the sidewalk. He stood up and started to greet us as we strolled up.

“Hey, Chai—.” He was interrupted by her blowing past him and flinging the door open in frustration. “What’s wrong with her?” He asked me.

“Girl stuff,” I shrugged. “The cheer squad isn’t thrilled that Mom told the coach what was going on.”

“Yeah…I told her that she probably shouldn’t worry about telling the coach, but you know your mother.”

“Yup.” Mom was always taking on causes and making cases for social justice. It seemed there was something new to be upset about every week, whether it was plastic straws, antibiotics in chicken, or whatever. She was going to make the world right, even if it killed her. Sometimes I wished she could go with the flow like Dad, but I assumed that’s why they were a good match. They balanced each other out.

When I got upstairs, I tossed my stuff onto my bed and made my way to the closet. The scuttle hole was propped open already. I climbed up to a dark attic with only the light from the roof vent penetrating the stuffy room. Moorehart’s Pedaler was gone, but Journey’s device lay on the desk. Underneath was a handwritten note.

Chant, my boy,

I’ve gone back to my time. There is some research I needed from the lab and a fellow I need to consult about the state of things. Do not be alarmed by my absence. I will be vigilant. My suspicions about Journey require a certain expertise that I must seek out.

Take care and exercise caution as well. I will be in touch as soon as my suspicions have either been confirmed or disproven. As always, safe travels.

Your friend,

O. Moorehart”

A pang of worry hung in my chest like a fishing weight sinking to the bottom of a murky lake. I knew I was the kid and he was an adult, but I was anxious to have him leave again. It felt as if Journey was around every corner, ready to pounce. And now that Moorehart had taken something of his and escaped his violent grasp, I worried he was even more determined to monopolize the time travel business.

Still, there wasn’t much to do. Sure, I could follow him back to his time, but he wanted to go on his own or he wouldn’t have left. Then there was the issue of actually tracking him down. He said he was going to his lab, but that didn’t eliminate other trips from the equation. No, I decided it was best to give it a few days before I went after him. If he succeeded in speaking to his colleague, it had the potential of being the key that unlocked everything in the Journey mystery.

After dinner, I retired to the basement for the evening. I had a stash of beef jerky hidden in the lab that was calling my name. Every day the charade of vegetarianism became harder. Still, it was easier than telling mom I’d started eating meat.

The basement air was cool and a little musty. It was time for a thorough cleaning, but that could wait another day. I moved the tapestry on the wall and unlocked the door with the key that dangled around my neck. My feet shuffled down the dark hallway until I reached the second door.

I felt around in the blackened room until I found the battery-powered camping lantern I’d left in the lab. The light filled the space and reflected off the gilded edges of The Pedaler. All looked pretty ordinary and I busied myself with digging out the beef jerky I’d tucked away in an old cigar box in the cabinet.

When I pulled it from the cabinet, I noticed a new scratch on the wooden shelf. Upon closer inspection, I realized it was an etching. It said, “Fulda, Germany April 20, 1872.” That was new. I was certain of that and I wondered if Moorehart left that as an indication of his plans or a fail-safe in case he needed backup. Lacking more clues, I retired to the velvet armchair and tore into the jerky.

The image of Moorehart scratching that into the wood replayed through my mind. Was he just being cautious or was it carved in a panic? His veiled instructions and long-distance messaging were growing old. It seemed I was always chasing someone or something.

I waited around all evening Friday and Saturday. Aside from working my shift at the Emporium and finishing up a few homework assignments, it was a slow weekend. When the sun rose on Sunday, I was desperate for a blip on the radar.

“You okay today, Chant?” Mom called from the kitchen when I shuffled from my room. I grumbled back and nodded in her direction. “Mitchell called this morning. He said something about you boys helping him paint the walls in the record store.” My ears perked at the mention of getting out of the house.

“Oh yeah? Did he give you a time?”

“Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “Just said whenever you get up and get moving to head on down.” She smiled a gentle closed-mouth grin which drew her cheeks into deep dimples. “I just think it’s so special that he found a new project to keep him busy during his treatments. His health is more important than being on the road.”

“You bet. I’m going to grab a shower and I’ll head out.”

Mom nodded and waved me on. I felt the icy stare of Chai who was hiding out in the corner of the room in the recliner while she pretended to look at a teen magazine. I saw the glow of her phone which she was concealing discreetly within the pages. In turn, I pretended not to notice. She deserved a little bit of a break.

Kurt was outside sweeping the sidewalk when I strolled up. It was nice to see the place being taken care of. After months of neglect, it was starting to make the rest of the street look sad and drab. Over the door, a blank space stood out against the faded purple paint that revealed dots of red brick on the rest of the building. Eventually, Mitch would have a flashy sign there. The windows were blinding in the sun and with all of Journey’s trinkets gone, they offered a clear view into the store.

“Looks great,” I said, pointing to all of the work.

“Yeah, he’s been working on it day and night. Except, he wants us to handle the paint. I guess the smell of it makes his nausea worse.” Kurt grimaced but went on sweeping. He did that when he spoke about his Dad’s cancer. It was like his brain would only allow a millisecond of emotion and then it switched back to autopilot.

“What colors are we working with?”

“Wait ’til you see,” he teased with a wide smile.

When Kurt wrapped up the sidewalk, we went inside to find Mitchell in the back sorting boxes of records. He was pale and wore a face mask to protect himself from germs and dust. As far as I could tell, he was still hanging onto his shaggy hair that had tinges of strawberry blonde, just like Kurt’s. Mostly it was sprinkled with white though.

“Ah, reinforcements are here!” He exclaimed as he set a stack of Van Halen records onto a metal folding chair.

“Chant was asking about the colors you chose.” Kurt pointed to a few gallons of paint stacked in the corner. Mitchell grinned, though I could only see the rounding of his cheeks under his mask. He walked over and cracked one of the cans open, revealing a chartreuse green. The other was a rich orange that perfectly reflected the 1970s vibe he was going for.

He pounded the lids back on and walked us through his plans for the main shop. The walls were scribbled on with geometric lines drawn in pencil and white chalk. Kurt and I were supposed to follow his instructions. “As simple as color by numbers,” he said.

Once we were prepped and ready to go, Mitchell saw himself out and left the new re-keyed shop keys on the counter. I noticed the sadness in his eyes just before he stepped out the door. It must have been hard to delegate the work to us when he wanted to dig in himself.

The steps were simple enough when Mitchell was explaining them, but once we got started, we found ourselves improvising more than once. Both of us were splattered with paint from our head to our Chuck Taylor’s and several portions of the mural were left up to our artistic interpretation. We stood side-by-side staring at the pattern with our heads tilted when we were done.

“Think he’ll mind?” I asked.

“Uhhh,” Kurt hesitated. “Nah, it will be fine. Besides, we’re going to put up posters anyway.”

“That’s true.” I began cleaning up the supplies while Kurt lingered in front of the wall.

“Sophie’s moving,” he muttered more to himself than me. I did my best to throw on a surprised face, but it felt clownish.

“Wow. When did she say that?”

“Friday, after school.” He squatted down to help me clean up the rollers. “I guess it’s just for the summer though. So, not the end of the world.”

“You okay?” I asked, to which Kurt nodded while avoiding my eye contact.

“It’ll be fine. I just might need to stay busy for a while.”

“You know… I may have a solution to that problem. You ever been to Germany?”


CHAPTER TEN


A few days later, there was still no sign from Moorehart. So, Kurt and I decided it was best to follow the clue in the cabinet. Braxton tagged along, which I was grateful for. It seemed he always had an explanation for problems and if we were confronted with a brain boggler, he was exactly who I wanted to fall back on.

“You guys ready?” I asked, trying to hype them up. Kurt had been putting on a happy front, but I could tell it was practiced. He was getting better at it the longer his Dad was home. Braxton shrugged and slid into the seat. He didn’t get excited about much. Sometimes I envied him for it. We slid in beside him, all of us clad in our 1870s clothing. Kurt and Braxton held onto the baggage while I started pedaling.

Fulda, Germany

50.5558° N, 9.6808° E

April 20, 1872

We landed behind an old building. Its bricks bore the smoothness of age, even in 1872. They must have been laid a hundred years before. It was quiet, almost eerily so. Only the chirping of a lone sparrow interrupted the rushing wind. A chill cut through the cotton shirt I wore and a tower of gray smoke ribboned through the atmosphere above us.

“Where to?” Kurt asked. I pulled the spectacles from my bag and rested them on my face.

“Let’s have a look around and find out,” I replied.

“And what are we looking for?” Braxton asked, lagging behind us as we walked away from The Pedaler.

“A trail,” I answered. My eyes scoured the cobblestone path that led us to a street where a few men rode away on horseback. Their hooves clip-clopped down the desolate street and a boom of thunder rolled through with low-hanging rain clouds. There was no trace of a Time Trail, but if Moorehart hadn’t been through there in a few days, it might have faded.

“Let’s keep going this way.” I pointed in the direction of a towering Gothic church. Its steeple dwarfed the buildings around it and something in my gut told me to push toward it. As we made our way down the street, we were quiet, likely all wondering where the people were. It wasn’t the same bustle we saw in London, though there were buildings everywhere. I assumed the weather was to blame as a slow drizzle began to fall from the clouds.

By the time we reached the cathedral, we were drenched, cold, and I was second-guessing my decision to go on a wild goose chase in Germany. We passed by the ornately carved church walls and turned down a side street which gave way to cozy-looking Tudor homes.

“Chant, look.” Kurt pointed to the wood trim on one corner of a home. It had a crude inscription that I had to squint to read and an arrow that pointed down the lane.

“C. Baker to O. Moorehart.” We all stopped to examine the message. Braxton knelt beside it and ran his fingers over the wood.

“Splintery. It must be pretty fresh,” he said.

Kurt nodded and I looked down the street in the direction the arrow led us. The side street narrowed the further it went away from the church. With its closed-in space came a sense of darkness and foreboding. My stomach tightened and the thought of the buildings swallowing us up ran through my mind.

“Come on then,” said Kurt, motioning for us to follow. He must have sensed my hesitation because he took the lead.

A pair of vagabonds nestled in together on the ground at the base of one of the three-story homes. They gave us suspicious glares as we passed. I gave an involuntary smile much like I did when I passed strangers in the grocery store. It probably seemed strange in their time when pleasantries weren’t so widespread.

We drew closer to the end of the street which came to a dead end with a narrow brick building that wore a sharply pitched roof like a villainous crown. The wooden front doors were grayed from weather and the windows were boarded shut. With no other clues, we stepped onto the stoop to assess our location.

“That’s curious,” Braxton whispered. He pointed to a small arrow carved into the bottom corner of the door. It pointed up to the rusting handle.

“Well, we’ve followed the signs this far,” said Kurt as he gripped the handle. He pulled it open in a slow, deliberate motion and the hinges squealed as if the door was an old man stretching his back after a one-hundred-year nap. The smell of damp mildew hit us in the face as the opening revealed a small foyer with a tile floor. To our right, a rough staircase ascended to a second-floor landing with a rounded door.

“Let’s go,” I said under my breath. We climbed the steps in a cluster, our shoulders and elbows touching as we pretended the setting wasn’t straight from a horror movie.

Once on the landing, I noticed the air was several degrees warmer and less damp. Muffled voices accompanied by classical music slipped through a door from the other side. We glanced back and forth in a silent bid for who should knock. Kurt nominated himself to which I didn’t dare protest. He beat on the solid wood with the meaty side of his fist which made a low, bellowing sound.

At once, the music stopped and the voices melted together in a frantic calamity. Then, rapid footsteps clicked toward us from the other side. A small peephole slid open to reveal a pair of bluish eyes behind thin round glasses. The eyes blinked slowly before the tiny shutter was slammed shut again.

Again, the voices conversed, but in a lower, more discreet tone. I felt my ear being drawn to the door and before I knew it, my head rested against the smooth wood. The other side grew quiet, but I waited, listening for movement.

When the door flew open, I tumbled through and landed on my hands and knees. I heard gasps behind me and a growing chuckle in front of me. A hand shot out to help me, and when I looked up, I saw a familiar mustache.

