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For Jonah, my oldest.
Remember: It’s always the right time
to do the right thing.
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Friend,

Thank you for choosing to read this Moody Publishers title. It is our hope and prayer that this book will help you to know Jesus Christ more personally and love Him more deeply.

The proceeds from your purchase help pay the tuition of students attending Moody Bible Institute. These students come from around the globe and graduate better equipped to impact our world for Christ.

Other Moody Ministries that may be of interest to you include Moody Radio and Moody Distance Learning. To learn more visit www.moodyradio.org and www.moody.edu/distance-learning.

To enhance your reading experience we’ve made it easy to share inspiring passages and thought-provoking quotes with your friends via Goodreads, Facebook, Twitter, and other book-sharing sites. To do so, simply highlight and forward. And don’t forget to put this book on your Reading Shelf on your book community site.

Thanks again, and may God bless you.

The Moody Publishers Team






Prologue

Icy water surrounded him, sending a jolt of pain to every cell in his body and urging him back to the harsh but ultimately forgiving air above. Seconds or maybe an eternity after he entered the lake, his arms and legs deadened with shock, but he had to press further into the black. He couldn’t—he wouldn’t—come up alone. He knew it would be impossible to see anything underwater, but he hadn’t counted on the numbness that was threatening to overtake him. Flailing his arms and legs had been an involuntary reaction to the frigid bite he felt when he first jumped in, but now the motion was keeping his body below the surface. His extremities had become his eyes and ears, though they saw and heard nothing but bitter cold water on every side.

Against his will, twilight flooded in around him as his head broke into the chilled evening sky above. The relief of a gasp was short-lived. The air felt like broken glass in his chest, and the breeze against his skin brought with it a new level of cold he wouldn’t have thought possible a moment earlier. The muffled silence he had known underwater gave way to a single shouting voice, bad pop music in the distance, and the sound of his own heartbeat. But only for a second. He forced himself back down, welcoming the numbness of the freezing water. This time, he gave all he had, flexing every muscle on his fourteen-year-old frame and expelling every last bubble of oxygen from his lungs. He needed to go deeper.

When he had nothing left and his body had slowed to a stop, he felt a wave of sleep overtaking him. The pitch of the lake floor grew even darker. Then, it happened. The deadness in his left hand was resurrected by an object—there was something in the water—and it was enough to rouse unknown energy to his task. He stretched and grasped it. A finger. A hand.

He found her.
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A Dream in the Darkness

The Marshal sat up in bed and took note of the time. For the sixth night in a row, he had been roused from his sleep at precisely 2:37 a.m. A vivid nightmare had broken his slumber each time, but with each successive dream, the details had grown clearer. The repetition of the events depicted and the timing of the dreams had led him to believe they were more than just random, subconscious fears being played out by his mind during the nightly rhythm of its REM cycles. These dreams were a message, and the Marshal always took such messages seriously.

There was sweat on his forehead and bags under his eyes. His mouth was dry with fear, but he managed a decisive phrase: “Nighttime mode off.” Instantly, the room came to life, perfectly illuminated for the day ahead. “Andronica,” the Marshal said, louder this time.

“Yes, sir,” a female voice replied through the room’s embedded audio system.

“Council,” the Marshal said. “Now.”

“Now, sir?” asked Andronica. “It’s the middle of the night, my lord.”

“Now,” repeated the Marshal calmly. He pulled back the covers from his plush, oversized bed and stepped to the floor. “This ends now.”

[image: ]

The council chamber at the Marshal’s residence was located on the third subterranean level, far below Transom City. It was more of a bunker than a conference room, but Marshal Postulus Grouse liked the serious atmosphere the room evoked. He saw no reason to indulge a more cheerful meeting place, and there were few locations as private. Besides that, he liked for his staff to retain a wartime posture, and settings like the council chamber helped set the mood.

When the Marshal arrived, his cabinet was already assembled. Even though he had the shortest distance to travel—just a ride down the elevator—the men and women in his employ knew better than to keep him waiting.

The Marshal was tall—six foot four. He wasn’t terribly overweight, but he wasn’t fit either. He was lumpy, as if the extra pounds on his long frame could neither collect themselves in a single place nor spread themselves evenly across such a great distance. He wore black from the top of his collar to the soles of his shoes, which contrasted starkly with his reddish skin and the sparse silver hair atop his head. He walked to the front of the room with a slight limp and the aid of a cane. As he passed by the twelve members of his cabinet, he acknowledged each in turn with a nod. They answered by standing at attention.

At the front of the room and the head of the table, the Marshal turned and looked at the group. “Friends,” he said, engaging the lilt of his slight Southern accent, “thank you for coming.” And with that, he took his seat.

A second later, so did everyone else.

“I’ll get right to it,” he began. “Insurrection has been birthed, and it must be crushed in its cradle.” Such a statement was nothing new to the ears of those in the Marshal’s inner circle. Though they knew no one would dare challenge their leader—at least not openly—they had grown used to the paranoid delusions about rebellions and uprisings that captured his focus from time to time. But they had never been summoned in the middle of the night before.

There was a moment of silence, and the minister of defense decided to fill it: “Sir, if I may ask, what is the nature of the threat?”

“I have reason to believe my life is in danger.”

The room gasped, as if each cabinet member were vying to be seen as the most shocked.

“But sir,” the minister of agriculture said, “it’s not possible. You are beloved. You are the People’s Protector.”

“You don’t believe me?” asked the Marshal, his mouth turned upward as if he had just heard something funny.

“No, sir, I didn’t mean—”

“But you just said it wasn’t possible.”

“I only meant that no one would dare think of attacking you.”

“I see. So then, I’m making it up? Is that right?” The Marshal chuckled, his eyes bright.

“No, of course not.”

“Then I’ve got my facts wrong. Is that it?”

The minister of agriculture hunched in on himself as if the room were closing in around him. “Certainly not, sir.”

“Am I mad, then?” The Marshal’s face was decidedly stern.

“My lord, no!”

“But you just said—”

“Forgive me!” pleaded the minister.

The Marshal took a deep breath and ran a finger through his silver hair. “Ours is an empire that encircles the planet. In a relatively short period of time, our superior values and virtues have spread across the globe. Freedom has been given to the people of every continent. It is my job, as the People’s Protector, to ensure that everyone has the same rights, the same freedoms, no matter their rung on the social ladder.” He smiled at the minister, who was now ghost white. “That includes you, dear friend. You are entitled to your opinion. You are free to speak your mind.”

The minister of agriculture sighed with relief. “Thank you, sir,” he said, wiping a drop of sweat from his brow.

The finance minister two seats down seemed to sense what was coming and shook her head, ever so slightly, in pity.

“Far be it from me to stifle a dissenting opinion,” continued the Marshal, still grinning. “In fact, I’d like to help extend the reach of your voice. Amplify it, as it were.”

“Amplify my voice, sir?”

“Yes, I’d like to make it so everyone can hear what you have to say.”

“Sir, I really don’t think that’s necess—”

“But I insist.” The Marshal pressed a small button on the table, and two drone guards entered. Addressing them, he said, “Mr. Eliot here would like his voice to be heard around the world.” At that, the two guards lifted the minister of agriculture high out of his seat so that his feet dangled above the dark, concrete floor. “See to it that the, uh, former minister of agriculture is heard.” The Marshal paused for dramatic effect, and then in a tone that was as steady as the one he used each morning to order breakfast, he told the guards, “Remove his vocal cords and have them installed in the new talk-show drone being deployed next week.”

As Mr. Eliot was being escorted out of the room, he pleaded with the guard on his right, but unfortunately for him, a drone has no heart to be softened. Then he turned to the one on his left. “No! Wait! This isn’t what I—”

The drone squeezed Eliot’s arm tightly—a bit too tightly—and Eliot passed out from the pain. It was too late, but the minister finally shut his mouth.

“It’s going to be a very popular show, Mr. Eliot. Everyone in the world will soon know your voice,” assured the Marshal. With that, he waved his hand.

The guards quickly disappeared with their prisoner, and the door clicked shut behind them.

“I’m terribly sorry about that,” said the Marshal to the now wide-eyed room. “Where were we? Ah, yes. There is a coup d’état brewing, and we must end it before it begins.”

Once again, he pushed a button on the table, but this time, instead of guards entering the room, a small blue light appeared above the dead center of the antique tabletop.

“For the past several evenings, I have been receiving messages,” the Marshal began. He looked down at the table and paused for a moment. “Forgive me, friends. Allow me to start again.”

The Marshal cleared his throat and took a sip of water from a ready glass. “Most of you are ignorant of the world in which we live. You dismiss fate as mere coincidence. You see cause and effect but never miracles. And you believe we are all alone in the universe. I don’t blame you. Really, I don’t. Ignorance can be much more enjoyable than understanding. But ignorance can only take you so far.”

He took another sip from his water glass, seizing the opportunity to read the faces in the room. “Friends, for the past six nights, I have experienced vivid dreams. In many ways, these experiences have been more vibrant than my waking life. But these were not just dreams. Nighttime visions are usually more than they appear to be. These, I believe, were meant as a warning. A great catastrophe is coming, but the Ones Out There want us to survive.”

The Marshal smiled, seeing the confusion on the other faces in the room. “You do know about the Ones Out There, don’t you?” He looked around the table as if he were about to ask for a show of hands. No one dared move, lest he make an object of them. “Far be it from me to invoke religion, but do you suppose we are so much more enlightened than those who lived long ago?” He stood and placed his arms behind his back. “They were called gods, spirits, muses, angels, demons.”

The Marshal began to pace. “The labels don’t really matter. What’s important is that everyone from the Egyptians to the Aztecs to the Babylonians to the Greeks and the Romans believed. From East to West and from North to South, every thriving civilization was spurred on by help from Out There. Could it really be that all of these mighty empires, in many cases separated from one another by great distances of time and space, just happened to hold the same basic belief? Let me ask you: Who is more likely to be wrong—billions of people around the world, across thousands of years, all testifying to the same basic truth that we are not alone, or we who, only recently in the cosmic scheme of things, have chosen to dissent from the tide of history in order to stick our fingers in our ears and ignore the helpful voices calling to us from Out There?”

Everyone in the room tried not to blink. The minister of agriculture’s open chair spoke loudly that they should not engage the Marshal, not even to agree with him.

“Until tonight, the dreams have not been clear enough to take any action, but now I believe we have something.” He pressed another button, and the small blue light came to life, projecting a complete 3-D holographic image above the table. “A few nights ago, I began using a thalamus scanner to record my dreams.” The Marshal took his chair once again.

Everyone watched as the grainy, blue-tinted image grew clearer. What they saw taking shape was a room full of clocks. There were grandfather clocks, sundials, pocket watches, alarm clocks, analog faces in every shape and size, and digital displays too numerous to count. From one angle, Mickey Mouse could be seen smiling at the room from the face of an antique watch. And in the center was a strange looking ceramic piece, obviously ancient. If it was a clock, it was unlike the rest—a box that was decorated on one side, though it was too small in the projection for anyone to make out anything more than that.

Suddenly, the room of clocks spun around, and when it came to a stop, there was the Marshal in his full-dress uniform, the ceremonial black and green he reserved for special occasions, his privilege as leader of the free world. He was winding a small black clock from the mid-twentieth century. He was careful and focused, as if applying too much pressure would cause the clock to crumble in his hands. When he was finished, the timepiece he held chimed twelve o’clock, and then, one by one, all the other clocks began to gong, beep, and ring—a cacophony of sounds growing louder with each tone. The projected Marshal dropped the clock he was holding to cover his ears, and the timepiece crashed to the ground, shattering like glass. From among the pieces, a small snake that had apparently been hiding in the clock slithered out. The Marshal did not react, either because he didn’t see it or because he wasn’t surprised by the creature’s presence.

As the twelfth chime rang out and the sound of the clocks reached a crescendo, a male figure appeared in the foreground of the holographic frame, obscured by shadow. Reaching toward an especially old and ornate grandfather clock as tall as himself, he turned the minute hand counterclockwise. As he did, the chimes of every timepiece in the room began again, but this time, they counted backward from twelve and grew quieter with each tone. When the reverse dings, chimes, and bells were complete, the clock that had been shattered suddenly took its shape once more. The bits reassembled themselves in perfect order, undoing the damage the piece had suffered. The Marshal picked the clock up off the carpet and examined it. There appeared to be no sign of fracturing. He held it to his ear to find it ticking in steady rhythm.

Then the shadowed figure lunged with all his might into the side of the grandfather clock he had adjusted. It wobbled for a few seconds and then toppled over, taking down the clocks to its immediate right and causing a chain reaction. One by one, every clock fell over, either toppling onto its side or falling from its shelf. In that moment, it seemed as though the center of gravity had been refocused on the place where the Marshal was standing, for every remaining clock now fell in his direction. Within seconds, he was being buried alive in an avalanche of broken timepieces.

The Marshal paused the playback. “This was, more or less, all I could see until tonight. I would wake up at this point. They say you aren’t supposed to see yourself die in a dream. But a short while ago, I dreamed this.” The film of his subconscious mind resumed.

Just as the dream version of the Marshal was about to be crushed to death, he let loose the clock he had been holding, throwing it across the room. It struck the mysterious figure in the head, causing a spray of virtual blood to project across the boardroom table. As if knowing he’d have an audience, the shadowed assailant exited the frame, but not before shouting, “Ante tenebras lux! Post tenebras lux!”

The holographic image shrank down to a small blue light above the table’s center and then disappeared entirely. “It’s Latin. It means ‘Before darkness, light. After darkness, light,’” confirmed the Marshal.

“But why, sir?” the particularly brave foreign relations minister asked.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’ve been warned about a threat against my life.”

As if he had been out of the room when the Marshal ordered his agricultural counterpart’s vocal cords untethered from his body, the minister of transportation services spoke up. “Sir, if I may, the elements of this dream are clearly symbolic. Should we not take time to analyze it further before acting too quickly?”

The Marshal glared at him and then exhaled in frustration. “I don’t expect to be crushed to death by an avalanche of clocks, I grant you that—but when my life is in danger, is there such a thing as ‘too quickly’?” he asked.

“Of course not, sir. I didn’t—”

“No amount of dream interpretation will change the fact that the Ones Out There have given me a great gift: a warning about the future. And now, thanks to this recording, we have what we need to stop it.”

“We do, sir? But the figure in the hologram is never shown clearly.”

“No, but his blood is.” The Marshal pressed another button on the desk, and a freeze frame image of the dark figure’s crimson blood splatter appeared. Turning to the minister of science on his right, the Marshal said, “I want to know whose blood this is. Magnify it. Analyze it. Use every piece of technology at your disposal—and invent some new ones if you have to. Just get me a name.”

“My lord?”

“Get me a name.”
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School, Interrupted

Adams Klein awoke to the ambient light of a sunrise in Malibu and the smell of bacon frying, both simulated by his bedroom’s sensory alarm. It wasn’t a bad way to wake up, but then again, there was no bacon, no Malibu. Instead, it was Friday morning, and school started in an hour.