“Chant! I wondered if you would find my clues.” Moorehart helped me to my feet with one hand and swished a glass of brandy in the other.

“And I wondered why you keep darting off and leaving me such cryptic clues.” I couldn’t hide the frustration in my voice.

His grin quickly fell to a somber grimace, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he walked further into the long narrow room which, upon further inspection, appeared to be some sort of lab. There were long tables arranged parallel to one another and wires coiled about the place like it was a nest of snakes. Tools were also scattered on the tabletops and sketches hung on the walls. It was a mess, but by my best judgment, it was a smart mess.

Kurt and Braxton shuffled in while the stranger that greeted us through the peephole closed the door behind us. He was a tall man with a wispy beard and wavy hair combed back with shiny pomade. My eyes darted from him to Moorehart and back again. Noticing my confusion, the man spouted off something in German. To which, Moorehart replied with laughter and a shaking head.

“My name is Karl Braun,” he finally said in a heavy accent with an outstretched hand.

“Chant Baker,” I replied.

The two men walked over to the tables in the middle of the chilly room. A draft blew through the space, sending the papers tacked to the wood-paneled walls flapping like the wings of a bird. They shuffled some of the tools and revealed a set of blueprints that covered most of the table.

“We’re here for two important reasons,” Moorehart finally answered. “First off, Mr. Braun is an astounding physicist who is helping me with plans to tweak The Pedalers. Second, we’re in the process of setting up a trap for Journey. I have a feeling he’ll be coming to Germany sometime in the next century and when he does, I want to know when he arrives.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Karl Ferdinand Braun,” Braxton echoed from behind us in his usual robotic tone. He was the only one of us who knew the significance of the man’s identity.

“And you,” Karl muttered in broken English.

“Karl is a magnificent inventor. He’s working on a crystal detector, which probably isn’t what you think. It’s used for pulling the sound from audio modulation, and just between us, I think he’ll get around to it.” Moorehart winked and went on, “More importantly, he’s working on developing telegraphy through radio waves.” He shuffled through the plans on the table until he came to a page that had been dog-eared on the top right corner.

The sketches were crude, but I could tell they involved the Quito crystals, some wiring, and what appeared to be a radio with an antenna. Braxton pushed through us and scanned the drawing.

“Moorehart, sir, my name is Braxton. Judging by this plan, I think Chant’s Pedaler is already up to this speed. I did a little tweaking myself.” He pushed his glasses back up on the bridge of his nose and looked up at Moorehart whose mouth hung half-open. “I pulled the plans from an inventor named Hedy Lamarr. These are good though. You should use them on yours.”

The room fell silent. A layer of tension grew on top of wordless stares until Moorehart finally giggled.

“Well, my good man, okay! That does indeed take some of the work off my hands.” Moorehart flipped to another sketch on the table. “I don’t suppose you have done this one too, have you?”

Braxton eyed the sketch which was far too complicated for me to make sense of and shook his head. “No, sir. It’s all yours.”

“Ah, let’s get to it then.” Moorehart motioned for Karl to come over. Karl mumbled another phrase in German before scooping up several coils of wire. He tossed them on the table and Moorehart pulled a few crystals from a nearby drawer. They went to work assembling some sort of circuit and connected the crystal and wires to a metal box that reminded me of a battery.

They worked like a perfectly coordinated team of surgeons while Kurt, Braxton, and I stood back, taking in the scene. As Karl narrated in German, I wished I had brought my translator with us on the trip. I could tell he was speaking about the work, but aside from that, I could only gather that he was a pragmatic man. He reminded me of Braxton.

Toward the end, even Moorehart stood back and let Mr. Braun finish the machine which ended up being about the size of a boombox, except for the copper coils that spiraled around the metal box which housed the crystal and wires. It reminded me of prison wire at the top of a chain-link fence, meant to snare anyone or anything that crossed it.

“That’s that,” said the serious German.

“Perfect,” Moorehart said, kissing his fingers like a chef that had just cooked a four-course meal. He turned to us and motioned us over to the table. We shuffled over and squeezed in beside one another. I noticed the thick aroma of tobacco coming from Mr. Braun’s cardigan as I settled in beside him.

“What is it?” Kurt said, breaking the silence.

“This is a trap,” Moorehart exclaimed, his chin raised in admiration. “This is designed to pick up any disturbance in the time field and it automatically sends the time and coordinates to mine or Chant’s Pedaler. So, when Journey makes his way back to Germany, as long as he’s within 500 miles of the device, one of us should be able to catch him.”

“Huh, that’s neat. But what makes you think he’ll be coming to Germany for sure?” I asked as I leaned over to get a better view of the shiny copper.

“Because I’m certain that his technology wasn’t something he dreamt up in a basement or attic somewhere. You’ve heard of Hitler’s SS?”

Kurt, Braxton, and I became white-faced and glanced around the room, unsure of where the conversation was about to go. We knew it couldn’t be good.

“Well,” Moorehart continued. “I only learned of them a few years back. After all, that didn’t happen in my time yet. They were involved in some very questionable science, and I’m almost certain Journey was one of them. He stole the equipment and started jumping thanks to their secretive technology and nefarious experiments.”

“That would explain why he’s such a rotten apple,” Kurt said, scratching his chin.

“True,” I added. “So, I guess you will need to tweak my Pedaler a bit.”

“And I will, just as soon as I get back. I promised Karl I’d help him with some of his work before I left 1872.”

We lingered in the lab for a while, watching the pair go about their work. Karl was a wizard with wiring and electronics. His large hands assembled circuits with delicate ease and when he was finished with a particular segment, he’d push his glasses back up on his nose and nod to himself. Every time, he’d repeat the process before diving into something else.

By the time they had their stations set up, I realized they were working on sending morse code back and forth. Braxton remarked that it was an honor to watch him work, though admittedly, I had no idea what I was watching until the very end.

We were more than ready to head home after a few hours. Our clothes were still soggy and dinner was calling our names. Kurt and I hinted at our exit by inching toward the door, but Braxton lingered.

“Do you have any advice for someone that would like to achieve as much as you?” Braxton asked. It was a sharp turn from his normal standoffishness. Karl’s thick eyebrows raised in an arching bow in response.

“I thank you, but I’ve only just begun. My real work will begin when I return to University to work under Mr. George Hermann Quincke. The gentleman says he has some interesting theories on mineral metal sulfides, and I intend to learn all that I can.”

Braun was serious and exact in his explanation, to which Braxton grinned. He gave him all the answers without even trying. If anyone understood what it meant to soak up everything the world had to teach us, it was Braxton.

Moorehart ushered us out and gave us each a squeeze. As we clambered down the rickety stairs to the cold foyer, he reminded me that he would be back to our time in a few days.

“What if you aren’t?” I shouted back.

“I guess you’ll have to follow some more clues, eh?” He chuckled, perfectly satisfied with the chases he always led me on.

On the way out, the clouds parted and gave us a view of the bright springtime sun which dried the puddles in the street and drew our eyes to the sprigs of daffodils pushing up through the earth around the buildings.

Fulda was busier the second time through with a group of women chatting outside of the cathedral. They wore long dresses that formed sharp angles at their waists with the help of corsets. They eyed us as we walked by, turned off by our disheveled appearance from the rainstorm. We went unnoticed after that though, as most of the street merchants were also notably less fancy than the women with ruffles.

“Pedal away, Chant. I am dying for a cheeseburger,” Kurt groaned once we made it back to The Pedaler. I wiped the rain from the seat and slid in beside him and Braxton.

“Good luck with that. Mom said it was meatless taco night,” I replied and laughed as I pedaled.

How can someone like Journey, as tainted as he was by evil motives, appear to be so harmless? I would have never guessed the peaks and valleys of danger and adventure he’d send us on. Nor would I have predicted the true identity of the rogue bearded traveler.

Moorehart keeps jumping and I keep waiting. The trap is set, though Journey still roams free, stealing, interfering in history, and much worse. But with the expansiveness of time, there’s nothing more to do but wait.

So, we wait and wait, and wait some more. Meanwhile, my friends and I do our best to go about being normal high school kids as well as we can. Kurt and I spend our evenings between the Emporium and his dad’s record shop. Braxton continues to tinker. And Sophie prepares for the move back to Nevada. Life is in transit and we’re just along for the ride.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“You ever feel like you keep getting pulled back into World War II?” Kurt asked out of nowhere as we swept his dad’s record store.

I stopped sweeping and shot him a puzzled glance. “Huh?”

“Well, I just mean you went back to see Anne Frank. Then, you get called to Germany for Moorehart. For some reason, it’s like time keeps pulling you back there. I just wonder why?”

“Since when are you such a philosopher?” I laughed and went back to sweeping. Kurt shrugged and did the same.

“Just kind of weird. That’s all I’m saying.”

After dusting the shelves and organizing the clearance bins, we wrapped up for the night by setting the register for the next day. We flipped off the lights except for the long black light that shined on our neon mural. It glowed amongst the other dark buildings and illuminated the sidewalk with an otherwordly vibe. I always paused on the street to admire the atmospheric storefront on my way out.

Kurt liked to push ahead, anxious to get home to his mom and dad. It was easy to see the fear on his face every second he was away. He was afraid something would happen to Mitchell if he wasn’t there. It wasn’t that Kurt could do anything medically. It was just an anxious neurosis I assumed.

“Wait up,” I called to him as he bounded up the sidewalk toward our neighborhoods.

“Sorry, I just need to hurry. Dad’s been real sick this week. He can’t keep anything down and mom had to go back in for an evening shift tonight.”

“Are the treatments helping?”

Kurt shrugged and hung his head. His steps quickened and he shoved his hands into his jean pockets. He didn’t want to answer, but that was okay. I got the gist of it. Mitchell had already gone through radiation, several months of chemo, and one surgery that wasn’t successful in getting all of the cancer.

“I see,” I muttered and continued to walk along with him. A few blocks later, he peeled off toward his house and I sent him off with a tired wave. For the rest of the walk, I couldn’t help picturing Mitchell’s sunken face, pale and sickly. There were some things even a time machine couldn’t fix.

I went to bed that night thinking about Kurt’s WWII ramblings. Was he onto something? With time being virtually limitless, the odds of me being pulled back to the same pinpoint in the timeline seemed unlikely unless there was a specific reason.

My mind whirred until the hum of the street finally settled my thoughts. I fell asleep picturing Anne and Margo Frank. I was lucky to have known them. If there was an unseen force driving my story, at least they were pushing me toward the most interesting people.

Mom’s hand was wet from dishwater when she shook me awake. The smell of the bleach rag on her shoulder came second. Her eyes were bugging out of her head and flour was smeared across her cheek. My eyes blurred trying to make sense of the frantic expression on her face.

“Chant, wake up! You overslept. School starts in thirty minutes.” I flew out of bed and threw on my clothes before I could even wipe the sleep from my eyes. My shoelaces blew in the wind as my feet scrambled down the step. Dad was standing with the front door open and I ran through without saying goodbye.

My back was dripping sweat before I made it a block away. Summer had arrived in California, not that winter ever really came, at least not by most states’ standards. People in the Golden State shuddered when it got below sixty degrees. However, I was certain my relatives left behind in the hills of West Virginia would consider that shorts weather.

The street was busy with car traffic but the trail of chatting high school kids was well ahead of me. With them, I presumed Kurt walked alone. He was nowhere to be seen when I rounded the corner by his neighborhood. My jogging legs fell into an easy rhythm and my breath soon fell into the groove. I heard the jarring school bell toll the minute my scuffed-up All-Stars hit the front steps.

Mrs. Descartes handed me a pink tardy slip on my way in but shooed me away without a lecture. The stragglers behind me weren’t so lucky, but then again, they were perpetual offenders of the clock. I took my little pink slip to first period and managed to sit through class without dozing off despite the lesson being about water pH levels and the differences in local sources. It wasn’t a nail-biter.

After class, I scanned the halls looking for Kurt. I did the same after second period, after third, and so on. Sophie was missing as well, while Braxton was clueless about both of them.

“I don’t know why you thought I would know where he is,” Braxton said in between allergy sniffles. “I’m not sure the kid even has my phone number. He only sees me when you’re around.” Braxton had a point, though it was less-than-helpful.

I gave up looking after fifth period, deciding he must be down and out with allergies like over half of the school population. ’Tis the season, I told myself. And with my phone being as desolate as a desert, there was no reason to suspect anything else.

3 p.m. was even more scorching and the sun beat down on my skin the minute I stepped out of the school. My eyes watered and I pondered the possibility of being a vampire destined to live my days in rainy Seattle. I threw on a pair of flimsy plastic sunglasses from my backpack and made my way down the street, past the trees that no longer frightened me. Journey was off doing terrible things to other people for once, so my anxiety was taking a short recess.

All was well on my walk until I neared the end of Kurt’s street. The sirens were soft at first and as I drew closer, they rattled my eardrums. I saw the lights over the tops of the cars and sprinted down the usually quiet side street. My worst fears were confirmed when I reached Kurt’s bungalow. They were carrying Mitchell out on a stretcher, still alive, but barely. Kurt was standing on his stoop, his face swollen and puffy from crying.

My feet stopped moving, almost without my awareness. It was like the concrete stretched itself up and wrapped its grip around my legs, rendering me frozen in place. Kurt didn’t notice me behind the row of cars. I watched his world fall apart all around him and did nothing. What was there to say?

Turning back to the street, I swallowed the urge to vomit and dropped my head. They’d be heading to the hospital right behind the ambulance. There was nothing for me to do. At least, that’s what I told myself.

Before I realized what I was doing, I was already in front of the Emporium and I left my friend to weather that storm by himself. A guilty weight pressed on my chest and I lingered outside. I didn’t want Mom or Dad to ask me what was wrong, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to hide it.

“What’s wrong with you?” Chai’s biting voice came around the corner. I didn’t notice her tiny frame behind the potted bonsai tree at the corner of the building. She had a plastic bag in her hand from sidewalk trash duty. “Chant, what’s wrong?”

“It’s Kurt…” I collapsed onto the wooden bench beside the store entrance. Chai shuffled over and sat down beside me. My hands trembled, but the words wouldn’t come.

“His dad?”

“Yeah. They were taking him in an ambulance.”

“Oh no—.”

“I couldn’t walk over there. I should have. He’s my best friend, but I couldn’t.” A tear rolled down my cheek and I shook my head. Chai rested her hand on my shoulder.

“Hey, it’s okay. They’re taking him to the hospital, so He’ll be fine.” Her words were kind but hollow.

“He just looked so bad.”

Chai sat with me until the buzz of afterschool traffic lulled and the evening breeze rolled in. Dad popped his head out of the Emporium just as we were standing to go inside. His face was strained and gray. His eyes zeroed in on me and his mouth melted into a frown.

“Hey, Chant…It’s Mitchell.” The rest of the moment was a blur. I dropped my head into my hands and cupped my ears, a nonsensical way to ignore what he was saying. I already knew what he was going to say and I also knew I’d never get the pained, worried look on my friend’s face out of my head.

That night, I didn’t eat. My body crumpled into a ball on my bed and I stared up at the ceiling, wondering what I should say to Kurt. There was nothing I could ever say to make it better, but I knew it was my duty to try. He was my best friend and he was having the worst day of his life.

The room darkened and I fell into an exhausted slumber before I managed to type the words. Now and then, my eyes would flutter open and I would reach for my phone to make an effort, to ask how he was, but, as my fingers lingered over the keyboard, I’d fall back to sleep and away from the trauma of the day.

Morning came with the creaking of my bedroom door. Dad poked his head inside and cleared his throat.

“Chant?” His voice quivered in uncertainty. “Your mom and I are going to take some food over to Kurt’s place. I’m not sure they’ll be there, but we’ll leave it on the porch if they aren’t. Do you want to come?” The question hung in the air long enough for someone to reach up and grab it.

Finally, I mustered the energy to answer, “Yeah. I just need to take a shower.” Dad didn’t reply, but I heard the door click shut before I rolled over to look at my phone. I had a text from Sophie.

“I’ll be heading to Kurt’s this morning. It would be good if you could come too.”

I took that to mean that he would be home, at least. Part of me didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. The house had to feel empty without Mitchell in it. Even with rooms full of people, no one could fill a space with such happy energy like that guy.

An hour later, we were all piling into Mom’s car. Even Chai elected to come. I spotted a single tear smearing her makeup as she climbed into the back seat. It was unexpected, but it reminded me she was still my little sister that felt things fully and boldly, even when it didn’t affect her life.

We were quiet on the short drive over. Mom held three plastic containers on her lap and Dad chewed on his bottom lip as he drove. The street was full when we rounded the corner. There were more cars than spaces to park in and Dad ended up pulling into the neighbor’s driveway. A man was outside watering his lawn and waved us in without a second thought.

I spotted Ms. Garrett’s car on the street. The comic book bumper stickers gave it away. My stomach relaxed a bit knowing Sophie was already inside.

Mom and Dad walked ahead of Chai and me on the way in. We lagged behind, delaying the inevitable. As we neared the set of steps leading to his porch, she wrapped her fingers around my pinky. It was something she used to do when she was younger, usually when she was scared or upset. I pulled away and wrapped my hand around hers because it was me that needed the comfort.

Kurt’s mom was waiting behind the screen door when we reached the top of the steps. She looked hollow. The circles under her eyes were almost worse than Mitchell’s the last time I saw him. It was as if the light inside of her died with him. Still, she opened the door and greeted my parents.

“Hi, guys. Thanks for coming.” She held out a hand to Mom. “I’ve met the boys, but I don’t think I’ve met you…Denise. It’s nice to meet you.”

Mom dodged the hand and offered a hug instead. She squeezed her tight before finally letting go.

“I’m Charlotte and it’s nice to meet you too, finally. I just wish it were under different circumstances.” Both of them nodded and Denise wiped a trickle of tears steadily leaking from her left eye. She motioned for us to come in and we obliged with me stopping at the doorway to hug her as well.

I felt the weight of the tired woman. She was smaller and frailer than she looked wrapped up in the slouchy sweater she’d been wearing for weeks. Even her scrubs did a decent job at hiding her waif frame. I’d seen her several times a week for the last few months and had no idea that she’d become so small.

Chai and I weaved through the crowd and ducked into the living room where Mitchell’s record collection lived. Kurt was curled up in the recliner in the corner, clutching his dad’s favorite crocheted blanket. He reminded me of a child, scared and quaking at the gravity of life and death.

“Hey,” I said in nearly a whisper.

Kurt’s eyes darted up to mine. They were tired and red, making the bluish-green tint of his iris stand out. Broken blood vessels peeked out in the corners, likely from a crying fit.

“Hey,” he grumbled and pulled the blanket up around his shoulders. I looked down at the basket of medical supplies perched on the end table by the recliner. Its presence turned my stomach. It served as a grim reminder of the illness that took Mitchell away. “Is there anything I can do?” I asked, feeling timid and unsure.

Kurt shook his head and sniffled. I knew that would be his answer, but it seemed like the kind of question you were supposed to ask in that situation. I found my fingers running over the edges of Mitchell’s record collection on the wall. They rested on a Queen album. I pulled it out and admired the cover with all four men’s faces against a black background.

Chai, sensing the awkwardness in the room, slipped out of the side door which led to their patio. I could feel Kurt’s eyes on my back as I walked down the wall of shelving, admiring the collection which contained little pieces of Mitchell’s life in each record sleeve.

“There is actually one thing…” Kurt whispered. I turned around to find him sitting up straight in his chair with intense eyes and his mouth pulled straight. I’d never seen him so serious.

“What are you thinking?”

Kurt jumped up from the recliner and made a beeline for the Queen album. He pulled it out and flipped the sleeve over to the back where the song list was printed. In the bottom corner, it had something scribbled in permanent marker.

“July 1, 1980. Seattle, Washington. Best night of my life – Mitch.” I ran my fingers over the letters and looked up at Kurt. His eyes were like lasers.

“You want to go here?” I asked in a low whisper. Kurt nodded and took off through his house with the record in hand.

Before I knew it, he was leading me out the door and I was yelling over my shoulder to let Mom and Dad know we were heading back to the Emporium. No one bothered to stop us, not even Denise. Kurt commented that his mom didn’t know what to say to him after what happened. In truth, I didn’t either. So, I followed along behind my friend on a desperate mission.

July 1, 1980

Seattle Center Coliseum

47.6221° N, 122.3540° W

Given the importance of this one, I let Kurt pedal while I held onto the cargo which included our backpacks and the coveted record from Mitchell’s living room collection. When The Pedaler slammed down, we were behind the huge architectural building with sharp edges and broad arches.

Though we were on the far side, away from the crowds, we could hear the roar of their voices as they waited in line for tickets. High-pitched girlish voices were chanting “we will rock you.”

“Looks like we’re in the right place,” Kurt said, cracking the first smile I’d seen all day.

“Must be.” I pointed to a man in tight leather pants and flowing hair that was tied back in a leather headband. The 1980s were a truly remarkable time.

Kurt reached into his back pocket as we walked and pulled out a wad of cash that was wrapped in two blue rubber bands. He thrust the record to my chest and I wrapped my fingers around its wrinkled edges while I eyed the money he was unrolling.

“Where in the world did you get that?” I asked.

“Found it in my top drawer with a note from Dad. He wanted me to have it and I think he would have been pleased that I’m using it to buy tickets to see Queen.”

“Well, yeah. If I know Mitchell, that’s probably true.”

“Knew,” Kurt corrected. A searing cold pain rocked my chest as I realized he was right. It was a hard pill to swallow and would be for a while.

We rounded the corner and joined the line that was more like a swarm of bees buzzing and working their way to the ticket booth. Everyone’s energy vibrated the air in excitement and anticipation to see one of the greatest voices that ever lived. Freddie Mercury was a legend. Even people that weren’t crazy about Queen gave him the credit he deserved with his impressive vibrato and enormous personality.

Several people in the line wore outfits that mirrored his flamboyant style, which he was also famous for. Kurt and I were probably the black sheep in our boring t-shirts and jeans. We certainly had the most ordinary hair. The three guys in front of us sported matching mullets that were feathered back with enough hairspray to destroy the ozone layer.

A girl in fishnets and cobalt blue mini skirt grabbed onto my shoulders as we waited. She bounced up and down and squealed.

“Can you believe we’re about to see Queen? Eeeeek! I literally can’t believe it,” she swooned. Kurt and I chuckled and nodded before turning back around. “Seriously, this is like the best night of my life,” she continued. “And this guy I have a massive crush on is supposed to meet me in here. You guys should sit with us. It’s only me and him. It will be fun, come on.”

She pushed us forward in line. She was just pushy in general. As the people shuffled toward the ticket booth, the girl continued spouting off trivia about Queen and chirping like a bird about anything and everything. I caught Kurt rolling his eyes more than once.

Kurt paid for both of our tickets once we finally made it to the front of the line. The bubbly girl in the mini skirt followed us, right on our heels, despite our attempt to ditch her inside the lobby of the coliseum. She looped her arm around Kurt’s and held us, hostage, as she waited on her crush.

The inside of the building was busier than the outside with the sea of people flooding into the amphitheater portion in droves. My insides fluttered from the chaos. I wanted to dart away from the girl and up the dark stairwell to find seats away from the echoing chamber of excitable teenage girls.

“Oh, there he is!” She chirped. “Hey, Mitch. Over here!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Kurt gasped. I whipped around to see who they were talking about.

A younger, more red-headed version of Kurt’s dad sauntered up and kissed the girl on the cheek. She erupted in a pink flush on her cheeks and neck. He eyed both of us suspiciously.

“Who are these dudes?” Mitchell asked.

“Oh, I found them in line. I told them they could sit with us since they waited with me,” she giggled. “What are your names again?”

Kurt and I looked at each other and glanced back at the unsuspecting pair. Mitchell’s shoulders were relaxed once he realized we weren’t hitting on his girl. I noted his crooked smile with the sharp canine teeth on both sides. It was unmistakable and eerie, but definitely Mitchell.

“I’m Kurt and this is Chant.”

“Chant, huh? Are your parents hippies or something?” Mitch joked.

“You could say that,” I answered.