He looked up and viewed a message on the ceiling:


Friday, September 30, 2196 / 6:30 a.m. / 58° / Partly Cloudy



The information was displayed like a stretched shadow in the early morning sunlight, as if the letters and numbers were painted on the window, but it was only an optical effect tied into the room’s wakeup alarm. He rolled over and turned it off by waving his hand over a wall sensor. The lighting immediately reverted to the dimness of pre-dawn, though the aroma of bacon lingered. He made his way to his feet and fumbled toward the door. The sheets and comforter on his bed erupted behind him as his dog, Jupiter, sprang to life to follow his master.

Adams undressed and stepped into the shower. Dual faucets automatically distributed soap, shampoo, and conditioner into the mix with motion-activated timing, creating the perfect lather and washing him clean with no effort expended on his part. His dark brown hair, which he wore purposely disheveled, wouldn’t look much different post-shower, but at least it would be clean. The 3-D panel walls of the shower imaged a perfect waterfall set in a rainforest, while a smaller holographic inset provided an update on news, weather, and sports, but Adams’ mind was elsewhere. He was supposed to kill someone today.

Even though an RS-17 wasn’t actually alive—just a drone soldier designed to mimic a human being—the deed would look, sound, and feel very much like taking another person’s life. There would even be blood. Well, crimson lubrication fluid, anyway.

“I hate gym class,” he said aloud.

Adams opened the door and placed a foot on the bathroom’s heated tiles. The shower stopped flowing at the notice of his absence. Hot air engulfed him on every side, but Adams reached for an old-fashioned towel. The high-efficiency blower systems in older homes didn’t work as well as a good, fluffy towel. Jupiter, who had been attentively waiting outside the shower door, ran up and licked Adams’ temporarily wet feet.

“Come on, Jupe,” said Adams, and the pair walked back to his room so Adams could get dressed for the day.

A few minutes later, Adams was in the kitchen eating breakfast—a densely packed protein bar with essential vitamins and minerals. Jupiter ate something similar, but seeing it broken up and in a dog’s bowl, it somehow seemed more honest. Thanks to the onslaught of cheaply produced nutrition bars in thousands of varieties, famine had been all but eradicated some years earlier. However, these protein bars, synthetically healthful though they were, could not be called meals in any sense of the word. On the plus side, they took no time to prepare and could be eaten on the go. And that was a good thing because Adams was running late.

“I’ll see you tonight, Jupe,” he said between bites, scratching the terrier mix behind the ears before grabbing his backpack and heading out the door.

On most mornings, Adams’ dad, Grant, left early for work, so Adams was used to eating breakfast alone and taking public transportation to school. The loop station was only a few blocks from his family’s home, a midsize apartment on the twenty-third floor of a high-rise that could be confused with a million others. Some of the more expensive buildings boasted a loop stop in the basement level, but Adams didn’t see that as much of an upgrade. He liked walking outside, no matter the weather.

Transom City, as bleak as it was, could never completely blot out the natural world. Trees still dotted the sidewalks and streets, the sun still shone, and the wind still whipped between the skyscrapers. Rain and snow reminded a person that there was a world beyond the capital city, that there were places where wildness was left unchecked—a part of life yet uncontrolled by the Marshal. Even the weeds pressing through the pavement seemed to be rising up in defiance of the regime.

Much of the city was an illusion—a series of holographic projections designed to make the buildings and infrastructure appear more beautiful than their actual state. The Marshal believed that if people lived in a place they could be proud of, they would take better care of their homes and public property. But the opposite turned out to be true. Knowing that the world around them was little more than special-effects magic, many people lived lazy, messy lives. It was not uncommon to witness a trash pile transform into a beautiful, flowering bush or see graffiti disappear behind a new electronic façade. There was always another holographic projection to cover over a new ugliness.

Few people knew just how squalid Transom had become until the city experienced a blackout one summer night a few years earlier and the augmented reality layers disappeared for a few hours. Adams and his father walked the streets that night in disgust, truly seeing their neighborhood for the first time. And so did everyone else. For a few weeks thereafter, the residents of the city cleaned up their act a bit, but soon they went back to their old ways. The residents of Transom found it easier to live in denial.

When Adams arrived at the underground loop station, he was surprised to discover his handprint didn’t work on the entry sensor. Dad must have forgotten to pay for the monthly pass again. Grant Klein could be absentminded, so it was a strong possibility. No matter the reason, though, Adams needed the loop to get to school. He considered jumping the divider. He had heard it could be done, that even though there were biometric cameras and spybots everywhere, such crimes were rarely prosecuted. He looked to his right and then to his left. He considered what kind of speed he might need to clear the barrier. But before he could try, he heard someone approaching fast from behind.

What? Is the Marshal reading our thoughts now? He grinded his teeth.

“Hold up!” said a voice, and Adams turned to see a familiar face. Alix Turner lived in his building and attended the same middle school. “I saw you ahead of me on the street, but you move quickly, man.”

“Sorry. I’m running late,” said Adams.

“Me too. Wanna loop together?” asked Alix.

“Sure. Do you mind if I borrow a scan? My dad must have forgotten to reauthorize our loop account.”

“No worries.”

“Thanks. I’ll get you next time.”

Alix passed his hand over a small black pad on the entry gate and the barrier fell into the floor in front of him. Once he was through, the barrier reappeared to block Adams and anyone else who might want to sneak in. Alix stretched his arm back over the barrier and activated the pad once more, paying Adams’ fare. The wall between the two boys fell, and Adams joined his friend.

The boys traveled down a long corridor and arrived at the loop platform, which had been designed to bring several dozen entry points into one central station. The area was filled with vendors selling hot caffeine injections, protein bars in a hundred different configurations, and digital impressions of the latest news reports, which could be cranially downloaded for full comprehension in just under three seconds. The loop station also served as a black market for everything from printed books to real food—just about anything that had been outlawed or made scarce under the Marshal.

“There’s something I have to take care of,” said Adams. “Thanks for letting me borrow your hand. I’ll see you at school.”

“It’s okay. I can wait,” said Alix.

“Nah, I don’t want you to be any later than we already are. It’s okay, really.”

Alix nodded. “All right, man. I’ll see you in fifth period.”

Adams approached one of the protein bar stands, watching Alix out of the corner of his eye. When his neighbor had finally gone, he turned around and made his way back toward the platform’s entryway. There, he found a thin man in a filthy gray coat slumped against the wall, his long beard blowing in the breeze from a nearby access tunnel. His eyes were open, but the man appeared absent. For about thirty seconds, Adams just stood next to him and joined in his blank expression.

Finally, the bearded man spoke softly, “Let’s see it.”

“Yeah, sure,” whispered Adams.

“Let me see,” the man repeated.

Adams surveyed the platform area for spybots hovering overhead. Not finding any, he pulled out a small box from his back pocket and lowered it to the bearded man, who took it without breaking his firm gaze into nowhere.

Sliding back the lid, he pressed his finger inside the box to confirm the product. “It’s real,” he said.

Adams nodded. It was real, though he wondered why someone would pay so much for something as trivial as an old whistle. But the truth was, Adams didn’t care. He suspected the bearded man was part of an underground movement bent on deposing the Marshal, but he wasn’t interested in finding out for certain. And while he was sympathetic to the cause, he just wanted his payment—a bit of joy in his otherwise stale life.

The bearded man slipped the package into his pocket and then held out his right hand toward Adams. The two shook hands, and as they did, the man pressed a small, metal container into Adams’ palm. It contained a powder rumored to have been engineered as a perk for the Marshal’s inner circle. It was called ash, and it was forbidden to the masses. A pinch stirred into a cup of hot water would deliver any taste a person dared to imagine‚ from cotton candy to the finest cut of steak. In a world of processed protein bars, ash promised an experience above subsistence, and Adams had been dying to try it.

Adams stuck the payment in his pocket but stood there an additional minute, not wanting to walk away too quickly and arouse suspicion. The bearded man began shouting nonsense: “The yellow police are underground, up in the trees! Cats know—oh, they know—but the dogs won’t stop barking! They won’t! I hate the dogs! Open your eyes! Stupid dogs!”

Some people turned to look at the man; others were uncomfortable and determined to look away. Adams put distance between himself and the now apparently deranged man, though he knew the crazy routine was a favorite choice for those looking to avoid suspicion. Sometimes the best way to escape notice is to draw attention to yourself. “The dogs, man! The dogs!”

Adams walked quickly through the crowds and made his way past a yellow line at the other end of the platform. He sat down on a bright white seat, the last in a long row of chairs. Once in place, a red light above him glowed, signaling to other potential travelers that space 42 had been taken. In a normal speaking voice, Adams said, “One for Central Middle School D.” In acknowledgment, the red light above him turned yellow and then green, and a gentle whooshing sound, inaudible even a few inches from the pad, grew loud in his ears. Just when it seemed the sound of streaming air might deafen him, Adams was lifted off the ground. He and his chair were immediately enveloped in a clear capsule that shut in all around him, and then, like a bullet from a gun, the capsule shot through a single vacuum-sealed tube at more than two hundred miles per hour.

The beauty of traveling by loop is that within the confines of a vacuum, there is no air resistance. Great distances can be attained with little energy expended. And because the normal friction involved in other means of travel is not a factor inside the tube, passengers can carry on with life as if they were sitting stationary—although the speed of the loop made most commutes far too short to even consider reading a book, venturing a conversation, or taking a nap.

The loop system carved paths across the sky that took its passengers above and alongside tall buildings, and occasionally underground or underwater. Subsequent trips to the same destination might take alternate routes depending on the traffic or the never-ending maintenance schedule. On this day, Adams found himself flying high over the city, looking down at the cars on the streets below and up at more cars in the sky above. His pod only used an underwater bay tube once to avoid construction.

Six minutes after takeoff, the pod slowed into the station underneath the school. When it finally came to a stop, the shell unwrapped all around him, and he was once again sitting on a padded white chair on a loop platform underneath a red light, though this time the light was flashing to signify a completed trip. Adams stood up and walked to the nearby stairs that ascended into the school proper. The bell rang to start the day as he reached the last of the steps. Close but still late.
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For Adams, first period was applied military strategy, held in one of the school’s many augmented reality theaters. He entered through the rear door of the theater, hoping to sneak past the course’s instructor, Mr. Hughes. As he passed into the classroom, the slate-colored hallway behind him disappeared into a vast jungle landscape, and his ears filled with the sounds of a rainforest—the songs of birds, the cackles of monkeys, and the constant flow of a mythic river in the distance.

Looking down, Adams saw that he was now dressed in black and gray military fatigues, his sneakers replaced with combat boots. And instead of his backpack slung over his shoulder, he felt the weight of an LRP-700, a basic but classic high-capacity military phaser. He quickly darted behind a large tree, not wanting to be discovered out in the open. He pulled the LRP from his back and held it in front of him, edging slowly around the trunk to survey the area. To his left, in the deep growth, he heard something rustling. An animal of some sort perhaps? Or it could be an enemy combatant. Either way, he didn’t have a clear shot from his hiding place behind the tree. In case it was the enemy, he needed a new position.

Adams fell to the ground in a swift, silent motion and began edging his way into the clearing, staying low as he moved. From his own patch of tall grass, he remained hidden to everyone but the birds. He put the rustling weeds across the expanse in his gun’s electronic sight and rested his finger on the trigger. Just then, Adams’ adversary made a move, crawling out of the brush. Adams relaxed his finger. It was only a capybara, trudging its way clumsily along the forest floor on its way to the nearby river.

Adams rolled over in relief, but it was short lived. He found himself looking up the barrel of someone else’s LRP-700. And mimicking standard protocol in the Marshal’s army, the enemy fired, sending Adams into a moment of pure darkness and mild pain. A second later, Adams was back in the theater, the jungle was gone, and he could see his assailant for what she was: a thirteen-year-old girl with pigtails, wearing a T-shirt with a picture of a cartoon cat.

The girl extended a hand to Adams, and he found his way to his feet. It was then that Adams first saw Mr. Hughes standing nearby. The theater had been programmed to provide Mr. Hughes with invisibility while simulations ran their course. The special glasses he wore, which he now removed, allowed him to see everything as his students saw it. This way he could observe all that was taking place without interfering or being a distraction. “Mr. Klein,” he said, “so nice of you to join us. And that’s a record, I believe.”

“A record?” asked Adams.

“For quickest kill,” he answered, turning to the petite girl in the cat shirt. “Congratulations, Miss Seaverson.”

With that, Stacey Seaverson took up her LRP-700 and vanished into the jungle, looking for her next target, though to Adams and Mr. Hughes, she appeared to be running into an open, white space with nothing around to provide cover.

Adams sat the rest of the class out, forced to watch the remaining battles on an augmented reality viewer. Mr. Hughes naturally assumed that sitting on the sidelines would be a shameful consequence for those who were defeated so easily, but Adams was just happy to be free from the killing for forty minutes or so.

Since the advent of cranial downloads, there was no longer a need to study facts and figures. Mathematics didn’t need to be learned; science, engineering, and technology courses no longer needed to be taught. The information could simply be imported into a person’s mind. A centralized government authority, the Ministry of Education, took on the task of ensuring that only the best information was included in the regularly administered and approved downloads. Early on, there was fear that false facts, inadvertently inserted into the minds of nearly everyone on the planet, would result in chaos. If everyone suddenly believed two plus two equaled five, businesses would grind to a halt, and the financial markets would descend into madness. What people didn’t know was that the cranial injections could also remove information, erasing certain inconvenient truths from the minds of everyone subjected to them. It was just one more way the Marshal kept his grip on the people of the late twenty-second century.

At first, there was widespread pushback to the new technology. But the ease of gaining a world of knowledge instantaneously proved too powerful a draw for all but a fringe of educational fundamentalists. Over a relatively short period of time, the ministry largely did away with the arts and humanities. They systematically removed religion, literature, poetry, fine arts, philosophy, and the critical study of history from the list of approved downloads, citing the divisive nature of those subjects and their limited real-world application. Physical books were already a rarity when cranial download technology was first perfected, so the government found their ability to control information nearly total. The era of injectable education dawned, and, while appearing to increase knowledge around the globe exponentially, it was revolutionary in precisely the opposite way that Gutenberg’s printing press had been seven hundred years earlier, enslaving people rather than freeing them.

Semi-annual updates were required to keep the brain from archiving the downloaded information too deeply in the mind’s vast recesses, but the procedure had dramatically changed schools everywhere. Teachers didn’t have to teach, and written tests became a thing of the past. From kindergarten on up through the highest levels of post-doctoral work, students learned to apply knowledge—to test it out in the real world, albeit in the confines of the classroom.

Applied military strategy was a prime example of such coursework. Its purpose was to give students an opportunity to use the military training they had received via cranial injection in a realistic battle scenario. As the Marshal was fond of saying, “Knowledge is a dangerous thing without the courage and will to apply it properly.” Adams hated the class, just as he hated every other minute of school. He saw it for what it really was: the Marshal raising up a programmed and devoted army from among the next generation—his generation. Of course, not everyone would become soldiers. There was still the need for people to specialize in medicine, mechanics, engineering, and a hundred other fields, and school provided those who were chosen for such assignments with the proper downloads and practice required. Adams wouldn’t receive his assignment for another year, but he was starting to fear he would be chosen for military service. The thought of commanding drone soldiers for the Marshal made him sick.

[image: ]

During second period, Adams found a lab table in the back of his engineering class. Again, there was no direct instruction, since everything that could be taught by a teacher or read in a book was imported bio-digitally. Instead, students were tasked with engineering vehicles, weapons, new tools—anything that could be used to enhance some segment of society. While most of the gadgets created in this class either failed to impress or failed to work properly, a few of Central Middle School D’s inventions were now in mass-production. Just a year earlier, two eighth-grade girls had worked together to build a silencer forcefield that allowed a user to bend approaching sound waves in order to neutralize any offensive noises within a specified perimeter. Though the girls intended the device as a sleep aid in the event a neighbor’s dog started barking in the middle of the night, the military was currently reconfiguring it so that drone soldiers and armored military vehicles could move anywhere on earth without making a sound.

Adams was busy working on something that, as far as he could imagine, had no military application whatsoever: a music box. What made the music box special, though, was its memory chip, which was large enough to store every tune ever written, or at least every one sanctioned by the Marshal. For now, while it was just a prototype, there was only one song programmed: an arrangement of a folk tune from the Old World—“Here Comes the Sun” by the Beatles—chosen in part because of its use of strings, winds, and percussion, and because it was a favorite of Adams’ late mother.

But the music box wasn’t just an audio player that offered up stale recordings of neo-classical songs; it actually played the pieces in real time using tiny, improvised instruments, each programmed to hit the right notes at the right moments. In the early planning stages, Adams insisted this his device create real music, not just reproduce it. In that, the device would straddle the divide between the ancient world of intricate craftsmanship and the modern era of barrier-busting technology. Another special feature was that the music box required no power, since it was engineered with an internal reactor that pulled moisture from the air, and then converted hydrogen into electricity. Adams wanted to make sure that the music only stopped when a child was ready for it to do so. The only problem was that every prototype Adams had built up to this point exploded under the power of his reactor, so it was still a work in progress—one that his teacher, Mrs. Haverhill, suggested he abandon. “The music box has already been invented,” she had told him several times. “And who really needs one that can play forever and ever?” She had a point, but Adams continued with his project despite her objections, or perhaps because of them.

“I think I’ve got it,” said Adams quietly to himself. “This time, for sure.” Placing the tiny music box in a transparent, ballistics-grade case, he turned it on and sealed the lid. A familiar tune began to play in perfect time. For the first thirty seconds or so, everything seemed to work as designed, but then the digital thermometer on the case started to flash, indicating the reactor was in danger of overheating. Lifting the lid, Adams pressed a small blue button on the top of the white music box, and the tiny stand-in instruments inside came to an awkward halt. Steadily, the temperature gauge lowered. Adams picked up his invention, which was still warm to the touch, and stared at it, as if the box itself were getting ready to give him the answer to the problem.

“Adams Klein,” said Mrs. Haverhill from the front of the large room, her voice breaking Adams’ concentration and stilling the chatter of the other students. He looked up. “There is someone here to see you.” It was a tall man with dark hair and a beard—Adams’ father, Grant. He was standing in the doorway, a look of distress on his face.

Adams walked to the front of the room, tucking the music box into the interior pocket of his jacket. “Dad, what are you doing here?” he said quietly as the room returned to its normal conversation.

“Come with me, son,” said Grant. He took him by the arm into the hallway, letting the automatic classroom door close with a soft whoosh before he ventured to say another word. “It’s not safe here,” he whispered.

“What do you mean?” asked Adams.

Grant looked up and down the hall and saw a small flying sphere buzzing overhead. The spybot had a microphone and several cameras poised to record their conversation should they decide to have it within its range. Grant pulled down his hat to obscure his face, and then nudged his head as if to say, “Follow me.”

Adams understood and followed his father down the long hallway of identical classroom doors, all sealed electronically. They were careful to avoid giving the bot a clear view of their faces. The pair turned left and then right, passing only a handful of students on their way. They continued down a flight of stairs to the floor below, and then Grant began checking each door they passed. Finally, they came to the boys’ locker room, which was left unlocked during the school day.

Once inside, Adams asked, “Dad, what’s going on?”

Grant lifted a finger to his lips. In the quiet, they could hear the subtle hum of another spybot passing by outside. Grant led his son to the back of the locker room, where the showers were. He pulled back the curtain on one of the stalls, rolled up his sleeve, and placed his arm inside. The shower immediately sprang to life, its motion sensors picking up Grant’s appendage. “There we go,” he said, his arm now soaked. “Spybots are programmed to stay out of the shower room, and the running water should keep any that pass nearby from picking up our voices, as long as we speak quietly.”

“Dad, what’s going on?” repeated Adams.

“We’re in trouble, son,” Grant began. He cleared his throat. “You’re in trouble.”
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Plunge

The first alert came in at six this morning,” said Grant Klein over the sound of running water. “I wouldn’t have known about it if it wasn’t for a friend in the Marshal’s inner circle.”

“Known about what? I don’t understand,” said Adams.

“The Marshal believes someone is trying to kill him. Rumor is, he’s been having nightmares about a murder plot.” Adams was noticeably confused, wondering what the Marshal’s delusions had to do with him. “He believes the dreams depict real events. And he believes someone in our family is trying to kill him.”

“What? Why does he think that?”

“Have you ever heard of virtual synthetic microscopics?” Grant looked at the ceiling. “No, you wouldn’t have. It’s brand new. The subject hasn’t been cleared for inclusion in update injections yet.”

Adams stared at his father, his confusion only deepening.

“I told you that the Marshal has been having dreams. Well, he’s begun recording them, and he’s been able to obtain a blood sample from his attacker in one of those dreams.”

“A blood sample? How is that even possible?” asked Adams. “A dream isn’t real, Dad. And neither is a digital recording for that matter. It’s not physical; it’s just an illusion.”

“Yes, that’s true. It’s all somewhat theoretical—or at least it was. Try to think about it like this. As you know, a computer-generated image, whether it’s a holographic movie or the face of a drone soldier, is made up of trillions and trillions of tiny dots called pixels. Similarly, all matter, regardless of the form it takes, is made up of atoms. Some years ago, the question arose, what if we could view pixels the way we view molecules? Up until recently, it’s only been a hypothesis, but there’s been a breakthrough. Scientists have successfully matched pixels to atoms. In other words, if an image has been captured in just the right way, and a scientist has a very—and I mean very—powerful microscope at their disposal, they can analyze the picture at the molecular level, as real as if it were a physical object being studied. This can even be done to an image from a recorded dream.”

“I still don’t know what all this has to do with us.”

“The blood in one of the Marshal’s dreams was studied, and while they couldn’t match the DNA fragment they recovered to a particular individual, they’ve matched it to our family—our bloodline.”

“Is that why I couldn’t pay for the loop this morning?”

“No, son. That was me. I suspended our loop account. I was trying to stop you from getting to school. I wanted you to stay home today, but I knew if I tried to contact you, I’d be putting us both in danger.”

“But why me? Why not everyone in our family?”

“Our entire family is under scrutiny, of course, but voice analysis of the unidentified suspect in the Marshal’s dream matched someone in your age range.”

“Hold on a second. There are spybots and drone soldiers everywhere in Transom City. If the Marshal really believes I’m a threat, then why am I still here? He could hunt me down and arrest me in minutes.”

“You’re right,” said Grant, his voice trembling at the thought. “I called in a few favors to find out. I think I know why you’re still free, and I think I know what the Marshal is planning.”

Just then, the door to the boy’s locker room burst open, and a stream of sixth-grade boys flooded inside. They were loud enough to mask anything that Grant or Adams could say, so Grant removed his arm from the shower and unrolled his partially wet sleeve. “It’s not safe here,” he said. “We have to get you out of here.” He looked at his watch. “And quickly. But first, give me your hand.” Adams did, and Grant grasped it tightly at the wrist. He removed a small knife from his pants pocket.

“Dad, what are you—”

Grant’s response was to slice the center of his son’s hand and twist the knife inward. Adams pulled back his arm in pain, but not before the knife lifted out a small, transparent silicon disc. “Implant chip,” said Grant. Grant walked a few feet to a row of urinals and dropped the chip in a waiting pool of urine. “You need to disappear for a while.”

Grant wrapped Adams’ hand in a towel, and the two walked out through the locker room, paying no attention to the sixth graders getting ready for PE. In the hallway, they kept their heads low. Without saying a word, Adams followed his father back to the stairwell and down two more flights of stairs to the loop station.

“Dad, I thought you shut down our account,” Adams said quietly to his father.

“I did. We wouldn’t want to use it anyway. We don’t want any record that you’ve left school today. Not for another forty-five minutes. After that, it won’t matter.”

“What’s supposed to happen in forty-five minutes?”

“I’ll tell you on the loop.” Grant pulled a neoprene glove from his jacket pocket and put it on his right hand. “A friend is letting us use his account,” he said. When they reached the entry gate to the loop, he waved the gloved hand over the sensor, and the machine registered CS-5374, a janitorial drone that cleaned the lab rooms at the science ministry building. The barrier disappeared into the floor momentarily, allowing Adams to cross over. When the barrier reemerged, Grant waved his hand again and stepped into the terminal himself.

Finding an open section of seats, Grant and Adams sat down. In a voice unnaturally deep, Grant said, “Two for the capital office complex.”

As the light above turned from red to yellow and then to green, Adams turned to his father. “We’re going to the Marshal?” he whispered.

“Not exactly. You’ll see.”

The two white seats shot up into the sky, and a capsule quickly surrounded the Kleins, giving them five minutes of privacy to talk.

“You were supposed to kill a drone soldier today, weren’t you, son?” asked Grant.

“An RS-17. A training drone. Why?”

“Because it was going to kill you.”

“But it’s just a drill for gym class. Every weapon on those things is set to stun. They just want to make sure we have what it takes to kill something that looks so human.”

“Yes, but yours was going to be set to kill. They would say it was an accident, a miscalibration, a senseless tragedy that just reinforces the need for such training.”

“Because the Marshal thinks I want to kill him?”

“Exactly. But the public doesn’t know about his dreams or his paranoia. And the last thing he wants is to be seen gunning down kids in broad daylight. He’s far too vain for that. That’s why a drone soldier hasn’t come after you and why the spybots are leaving you alone. It’s why your teacher—what’s her name? Mrs. Haverwho?—let you leave your second period class with me. And it’s why we’ve been able to walk out of school without a confrontation.”

“But eventually—”

“Any drone in the world can be accessed and commandeered by the Marshal’s private security team. So, yes. Once they realize you aren’t showing up for your fourth period class, they’ll come looking for you. Appearances will be secondary. The Marshal will simply want you dead.”

“Then why are we going to the capital?”

Grant looked at his son with pained eyes. “I have a plan.”
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The capital complex in the heart of Transom City was a sprawling network of interconnected buildings filled with bureaucrats. Unlike the part of town where Grant and Adams lived, there was no graffiti or weeds to be covered up by clever holograms. Everything was pristine and polished, as if the place never aged and nothing bad ever happened there. This section of town was built on the ruins of Washington, DC, though Transom was nearly twice the size of the old city. When the new capital was first constructed, some of its architectural cues were taken from its predecessor, but the Marshal hated that, so an effort to “de-Americanize” the capital was ongoing.

Most of the buildings in this part of town shot up from ground level, while others were underground, and a few hovered several hundred feet above the earth. These “floating buildings” housed the government’s most sensitive and secret projects. As a scientist working in chemical research, Grant Klein’s office was in one such building, high in the sky. The only way to access the complex was in a suspended elevator that used a magnetic propulsion system to travel smoothly between the actual ground and what was traditionally referred to as the “ground floor” of the building (but was actually two hundred and fifty feet skyward).

On a normal day, Grant would have strolled right past the guard drones and waved his hand over the pad. The elevator would have then dropped from the building to pick him up. But he wasn’t willing to risk it with Adams. “Come this way,” he said.

The pair walked a long path around the normal elevator entrance through a busy torrent of people moving in every direction. They made their way to the back of the building’s imprint, a perfect tracing of the structure in the ground directly below, left vacant, as if the building might someday choose to come back to earth. It was an eerie thing to look up and see a building’s outline above your head, blocking out the sky. These buildings were modern miracles that still took some getting used to, even for someone who worked inside one every day.

There in the back by some bushes was another pad. “Freight elevator,” said Grant. “A drone guard would come down if I pressed this button.” Grant pointed to a red call button used for deliveries. “But they don’t actively guard this entrance, not when it’s a janitor.” Grant once again retrieved the glove from his pocket and pulled it tight over his right hand.

With a wave over the pad, a tiny square of the building above descended in front of them. As it came closer, the heavy-duty elevator took on three dimensions and showed its years of faithful service in a plethora of dings and scratches, the sort that would never be seen on a traditional elevator enclosed in a shaft. Once inside, the elevator doors shut automatically, and the box rose quickly into the building. The added bonus of using the freight elevator was that it concealed them for the trip. The standard service elevators were transparent, which provided a beautiful view for patrons but no privacy.

With a jolt and a loud click, the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened to a busy warehouse. Grant and Adams kept their heads low and moved swiftly through the large room, avoiding eye contact with people and drone workers alike, though they would have been hard-pressed to tell the difference between the two anyway. Out in the hallway, the tone of the building changed. The lighting, the sounds, and the people scurrying were all different, but this was the building that Grant had worked in for seventeen years, and he knew it well.

Grant chose a back stairwell to access his office. They needed to climb twelve flights, and it would give him a chance to talk with his son. “I’m sending you somewhere out of the Marshal’s reach, at least it will be as long as you lie low.”

Adams looked puzzled. “Where are you sending me?” He knew that the Marshal’s jurisdiction stretched across most of the planet, and even in remote areas outside of the empire, the regime had loyal followers.

“You have to promise me you’ll keep to yourself. You can’t get involved. You can’t change anything. Just find a quiet spot away from people and live out your life in peace.” Grant paused on the landing at the seventh floor. He turned to Adams with tears in his eyes for all the experiences he knew his son would miss with a life of isolation. “It’s not the life I wanted for you, but I promised your mother I would take care of you,” he said. “This is the only thing I know to do, and at least this way, you’ll be free.”

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Dad. And why aren’t you coming with me?”

Grant wiped his face and continued his fevered pace up the stairs with Adams close behind. “Someone has to tell a story. Someone has to give you an alibi. If the Marshal thinks you’re alive, he’ll never stop looking.” At the locked door to the twelfth floor, Grant used the janitor’s glove once more, but before entering the hallway, he completed his thought: “I’ll come for you if—when—things change. No matter how dark things seem, there’s always hope that a new day will come. No evil thing, no matter how tight its grip, lasts forever. We have to believe that.”
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In the vast security room of another building in the capital complex, a small red alert banner crawled across the holographic display assigned to Annie Sphinx, a low-level operative in the fourteenth row of desks. “That’s one busy janitorial drone,” she said to herself. “He’s been all over the city today, and he still managed to report in for his regular assignments.”

On a flexible 3-D touchscreen beside the hologram, the security agent selected the camera view for CS-5374, which gave her immediate access to the drone’s eyes, allowing her to see what he was seeing in real time. The screen showed the third-level cafeteria and the handle of a mop. Soon, a puddle of spilled coffee came into view.