With the introductions squared away, Mitchell and his ditzy date led the way into the coliseum. We were in the nosebleed section, but none of us cared. We were about to see Queen and with Kurt’s dad, no less. Kurt pushed through the people straggling in the aisles, staying close to the young version of Mitchell. I couldn’t imagine the conflicting emotions welling inside of him.

“You’re okay with this, right?” I asked, checking in on him. He nodded and smiled, revealing all of his teeth and happy tears glassing over his aqua eyes. I hung back and let Kurt get as close to Mitch and his date as possible.

The pure statistical chance of the moment wasn’t lost on me. There were thousands of people in attendance and we happened to run into him. I wondered if the concert would still be the ‘best night of his life since we injected ourselves into the timeline.

We piled into our row and took our seats on the flimsy plastic chairs that flipped up the minute you stood. Mine already had a film of soda on the bottom and a puddle on the concrete where my feet rested. Kurt was too preoccupied to notice or talk, for that matter. Mitch was also ignoring his date who was chewing her gum obnoxiously and blowing bubbles the size of her face. I eyed her from behind the pair, just waiting for a bit of the gum to get bonded into the mass of Aqua Net and frizz resting on her shoulders.

As the lights lowered and movement began down on the stage, three burly security guards approached us. The tall one had a neck tattoo of a dagger and a rose. He leaned down on the step beside my seat on the end.

“Ticket, please.”

I handed it over as the nerves swelled in my belly. We couldn’t get kicked out, not on this night. He held the stub up to his face and read it with the aid of a small metal flashlight.

“You with them?” He asked Mitchell.

“Depends, should I be?”

The tall security guy smirked and looked back at the other two guards. Both shrugged and nodded.

“Come with us, all four of you,” he ordered. Part of me wanted to protest and head back to our seats. I didn’t plan the trip, but I was minutes from seeing the Freddie Mercury and no one on earth would want to miss that. Still, Mitchell and Kurt strolled back through the crowds without much hullabaloo, so I followed, along with the blue mini skirt and her incessant gum popping.

The guards led us into the lower level of the coliseum and a tunnel with bright fluorescent lighting. Crew members darted about in golf carts and fancy business people stomped around in suits and high heels. The tunnels zigged and zagged until it was clear that we were headed backstage.

“Is this—Are we getting backstage passes?” Mitchell asked. His voice cracked as he was unable to conceal his excitement. One of the security guys looked over his shoulder and smiled.

“We’re going to meet Queen,” I muttered to myself in disbelief.

“Holy crap, we’re going to meet Queen!” Kurt squealed and punched me in the arm. He skipped and hopped down the concrete tunnel, buzzing in pure joy and surprise.

As we neared the green rooms backstage, I heard the crisp beat of a snare beat onstage. They were preparing for a quick soundcheck and then it would be showtime. The closer we got, the louder the voices grew from everyone bustling around. Running a concert took way more people than I imagined.

We walked through one more set of metal double doors and then I saw him. His shoulder-length hair was thick and inky black. It was a sharp contrast to the flowy white silk shirt that draped over his thin shoulders and the bright red leather pants really set the outfit off. He was belly laughing at one of the bandmates’ jokes. Even his laughter sounded melodic.

“Here are the lucky winners of the night,” one of the security guys interrupted. Freddie turned around and cupped his hands together in front of his chest and gave us one of his famous beaming smiles. Those teeth were his trademark and the reason for his incredible range.

I remembered reading about his four extra teeth on a rock blog I followed. His overbite was caused by the lack of room from having the extra molars in the back. Even with all the money, he earned as a world-famous rockstar, he never fixed them, despite being self-conscious about his appearance. I felt as if I’d seen a masterpiece in the Louvre while looking upon his pearly whites.

“Nice to meet you,” Freddie said, hugging each of us with solemn intention.

“I—we—uh,” Mitchell was speechless, as was Kurt.

“Thank you for having us back here,” I interrupted. “Did we win a contest or something?” I waved my hand around, indicating my confusion over why we were chosen.

Freddie shook his head and grinned, his teeth jutting out over his bottom lip.

“No, I just like to be surrounded by splendid things. And you, fine people, are splendid.”

My face couldn’t hide my curiosity as my brows twisted and I scrunched my nose. Freddie pulled us over to a door that led to the stage. He cracked it to let us hear the crowd. They were chanting “we will rock you” with enough bass that it shook my insides.

“The fans. You guys… are splendid,” he added. I was giddy. Not only was I face to face with Queen, but Freddie called me splendid. Mitchell threw his arm around Kurt and shook him in delight. None of us expected the good fortune the universe bestowed on us, but we sure did enjoy it.

We were allowed to watch the concert from the wings of the stage and followed up the setlist with a private after-party. Afterward, the band handed out records to everyone in attendance. Mitchell grabbed his and started to leave as the guests cleared out.

“Wait,” I called out to him. He turned around to face Kurt and me. “You should get them to sign that.” He nodded and swatted the top of his head once he realized the chance he was about to miss. We stood back, watching them scribble their perfected autographs onto the sleeve. Kurt pulled the old record from underneath his arm. To his surprise, there were new signatures there in addition to his dad’s chicken scratch.

He elbowed me in the side and grinned. Mitchell jogged across the room to us once more, leaving his gum popping date in the corner, arms crossed, eyes-rolling.

“You should come hang out with us if you’re going to be in town for a few days,” said Mitchell. We glanced at each other, stalling for the right words to say.

“Sorry, we’re only in Seattle for the night.” Kurt looked down at his feet and chewed on his bottom lip. It was obvious, at least to me, that he wanted to stay. “We’ll have to be on the road shortly.”

Mitchell looked at me and back at Kurt. He fumbled the freshly autographed record in his hands and jingled the car keys hanging on his index finger.

“This is weird, but I feel like I should hug you?” His inflection curled into uncertainty. Kurt lurched forward and wrapped his arms about him in a tight bear hug. Mitchell placed three solid pats in the middle of Kurt’s back before letting go. “Sorry, for some reason, I just needed to do that,” he said, scratching the back of his head.

“No need to apologize. It was a night for the books, right?” Kurt smiled broadly.

“Best night of my life!” Mitchell replied before exiting with the frizzy-haired girl in the blue mini skirt.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Ready to get back to your house?” I asked, tossing my bag to the corner of the lab. Kurt was staring at the record on his lap and wiping tears from his eyes.

“Yeah, I guess we better.”

Mom, Dad, and Chai were coming into the store as we were leaving. They all gave Kurt the sorrowful smiles most often reserved for the saddest times in our lives. He looked down at his feet as he walked.

“Be right back, Mom.”

“Take your time,” she shouted over her shoulder.

Kurt took the lead on the way back and I kept pace beside him. It was the quietest walk we ever shared. I didn’t know if I should bring up the concert, the hospital, or anything at all. There weren’t rules written for that kind of exchange.

We cut into his neighborhood through the mouth of the loop that went by Braxton and Journey’s houses. Journey’s house was still in shambles. He hadn’t been back since our last encounter that ended in him nearly burning the place to the ground.

“What a mess.” Kurt’s voice quivered and he shook his head.

“I know. I wish the bank would take it and clean it up since Journey isn’t coming back.”

“Not that.”

“Oh…Then, what?” I quickened my steps to get a better view of Kurt’s face.

“This.” He waved his hands around which I took to mean everything. “I mean, Dad’s gone. Who’s going to run the store? What’s Mom going to do? I just didn’t expect the cancer to take him, not this fast.”

We finished the short walk to his house in a silence that could have made my ears bleed. Every word I wanted to say stuck to my tongue, unable to breach the tension. Cars were clearing out by the time we got back and only a few of his aunts were left chatting it up on the porch. We ducked onto the side patio to avoid them.

The screen door opened with a pained screech and closed with a slapping clatter. Any harder and the thin wood could have shattered into a mess of splinters. Kurt shuffled over to the record shelves and slid the Queen album back into its place. As he did, a small piece of stationery paper floated down from the shelf and landed at his feet.

“What’s that?” I leaned over and tried to get a better look.

“I don’t know. I didn’t notice it before.” He bent down and picked up the piece of paper which was torn in half and folded twice. As he unfolded it, I noticed the same chicken scratch from the record sleeve. It was from Mitchell, no doubt.

“To my family,

If you’re reading this, I suppose I’m gone. Don’t be too sad. We knew this was coming the minute the doctor gave the diagnosis. Denise, I’m glad you tried to get the best treatments, but it’s probably better this way. What kind of life is it if I can’t eat hot chili fries every weekend? Kurt, it’s going to be okay, Squirt. You’re a tough kid and I know this will be hard, but just know I’m watching over you.

Now, onto the other stuff. I didn’t have time to make a formal will, so this will have to do. Since I don’t have much to leave you guys, it shouldn’t be a problem. This record collection goes to Kurt. Sorry, Babe, you were never much of a rock fan anyway. The truck can be sold. Use it for whatever you want. However, the record store is paid for and I want you to keep it. Denise, you make sure the lights stay on. And Kurt, you run it, okay?

You and Chant can hire whoever you want or no one at all, but keep it open. If you want to sell it when you go off to college or whatever, so be it. For now, keep the old albums coming in and spread that joy all over the neighborhood. That store kept my spirits up through it all and you boys poured your hearts and souls into it. It’s yours. Just don’t fill it with techno or terrible rap music, guys!

Love,

Dad”

Kurt sobbed as he read it. Snot and slobber ran down his face which he promptly wiped onto his sleeve as he coughed into his arm. Denise leaned on the doorframe which led to the hallway. Her thin face was puffier than usual and her eyes were bloodshot. She watched quietly as Kurt broke down and I stood mentally flailing in uncharted waters.

“I see you found his letter,” she interrupted, her voice quaking.

“You knew he wrote it?”

She nodded and pulled her cardigan up onto her shoulders and tightened it around her waist as she crossed her arms over her rapidly thinning frame. Kurt threw himself back onto the couch and she sat down beside him. Unsure of what I should do, I lingered by the door.

“Looks like you boys will have plenty to keep you busy.”

“We have to sell it though. How in the world am I supposed to walk back in there?”

“Kurt, honey.” A subtle smile graced her pale lips and she brushed his shaggy hair from his eyes. “You have to. Your dad knew what was going to happen when he bought it. It was always meant to be yours.”

“What do you mean?” He asked, wiping his nose again.

“We knew the treatments weren’t working. We knew that pretty early on. He stopped the chemo once we were sure. But, he wanted to leave you something that you guys built together.”

Kurt fell into his mom’s arms. His shoulders heaved with each sob as he cried into her chest. Sensing that I’d overstayed my welcome, I quietly let myself out. Neither of them noticed my exit and I was thankful for that. As I walked home, everything fell into place and clicked. No wonder Mitchell pushed us to have such a heavy hand in choosing everything for the record store. He was orchestrating his final gift to his son. I just hoped, with all my heart, that Kurt found it in himself to take on the challenge.

School was lonely for a few weeks, but I managed. Kurt didn’t come back for the rest of the semester and with classes letting out for summer, our teachers didn’t bother with sending any homework for him. They simply left his grades as they were, and probably gave them a bit of padding, if I’m being honest.

Sophie left. It was only for the summer, but I think she took it pretty hard. Kurt wasn’t exactly himself and I’m sure she would have rather seen him off on a happy note rather than the frustrating mixture of anger and depression he was experiencing. He poured himself into the record shop and shut out almost everyone, except for me. When we weren’t stocking shelves or sweeping floors, we were in the basement doing research or buying vintage records online.

“Hey Chant, you hear that?” Kurt looked up from over the top of an old Rolling Stones magazine. A 1980s Madonna graced the cover in red lipstick and heavy eyeliner. My ears perked, tuning into what he heard. A faint clicking like the alternator in the bus before Dad fixed it came from the hallway leading to the lab.

“Yeah. What is that?” I whispered. Kurt tossed the magazine aside and we both tiptoed into the lab, listening as the clicking got louder.

Upon further inspection, I realized the clicking was coming from The Pedaler. It was the alert Moorehart installed for his trap. I was skeptical at first, but he and Mr. Braun were successful in their execution.

“Are we going?” Kurt asked, already digging into the costume cupboard. I grabbed the bags from the corner and tossed them onto the seat.