“You’re mopping up. Pretty amazing, seeing as how you just exited the south stairwell on the twelfth floor a minute ago.” Annie waved her hand over a black pad on her desk and pressed a green button to request supervisor support.
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Around the corner from the stairwell door was Grant’s small office, the only one in a long row of offices with the door closed. When Grant opened the door, Adams saw why. Jupiter bounded up from the floor, excited to see a familiar face. “Jupe!” Adams exclaimed, taking the dog into his arms. “From the way Dad’s been talking, I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”

“I asked a colleague to use the pet loop service and bring him here,” said Grant. “This way, you won’t be completely on your own.”

Grant motioned for Adams to stay with Jupiter and stepped into his office. He pressed his thumb to a pad on his desk, and a drawer opened. From inside, he retrieved a black backpack. “Supplies,” he said, handing it to Adams, “to help until you get settled.” He returned to the same drawer and produced a small spray bottle containing a yellowish-orange liquid. “Now let’s get you safe.”

Their destination was the most secure room in the building. It was located on the top level, and access was restricted to a handful of scientists and the Marshal himself. Most people thought the building contained thirty-six floors, but if one were to count from the outside, they would actually find thirty-seven rows of reflective windows. The highest floor was only accessible via a special elevator, itself a well-guarded secret. Grant had been on the thirty-seventh floor only once, about six months ago, as part of a special team tasked with assessing a dangerous chemical spill; but he would never forget what he saw through the helmet of his hazmat suit.

Grant and Adams wound their way up and down identical hallways, every so often passing a lab or specialized testing area with opaque glass that kept top secret trial-and-error hidden from view.

“Do you know why your mother wanted to name you Adams?” Grant asked.

“After John Adams, the American president. Because you’re named after a president too.”

“That’s part of it. John Adams was the second president of the United States. He’s not as well-known as, say, Washington or Jefferson, but he was just as important—central, even—to the cause of liberty. Most people don’t know anything about him, and little about Washington or Jefferson for that matter since the cranial download library contains only a twisted version of early American history. But your mother gave you that name as a reminder of what once was, and in the hopes that you would one day see the freedom she never knew.”

“Why are you telling me this, Dad?”

“Hold that thought, son. We’re here.” Grant stopped in front of a nondescript broom closet.

“A closet?”

“Not a closet. Watch this.” There was no pad for Grant to wave his janitor’s glove over this time. Security protocols for this room were tighter than that. Instead, he retrieved the small bottle of liquid from his pocket and sprayed it in his mouth. The taste caused him to gag and cough reflexively.

“Are you okay?” Adams asked.

“I’m fine,” said Grant, though he sounded quite a bit different. “Oh, good. It’s working,” he said in the same strange voice.

“You sound like one of those infomercials from the Marshal they’re always playing.”

“That’s exactly right. Now I just hope they haven’t changed the security code.” Aimed at a small hole in the wall, Grant attempted his best Southern accent. “Access code Papa-Alpha-Charlie-seven-four-two,” he said. Nothing happened at first, but then they could hear the distinct whirr of a magnetic propulsion system. A moment later, the door clicked open, revealing a private elevator.

“I don’t know what we would have done if that didn’t work,” said Grant, his voice now cracking with his old, familiar delivery. He held up the small bottle before placing it back in his pocket. “That’s just a little something from a project we created for the Marshal—part of a backup plan to be implemented if he were ever to become incapacitated for any length of time. The soothing voice of ‘the People’s Protector.’” Grant rolled his eyes.

Father and son stepped inside the elevator, and the door closed behind them. There were no buttons on the inside; this elevator only had one destination. A few seconds after receiving its passengers, it began its ascent to the thirty-seventh floor.

“I want you to remember why we named you Adams,” Grant said, continuing their conversation from before, “because you’re about to taste the freedom that your mother always wanted for you. It may be difficult for you to believe, but I’m sending you back to the United States, to the twenty-first century. Long before the old order fell apart. Long before the wars. Long before there was a Marshal.”

Adams clutched Jupiter tightly, a look of sadness and bewilderment on his face. “How is that even possible?” he asked, but before Grant could answer, he said, “What if I don’t want to leave? What if I don’t want to go?”

“There’s no other way, son. It has to be like this.”

The elevator slowed to a stop, and the doors opened, revealing a large, domed room with reinforced greenish-metal walls that sparkled against the hanging lights. To his right, Adams saw a large display with rows upon rows of syringes and another with phasers and antique guns in a variety of shapes and sizes. To his left was a door marked “Wardrobe.” It was open, and he could see several racks of men’s and women’s clothing lining the walls.

Grant turned to Adams. “You won’t be going through the Wardrobe today, my boy.” He pointed to the center of the room, where there was a small pool surrounded by control panels. “That’s what we’re here for. Welcome to the Marshal’s best kept secret. I’ve been here before, and even I’m not supposed to know about it. But that’s a story I don’t have time to share.”

Adams put Jupiter on the ground and stepped out of the elevator. A warm sensation filled his body, and he felt goosebumps rising on his arms. It was the feeling of epiphany and déjà vu somehow combined into a single force—enlightenment and nostalgia brought together. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it surprised Adams, and he nearly fell over.

“That got me the last time I was here too,” admitted Grant. “I’m not sure what it is exactly, but I think it has something to do with the green metal coating on the walls. The atmosphere in here is ... different.”

“You’re telling me,” replied Adams.

Just then, the elevator doors shut, and the whirr of the magnetic propulsion system kicked on.

“Oh, no,” said Grant. “That was sooner than I had hoped.”

“What? The elevator’s just going back down, right?”

“It only moves when someone calls it. Someone is coming. We have to hurry.”

Grant ran to the control panel nearest the small pool and flipped a switch, prompting a loud hum from a chamber in the wall closest to the console. At that moment, a light began to shine from inside the pool. As Adams stepped closer, he realized there was no water in the pool, and the well was only a few inches deep.

“Do you remember what I told you, Adams?” asked Grant. “You have to stay out of trouble, out of everything. Keep to yourself. Don’t do anything that might change history.”

“Got it. Lie low for a while.”

“I don’t think you understand. If you create anything more than a small ripple in the timeline of history, the Marshal will know what we’ve done. He’ll figure it out, and he’ll send drone soldiers back in time to find you. And then there really will be nowhere left for you to hide.” Grant turned back toward the console and began typing commands on one of the holographic touchscreens.

“Like I said, I’m sending you back to the twenty-first century. And I’m sending you to a place that’s very special to me: Indigo, Ohio. It’s where I spent summers with my grandparents as a boy. It’s a good place. Lots of happy memories for me there. I used to imagine what it would have been like to live there way back when, in the days when it was just a simple, small town in old America. It’ll make me happy knowing that you’ll get to do just that.”

The magnetic propulsion system of the elevator stopped. Someone on a floor below was getting on board.

Grant ran over to the wall of syringes and grabbed one labeled “Central North America—2000–2019.” Then he walked over to Adams, motioned for him to pull up his sleeve, then scanned his arm with the infrared tip. “To protect you from twenty-first century bacteria and viruses that your body’s never had to fight.”

He tucked the syringe into his pocket. “I wish I had a vaccine like this for Jupiter,” he admitted.

The dog looked up with what seemed like a knowing wince.

Being careful not to leave behind any clues that might endanger his son, Grant returned to the wall and moved an unlabeled general-purpose vaccine, one of several used as a basic layer of protection against unknown threats, to the vacancy he created.

The sound of the elevator in motion began again. “They’re coming,” Grant said. “It’s time for you to go.”

“Jupe, come on, boy,” Adams called, and the dog, who hadn’t left his side since getting off the elevator, jumped into his arms. Adams walked around the guard rail and stepped into the center of the pool. Grant once again turned toward the control panel and adjusted some of the settings. The hum in the wall grew louder and masked the sound of the approaching elevator car.

“We’re ready,” he said. He pressed a large red button on the center of the controls. Adams looked down to see a metallic, glowing liquid filling the basin where he was standing. Everything in his field of vision quickly turned blue.

“I love you, son,” Grant said, the tears on his cheek now reflecting the bluish light that was quickly enveloping Adams. He pressed the red button once again.

“I love—” but before Adams could finish his sentence, he and Jupiter dropped into the pool of glowing water and plummeted from the room—and from the year 2196.
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The elevator doors opened into the Marshal’s secret portal room, and the NS-4000 drone soldier, made to look like a security guard in his mid-sixties, surveyed the scene. It saw no one, but its sensors detected a heat signature and a missing phaser from the wall to its right. The drone stepped out of the elevator to investigate.

From behind, it heard the voice of the Marshal utter the drone reset command: “Abandon protocol. Stand down.” Grant was thankful that, years earlier, in a moment of paranoia, the Marshal had made his own voice the master key for drone control, to protect himself in case someone tried to turn his own army against him.

The NS-4000 lowered its weapon.

Grant Klein raised his and fired, severing the drone’s head from its body and spraying crimson lubricating fluid all over the pristine metal floor. “I haven’t done that since middle school gym class,” he said to himself. “I hated gym class.”
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The Reluctant Party Guest

His mission to the desert moon of Chronos 5 in the Lambda Expanse was cut short as the vibrating alarm clock feature on his cellphone summoned Clay Danvers awake. It was Friday morning and time to get ready for school.

Clay rolled out of his warm bed, set his feet on the carpet, and made his way to the bathroom down the hall for a shower. The hot water and steam erased from his mind any trace of the previous night’s space voyage, and he began to think through the coming day. Algebra test: should be fine, he thought. Science homework: done. Book report: ready to go. A few minutes later, he was dressed and barreling down the stairs into the kitchen, where his mother was busy packing a lunch for his younger sister, Katie.

Amid careful strokes of chunky peanut butter across white bread, Judy Danvers spoke in a steady, unbroken stream, “Good morning, honey. Did you sleep okay? What time is it? Seven-thirty. Better eat breakfast. Quickly. Have you decided about tonight?”

“Tonight?” Clay replied.

“Ice skating on Dormand Lake. Are you going? I need to plan dinner, sweetie.”

Clay had forgotten. He had been invited to go ice skating just north of town at Macey Miller’s house with the rest of the eighth grade. He wasn’t much of a skater, and he was fairly certain the invitation was of the obligatory, my-parents-are-making-me-invite-everyone kind. Besides that, the idea of being with a large group of people, having to make small talk, and possibly looking silly on his skates sent a chill of adolescent warning down his spine. “No, I don’t think so,” he said and grabbed one of his mom’s homemade blueberry muffins from a plate on the counter.

From the living room, eight-year-old Katie chimed in. “He never does anything fun. I want to go ice skating!”

Clay ignored her.

“It does sound fun, dear,” said Judy, in apparent agreement with her daughter.

“Sure,” he said, “but I have too much to do tonight.” He took a bite from the top of the muffin.

Clay could see his mom wasn’t buying his excuse. “You know, someday you may regret missing out on things like this,” she said.

She paused from her busyness and looked at her son. Clay could tell she was gearing up to offer more motherly advice, but before she could get another word out, he surprised her with a kiss on the cheek. “What I’ll miss is my bus if I don’t get going,” he said, and he headed out the back door, grabbing his winter coat and a second muffin on the way.

“Dinner for four, then.” Judy sighed and went back to preparing Katie’s lunch.
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Clay Danvers spent much of his life inside his own head. He loved reading, especially science fiction, and for the most part, he liked being by himself. He was uncomfortable being the center of attention, even a little bit, so, smart as he was, he rarely raised his hand in class. He never volunteered for anything, never tried out for an after-school club or sport. He never ran for student council, auditioned for the play, or wrote for the school newspaper—all activities where he might have shone. But when you shine, people notice, and Clay didn’t want to be noticed. He was far too self-conscious for that. The sad thing was, Clay Danvers was a kind, funny, and creative kid, and most people had no idea.

That Friday began ordinarily enough. Clay attended classes, turned in his book report on War of the Worlds, and aced his algebra exam. During study hall, he sat in the corner of the library by himself, his face buried in the latest issue of the Galactic Defenders comic book series, which was hidden from the world inside an open textbook. The second sun in the Deus System had just exploded, no doubt at the hands of the evil Jardanian Order, and the Defenders were racing to save the inhabitants of the nearby planet, Perseus. That may have been why Clay didn’t notice when a tall, lanky redhead with braces named Ethan Nichols sat down at his table.

“You sure must like history,” whispered Ethan. There was no talking allowed in study hall.

“What?” mouthed Clay, forgetting for a moment that he had chosen Our Diverse and Changing World, his eighth-grade history textbook, as cover for Galactic Defenders #49. “Oh, right. History. Yeah, I guess so. It’s okay.”

In many ways, Ethan was Clay’s opposite. Where Clay was shy and unsure of himself, Ethan was bold and confident. Where Clay was just fine keeping to himself, Ethan just had to be friends with every kid in school. Where Clay was overly attentive to word choice and body language, Ethan missed every social cue, including Clay’s choice to sit at a table by himself in the corner.

“I need a favor,” Ethan said matter-of-factly.

“A favor?” asked Clay.

“Kind of a big one too.”

Clay liked Ethan, but they were barely friends, not close enough to be asking favors of one another, and certainly not big ones.

“I need you to come skating with everyone tonight,” said Ethan.

“I’m sorry. I can’t. I—”

Before Clay could fully object, Ethan continued. “You were invited, right?”

“No talking, Mr. Nichols,” came a sharp voice from the other side of the room. The boys’ conversation had drawn the attention of Mrs. Allaby, the teacher supervising fifth period study hall.

Clay looked down at his comic book, which was still shielded from view. He waited a few seconds, and then in an almost imperceptible whisper, answered Ethan: “Everyone in eighth grade was, but—”

“So you’ll be there?”

“I really can’t. I—”

“I know. You don’t normally go to things like this.” Clay was surprised Ethan had noticed his absence. “But I need you to go skating. Just this once.”

“I really can’t. How come you want me to go so badly?”

“I told my mom and dad you were coming with us.”

“Your parents? I don’t understand.”

“I kind of,” Ethan paused for a moment, trying to figure out how to put it. “I kind of made you up.”

“Now I really don’t understand,” said Clay.

“You know what it’s like. I know you do. Sometimes a guy just needs some time for himself.” Ethan sat back in his chair. “Maybe I don’t always want my parents to know where I am.”

“I still don’t know what that has to do with me,” Clay interrupted.

“About a month ago, some of us went to go see Alien Apocalypse 7.”

“I thought that was rated R.”

“Ssshhh!” inserted Mrs. Allaby. “I’ve already warned you boys once.”

“It is rated R,” answered Ethan in a renewed attempt at the softest whisper he could manage. “That’s why my parents think I was at your house that night, playing video games.”

“My house? Why would they think that?”

“I’m sorry. I had to make up a friend—someone my parents had never met before—and yours was the first name that popped into my head.”

“I still don’t get what that has to do with skating tonight.”

“I’m getting to that. Things worked so well with Apocalypse that I started going over to your house a lot. Whenever I wanted some time by myself or I didn’t exactly want my parents to know what I was doing, I’d just tell them I was hanging out at my friend Clay’s house.”

“So you want me to lie for you?” asked Clay. While he was never much for confrontation, he was also honest. He didn’t want to lie.