“Do we have any other choice?”

Berlin, Germany

July 7, 1942

52.5200° N, 13.4050° E

The Pedaler whirled around in circles as it darted through time. It had never done such maneuvers when I piloted it, but this trip was driven by the mechanisms of Moorehart’s trap. We slammed into a tree that lifted the back end of the machine and flung us forward into the dash. The wide trunk delivered an abrupt stop that dropped the back of the machine down with a heavy thud.

I saw glittering stars for a few seconds after the collision. Once I gathered myself to look around, I noticed the trickle of blood pouring out of Kurt’s nose.

“Oh, crap. Here.” I fumbled in my pack until I was able to open the first aid kit and grab some gauze. He yanked it from my hand and rolled it up to stuff some up both sides, effectively pausing the gushes.

“Is it bad?” He asked, turning to me. He had cotton wads hanging from his nostrils and dried blood crusted down his chin. It wasn’t good, by any means, but I shook my head anyway.

“Not terrible…” Still, I searched through the first aid kit until I found the travel-size baby wipes Mom always told me to carry with me. She insisted they were lifesavers and she was right. I tossed him a few and went about checking The Pedaler for damage. We slammed into the tree hard enough to splinter the bark. Pieces lay around the trunk in a semicircle and the inner portion of the tree was blackened as if it had been struck by lightning.

I went over the control panel, which appeared to be in working order. Then, I double-checked the mechanics of the pedals. All seemed to be on the up and up, but I crossed my fingers that it would stay that way when we needed to leave. A warm breeze blew the tall trees surrounding us, prompting me to lift my head and survey the rest of our location. My best guess placed us in Berlin, but then again, I was never very good at German geography.

“Okay, I think it stopped.” Kurt pulled the bloodied gauze from his nose and wiped his face. “I’m guessing we need to go that way.” He pointed toward a massive stone gate with ornate columns. It reminded me of something from Ancient Greece and it marked the border to the bustling city.

Though, I wasn’t sure we wanted any part of that bustling…From the quiet section of street where we stood, I could see groups of Nazi Brownshirts strolling around the entrance. They joked with each other in German. After making the mistake of forgetting my translator with Braun, I made sure to pack it for our next trip. I pulled it from a tiny zipper pocket on my bag and shoved both earbuds into my ringing ears.

The men spoke rapidly and my translator lagged a bit, but I got the gist. They were teasing one of the other men about his wife. It was unimportant, but at least we could gather that they were in good spirits.

“Should we go in?” Kurt asked. I kept my unwavering eyes on the men with guns, unsure of our next move.

“I don’t know…”

“Psssttt!” A voice signaled from our left side. Out from behind a tall bush, Moorehart poked his head. I glanced over at the Brownshirts who were still hassling one of their comrades. With careful, quiet steps, we dashed to the bush where Moorehart hid.

“Your signal worked!”

“Did you boys ever have any doubts?” He grinned slyly and stroked his mustache. “Now, my research tells me that there is a lab nearby, just through that gate. The only problem is, we’ll be questioned the moment we try to slip by those goons.”

“So, how do we get to Journey?” Kurt asked with his finger up his nose scraping away the crusted blood.

“I have a plan…” Moorehart dug through his satchel and retrieved a handful of firecrackers. His grin stretched across his face as he struck the match and lit the fuse. In one swift movement, he threw the string of fireworks across the gate’s entrance and over to the other side. We watched from the cover of the bush and waited.

They went off with a smokey ruckus and brought the Brownshirts thugs sprinting out from their post. In their absence, we slid into the mouth of the gate and found further cover behind a line of trucks.

“Well, that was brilliant,” I whispered as we crouched and caught our breath. Moorehart nodded, but his brain was miles away, already looking for our next move and calculating all of the risks.

“There!” He pointed to a wagon full of produce parked at the corner of a nearby building. We popped up from behind the trucks and surveyed the area like meerkats searching for predators, and with the coast clear, we took off. We high-stepped and sprinted like the ground was lava, ready to gobble us up at any moment.

All three of us tumbled behind the produce cart just in time to see the shiny boots of the Brownshirts strolling back through the gate. Out of shape and out of energy, I gasped and listened to the pounding of my pulse in my ears.

“Need a ride?” A shaky voice grumbled from above us. It was an elderly man and the driver of the produce wagon. He lifted a tarp which revealed a hollowed-out compartment under some crates. Moorehart nodded and helped us inside. He climbed in last after speaking to the man in German. From what I gathered, he asked the man about the lab which he agreed to take us to.

We rode under the crates for about a mile before we rolled to a stop. The ride was bumpy and uncomfortable, but I was grateful to be done running for a moment. Once safe from prying eyes, the man ushered us out of the compartment and shook our hands.

“In there,” the old man pointed to the cold, gray building that I assumed was the lab. “They do strange things in there. Lights, all the time.” He spoke in broken English, but I appreciated the effort. Moorehart hugged the old man before he left and slipped him a few silver coins. The man grinned a gummy smile and waved us off.

We ducked inside the tight space between the lab and another official building beside it. There was an ominous hum that vibrated through layers of concrete. It reminded me of the sound overhead power lines would sometimes make.

“This has to be it,” I whispered.

“Indeed,” Moorehart added.

Kurt fidgeted and whimpered anxiously as we waited to go in. “Hey, so do we have a plan for what happens if we get caught?”

“Not to worry, boys.” Moorehart pulled a small remote from his jacket pocket. I could tell right away it was a rudimentary taser judging by the metal prongs that jutted out from the end.

“That’ll do,” said Kurt, already relaxing a bit.

We shimmied from our hiding spot and slid in through the front door like cat burglars in the night. The entrance revealed a long, dark hallway with black and white tiled floors and at least twenty closed doors on either side. They were numbered, with some having shiny brass plates inscribed with the names of military officers.

Lucky for us, the doors provided the perfect hiding spots to skip hop down the hallway without detection. That is until we reached a set of large swinging doors halfway down. “Laboratorium” was written overhead and a soft blue glow filtered out from under the doors.

“Looks like we found it,” Moorehart mouthed. Kurt chewed on his bottom lip nervously. Meanwhile, my insides buzzed in anticipation. I took it upon myself to inch one of the doors open.

Inside I saw a large metal control panel with flashing lights. From it, a mess of wires snaked around the room, much like the wires in Journey’s house. These, however, led to six-round metal plates on the floor. Each had a set of footprints and two long handles that extended up to where someone would stand.

“Looks like they’re trying to take over the future as well,” I said pointing ahead to the setup.

“And it looks like you barked up the wrong tree.” A voice erupted from the darkness and chilled me to the bone. From behind the control panel, Journey stood up to reveal himself in a long white coat and German name tag which said “Reise.”

“Where’s all this going, Journey?” My voice boomed through the cavernous lab, startling Moorehart, Kurt, and even me.

“Isn’t it obvious? We knew this war wasn’t going to end in our favor, so we called in a bit of help. I managed to perfect the travel for me, but now that I’ve gathered the technology and all the funds we could ever need, we can send an entire army to the future. We’ll win the war, even if we have to work backward.”

“It will never work.”

“Stupid kid. It already has. And now, you’ll never be able to flush us all out. You can’t be everywhere.” His lips curled into a smirk that revealed sharp canine teeth that sent shivers down my spine.

A crack of electricity shot out from behind me and struck him in the chest, sending him tumbling into the concrete wall. I looked back to see Moorehart holding the makeshift taser, his hand trembling and his jaw clenched tight. Kurt’s eyes were wide and shifting about the room. A few seconds later, we heard heavy boots on tile as soldiers sprinted down the hall.

“Chant, get over here!” Moorehart shouted as he dug into his pocket, reaching for Journey’s remote time-traveling device.

“Just a sec.” I grabbed a hammer that was laying on top of the control panel and smashed every screen in front of me. I was determined to foil their plans, or their research, at the very least. My hand landed on Moorehart’s shoulder just as the doors flung open and he pushed the button. A sizzling flash of light propelled us through space and tossed us out in the sunshine on the other side of the city gate, mere feet from The Pedaler.

“Get to your machine!” Moorehart barked. Kurt and I wasted no time and made a mad dash for our getaway. As we pedaled away and time whizzed around us, I spied Moorehart pedaling away on his contraption.

We landed our turbulent ride with a thud that rattled the bookshelves and cabinet doors in the lab. Kurt, still speckled in blood splatter, stared at the wall in front of us while I breathed deeply, trying to hold back the watery nauseous feeling playing chicken with my gag reflex.

“So, um…Now there’s Time Nazis?” Kurt finally choked out.

“Guess so.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“You know, I’m just so glad Kurt met you. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d fallen into the wrong crowd. Well, I’d probably be rocking in a corner somewhere if he was out doing stupid, dangerous stuff every weekend.” Kurt’s mom patted me on the shoulder as she passed behind my chair.

Kurt shot me a pointed glance, his face blushing from holding in the laughter. My eyes narrowed at his telling expression. Denise didn’t notice the exchange though and she went about setting the table with a monstrous bowl of salad and a casserole dish filled to the brim with baked spaghetti.

“This looks delicious.” I wasted no time shoveling a forkful of the red pasta into my mouth and savoring the hearty meat sauce.

There were a few things that changed after Mitchell passed away. Number one, I divided my time between the Emporium and the record store. Number two, we made an effort to hang out at Kurt’s house and have dinner with his mom on Fridays. It used to be the night she’d have a “date night” with his dad, but now she spent it with two pimple-faced teenagers. By all appearances, she was grateful for it.

“We had a record week at the store,” Kurt said with a piece of garlic bread hanging out of his mouth.

“That’s great, boys!”

“Yeah, Chant’s social media marketing has been a game-changer. Last week, we even had some of the football team come in searching for some rap albums from the 90s.”

“I doubt your dad would have sold that garbage, but he’d definitely admire the sales strategy.” Denise giggled and dabbed a bit of sauce from her cheek. It was a typical Friday and the conversation almost always replayed our week around her gross tales from the hospital and ours about school or the store.

When the spaghetti was gone and I was out of noodles to slurp, I helped them clear the table. The late evening sun cast an orange light onto their slate kitchen floor. A lone willow tree in their backyard bobbed up and down in the wind, its droopy branches grazing the ground.

Kurt was standing at the sink rinsing plates and I stood behind him, staring over his shoulder when I saw the shadow of a man pass behind the thick trunk of the tree. He saw it too and dropped one of the plates into the porcelain sink causing the corner to chip.

“Kurt!” Denise rushed over to inspect the damage.

“Sorry, Mom.”

“It’s fine, Honey. I’ll take over here. You boys go hang out in the living room and talk about girls or whatever you guys do.” She nudged him with her hip and took over dishwashing duty.

We hurried into the living room and went to the large bay window that faced the backyard. Both of us searched for the intruder, our noses touching the dusty glass. Nothing. There was no shadow, no man, not even birds chirping in the branches.

“You saw that, right?” Kurt whispered. I nodded, my eyes still glued to the small yard.

“Should we go out there?”

The running water in the kitchen quieted and the clanging of dishes halted. Denise strolled in with a cup of coffee in hand.

“I’m signing off for the night, boys. Kurt, I’ll see you in the morning. Don’t stay up too late.”

Kurt walked over and hugged her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed the top of his head. I offered a wave when she let go, to which she gave a silly salute on her way out. When she cleared the short hallway that led out of the living area, he rushed back over to the window.

“Okay, after you.” Kurt elbowed me in the arm and I rolled my eyes.

“Nuh-uh, it’s your backyard.” I shoved him in the direction of the patio door. He looked over his shoulder and snarled his top lip as he eased the screen door open. I watched from the window, chewing my fingernails and swaying back and forth. He tiptoed past the hammock and small koi pond in the corner until he reached the perimeter of the tree’s branches. Kurt sent one last glance my way before he ducked under the limbs of the big willow.

I was about to run out and check on him when he emerged with William Shakespeare in tow. My feet tripped over a pair of Denise’s tennis shoes as I scrambled out the door, nearly ripping it from its hinges.

“Will! What are you doing here?” I called as soon as I hit the yard. Will rushed to me and scooped me up in a tight hug.

“I wanted to visit, of course.”

“I think Chant means, how in the world did you get here? Moorehart?”

“Ah, yes, of course. One needs a time device to get to thy time.” He waved his hand in a most theatrical way and sauntered about the yard. “’Tis an intriguing story. You see, Moorehart came back to my time for a bit of a holiday. Something about a rough go of it in Germany. So, I convinced him to take me into the future after he told me stories of cowboys in the West over a few mugs of ale. Then, we ran into a bit of trouble and had to split up. He sent me with this little hand button and told me it would bring me to you fellows to bail him out of the little jam. Oh, and I happen to have the date.”

He patted a small notebook in the breast pocket of the wool vest he was wearing. At least Moorehart managed to find something besides his flowy silk pirate-looking shirt he liked to wear. That certainly wouldn’t have blended well with the cowboy folk.

With Denise retired to her bed with the hum of her CPAP machine blocking out the world, we slipped out of Kurt’s house and walked down the dimming street toward the Emporium. Will bounced about like a kitten walking on grass for the first time. He pointed to cars, “strange” architecture, and a woman running in a sports bra. The last one could have sent him to the grave if we hadn’t been there to talk him down.

When we got to the store, we helped him down in the basement through the window which had taken on the name ‘the speakeasy entrance’. Kurt and I were absurdly proud of the inventive moniker. Will slid in on his belly and we instructed him to wait so we could walk through the front door without alerting my parents to our strange guest.

The extra effort was wasted though because everyone was already upstairs for the night. I yelled up the stairwell to let them know I would be in the basement.

Chai replied with “Nobody cares!”

Kurt snickered at her attitude and led the way down to the basement. We found Will digging through the magazines we left on the coffee table. His mouth hung open like he’d just seen a ghost, but upon further investigation, we realized he was just looking at the swimsuit edition. I yanked the pages from his hand and sat him down on the couch.

“So, we have a date and we have a general place. But what happened that split you guys up? Who’s he with?”

“Right…” Will tapped his fingers to his bottom lip and grumbled like an old dog.

“You do remember what happened, right?” Kurt pried.

“It happened so fast, but I do remember one peculiar female. Ann, Anna, no—Annie? She wasn’t the most feminine creature, what with her guns.”

“Annie Oakley?” I offered.

“Yes, I think so,” Will said, nodding and pulled the bikini-clad magazine from my fingers.

Kurt and I retired to the lab, leaving the legendary William Shakespeare to his “research.” I took Will’s notebook to go over the date and location. There was no way we could go into the Wild West unprepared. Sure, Nazi Germany was dangerous, but we almost didn’t make it out. Neither of us wanted to repeat that mistake. After all, the bruising from Kurt’s broken nose was just now fading and we had a terrible time convincing his mom that a box fell on his face at the record store.

I tore into the first result Google gave me when I searched Annie Oakley and Kurt looked in the antique encyclopedia for information about the area. If Moorehart was truly with Annie Oakley, it was going to be a challenge to track him down. She spent the better part of the late 1880s touring North America and putting on shows for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West as “The World’s Greatest Shot”. We could only hope that the date was reliable and they stayed in one place for a bit.

“Wait a sec, you mean these were just acts?” Kurt looked up from his encyclopedia with a twisted scowl.

“Yeah, but don’t let that fool you. The crew ran with some wild characters.”

It was true. I scanned my search entry, taking note of the names Wild Bill Hickok, Charles Buffalo Jones, and Calamity Jane. They were characters that seemed straight out of fiction. In a way, I supposed they were, but the magic of their stories was real. They were rough and tumble frontiersmen with the skills to match.

“So, Chant…”

“Yeah?”

“Does this look like it says Oklahoma or Ontario to you? And I can’t decide if this coordinate smudge is a 6 or an 8.”

My heart fell to my feet as soon as the words left his lips. Not again, I thought to myself. Leaning over to look at the entry, the only clear thing was how unclear the writing was. It suffered from a watermark that left only the capital “O” legible without a doubt. The rest was the alphabetical equivalent of mumbling.

“Awesome,” I said, slamming my laptop shut with a thud.

With an evening to kill and Moorehart on the move, we decided there was no time like the present to go back in time and rescue our friend for the umpteenth time. Mr. Will Shakespeare, however, decided he’d had enough time travel for a bit. Honestly, I think jumping through the centuries made him feel a little woozy and he was craving some ale to take the edge off.

So, we packed a few bags with double the outfits, twice the first aid, my spectacles, translators, and of course, the magazine Will snagged from the coffee table. I gave him strict instructions to hide the literature and keep it a secret. No one wanted to find out what they’d do if they found it in 1599. He probably would have been charged with witchcraft.

We blipped from the room and landed in the back garden of Shakespeare’s estate. For us, it was as simple as dropping off a buddy in the Volkswagen. For Will, he struggled to stand up once we landed and stumbled around the rows of lettuce in the yard before he was able to walk around front to the entrance.

“I do not know how you strapping fellows do that all the time,” he shouted over his left shoulder.

“See you soon, Will!” I replied as we both chuckled at his wobbly “time legs.” Then, it was time to get down to business. Were we headed to Oklahoma or Ontario? We didn’t know. Both were viable locations, but we put our money down on Oklahoma first with our fingers crossed it would be the winner.

Oklahoma City

December 20, 1886

35.4676° N, 97.5164° W

“Good lord, I thought it would be warmer here.” Those were the first words from Kurt’s mouth when we landed on a yellow stretch of plains in Oklahoma. He was bracing his face after his last nose injury and shivering in the blustery wind whipping across our faces.

“I what did you expect? It’s December. It looks like snow.” I slid on a wool trench coat I snagged from a consignment shop and tossed Kurt a green canvas military jacket. It was a second-hand pick from the drama closet, but it was plain enough to pass for something from the old West.

“We’re in the middle of nowhere. How do you suppose we get to Oklahoma City or any town for that matter?”

“No, the numbers I punched in should have been close enough to the city. I double-checked the smeared ones with the internet search.” I surveyed the land and noted a gnarly oak tree atop a slope. It wasn’t nearly big enough to call a hill, not by Sonora standards, but enough to block our view of what lay ahead. “Up there. Come on.”

We threw on our bags and started the trek. The funny thing about the United States, no matter what year; the grass is distinctly different in each region. In the South, it’s hard and crunchy, like walking on eggshells. In the mountains, it’s soft and lush. In Oklahoma, it felt crunchy and dry with sandy soil that created a dust trail as we walked.

When we neared the crest of the rolling knoll, I saw a dirt road that cut a straight line through a mere handful of buildings. There was a church, a few simple houses, a barn with a silo, and some horses tied up to a smaller tree below us.

“This—This is it?” Kurt waved his hand at the desolate town.

“I guess…I mean it had to look different in 1886. Let’s just go see. Besides, if this is it, at least there won’t be too many places to search for our old friend.”

Kurt walked ahead of me, kicking dirt as he stomped. His shoulders were stiff, frustrated. But I understood why. We were both getting a little irritated with always having to go check up on Moorehart. There had to be an easier way for us to keep in touch without worrying about him. It was like a part of our identities were always tied up in another time, another world.

We passed by a small lean-to shelter that held a pair of hogs. They lifted their heads from the puddle of muck they were rooting in and stared as we walked by. Before we cleared the pigpen, a deafening clang rang out. Instinctively, we ducked, scanning the area for whatever caused the noise. Then, I saw the woman holding a rifle several yards away and connected the dots.

She sent a warning shot that struck a piece of iron hanging on the side of the shed. Realizing I’d just been shot at, I knelt over and attempted to lose my breakfast in the mud, but my gagging was in vain.

“What are you youngins doing creeping around Old Sally’s pig pen?” The brash woman shouted across the land.

Slowly, we stood up, our hands in the air. From my periphery, I saw Kurt’s bottom lip quivering on the verge of crying.

“We mean no harm, ma’am. Just passing through, looking for a friend.” I answered, my voice quaking in shock. “Ma’am, are you Annie?”

With that, she dropped the rifle down by her side and rested the butt of the gun in the sandy soil. Even from a distance, I could make out the drawn-up corner of her lip and the annoyed cross of her brows.

“Son, just because I’m a woman holding a gun doesn’t make me Annie Oakley.”

“Oh, I—I’m sorry. We just—.”

“Now, don’t go falling over yourself. I can introduce you. Just don’t tell her you mistook me for her. She’s got more, uh, feminine charm than me. She might be offended. My name is Beth. Well, Elizabeth, but I hate that name, so it’s Beth.”

The burly woman crossed the remaining land between us in far fewer steps than it took Kurt and me. Her shoulders were wide and square and her feet were as big as mine in the old leather boots she wore. And her eyebrows…Well, there was only really one. The kindness in her sky-blue eyes was unmatched though and once she was face-to-face with us, I was no longer scared she was going to shoot me dead on the plains of Oklahoma.

“These your pigs?” Kurt pointed to the pair slathered up in mud.

“Mhmm. Prize Christmas ham right there. Miss Sally and Gilbert.”

Looking over into the hogs’ eyes, I found my passion for vegetarianism again. I couldn’t imagine butchering the two pigs with their funny, fidgety nose and their wagging tails.

“So, this is Oklahoma City?” I asked, pointing to the few scattered buildings. The woman cocked her head and squinted her eyes at me. I felt the blood rush to my cheeks with a sudden sense of panic.

“I s’pose it could be one day, but it certainly ain’t that now. This is just a bit of road on the way to other bits of road.”

“I see. Well, is Annie Oakley here?”

“I said I could introduce you. Didn’t mean it could be today. The ol’ gal passed through a few days ago, but they’re long gone to Pawnee country now. It’s on up the road that way.” She pointed to the far end of the “town.”

A pit of dread formed in my panic and I heard Kurt let out a heavy sigh beside me. So, it wasn’t going to be easy as pie. I chewed on my bottom lip as I stared out into the vast, distant landscape. It was largely flat with rolling tall grass and trees speckled across the horizon.

“Thanks for your time, Beth. But it looks like we’ll be heading to Pawnee. Did you happen to see a man with a curly mustache with Miss Annie?”

“Son, it’s Mrs. Annie and I’m not sure how to answer that. All those fancy men have those twirly mustaches. Maybe not all, but a good portion of them. You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“How about a guy with a curly mustache that talked way too fancy?” Kurt interrupted. Beth smiled and nodded while tapping her rifle into the dirt.

“He went on to Pawnee with the crew. It’s northeast of here. Just stay on that path and keep your heads down. Lots of trouble on the road these days.”

It was an ominous warning that we heeded wholeheartedly. We were shot at by friendly greeters. I didn’t want to find out what hostile residents would do. Unfortunately, the chilly breeze didn’t let up and we were pelted with dirt and debris as we walked back to The Pedaler.

Kurt pulled out the atlas from underneath the seat and located what would be Pawnee in our time. I went to work plugging in the coordinates whilst my teeth chattered and my body shivered. It was the first time I’d used The Pedaler to just go from point A to B in the same year. Most of the time, I would have felt lazy using it to cut out foot traffic, but on that cold day, I was more than grateful.

We landed in Pawnee a few feet away from an indigenous mound lodge. I noted the overhang of limbs and branches that made a makeshift porch. The wilderness was notably more lush than the would-be Oklahoma City settlement. It felt like the walls of nature were closing in on us compared to the wide-open plains.

From a line of gangly trees, a man in buckskin clothing emerged. Like Moorehart, he wore a handlebar mustache. He also donned a wide-brimmed frontier hat and fringe down his arms and legs. He had a round face with bright cheeks.

On the other side, an indigenous man came bounding out of the lodge, shouting in his native tongue. His arms waved wildly and his face was drawn up in anger. The man in buckskin raised his arms and pressed them down toward the ground in a calm, slow motion. Kurt and I stood frozen, watching the scene play out in front of us. He spouted off a phrase in the language that rendered the man quiet and reserved. The native nodded once and walked back into the lodge.

“You boys are in the wrong part of the country, aren’t you?”

“We’re in search of someone. Our friend Moorehart was supposedly headed this way with Annie Oakley.”

The man’s mouth curled into a wide smile underneath his mustache before he turned to walk back into the trees. He paused and looked over his left shoulder.