“No, no, no. Nothing like that. My mom and dad aren’t going to quiz you about anything. They just want to meet you, and I’ve put it off long enough. You just need to be at Macey’s skating party around seven o’clock. That’s when my parents will come pick me up. I’ll say, ‘Mom, Dad, this is Clay.’ You’ll say ‘Hi.’ That’s it. I promise.”

“Look, I’d like to help you out, but I already told you. I’m busy tonight.”

“Come on. Please. What could be more important than helping out a friend?”

Clay really did want to help Ethan out, but then he thought about everyone else who would be there—and the fact that he was a terrible skater. What if I look stupid? The thought jumped to the front of his mind so quickly he almost said it out loud.

“Please,” repeated Ethan.

From across the room came another reprimand from Mrs. Allaby: “Mr. Danvers, Mr. Nichols. This is your last warning. If I see you talking again, it’s detention for the two of you.” Both boys nodded. “Clay Danvers, I’m surprised at you.” Apparently, she wasn’t surprised by Ethan.

A full two minutes passed with no words exchanged, but Ethan wouldn’t let it go. “Please,” he mouthed one more time.

Clay shook his head. “I can’t. I’ve got plans,” he mouthed in reply. Clay had made up his mind. He wasn’t going, not even for a friend.

In a whisper that Clay was sure Mrs. Allaby should have been able to hear, Ethan replied, “What are you doing tonight anyway? Defending the galaxy?” And with that, he pulled down Clay’s history book to reveal the Galactic Defenders comic. “I haven’t read that one yet,” he said, smiling. “Is it good?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Feeling exposed, Clay offered an awkward smile back. He didn’t know what to say.

“I think I’ve got a copy of Galactic Defenders #1 in my room somewhere. I’ve already read it, so if you wanted it, I could bring it to the skating party this afternoon.”

Clay had never read the first issue of Galactic Defenders. He’d never even seen a copy in real life. He thought about it for a minute or so. I wouldn’t really have to skate, he rationalized. And I could show up late, stay just long enough to help Ethan out. He looked down at a four-color image of The Insignia, the Defenders’ faithful starship.  I wonder how they got that ship in the first place.

Clay lifted his eyes to Ethan’s expectant stare and relented. “Okay. I’ll go skating.”
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After school, Clay went home to exchange his books for hockey skates, a pair that had not seen nearly enough action since his parents had given them to him for Christmas the previous year.

“You decided to go out with your friends, then?” his mom asked through a smile, apparently not a bit upset that she was now preparing her fajita casserole for one too many people. “I think they’re in the garage.”

“Thanks, Mom,” said Clay, declining to elaborate on his apparent change of heart.

He walked out the back door and across a small bit of snow-covered grass to the garage. There, he retrieved the skates from the bottom of a bin filled with assorted bike helmets, baseball gloves, a lone soccer cleat, and a half-inflated basketball. Though he had initially planned on showing up late to Macey’s house, he changed his mind. He was the last person in the world who wanted to make an entrance. He stopped inside the house once again for a quick goodbye to his mom and then, with his skates slung over his shoulder, began the short walk through town up to Dormand Lake.

Indigo, Ohio, hadn’t changed much over the course of Clay’s young life, and there was no reason to expect big changes would be coming anytime soon. Walking through town meant walking up Main Street, the only road busy enough to need a stop light, though that light only operated from seven in the morning until seven at night on weekdays. The rest of the time, it was a flashing yellow reminder that Indigo was a sleepy little town, easily forgotten by the rest of the world—a town that seemed to have been forgotten by time itself. Clay often lamented that fact; but as Clay’s mother liked to remind him, they were blessed to be growing up where the pace of life moved slowly, where there was genuine community, and where neighbors still looked out for one another.

As Clay made his way up Main Street, the lampposts that lined the sidewalks on either side came to life, at first with a flicker and then with a steady, yellow glow, ready for the coming night. Though it was late January, holiday decorations and twinkle lights were still hanging from many buildings and most street signs, as if to emphasize the slow place of the community. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement among the citizens of Indigo not to rush Christmas off the calendar. It would be a while before winter released its grip on the small town, and no one was in any hurry to put the joy of Christmas in the rearview mirror.

Clay passed by the post office, the bakery, and the cinema. As he came to the police station, he saw something unusual: a line. There was little crime in Indigo, so any activity at the police station was an unexpected sight. As he slowed to get a better look, he heard a familiar voice in muffled song coming from behind. It was Simon Shakes, the town pharmacist, singing a tune to himself as he walked back to his shop.

The drugstore was where Clay purchased most of his comic books, so Simon recognized Clay instantly. The middle-aged man wore a long, brown overcoat and a bowler hat, which Clay assumed was Simon’s attempt to look sophisticated. But the effort only made Clay feel sorry for him.

“Hi, Mr. Shakes,” said Clay.

“Hello, Clay,” Simon replied, tipping the bowler awkwardly. “I should have the new comic books in next Thursday.”

Clay nodded. “Do you know what’s happening?” he asked, motioning toward the busy police station.

“Chief wanted everyone there at once so he could take down new statements and try to figure out what’s going on.”

“Going on?” asked Clay. The two turned to continue their walk up Main Street.

“Haven’t you heard? There’s been a rash of thefts over the past few months, mostly on the north side of town, out by the lake.”

“Really? A burglar in Indigo?”

“Well, I don’t know that anyone is saying it’s a burglar. It’s just that too many things have gone missing for it to be coincidence. Do you want to hear the strange thing though?”

“What’s that?”

“The things that have been taken. They’re all worthless. A pair of old boots, a hunting coat, some books, even a steak off Jack Peabody’s grill—while he was still cooking it, mind you.”

“Weird,” said Clay.

“Isn’t it? Who would risk stealing when most of that junk can be purchased from a thrift store for a dollar or two?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Clay.

“And the thief—whoever he is—leaves no trace. No one’s seen him. He’s like a ghost. In fact, they’ve started calling him that—the Ghost of Dormand Lake,” said Simon. “Catchy, isn’t it? Sounds like a comic book.”

“I’d buy that comic.”

“Yeah, I suspect most of the folks are making statements not because they need their stuff back, but because they’re curious to know who this ghost really is.”

“It’s hard to believe someone in Indigo could be a thief.”

“Well, you never know.” The two had reached the pharmacy at the north end of Main. “Here’s where I leave you,” said Simon, tipping his bowler again. “Good night, Mr. Danvers,” he said as he opened the door.

Clay watched as the chimes on the door’s frame alerted Corrine Radley, the seventeen-year-old behind the counter, that someone had entered the store. She quickly put down her phone, breaking from the ferocious bit of texting she had been engaged with up until that moment.

Clay waved goodbye to Simon, but the pharmacist didn’t respond. He was already busy lecturing Corrine about playing with her phone when she was supposed to be stocking shelves and reconciling the register receipts.

“The Ghost of Dormand Lake,” Clay said under his breath. “Very cool.”
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Macey Miller’s house was a well-kept ranch, built in the 1930s when Dormand Lake was a favorite fishing spot for vacationing Cincinnatians. With just a few dozen homes on the water and the entire area blanketed with tall pine trees, the lake was secluded. To the south was the town proper, and to the north there was nothing but forest for miles. The lake still attracted local fishermen, but it was too small for motorboats, so it remained peaceful year-round. Thirty or forty middle school students gathering to skate on a late January afternoon was the busiest things ever got at Dormand.

When Clay arrived, he saw Ethan stepping out onto the ice. He walked over to the edge of the lake, happy to find a friendly face. Taking a seat on a tree stump, he exchanged his sneakers for hockey skates. Music played from the house, loud enough to be atmosphere. Macey’s mom had prepared a small feast out on the porch.

“I’m glad you came,” Ethan said, “and not just because of my parents.”

“Thanks,” replied Clay. “Me too.” He was starting to think this night of skating could be fun. He’d get to know Ethan better, maybe even make another friend or two.

With skates on his feet, Clay slowly wobbled onto the ice. After a moment, he found his balance and began to slide away from the shore. I’ve got this, he thought. I remember how to skate. Just take it nice and easy. He pushed off with his left foot and then with his right, moving forward with each gesture. Yup. Got this. He took his eyes off his skates for only a moment to survey his surroundings. Half a dozen eighth graders were already out on the ice.

As the host, Macey was there. “Good to see you, Clay! Glad you could come,” she called out.

“Thanks. Thanks for inviting me!” Clay answered.

Another classmate said hello, and then another. Clay was enjoying himself, not even minding the small talk. For about fifteen minutes, he skated in wide circles around the cove in front of Macey’s house, getting more and more comfortable on his feet with each pass.

Just as he was gaining confidence, however, Clay was hit by a truck—or at least that’s what it felt like. His legs were knocked out from underneath him, and in an instant, he was on the ground, flat on his back. Clay’s hard slam into the ice forced the air from his lungs, and he coughed for several seconds, sputtering, trying to breathe.

“Watch where you’re going, spaz!” came a voice from above. It was the truck—Paul Woods, the only eighth grader invited to train with the varsity football team at Hollow County High School.

The kid was an ox, both in terms of brawn and brains. Clay knew that, as the class bully, Paul might have plowed into Clay on purpose, but he also knew that if it were an accident Paul would never admit to it—and he knew better than to argue with someone like Paul. “Sorry,” he said through a wheeze, his breathing still labored.

“You’d better be,” said Paul, and he skated away, his right skate passing just an inch or so from Clay’s face, either to drive home his point or because he really couldn’t steer very well.

Ethan helped Clay back to his feet. “What a monster,” he said.

“Yeah,” said Clay, rubbing his lower back, sure he’d have a bruise there in the morning. “Maybe I’ll just go home.”

“No, don’t do that. Everyone knows Paul’s a bully.”

Clay looked around to see the face of every eighth grader nearby staring at him. He expected to see smiles or even laughter at his expense, but to his surprise, each had a look of concern. They wanted to make sure he was okay.

“See? People are nicer than you think,” assured Ethan. “Just not Paul. He’s mean all the way through.”

Clay smiled, nodding in agreement, and then felt a tap on his shoulder. For a split second, he thought it might be Paul, ready to take his head off, but the tap was too gentle.

“Are you all right?” a girl’s voice asked.

Clay turned to see Emma Bloom, and suddenly it felt as if the wind had been knocked from his lungs all over again. Clay and Emma had never actually spoken to each other before. He wasn’t even sure she knew who he was, but he certainly knew who she was: the prettiest girl in school.

Emma was petite with blonde hair and blue eyes, and she always wore flowers, either as an accessory in her hair or as a pattern on her clothing. Tonight, her winter cap had a knit daisy on one side. Clay thought the flowers suited her: sweet, delicate, and able to brighten a room just by showing up.

Clay froze, unable to speak or move for a few seconds. But after this noticeably uncomfortable pause, he finally managed a clumsy nod and an awkward smile, and eventually he fumbled out the words, “Yeah” and “I’m fine.”

“I’m glad,” said Emma, graciously ignoring Clay’s disjointed response. She smiled, and Clay noticed a dimple form in her right cheek. A moment later, she skated away, leaving Clay both relieved and disappointed at the same time.

Clay turned back toward Ethan. “I guess I can stick around a while longer.”
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For the next hour and a half as he skated, Clay kept one eye on Emma and the other on Paul Woods, making sure to keep his distance from both, and for the same reason: He didn’t want to look foolish again. Thankfully, Paul didn’t want to be embarrassed either, so he stayed far from the group, working on the fundamentals of skating while trying to look as if he wasn’t clutching the trees that lined the lake in a certain spot.

Clay pulled his phone from his pocket and checked the time. Eight minutes until seven. Mr. and Mrs. Nichols would be there to pick Ethan up soon. Ethan had left Galactic Defenders #1 on the back seat of the car when they dropped him off. “To keep it from getting ruined while we skate,” he had assured Clay, but to Clay it seemed like an insurance policy designed to keep him from going home early.

Emma was chatting with several other eighth-grade girls at the place where Macey’s cove met the rest of the lake. He wondered what they were talking about. He almost wanted Paul Woods to plow into him again, if only it would mean another chance to talk to Emma. He was so focused on her at that moment that he had forgotten to keep skating. He was now just standing there, looking in her direction.

Ethan skated up. “You can just go talk to her again,” he said. “She doesn’t bite. I promise.”

“I’m not—” Clay began, acting as if he didn’t know what Ethan was talking about.

“It’s okay. My dad’s here.”

Mr. Nichols had parked his black Jeep in the cul-de-sac in front of the Millers’ house.

“I’m coming,” said Clay, and he skated to the shoreline where his sneakers were waiting for him. He sat down on a stump to change out his footwear and glanced up at the place where Emma seemed to be holding court with the group of girls. He didn’t see her immediately, and a moment later, the girls dispersed. He scanned the small sea of skaters in his line of sight. No Emma. Clay stood to get a better view. Still no Emma. Finally, his skates still on, he stepped back onto the ice. Then he saw her but only for a moment. Her red coat disappeared behind a tree that jutted out where there was a bend in the lake.

“Aren’t you coming?” asked Ethan, already on shore and tying his sneakers.

“I’ll be there in a minute.”

Emma appeared to have skated away all alone. Clay thought it strange; she hadn’t been by herself all evening. He skated out to a spot where he thought he’d be able to see down into the cove she had entered. He just wanted to make sure she was all right before he took his skates off for good. When he got to the place, he still couldn’t see her red coat, but it was now dark, and there were no houselights nearby. The moon was the only lantern in Emma’s cove.

Clay skated a bit farther out, past the other kids, until he was all by himself. The nearest eighth grader was Paul, and Clay knew to stay away from him. Still no red coat. Clay was now worried. Where could she have gone? He looked down and, there on the ice, was Emma’s hat, the knit flower staring up at him.

He heard Ethan calling from the shoreline, “Clay, come meet my dad! We’ll give you a ride home.”

But Clay needed to satisfy his curiosity. He crossed over into the other cove, now out of sight of the rest of the party. And then he saw it: something—or someone—out in the distance slipping out of view, through the ice. He slowed to focus his gaze, to be sure, and then he heard a single shout of “Help!” followed by silence. There was no struggle to follow, no noise. Clay could hear nothing but the music from Macey’s party rolling across the lake. Emma!

When the thought came to his mind, it surprised him, as if it had been placed there by someone else, but he knew what he had to do: find her and save her. He raced forward, remembering from his summer swims in this lake that there was a small waterfall at the end of this cove. The ice must be thinner over here. But before he could contemplate what that would mean for his own safety, he heard the rumble of ice cracking. His attempt to stop short in that instant only accelerated the spread of the veins growing beneath him.

Clay Danvers was soon engulfed by Dormand Lake. It was as if he had been swallowed alive by a waiting predator. No one around to see. No one to hear his shouts. No one to help.
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Broken Home, Broken Ice

For Emma Bloom, Friday morning began with what seemed like a trip back in time. Though her parents had divorced two years earlier, she awoke to the long, lost sounds of her mother and father shouting at one another, as if her dad had never moved out. But he had, and Emma’s life had been split in two ever since.

She had gotten used to the scheduled visits and being handed off carefully so that her mother and father never found themselves in the same room. But this morning, something had gone wrong, and that wall of separation, designed to keep the peace, had been breached.