“Y’all coming?”

We glanced at each other, weighing the risks of pursuing the stranger into the woods. But, with no other viable options, we trudged along.

“The name is Pawnee Bill or Gordon Lillie to my ma. I can surely help you find Annie because we’re in the same troupe. You heard of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show?”

“Rings a bell,” I answered.

We walked for almost a mile over rocky terrain until the trees and shrubs gave way to a group of tents. Over thirty people were standing and strolling around in cowboy hats and spurs.

“Your friend should be around here somewhere. I think I remember Annie and her husband, Frank, rolling in last night. I’m certain there was another man with them.” He led us through the crowds, peeking in tents as he passed. A few of the men were practicing with a lasso. I watched as they threw it onto a makeshift set of bull horns set atop a whiskey barrel.

“This is the troupe, I take it,” Kurt said under his breath to Gordon as they walked ahead of me. He looked like a kid standing at the gate to the circus, completely enamored with the cowboy lifestyle. My eyes were laser-focused on finding Moorehart though. The whole cat-and-mouse thing was growing old and tiring. We needed a better way…


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“You’re sure you saw him here?” I finally chimed in to ask Gordon. He nodded and pushed forward. We’d been through every tent and checked every corner of the camp. Finally, we stumbled upon Annie and her husband Frank. The pair were sitting on a fallen tree and Frank was smoking a pipe. Its smoke danced around them like silk blowing in the wind.

“Oy, you two seen that delicate little man that rolled into camp with you?” Gordon smirked with his question. Of course, Moorehart probably did seem delicate to a crowd like this. The man’s hands had been put to work for science, not roping or shooting.

“Bill…be nice.” Annie spouted off.

“It’s Gordon. You know May doesn’t call me by that.”

“Well, you don’t see me going by Phoebe when I’m out on the road, do you? May is Gordon’s wife. She wears the pants.” Annie winked her hawk-like eyes and smiled. “Kind of like another woman I know.” She nudged her husband in the side and I could tell, even with his back turned, that he rolled his eyes in response.

“Annie, have you seen him or not?”

“That depends, Bill. Have you decided to come on the road with us or not?”

“Not this time.”

“Jesus, Bill. The whole reason we toured through Oklahoma was to stop in Pawnee Territory to pick you up.”

The trio got quiet and I noted the slowing of the breeze. Above us, the sky was darkening into a grayish-blue. December brought the night in early. We knew the likelihood of us getting home that day was dwindling. I looked back to Annie, whose face was long and serious under a canopy of cascading brown curls.

“Ma’am, we just need to find our friend and get him home. Is he here?”

“Back there,” she pointed to another line of trees. “He’s been working on his doohickey all day. Come on, I’ll take you.” She rose from the fallen log and took charge of showing us around, leaving Gordon and Frank in the dust. I had a feeling that happened often because neither of them batted an eye.

As she walked, the beaded fringe on her moccasins bounced. They were a few sizes too big and I noticed her foot slipping around in them.

“I like your shoes,” I said, hoping to get the backstory.

“My friend Sitting Bull gave them to me a couple of years ago. He wore them at the Battle of Little Bighorn.”

“Whoa,” Kurt absentmindedly reacted.

“I know. They’re one of my most prized possessions. These and my firearms.”

We heard the clanking of tools and muttering of Victorian obscenities before we saw him. Annie parted some branches and revealed Moorehart standing over his bicycle model Pedaler which sat in shambles. Gears and screws made a debris field several feet around his broken machine. The frame was leaning up against a large rock and the wheels were stacked on top of each other to form a makeshift rack so he could work on the bottom.

Moorehart’s shoulders sagged and his head hung low. I’d never seen defeat of that magnitude spread across his face.

“What happened?” I asked, stepping forward to survey the damage.

“Those tweaks I made in Germany with Braun, they didn’t hold. It was too much power or not enough. I can’t be sure. When I landed, it blew apart as if someone slapped a stick of dynamite on the side. Will and I were lucky to escape with only bumps and bruises.

“Oh, man. Good thing Will found us. Did you have another way home if we hadn’t come back?” Kurt asked. Moorehart shook his head and grimaced.

“No, I thought I could fix it. So, I sent him ahead of me. I figured if it was that desperate of a situation, you boys could help me with the labor. Now, though, I see this Pedaler is a lost cause. It’s going to require a complete rebuild and I’m afraid the parts I need are nowhere near Oklahoma.

“What is this thing?” Annie leaned over and examined the hardware. Our eyes darted about, unsure of how to answer.

“It’s just a bike, Miss Annie,” Moorehart replied sadness in his voice. She raised an eyebrow, clearly not on board with his answer, but she didn’t press him further. He kicked one of the tires and rested his hands on his narrow hips.

Darkness was descending on us quickly, and staring at the broken Pedaler was doing us no good. Sensing the urgency to get the parts home and in the lab, I bent down and started picking up all the tiny bits. Kurt scooped up the wheels and Moorehart lifted the frame on his shoulder.

“Now, you guys can’t leave let,” Annie quipped. Moorehart’s head whipped back, his mouth forming an O.

“But why?” He asked.

“Chili cook-off, of course. Pawnee Bill got a deer earlier today and it’s high time for some venison. Spicy stew cooked over an open fire, y’all can’t beat it.”

“Boys?” Moorehart looked back to us, gauging our approval. I shrugged, feeling my stomach grumble and craving something to warm up my chilly bones. Kurt must have read my mind because he tucked a wheel under each arm and took off toward the camp.

Stars flickered on above us as the sky turned a deep navy blue. The air bit at my fingers and I cursed myself for not packing gloves. I had enough first aid supplies to tend an entire army, but gloves were a scarcity. The gnarly Oklahoma brush gave way to a monstrous bonfire with heavy stones encircling the flames. In the middle, the large kettle hung from a metal rack, and Gordon, or Pawnee Bill, stirred the stew with a long-handled camp spoon.

We sat under one of the tents. Annie, Frank, Gordon, and Mary helped us settle and brought us each a bowl of chili. The spice tickled my nose before the spoon touched my lips. I hesitated, worrying about the heat rating while the four natives of the west dug in.

“You guys are used to the spice, huh? Being from the frontier probably makes you used to it.” I asked, swirling my chili with my wooden spoon.

“Oh, heavens no.” Annie laughed. “I’m not even from the West. I’m from Ohio.”

“And I’m from Pennsylvania,” May, Gordon’s wife, added.

“We’re legitimate shooters, yes, but the western character just adds a bit more drama. You know?” Annie explained.

“Right. I see. I never knew that.”

“Well, why would you? I hardly think I’m that well-known.”

“Yet,” Frank interrupted, pointing at Annie and smiling. She blushed and went back to her bowl of chili. The four performers were at ease with one another and joked with each other like they were closer to family than colleagues. I enjoyed their stories and the strumming of a guitar that filtered in through the side of the tent. It was a troupe of talent the likes of which I’d never seen.

“Will you ever go on the road with them? I asked Gordon.

“Someday soon, I think. May is an impressive shooter too. I just want to leave my work with the Pawnee on good terms. I translate for them sometimes and I fear what kind of relations they’ll have with the white folk if they can’t communicate. The people that come settle out here aren’t much for listening, especially when they’re trying to claim as much land as possible. The poor Pawnee have already been pushed out of Kansas and Nebraska.” Gordon was serious, but passionate when he spoke. I could tell his work as a translator meant the world to him.

They were a hodgepodge bunch that slipped into a mix of southern and western accents and snapped right back into their northern tongues. I could have listened to them trade stories about train cars, covered wagons, and bucking broncos all day. Kurt too. I’m not sure he even took a bite of his chili because his jaw hung open in awe through the entire dinner.

As the night grew colder and the moon grew brighter, I could tell Moorehart was ready to go. His eyes kept cutting to his mangled Pedaler in the corner of the tent and his fingers drummed an anxious beat on his knee.

“I know you want to leave, but look how dark it will be. It’s a good little walk to The Pedaler. Should we make camp here for the night?”

Moorehart chewed the side of his mouth and shifted his gaze from the night sky and back to the warm fire. Kurt, noticing the conversation, leaned back to join.

“Trekking through the Oklahoma wilderness in pitch dark while freezing my cheeks off is not at the top of my to-do list. You know, if that counts for anything.” Kurt was right. It wasn’t a safe move. And after all, time was relative. No one would be the wiser if we got back a few minutes after we left.

“Okay,” Moorehart affirmed, after a long, arduous conversation with himself. “We leave at the first sign of daylight.”

With that, we took the offering of a small tent near Annie and Frank. The pallets were hard, but we were warm and safe. I watched Moorehart toss and turn against the wall of the tent for almost thirty minutes. I had a bone to pick with him, but I didn’t know how to approach it.

“You awake?” I finally got the nerve to whisper. He nodded and rolled toward me. “I have something I want to talk about if that’s okay…”

“Go ahead, boy. What’s wrong?”

“This isn’t working. We have to come up with a better way to travel.”

“The Pedaler? What do you mean?” I caught a glimpse of his face in the dim light. His eyes pressed together in concern.

“I’m always worrying about where you are, running off to chase you or check up on you. It’s stressful.”

“Chant, you don’t have to come after me.”

“But I do. You said yourself, you wouldn’t have had a way back if we hadn’t come. And you’re family! We can’t just let you go running into danger alone.”

“Well, I—I could have tracked down the parts. It just would have taken a while.”

I sighed and slammed my head back on the thin pillow which smelled like a wet dog. Then, I felt his hand grasp my forearm.

“Okay. I understand. If there was a better way of keeping track of my dear friend, he wouldn’t have wound up dead in a hotel room.”

“Exactly,” I breathed out, relieved he didn’t become upset with me.

“When we get back, I’ll get to work on something. Maybe I’ll stay with you guys for a while if your mother and father don’t object. I’m certain I can do more with the technology in your time.”

“Of course. They’d be happy to have you.” I rolled over and closed my eyes with a sudden stillness in my body. The buzzing within me stopped and I drifted off to sleep the calmest I’d been in a long time. That night I even dreamt of Mary, though it wasn’t the lucid kind where I felt the mud beneath my feet and the texture of her curls in my hands.

The sun breached the entrance of the tent early in the day, but not earlier than the troupe rose. I awoke to the sound of men laughing and roughhousing outside. Then, I heard Annie stroll by and put them in their place. They were a busy crowd, that much I was sure of.

My bones ached when I rose from my sleeping spot and every bone in my back seemed to crack when I stretched. I went to work rounding up my things and kicked Kurt’s foot to wake him from a drooling slumber, determined not to do the work alone. He jumped and flailed like I’d thrown him from a cliff.

“Time to get moving,” I said when he came to.

By the time we were packed and ready to go, the morning sun was high in the sky and a layer of fog was dissipating into the atmosphere. A small fire was being stoked by some burly men that were cooking some sort of rodent for breakfast. To each their own, I thought.

Annie and Pawnee Bill saw us off, giving hugs and autographs to take back with us. Annie even gave me some of the playing cards she’d shot in practice. They were clean and exact shots. I spent a few seconds marveling at her skill before we started our trek from the trees.

It was a warmer day than the one prior, but I was still happy to see The Pedaler just past the Pawnee lodge. Their settlement was quiet. A few children were playing with a wooden hoop nearby. I watched them as I neared the machine and tossed my bags onto the seat. Their concerned faces puzzled me. They looked nervous.

“Chant…” Kurt called from the other side.

“Huh?” I turned my head to see him standing parallel to me and Moorehart standing at the back of The Pedaler with his hands cupped over his mouth. Then, I saw it.

Four broken bottles stood on top of the crystal power box. They were shattered to pieces and glass littered the ground around us. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Below the bottles, four bullet holes pierced through the most crucial part of The Pedaler. Without that box, it would not be going anywhere.

“What do we do?” I asked Moorehart, panic, and anger rising inside of me. Moorehart shook his head and shot a look toward the kids. Tears filled his eyes and he continued rubbing his face.

“Two broken Pedalers and three stranded guys. Great.” Kurt collapsed onto the seat. His sarcasm was a coping mechanism but I didn’t welcome it at that moment. I fought the urge to whack him on the head and decided to pace back and forth instead.