David Bloom tried to be as involved in his daughter’s life as he could while living across town, so when his work schedule permitted, he liked to give Emma a ride to school. The two always stopped for breakfast on the way. That was David’s favorite part of their mornings together—and that had been the plan for this Friday morning, but Emma had forgotten. That meant she had also forgotten to get up early to accommodate the breakfast date, and she had forgotten to warn her mother that David would be coming over. So, when he gently rapped his knuckles on the screen door that morning, he was greeted not by his daughter but by his ex-wife, Shannon.

Emma didn’t know what started the fight, but it could have been anything. She knew this from past experience. One time, she recalled, they had argued over a passing rain shower because it reminded Shannon of a time early in their marriage when David was out of town for business and the basement flooded. She blamed him for not properly prepping the house for such a scenario, and for not being there when it happened. But mostly, the rain shower reminded her that if the basement were to flood again, he would not be there. Her fear turned to anger, and arguing turned to shouting. He shouted back, and she shouted more. And Emma hid in her room with her headphones on, listening to her favorite songs and pretending she was someplace else.

As she ran downstairs, she felt guilty for forgetting that her father was coming over and for not telling her mother. She was also angry that her life included such formalities, that she had to wear such responsibility in the first place. She was jealous of every kid in Indigo whose parents had a happy marriage, or at least a peaceful one. Emma knew she shouldn’t have to work so hard; she shouldn’t have to keep her mom and dad out of the same room. But she also knew she had no choice. The shouting she heard as she turned the corner into the living room was proof of that.

“You never understand! That was always the problem!” Shannon yelled.

“And you never listen! You never have!” countered David.

“I can’t ever tell what’s the truth and what’s a lie when I do listen, David, so why bother?”

“I’m sorry!” Emma screamed, eclipsing both of their voices.

David and Shannon turned to see their only daughter, still in her pajamas, standing in the doorway. They both agreed on two things: they hated fighting in front of Emma, and over the years they had done a lousy job of avoiding it.

“I forgot you were coming to take me to school,” Emma said, looking at her dad. “And I forgot to tell you he’d be here,” she said, turning to her mom. “I’m sorry.”

Shannon began to say something, but Emma kept speaking. “Dad, please wait in the truck. I’ll be ready in fifteen minutes. Mom, could you help me find my ice skates? I’ve got Macey’s party tonight, remember?”

Both David and Shannon nodded, ashamed that they had to be brought back to their sanity at the direction of their fourteen-year-old daughter. David turned, walked out the front door, and headed to his grizzled and tired Ford pickup truck in the driveway. Shannon headed toward the basement to retrieve Emma’s old figure skates.

“I love you, sweetheart,” she said as she opened the creaky door.

“I love you too, Mom,” Emma replied wearily as she stomped upstairs to race through her morning routine.
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Nineteen and a half minutes later, Emma placed her backpack and her ice skates in the bed of her father’s truck and took her seat in the cab beside him. The two made their way into town and parked in front of Jefferson’s Diner on Main Street. That’s where Jefferson—“Jeff” to his friends, and his friends included just about everyone in Indigo—served the best waffles for miles around. Because the pair had gotten a late start, they were pressed for time.

“The usual?” David asked. Emma nodded, and David got out of the truck to get their order to go.

Emma was an only child, or at least she was now. When she was still a toddler, her older brother, just five at the time, chased a ball into the street and was hit by a distracted driver. Her mother had been in the yard and had shouted for Sam to stop, but his five-year-old heart was caught up in the joy of the moment—too caught up to listen to grown-ups.

Since the horror of that day, life hadn’t been the same for anyone in the Bloom family, but because Emma was only two when everything changed, she couldn’t remember a time before, a time when things were as they should be. For several years, her parents tried to hold it all together, but they were both angry and heartbroken about what had happened. Initially, their rage and grief were directed at the driver, a neighbor who ended up receiving a four-year suspended sentence for vehicular manslaughter and never returned to Indigo. Then it was directed at themselves for not being able to save their firstborn. And though they would never admit it, they were both angry at God. Emma knew that much, though her parents never said anything about religion outright. She was one of the only children in Indigo who didn’t attend church, not even on Christmas or Easter.

Emma was thinking through these weighty things when the heavy door to the driver’s side of the blue pickup opened and her father handed her a bag and a plastic cup of orange juice. He retained a cup of coffee, steam escaping through the vent in its disposable lid, and took his seat. “I’m sorry,” he said, obviously referring to the scene at the house earlier that morning.

“Nothing to apologize for, Dad,” said Emma. “You got my order right—banana yogurt, a chocolate chip muffin top, and OJ.” She knew full well that her dad wasn’t apologizing for breakfast, but she didn’t want his apology and didn’t want to spend any more time talking about anything unhappy.

David nodded, acquiescing to her unspoken request to let it go.

As they made their way the last four miles to Meadowbrook Middle School, eating yogurt and drinking coffee, the topic of conversation shifted to Emma’s day—her algebra test, her book report on Island of the Blue Dolphins, and the skating party that afternoon at Macey Miller’s. Emma thanked her dad for the ride and stepped down from the cab of the truck, turning toward the bed to retrieve her backpack and skates.

“Why don’t I give your mother a break and pick you up from the Millers’ tonight?” asked David.

“That’s okay, Dad. Mom’s already planning to—”

“I know, but she has a lot on her plate.” One of Shannon Bloom’s constant complaints about her husband was that he never did enough to help with her load around the house. Picking up their daughter that evening would be his way of apologizing for the morning’s fight. And it would come with the added bonus of more time with Emma. “Don’t worry,” he added. “I’ll text her to let her know. There won’t be any more yelling. I promise.”

Emma nodded. There’s always more yelling, she thought. “Okay. Seven-thirty, then?”

“I’ll be there,” he said. “Have a great day at school, kiddo.”

Emma watched as the rusted blue pickup exited the drop-off zone to make room for another car. Then she turned to face her day, pulling a smile up from some recess deep within and adjusting her hat so that the crocheted flower on it fell to one side.
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No one at school knew about Emma’s difficult home life. Her friends, of course, knew that her mom and dad were divorced, but no one knew about the fighting or the constant vigil of separation that Emma had to keep between her parents. Few knew about Sam. It wasn’t something that the adults in town talked about anymore, nor was it a subject they longed to discuss with their children. Sad and senseless as it was, no parent wanted to be asked how God could allow something like that to happen. There just weren’t words. Aside from the marker in Booth Hill Cemetery and the pain that lived on in the Bloom family, Sam’s young life had been all but forgotten. For her part, Emma did her best to find “normal,” believing that if she acted the part, the feelings might follow. As a result, she was rarely found in public without a bright smile on her face and flowers somewhere on her outfit to match her cheery disposition.

Emma had just enough time to drop her skates off in her locker before homeroom. She turned the busy corner onto A-Hall and saw that her locker, the sixth one on the right—wrapped in flower print paper, of course—was blocked by a group of girls. Four were there, but Emma’s eyes were fixed on only one: Amy Schwabauer, the most popular girl in the eighth grade.

“Good morning!” Emma said energetically as she moved toward the group, hoping her deliberate motion would disperse the girls and create a path to her locker. It did not, and she stopped her progress as if coming to a sudden wall.

Amy looked Emma up and down slowly, evaluating every detail of her outfit, her hair, and her makeup, or rather, her lack of makeup. It wasn’t just that Emma’s morning routine had been truncated because of breakfast with her father; she rarely wore makeup. Emma, unlike most of the girls her age, was in no rush to force her way through adolescence into adulthood. Emma had known the burden of grown-up problems for as long as she could remember. She wanted the unspoiled freedom of being a girl totally naïve of divorce and death, if even for a few minutes. It was an impossible dream, but she gave herself wholly to the pursuit of it, nonetheless.

“Is it a good morning?” Amy replied snidely. “How would we know? You always have that stupid grin on your face.” For a moment, that was enough to drop the corners of Emma’s mouth and break her smile. But only for a moment.

“I’m just glad it’s Friday,” said Emma, deflecting everything Amy had hoped would pierce her armor. With that, Amy stepped to the side and allowed Emma to turn the combination to her locker. After opening the squeaky metal door and placing her ice skates inside, Emma turned back toward the girls, holding up a small, white paper bag as a peace offering. “Does anyone want a chocolate chip muffin top from Jefferson’s? They’re so good, but I’m not going to eat it,” she said.

“We don’t want anything from you,” Amy answered for the group and then laughed. “And I would never eat anything so fattening. Gross.” This last comment was meant to shame Emma, but it served to highlight the very reason Amy was so mean to her: Emma was free. Unlike Amy, who spent her days and nights worrying about her popularity, her looks, and her latest crush, Emma didn’t care about those things. She was free to find joy in everything, even chocolate chip muffin tops. On top of that, and for the same reason, it occurred to Amy that Emma was the only girl in school who didn’t fall in line behind her out of fear or envy. And for that, she despised her.

After another uncomfortable moment, the mean girls left Emma to her locker, a sea of eighth graders parting before them. Emma was just glad it was over.

“I’ll split it with you,” a familiar voice said from behind. It was Macey Miller, Emma’s best friend and the host of that evening’s skating party.

Emma smiled. “Sure,” she said, pulling the muffin out of the bag and tearing it in half. She gave Macey the bigger portion just as the bell rang and the morning announcements commenced. “Not again,” she said. Though Amy and her friends weren’t able to break Emma’s resolve that morning, they had won a small but tangible victory by making her late for homeroom.

The rest of the day passed quickly. Mr. Hunter, Emma’s homeroom teacher, graciously overlooked her and Macey’s late entrance. Later, Emma turned in her book report, and though she struggled through it, she completed her algebra test before the bell rang. When school was over, Mrs. Miller picked up Macey and Emma, and the three got the house ready for the party. But being that the frozen lake is the main attraction at a skating party, setting up didn’t take too long, and the girls spent most of the time getting a head start on the snacks and the skating—laughing, playing, and being silly. It was exactly what Emma needed.
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By the time the first guests arrived for the party, Emma Bloom felt renewed. She didn’t even care that Amy and her clones would soon be there. As she skated, she glided with a weightlessness that neither the smoothness of the ice nor her skates’ sharp blades could account for. She was completely carefree.

For a few minutes.

Then, as if summoned to steal her joy, a white Chevy Tahoe pulled into the cul-de-sac in front of Macey’s house. Amy and her friends stepped down from the high-profile SUV as if they had practiced exiting in unison for maximum effect. While the other eighth graders invited to the party wore comfortable clothes designed to keep them warm on the lake, Amy’s group came with outfits that were more about fashion than function, perfectly coordinated tights, skirts, and tops that drew the attention of everyone there. In perfect step, the four girls walked down from the street along the side of the house and into the backyard without saying a word, their skates slung over their left shoulders.

Macey skated up to Emma and said softly, “I’m sorry, Emma. My mom said I had to invite our entire class.”

“It’s okay,” replied Emma. “Really. It doesn’t bother me.” And that was the honest truth. As far as Emma was concerned, everything was fine—mean girls or not. It was Amy who was not used to leaving well enough alone.

Music played, and kids skated back and forth and around and around on the frozen cove in Macey’s backyard. When a break was needed, there was plenty of food and drink on the porch. Emma steered clear of Amy and her friends for the sake of peace, and as the evening continued, she almost forgot the mean girls were there. Almost.

“Do you want to come with me to get something to eat?” Emma asked Macey.

Macey smiled. “I’m glad you said something. I’m starving, but no one is eating, and I didn’t want to be the first.” The two girls traded their skates for boots and headed up the backyard’s small incline to the porch, where they found sandwiches, chips, sodas, and a hot chocolate station. They fixed their plates and grabbed a couple of Sprites.

“I’ll save this seat for Amy,” Macey said, pointing to the only patio chair without a cushion, a layer of ice having formed on the metal seat. “Never mind. She’s so cold, she probably wouldn’t even notice.”

Emma smiled. “That’s funny, but let’s not be mean,” she said, “and let’s never willingly invite her to sit anywhere near us.”

The two girls laughed. “Agreed!” said Macey.

“What happened to that cushion anyway?” asked Emma.

“I don’t know. We had a cushion for every chair last summer. It’s the strangest thing.”

“Maybe it was the Ghost,” suggested Emma.

“Wouldn’t that be neat? But who would want a yellow sunflower seat cushion without the chair to go with it?”

Emma shrugged her shoulders. “Who knows? But until it turns up, I’m going to continue believing that your house was struck by the Ghost of Dormand Lake. That’s so much more romantic than thinking the cushion just blew away.”

The girls finished their snacks and were back on the ice a few minutes later. Before long, Emma looked up to see Amy skating straight toward them. What could she possibly want? she asked herself. Why can’t she just leave me alone? Luckily, before Amy could make her way to Emma and Macey, Paul Woods barreled into Clay Danvers and blocked her path.

“Watch where you’re going, spaz!” said Paul, now standing precariously over Clay.

Emma and Macey looked at each other to share the same thought: What a jerk! Though Emma was sorry to see Clay flat on his back, Paul’s poor skating and Clay’s inability to get out of the way had saved her from an unwanted confrontation with Amy, at least for the moment.

In a few seconds, Paul was clumsily gliding away toward the far end of the cove and Clay was back on his feet. Emma, who couldn’t remember having ever talked to Clay Danvers before, tapped him on the shoulder. “Are you all right?” she asked.

Clay looked at her for what seemed an eternity, his eyes searching.

The thought came to her, He must not know who I am. She saw out of the corner of her eye that Amy had skated out into the open lake, no doubt wanting to make sure that her close proximity to Clay a few moments earlier could not be mistaken for empathy.

“Yeah,” said Clay, finally answering Emma’s question. “I’m fine.”

“I’m glad,” Emma said. Then she smiled and skated away, making a mental note to talk to the quieter members of her class more often.

Dormand Lake wasn’t a large body of water, but its shoreline was wild, curving in and out around little hills and clusters of trees. As a result, it felt like a collection of small ponds. One of the reasons fishermen loved it was because it was always easy to find solitude just up around the next bend. But in Macey’s cove, there seemed to be no escaping anyone else. For over an hour, Emma tried. She moved continuously from group to group, being social and avoiding Amy. But just as she feared, as soon as she let her guard down, she found herself surrounded by Amy and her clones.

The girls were actually quite good at ice skating. They were able to form a tight circle around Emma, keeping their formation while staying a few feet from her at all times, no matter which direction she ventured. It had the effect of making Emma feel completely trapped.

“Where are you going?” Amy asked with accusation in her voice.

“I’m just skating,” replied Emma. “What is it that you want?”

“I don’t want anything from you,” Amy responded quickly.

“Oh, really? First, there was this morning by my locker, and now there’s this. What is your fascination with me?”

Amy pretended to laugh, just enough to feign amusement at Emma’s question. “I just don’t like your stupid flowers.” She took a swipe at Emma’s hat, pulling it from her head and exposing her ears to the cold. “Stay away from me,” demanded Amy. She threw Emma’s hat behind her onto the open ice. It landed flower side up, as if in defiance of being tossed.

“I’d like nothing better,” said Emma calmly. “I’m not the one who—”

“That goes for your mother too!”

“My mom? What does this have to do with my mom?” Emma could see rage in Amy’s eyes.

“I found your mom’s number in my dad’s phone.” Every one of the girls’ skates stopped moving, and then there was a moment of silence when Amy heard her own words, and her heart broke all over again.

Emma couldn’t believe what Amy was saying, at first thinking that she had just found a creative, new way to be cruel. But then she saw that the violence in her eyes from a moment before had turned to sadness. “They talk, they text, and there are pictures. My dad is dating your mom.”

There was technically no good reason Shannon Bloom shouldn’t be dating Brandon Schwabauer. Emma’s mom had been divorced for a little over two years, and Amy’s mom had died of cancer when Amy was just a little girl. But to Amy, it felt like betrayal. And to Emma, just now hearing the news, it felt like her parents were getting divorced all over again.

Amy skated to one side, and the circle that had kept Emma trapped broke apart. “It’s not true!” said Emma, but both girls knew it was.

“My dad is too good for your mom,” said Amy as a matter of fact, but her voice had the tremble of a young girl frightened of losing her dad to another woman.

Emma didn’t know what to do. “Just leave me alone,” she said, tears now filling the wells of her eyes. She skated past Amy and further out into the lake, gaining speed with each stroke of her skates against the ice. She skated right past her flowered hat, and whether she didn’t see it or didn’t care, she didn’t slow down long enough to pick it up. She just wanted to get away, to be by herself for a while.

Faster and faster, Emma skated, not going anywhere in particular—just away from Amy and away from the news she had just heard. She thought about her mom and how, aside from this morning’s argument with her father, she had seemed more upbeat the past few weeks. She felt betrayed. Why didn’t she tell me she had started dating? But mostly, she was heartbroken because this revelation meant her mom had finally gotten over her dad. The dream that every child of divorce keeps tucked away deep inside—that their parents might someday get back together—was dying. With some time to think on things, she might not have felt so hopeless, but the shock of the news and its messenger were too much to cover over with flowers and a smile, so Emma skated deep into an isolated inlet where she could be by herself, and there she wept.

Her only plan was to keep on skating, but as the far shore came closer into view, she faced the reality that she’d soon have to turn around. However, before she could make a move toward her right or her left, she heard the low creak of ice shifting beneath her. The imminent danger of what was happening was just then registering in her already troubled mind when she felt the thrill and terror of the floor disappearing. Emma released a desperate call of “Help!” into the darkness before submerging, but as the freezing water began to weigh down her red winter coat, she remembered that in her sadness, she had skated to a place where no one could possibly hear her.
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An Unlikely Intrusion

The short January afternoon was already turning into evening when Adams finished the book he had started that morning—Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time. He placed it on a stack of other titles: Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Watership Down, Animal Farm, and a New International Version Bible. Though he had been living in the past for nearly six months, he still hadn’t gotten over the feel of a real book—the way it felt to turn a page, the sound of the spine giving way as the book opened, and the smell of aged paper.

Adams’ father owned a contraband paperback copy of Hamlet, but he kept it locked away, fragile and valuable as it was. Adams hadn’t seen it in several years, though now he thought often about how his dad would quote lines from the play through a smirk on his face. As a kid, he had groaned at the sound of his dad’s overly dramatic recitations, but now he would give anything to hear Grant butcher Hamlet’s famous soliloquy. Adams was officially homesick.

Adams shifted to his side and adjusted the yellow sunflower print patio cushion he was using as a pillow. He played his unfinished music box for thirty seconds or so, careful not to risk the explosion that was sure to come if the device overheated. Jupiter was lying next to him, content to listen to the brief orchestration of “Here Comes the Sun” for what seemed like the millionth time. The tent they called home was one of several pieces of survival gear that Grant had placed in the small backpack he prepared for his son. And Adams was glad he did. As much as he had fallen in love with the sights and sounds of the early twenty-first century, he had seen what passed for a tent in this time period. Unlike the basic camping shelters available for sale at the sporting goods store in town, his tent was completely insulated and collected solar rays to heat and cool the living space. The canopy funneled rainwater and excess moisture from the atmosphere into a cooler for drinking, and the tent pegs were geothermal conductors, pulling energy from the ground and converting it into electricity. With a steady flow of power, Adams could keep the lights on, cook a meal, and even refrigerate food when the need arose.

Nestled deep in the pine forest outside of town, more than a mile from the nearest home, Adams had nearly everything he needed to survive on his own indefinitely. The Marshal’s mandatory survival skills download was helping him in ways that he was sure the Marshal had never envisioned. Occasionally, he would borrow things from the nearby houses: a pair of boots, some food, and dozens and dozens of books. Adams couldn’t get over all there was to read. There were so many stories, so many ideas. He never realized what a tremendous crime had been committed against humanity when the Marshal removed literature from the school curriculum. Adams had never known what had been taken from him—and billions of others—until just a few months ago. He felt as if he had uncovered the treasures of a forgotten world, and in some ways, that’s exactly what he had done.

Other than Jupiter, books provided the only real companionship in his life. By sending Adams back in time, Grant had saved him from the undue wrath of an evil dictator, but he had also sentenced his son to a life of solitary confinement. Back home, Adams’ life had been without hope, even before he fell under the gaze of the Marshal. Here in the past, his hopelessness took on a new form. The world around him was full of life and opportunity, just not for him. Adams wasn’t permitted to join in. He could not partake. He was like a starving man in a gourmet restaurant with his jaw wired shut.

Though most burglars tend to wait until their victims aren’t at home, Adams always took what he needed when there was someone nearby. Maybe it was because, deep down, he wanted to get caught, but mostly it was because he wanted, more than a snack or a book, to see another person for a few minutes. He occasionally went into the stores in town, but with no money or identification, all he could do was look around. And he had been trying to keep his visits brief and infrequent; his father had told him not to do anything that might disrupt history. His scavenger hunts into people’s homes were dangerous enough. And it was on those visits, observing his neighbors in their element, that he felt he got to know them.

Adams thought about the last person he had studied on one of his trips for food. He was a slightly overweight, middle-aged man who had just come back from a jog. Upon his return, he ate two donuts and half a bag of corn chips, completely replacing and multiplying any calories he might have burned on his run. The man, of course, thought he was alone, but Adams saw the shame on his face as he dropped the empty bag of chips into the trash.

Being trapped in the past, Adams’ life wasn’t easy. Somehow, seeing the real-life struggles of others helped him to feel less alone.

Other than Jupiter, he had no friends, no family, so he looked for anything to shake loose the boredom that clogged up his days. After returning from scavenging one night, there in his tent, Adams pulled out the small container of ash from his pocket and measured out a bit of the powder into a nearby mug that read “World’s Best Boss.” He added water from the tent’s cooler reservoir and placed the mug on a hot plate. Thirty seconds later, steam was rising from the cup. Adams took a sip of the tea and then another, nursing it carefully.

At first, the tea tasted like ordinary black tea, nothing special. But after about a minute or two, the sips began to make Adams’ tongue tingle, and he knew it was ready. First, he imagined a big, gooey s’more, something he had seen someone eating at a backyard fire pit as he was scavenging one evening. In an instant, Adams could taste melted chocolate, toasted marshmallow, and crisp graham cracker. The marshmallow stuck to his lips, and the chocolatey-cracker bits were caught in his teeth. A moment later, he felt the warmth of a campfire against his skin. As he opened his eyes, he swore he could see cinders rising above his head. Of course, there was no fire, no s’more. The sensations were produced entirely by the ash.

After a few “bites” of the s’more, Adams set his imagination on a Thanksgiving dinner. He had never had one, of course, but he had read about the American Thanksgiving holiday in a book, and he was intrigued. The turkey was moist and delicious, the cranberries tart, and the pumpkin pie rich and savory. Adams squinted his eyes and could see candles lit in the center of a table. He heard voices and laughter and the clanking of forks and knives. Then he felt something, not on his skin as he had with the nonexistent campfire, but in his heart. He felt loved and accepted. He felt at home. He felt that he was part of a family.

Adams swallowed the tea, and the sensations retreated. He was back in his tent with Jupiter. There was no feast, no family. He was all alone in a strange place, in a time that was not his own. Then Adams felt something all too real: the sting of a tear rolling down his cheek.
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Evening was well on its way when Adams looked at the temperature gauge on his tent’s information screen. “Twenty-eight degrees, Jupe,” he said. “Let’s get our walk in before it gets any colder.”

Adams grabbed his coat and hat and unzipped the front of the tent.

Jupiter darted out, either because he was excited not to be cooped up any longer or because he wanted to give notice of his presence to any squirrels that might be nearby.

Adams followed, and the two walked along an indiscernible path they both knew by heart. Adams wondered if his father had ever walked in these woods as a boy. He took notice of some of the young trees as he crunched through the snow and wondered if, in a hundred and fifty years or so, his father might play hide and seek behind one of them.

Adams’ favorite part of these routine walks down to the lake and back were the sounds—the snow under his feet, the wind catching the pines high overhead, an occasional forest creature scurrying away, surprised by their presence. This evening, however, it wasn’t one of those sounds that caught his attention. Out over the lake, Adams could hear music—horribly written, repetitive pop music. Someone was having a party. “Come on, Jupe. Let’s see what we can see,” he said.

Jupiter followed the sound of the music, and Adams followed Jupiter until they came to the edge of the water. Through the trees, Adams could see where the music was coming from. One of the lake houses around the bend was lit up. There were several dozen people out on the ice, and they looked to be about his age.

The party was too far away for Adams to see faces or hear conversations, though every once in a while, laughter would erupt from a pocket of clustered skaters. Adams thought about sliding onto the ice with his hiking boots and introducing himself. What he would give to make a friend or two, to be a little less alone, for one evening at least. In the darkness, he sat on a log with Jupiter’s head on his lap, watching the skaters and listening to the music, trying to imagine what he was missing.

Minutes went by, and soon an hour had passed, but Adams couldn’t seem to walk away, not as long as there were people nearby. But there was another reason Adams kept his seat. A dull throbbing in his head had begun a few minutes earlier and had now grown to such a state that the thought of any movement made him wince. As he waited for his headache to pass, he saw a group of girls skating together a short distance from the others. They captured his attention because they were closest to him but also because he hadn’t seen girls his own age in months. I’ll bet they’ve never met anyone from the future before, he considered. Girls go nuts over a guy just because he’s from another country and has an accent. I’m from another century. That has to count for something.

As Adams was thinking about the most impressive but humble way to casually drop into conversation the fact that he was a time traveler, the pack of girls broke apart. He could tell, even from a distance, that two of the girls were arguing. Suddenly, one of them pulled the other’s hat from her head and tossed it onto the ice. Then, the hatless girl—a blonde from what he could tell—skated off in a sprint, but she wasn’t going back to the party; she was headed down into a long, narrow inlet, away from everyone else. As she did, she passed closer to Adams and Jupiter.

The dog lifted his head and was about to bark, but before he could, Adams reached into his coat pocket and clicked a small remote. Jupiter’s bark was silenced, keeping their presence a secret from the blonde girl and anyone else who might be nearby. Jupiter whimpered at the strangeness of his missing bark, but even his fussing was undone by the device attached to his collar. It was a gift from Adams’ dad to help keep them out of trouble, a novelty from one of his friends in military research, but Adams knew it as an oft-mentioned project from his middle school’s engineering class.

As much out of concern as out of curiosity, he watched the blonde girl skate further into the cove, getting smaller with each second. Soon she was disappearing into the darkness. He pressed down on the remote in his pocket one more time to make sure Jupiter stayed silent. He was watching the girl so intently, he barely noticed that his headache had subsided. When Adams could no longer see her at all, he decided it was time to go back to his tent for the evening.

He looked into the cove once more, hoping for another glimpse of the blonde girl. And then he heard it, as clear as if she had been next to him on that log: “Help!”

Without hesitation, Adams ran toward the scream, weaving in and out of trees, jumping over logs and roots, and trying to keep his balance in the shifting snow. As he ran, he saw, in the periphery, another figure on the ice—a boy this time, about his own age. He, too, was moving as fast as he could toward the end of the cove, but the boy’s hockey skates on the ice gave him a definite advantage. Over Adams’ own heavy breathing, he heard the distinct sound of ice cracking. The other boy suddenly stopped moving his legs, trying to slow himself. But it was too late; his momentum wouldn’t allow him to stop—not in time anyway.

As the boy fell between sheets of cracked ice, Adams gave up on the woods and ran onto the frozen lake, slipping as he took his first steps. Jupiter followed. Somehow the dog was a natural, though he’d never been on ice before in his life. Running on the slick surface was a losing battle for Adams, so he mimicked the motions required for ice skating, hoping that his ill-equipped boots would cooperate just enough. They managed, and Adams was soon nearing the fractured ice and the thrashing boy, who was struggling to free himself.

Not wanting to fall in as well, and knowing how important it was to distribute his weight, Adams dropped to his chest and began sliding toward the hole in the ice, using his arms and legs as paddles. “Take my hand,” he said, the first words he had spoken to another human being in weeks.

But the boy didn’t acknowledge him; his attention was captured by something further down the lake. “Emma!” Adams heard the boy say. “Emma!”

Adams grabbed his hand, and the boy turned to look at him, his energy now fixed on getting himself out of the water with the stranger’s help. “I’m going to pull you out,” Adams said. “Try to move as smoothly and slowly as you can. We don’t want to break any more ice.” Inch by inch, Adams backed away as best he could, his arms wrapped around the arms of his near-frozen acquaintance. Jupiter tugged on Adams’ pant leg with his teeth, trying to help. In a few seconds, the boy’s torso was out of the water, and he was able to assist a bit more with his own rescue. “Go easy,” said Adams, “and don’t try to stand. Just slide this way.”

The boy nodded and pointed with his right arm into the darkest part of the cove. “Emma,” he said in between huffs. “There.”

“I’ll be right back,” he said. “Stay with him, Jupe.” Adams pushed himself out to a place where he knew the ice was thicker. Then he stood to his feet and edged further into the cove, driving toward the place he believed the girl—Emma, he had learned—had fallen in. He saw open water surrounded by broken ice, and he could hear the sound of a small waterfall nearby where the lake flowed into a creek. Emma was nowhere to be seen, and Adams realized he might already be too late. But he couldn’t leave her to drown. He had to try. He tore off his coat and jumped in.

Icy water surrounded him, sending a jolt of pain to every cell in Adams’ body and urging him back to the harsh but ultimately forgiving air above. Seconds or maybe an eternity after he entered the lake, his arms and legs deadened with shock, but he had to press farther into the black. He couldn’t—he wouldn’t—come up alone. He knew it would be impossible to see anything underwater, but he hadn’t counted on the numbness that was threatening to overtake him. Flailing his arms and legs had been an involuntary reaction to the frigid bite he felt when he first jumped in, but now the motion was keeping his body below the surface. His extremities had become his eyes and ears, though they saw and heard nothing but bitter cold water on every side.

Against his will, twilight flooded in around him as his head broke into the chilled evening sky above. The relief of a gasp was short-lived. The air felt like broken glass in his chest, and the breeze against his skin brought with it a new level of cold he wouldn’t have thought possible a moment earlier. The muffled silence he had known underwater gave way to a single shouting voice, bad pop music in the distance, and the sound of his own heartbeat. But only for a second. He forced himself back down, welcoming the numbness of the freezing water. This time, he gave all he had, flexing every muscle on his fourteen-year-old frame and expelling every last bubble of oxygen from his lungs. He needed to go deeper.