How could we possibly get home? And how were we going to drag two broken machines with us? The crystals inside my Pedaler were shattered and the connections in Moorehart’s were blown by the power surge of Braun’s work.

“Chant, my boy. Do you have Journey’s remote?” His eyes were intense. They were desperate. I nodded my head and pulled the small button from my pocket. “We have one option and one option only.”

“Okay…” I listened.

“One of us is going to push the button and the rest will hang onto the button person. We’ll also hang onto The Pedaler and pray like Hell that everything makes it back in one piece.”

“Wait, why can’t you just make multiple trips with the button?” Kurt asked. Moorehart shook his head.

“That remote is unstable. That is only here because it’s a backup plan. If we used that, there’s no telling it would bring you back to the same time or place the next time.”

“This day just gets better and better,” Kurt muttered.

“Okay. Everyone get in.” I ordered in a calm voice that didn’t feel like my own. Moorehart slid in first. Then, Kurt and I joined him on either side. We held the parts to his Pedaler on our laps and looped our arms around his. I looked over to the nervous children who were now perched around a tree watching. I knew they shot The Pedaler, but I also knew it was an accident. Their eyes conveyed a sense of guilt.

“Ready?” Moorehart asked. We nodded and scooted in closer. “1, 2, 3.”

I closed my eyes and braced for the worst. Along with the familiar whirring, time felt like it was burning me from the inside. My heart pitter-pattered like a dying fish and sharp pains shot through my head. I heard Kurt scream through the time spiral.

We landed in the lab with a thud. The smell of burnt hair filled the room and steam rose from the wheels. When I let go of Moorehart’s arm, I glanced down at my hand and saw blackened flesh. My palms were calloused and singed as if I’d held it over an open flame.

Kurt jumped from The Pedaler and collapsed into his favorite velvet chair. He was pale and stunned like he’d seen a ghost. Moorehart panted and brushed his usually tame hair from his eyes. It dripped with sweat and draped over his ears with a new gray streak that ran down the middle of his forehead.

“Can we all agree to never do that again?” I finally asked, breaking the tense silence. Moorehart nodded his head, still staring blankly at the wall.

Kurt cleared his throat and stood up. I braced myself for him to fly off the handle and proclaim his resignation from traveling. He would have been right to. I’d put his life in danger more times than I could count.

Instead, he walked to the back of the machine and lifted the lid on the crystal box. I heard a bit of crystal shatter like glass from the subtle movement. There was no salvaging that equipment, at least not the same way Moorehart set it up.

“Well, if you boys are up to it, I think there’s only one reasonable way to fix this in the best way possible,” Moorehart said as he stood up.

“Yeah, what’s that?” I asked.

“Chant, my boy…It’s time you go into the future.”
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EXCERPT FROM TIME OF THE SEASON


If you’re just checking in, it’s time for me to catch you 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, causing us to chase after him. We’ll get to that.

My friend, that 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. He sold his transport company during his cancer treatment and bought a little record store (with a little help from the Post, as in cereal, dynasty). 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 a group of Pawnee kids took to using it 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 the odds and ends needed for the build. Moorehart’s is practically a brand-new machine. Mine, however, wears some dings, dents, and holes, but that’s okay. It has character.

While we were dealing with Moorehart’s latest “lost in time” debacle, I voiced my concerns about him running off all willy nilly. After some reflection, he agreed that 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’re going to find it, is 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, you know. The most time any of us has spent in the future is Moorehart in our time. I poked my head through the veil once, but only for a quick view. So, I think it’s important to keep a record of what we encounter when we leap forward.

Ready?

Here we go…

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

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

“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 that was given a new toy, his eyes beaming and bright. I guessed I was the only one a little apprehensive about going to the future. Moorehart already did it, but when I thought of colliding with new technology and a world that only lived in my imagination, my stomach sank with wariness. Would there be flying cars? Clones? A dystopian wasteland?

The one time I stepped into the future, briefly, it was as lush and as 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 rolled around in my head like a bunch of 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 out. He already programmed The Pedaler, so I closed my eyes and pushed my All-Stars forward, pedaling into the swirling time dust.

Sonora California

November 3, 2089

When the buzzing stopped and my eyes recovered from the bright lights, I realized we were outside. It was sad to see, but the Emporium didn’t exist in 2089. Although, I wasn’t sure what I expected. The building was ancient now.

We landed beside a parking garage. It was cold, dark, and water dripped from a drainage pipe a few yards away. Green moss grew up the half-wall beside us and clusters of trees dotted the landscape around us. Buildings popped up between trees, not the other way around.

“It’s beautiful,” Moorehart whispered. Kurt nodded in agreement as he slid from The Pedaler seat.

“I guess the environmental initiatives worked.” Kurt knelt to run his 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. I want to track down some tech and get home.” I flung my backpack over my arms and zipped up my hoodie.

“Environmental what?” Moorehart trailed behind me.

“Ha, don’t worry about it, old man,” chuckled Kurt.

Leading the way, I stepped onto a trail of stones that made a path where I assumed the sidewalk used to be. The street beside us was white with black and yellow lines, a completely inverted scene from what I was used to.

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

I glanced down at the plastic grid work that now made up the streets I once walked. It reminded me of the waffle-like pattern on a kickball. The white of the street reminded me of the way the Yellow Brick Road cut through the Land of Oz, a ribbon of white pathway snaking through the town.

Our once historic buildings were replaced by sterile-looking gray buildings. The only decorations were sleek signs that simply stated the nature of business, no catchy names or announcements of sales.

“I can’t believe this is Sonora…” my voice fading as we walked.

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 out from the shadow. He was clean, not what I expected, and wore neat organic slippers.

“Not Sonora?”

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

The three of us shot panicked glances back and forth, unsure of what to say or how the man, homeless or not, 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 chortled and shook his index finger at us.

“Are there many travelers here? In this time?” Moorehart stepped ahead of me and leaned down, closer to the strange man’s height. 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 not. I swallowed hard and gathered my composure, all while enduring the collective intense gaze from the group.

“Chai who?” The words finally came, however, they quivered like a bowstring.

“She used to live around here. Right around where your doohickey is parked.” His shaky finger pointed off in the direction we just walked from. It took a few seconds for my brain to register what he was saying and for me to process that 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 old man continued, “I went to school with her. Same grade even.”

“Is she still around here?” I pressed on, a flood of questions ready to break through the dam. But the man shook his head and frowned.

“No, young man. She’s everywhere, all at once. She’s a time traveler after all. You can go 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 trailed off and chuckled with a wink.

“Can you at least give us a hint, Mr.?” Kurt finally chimed in, hunger in his voice. I was relieved I brought snacks in our supplies. The kid needed a constant supply of sugar.

“There’s a park that way, on the way to the old high school. Follow the painted stones.” With that, the man curled back into himself and squatted in the doorway of the building. Our exchange was done. My mind, however, flashed back to the way I walked past the park he spoke of every day, and almost always felt a shiver when I neared it.

Sensing the conversation was over, we set forth on our walk to the park. My arm was already elbow-deep in the backpack hunting for Kurt’s granola bar when we passed the next street. He took the snack and inhaled it just as we rounded the next curve. As we drew closer to the park, the buildings were further apart and were even greener, if that’s possible. I noted the absence of traditional houses. Before, you could see a few Victorians, the odd bungalow here and there. Now, there were glass yurt-like structures that dotted the landscape behind the tall business buildings.

“This our stop?” Moorehart pointed ahead to a shiny silver archway that marked the entrance to the park. I nodded and we crossed the street to the other sidewalk stones. As we passed through it, I drummed it softly with the tip of my fingers, 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 pulled my backpack high onto my shoulders and softened my steps. My heart quickened and sweat beaded on 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. My eyes were too focused on the landscape, to notice anything out of the ordinary. “Well, do you have those funky glasses? You packed the entire lab, surely you have those.”

He was right. Immediately, I dropped my bag and started digging like a dog burying a bone. Finally, my fingers gripped the hard leather case I stored them in. I fumbled, too excited for coordination, too scattered for clear thought.

But when I slipped them over my ears, a gust of relief blew through me. It was a small trail, like the sand you track in the house after a trip to the beach, and this sand 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 town that surrounded us. We could see, however, a stream of time dust filtering out from under a big round door that was disguised as a boulder.

If I didn’t have the spectacles, I never would have seen it. The hinges were the only indication that it was a door. Any passerby would have to seriously examine the entrance to notice it.

“Should we knock?” I asked, looking over my shoulder. Moorehart urged me on with an excited nod. How he could be so enthusiastic when I was suddenly crippled with “new traveler” fear was beyond me. Nevertheless, I rapped on the inconspicuous door. The sound bellowed down into the mound and we waited…

Just as I was about to mosey off in search of more clues, there was a voice at the door. “Password?” A melodic female voice called from the other side.

“Uhh, 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 pull away, the door flung open, missing my face by only an inch or so. A young girl with dark skin and long two braids that skimmed the waist of her white linen attire answered the call.

“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 around and spun on her heels, heading down a dark concrete tunnel that drilled into the ground deeper and deeper. We followed in silence, aside from Kurt’s labored breathing. Chewing his snacks and walking stairs was the threshold for his cardio endurance.

“What is this place?” I asked when we reached the bottom. It was concrete from floor to ceiling, wall to wall. Large round white tables were arranged in the large common area she led us into. I could see offshoots that led down fluorescent-lit hallways in four directions.

“Well, we must have a lab somewhere. Your old building isn’t there now, is it?” The girl smirked and motioned for us to sit at one of the tables.

“And why aren’t we supposed to be here?” Moorehart chimed in, suddenly sobered from the excitement and 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 inquired, brushing his mustache with his fingers.

“Ah, 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 down at Kurt too and shuddered for a second.

“So, what brings you to 2089, Mr. Baker? And friends, of course.” The girl 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. 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 and offered 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 glanced in the direction and tapped her bottom lip with her fingers which were decorated in stacked bands of gold. After some hesitation, she nodded and strode off toward a dark passage.

“Miss?” I called out.

“Wait here, Mr. Baker.”

The three of us stood in the big cavern of a room. It was so quiet that the rustling of our clothes felt deafening and added to the awkward waiting game we were playing. It was made even worse by the low grumble erupting from Kurt’s stomach.

“Why do you think it makes you feel like this? Being close to your future self?” Kurt’s voice squeaked in discomfort and he doubled over, grabbing his side.

“I’d say it would have to do with an imbalance of matter. You know, energy can never be created or destroyed. But we’ve taken our energy and inserted it 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.”

Moorehart sat down at one of the stark white tables and rolled the notion around in his brain 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. I paced around, my shoes squeaking on the shiny polished concrete.

The room felt cold and a little suffocating. It reminded me of the one time Chai and I saw several feet of snow on vacation higher in the mountains. We dug a makeshift igloo and settled inside. Even with the bright sun shining down into the entrance, I felt panicked inside, like any second the ceiling would collapse and trap me forever.

“Oh, boyysss!” The girl’s voice was more shrill and excited as it echoed down the hallway. Her shoes clapped on the floor as she pranced toward us and when she reached the table we were perched around, she came to a stop with a little hop. Her hands immediately thrust out toward Moorehart, holding three cylindrical tubes. They were shiny silver with three raised buttons on the side.

“These are it?” The skepticism in my voice was all too obvious. She nodded, an unwavering smile 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 out.”

“But what are they?” I pressed on, still confused about pretty much everything.

“Your coms. I mean, communicators, silly. Three buttons, see? One for each of you. Just use these when you need to speak with one another 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, looking for approval or acceptance, at least.

“Okay…” The cylinders were smooth to the touch and weighed nothing. Empty soda cans weighed more. 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?”

She let out a breathy chuckle and glanced down before answering, “Well, I hardly think I can tell you that. 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 and followed behind Moorehart and him. Maybe it was the shock of finding traces of Chai in the future or the realization that she somehow gets involved in time travel, but the walk back through the park and to 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.
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This is without a doubt one of
the best stories | have ever read.
Coleis a tough guy on the
exterior, buta man of integrity
with a great moral compass! |
look forward to the rest of the
Cole Sage mysteries from this
gifted author. - K. Treece