When he had nothing left and his body had slowed to a stop, he felt a wave of sleep overtaking him. The pitch of the lake floor grew even darker. Then, it happened. The deadness in his left hand was resurrected by an object—there was something in the water—and it was enough to rouse unknown energy to his task. Adams stretched and grasped it. A finger. A hand.

He found her.

Rising to the surface, Adams let out a tremendous gasp and pulled the motionless body up beside him. Emma’s head fell in front of him, and he saw her face clearly for the first time. Her skin was ivory with blue undertones from the hypothermia that was setting in. Adams held her tight and lifted her body onto the ice in front of him, the nearest bits breaking off under her weight. But he kept pushing, and eventually the ice held. He slid her form away from the open water, and then he turned to extricate himself on the opposite side, to keep their weight separated as much as possible. Adams struggled out and then made his way toward Emma, staying on his belly and keeping his distance from the hole in the ice. The boy he had rescued minutes before was now there on the scene, himself freezing under the weight of his soaked clothing. Together, they gently dragged Emma’s body toward thicker ice.

“What do we do?” asked the boy.

“CPR,” said Adams, and he opened Emma’s coat to begin chest compressions. “What’s your name?”

“Clay.”

“Clay, go get help,” ordered Adams.

“You know what you’re doing?”

“It’s part of core knowledge. I’ve had it downloaded since first grade,” he said.

Confused, Clay backed away, careful to avoid the thin ice. Then he turned and skated back toward Macey Miller’s house, shouting for help along the way.

Adams counted out one hundred chest compressions. No response. He tilted Emma’s head back to begin mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. He had never actually had to perform CPR before; he just knew how to do it from the school emergency curriculum. He paused for a moment. Got to do this, he said to himself. He moved in, but before he could lock his lips around hers to create a seal, water spurted out of her mouth.

Her eyes opened, and she began to cough uncontrollably. Turning her head, she spit out more water and coughed again. Her eyes took in her surroundings and the stranger who had rescued her.

“Welcome back,” said Adams with a smile.
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Warm Once More

Fear washed over Adams as he remembered his father’s words: You can’t get involved. You can’t change anything. But the girl sitting on the ice in front of him, wrapped in his stolen hunting coat, was proof he had gotten involved and had, most likely, changed the timeline of history. He knew the boy—Clay—might have managed to pull himself from the ice eventually but not in time to save Emma. She was supposed to die, he thought, but how could I just watch it happen?

“Who’s this?” asked Emma, interrupting Adams’ internal ethical dilemma. She was now sitting up and petting Jupiter behind the ears.

“That’s Jupe,” he said. “Jupiter. And I’m Adams.”

“It’s good to meet you, Adam,” she said, her lip quivering with cold. “You too, Jupiter.”

“We’ve got to get you warm,” he said, “and it’s Adams, with an s.”

“Oh, sorry, Adamssss,” she said, her teeth chattering. “I like it. No one else has that name.”

“As a first name, anyway.”

“I’m Emma. Emma Bloom.”

Adams smiled in acknowledgment, though he felt he shouldn’t be learning anything more about her than he already had.

Suddenly, the music from Macey’s party stopped, and a gaggle of teenagers on ice skates came flurrying around the bend.

“You’ll be okay now,” said Adams. “I’ve got to go.”

“What? You’re leaving? Where are you going?”

“You’ve got to get inside and out of those wet clothes, and I’ve already done too much,” he said, rising to his feet. “Come on, Jupe.” Jupiter whimpered and buried his head in Emma’s side as a show of defiance. “Jupe!” repeated Adams, and the dog obeyed. “Goodbye,” he said to Emma, and he headed back toward the woods with his dog in tow.

“Wait! When will I see you again?” she called after, but Adams didn’t answer. A moment later, he was gone.

Emma peered into the woods, trying to make out his form, trying to tell in what direction he was headed, but she couldn’t. She pulled his coat around her more tightly.
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A short time later, Emma was wearing some of Macey’s clothes and was seated in an armchair in front of a roaring fire, her hands wrapped around a cup of hot cocoa. Clay was in another chair, wearing a pair of Mr. Miller’s sweatpants and a Cedarville University sweatshirt, both several sizes too big for him, but they were warm and dry. The EMT called to the scene was on his way out the door, and in a few minutes the flashing lights from the ambulance in the street would be gone. The party had ended with the near-tragedy out on the lake, and everyone was either on their way home or inside the house. Those who stayed gathered around Clay and Emma to hear the story.

Emma, kind as she was, didn’t mention the fight with Amy or the reason for it, in part because she truly wanted to find a way to make peace with Amy, and also because she was embarrassed about how she had reacted to the news that her mom was dating Amy’s dad. She still couldn’t believe it. “I just wanted to see what was down in that other cove. I guess I shouldn’t have gone by myself,” she said when asked.

Clay, who never liked being fussed over, was glad to be sharing his place in the spotlight with Emma. People were even calling him a hero, since he fell in the lake trying to save Emma and was the one who came back for help. Paul even brought him some hot chocolate.

“So, who was that guy?” asked Macey, speaking for everyone in the room.

“I don’t know,” said Clay. “He just showed up out of nowhere, like he’d been there the whole time.”

“His name is Adams,” offered Emma, “and he saved my life.”

“I know just about everyone in town,” said Amy with authority, “and I’ve never heard of him.”

“I don’t think he’s from around here,” replied Emma, her hands still cradling her hot chocolate and her eyes fixed on the fire.

For a moment, no one said anything as each tried to imagine where this stranger could have come from—how he could be living somewhere in Indigo without anyone noticing.

“Maybe he’s just visiting,” said Macey, “you know, like on vacation or something.”

“Maybe,” said Emma.

“I don’t think so,” said Paul from behind Clay’s armchair. “He’s been here at least four months.”

“How could you possibly know that?” asked Amy. “You didn’t even see him.”

“Because I know who he is,” he answered. Everyone stared at the giant eighth grader, a kid who had never, ever been one step ahead of anyone in his entire life. Paul smiled and pointed to the coat that Emma was wearing as a blanket on her lap. “That’s my old hunting coat,” he said, “from when I was ten. I keep it in our shed out back for when my little cousins come to visit. Or at least I did. It was stolen four months ago.” Paul could see that most of the people in the room were starting to figure out what he was driving at, but he wanted to be the one to say it: “You were rescued by the Ghost of Dormand Lake.”

Emma looked down at the coat, examining it. She picked it up off her legs to give it back to Paul, the coat’s rightful owner. “Nah, you can keep it,” he said, waving her back with his hand. “My little cousins have all outgrown that one now.”

Emma quickly let the coat drop back down to resume its duties as her blanket. She wanted to keep it; it was her only connection to Adams, the mysterious boy who had acted so bravely that evening. And she wanted to find him.






An Interlude

A familiar voice resonated from a large, holographic display in  the Marshal’s office. In the recent past, it had belonged to his secretary of agriculture, but these days it was being employed by a new, advanced, non-military-grade drone—part of the Marshal’s latest efforts to control the hearts and minds of the people. With the newest breakthroughs in drone soldier technology now in production, it had become very difficult to spot a drone, even by those working to develop them. By integrating the drone program into every sphere of society, the Marshal would have eyes and ears everywhere. And by using high-profile celebrity drones, such as Gabe Carson, host of the new late-night talk show The Final Word, the Marshal would be able to influence popular culture on a grand scale.

On this evening’s edition of The Final Word, Gabe was interviewing celebrated Ocean Hockey star Yan Grandoise. Yan had been integral in leading the London Rippers to victory in the recent World Cup against the New Beijing Eels, despite the Eels being heavy favorites. The Marshal had his attention divided between the show and the stack of papers on his desk. Who would have guessed being king of the world would mean so much paperwork? he thought.

“Describe for our viewers, if you will, what you were thinking in those tense, final moments of the fifth period,” Gabe said to his guest. “I’ll tell you what I was thinking: I may need a new pair of boxer-briefs. Exciting stuff.” The studio audience laughed.

“Well, Gabe,” said Yan, “I’ll tell you. I was thinking about my wife back home and my two little girls.” The audience let out an audible Awww. “And I remembered that the Eels favor underwater drives. While everyone else was rising to the surface, I took the calculated risk of dropping into the deep.”

“But your oxygen,” interrupted Gabe. “All of us at home were holding our collective breath, knowing that, with your tanks as depleted as they were, you were holding yours as well.”

“It was six minutes without air, but when you’re focused on a goal, it goes by like that.” Yan snapped his fingers. “It was all that military training on the surface of the moon. I’ve got lungs like a shark.”

Gabe smiled. “Only because you’re the most popular person on the planet today, I’m going to let it slide that sharks don’t have lungs.” The audience laughed in response. “Really amazing performance, my friend. Absolutely amazing.” Gabe reached across his desk to shake the hand of the young athlete on his couch. As he did, his brilliant blue suit glistened in the studio lights. “Yan Grandoise, everyone!” The studio audience erupted with applause.

The Marshal smiled at the performance of his new drone, but his moment of satisfaction was interrupted by the buzz of the office intercom. “Sir,” came a female voice.

“Yes. What is it?” he responded.

“General Apgar is here to see you.”

“At this hour?”

“He says it’s urgent, my lord. There’s been a development.”

“What kind of development?”

“He believes he’s found the Klein boy.”

“Send him in.”

A moment later, the antique double doors to the Marshal’s home office opened to reveal a refrigerator of a man. General Apgar, a senior officer on the Marshal’s worldwide security team, entered the room confidently, knowing he had information that the Marshal wanted. “Begging your pardon for the lateness of the hour, sir,” he began.

Ignoring the general’s politeness, the Marshal cut to the chase. “You found Klein?”

“We think so, my lord.”

“Exactly what do you mean by that?”

“Our surveillance team sequestered within the outer alcoves of the tower have picked up something. They’ve discovered a couple of distinct ripples in the timeline starting in the early twenty-first century. And we have reason to believe they were caused by Adams Klein’s unauthorized presence.”

“Go on.”

“A small town in territory that used to be Ohio, sir. That’s where the ripples emanate from—and Klein has a minor but solid connection to the place. His great-grandparents lived there until they died some forty years ago.”

“These ripples—who are they?”

“One male, one female. Both fourteen years of age at the time of the incident. In the original history, they met their end in an ice-skating accident. Klein must have intervened.”

“I see. Have they created any waves for us?”

“Not yet, sir. But if the Klein boy is influencing them, they may yet cause a storm.”

“Thank you, General. You know what to do. Authorize a mission to crush him quickly.”

“Yes, sir,” said the general. He hesitated for a moment.

“What is it, man?”

“My lord, if I may.” Apgar reached into the interior of his dress uniform jacket and retrieved a manilla folder. He placed it on the Marshal’s desk.

“What’s this?”

“A suggestion, sir. An alternate set of directives for your review.” The general allowed himself an uncharacteristic smile. “I think we may have stumbled upon an opportunity.”
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What Happened at the Farm

For the most part, life returned to normal in the months that followed that fateful evening on Dormand Lake. Emma and Amy found a way to make peace. They weren’t friends by any stretch of the imagination, but they came to an unspoken truce, each realizing the other was similarly unhappy with the prospect of their parents dating. Brandon Schwabauer turned out to be a very nice man, which left Emma wondering how Amy could have turned out so rotten. She still didn’t like the idea of her mother going out on dates with someone other than her father, but she took note of her mom’s more frequent upbeat moods, and she decided to stay quiet.

Clay remained very shy, though he did come out of his shell a bit more after that night at Macey’s house. He even began writing short stories for the school newspaper. And he found a couple of friends: Ethan made good on his promise to give Clay his copy of Galactic Defenders #1. Though Ethan left the party before all the excitement that evening, word soon got around town about what had happened on the lake, and Ethan’s parents were delighted that their son had been spending so much time with a boy who exhibited such selflessness. Paul too became a friend to Clay. The eighth-grade linebacker-in-training respected toughness more than anything, and in his mind, Clay was pretty tough for what he went through that night—and for trying to rescue Emma. As a result, no one dared bully or tease Clay for fear it might get back to the biggest kid in school.

The night of the rescue, Adams returned to his tent to shed his wet clothes and warm up. He built a fire rather than rely on his tent’s geothermal heater, and into the small blaze he poured out his remaining supply of ash. He now craved something more than simulated taste sensations, and for a while, his hopelessness drained away.

Over the next several months, Adams was more careful than ever. He rarely ventured into town, and when he did, it was in the early hours of the morning when few people were out and about. He kept on “borrowing” what he needed from the homes nearest his tent, but when the early days of spring came, he planted a vegetable garden and took a couple of chickens from a local farm in an effort to be more self-sufficient. Plus, having grown up on protein bars, he enjoyed the process of growing real food, gathering real eggs, and preparing real meals. He kept up his reading, taking books from the houses that he frequented and returning them when he finished. As the weather grew warmer, he and Jupiter expanded their walks to include more of the countryside, but every time they came near a certain cove on Dormand Lake, Adams strained to see if Emma or Clay might be nearby. He wondered if perhaps they were looking for him, though he knew that even if they were, it would be best to keep his distance.

Adams wondered about something else too. Taking some food or a pair of boots might change history slightly, but those actions were like adding a spoonful of sugar to a cup of coffee; it’s not enough to make the entire drink overflow. Saving a life or two, though, was like dropping an entire bag of sugar into that coffee mug. Such a thing is bound to make an awful mess. His father had told him not to disrupt the past or else the Marshal would find out and come after him. He wasn’t sure how the Marshal would know, but his dad had been sure of it, so Adams was too. But why hadn’t the Marshal sent drone soldiers back in time to kill him yet? Maybe, in the original version of events, someone else stepped in to save Clay and Emma, so he hadn’t really changed anything, he thought. Or maybe the Marshal had forgotten about his dreams by now. Maybe he really was safe here.

On a Friday morning in mid-June, Adams’ questions were answered. He and Jupiter were on their way to a farm about three miles east of Dormand Lake. About halfway through their short journey, Adams found himself struggling through a sudden and intense headache, just like the one he had that night in January. His headaches came irregularly, but they always came. Adams wasn’t sure if they were a side effect of time travel, a latent reaction to whatever his father had injected him with back in the Marshal’s secret chamber, or something else. But no amount of aspirin or ibuprofen seemed to help. He decided some months ago, however, that he wouldn’t let them keep him down. He would push through until they passed.

On that morning, he was pushing through to the season’s first raspberries. Now that he had started a garden, Adams wanted to be able to grow his own fruit, but for now he would have to settle for sampling someone else’s. As he walked, he thought about how raspberries were a delicacy in his time, rare and available only to the super rich. Here, he could walk into any grocery store and buy raspberries, strawberries, blueberries, tomatoes, just about any fruit or vegetable he could think of. Except he could not. He had no money and no identity. He didn’t officially exist. Adams pressed the palm of his right hand with his index finger, rubbing the scar that marked the place where the embedded sensor had been. Back home, that tiny chip would have allowed him to buy anything he wanted with a wave of his hand. But, of course, the only “raspberries” he could have purchased would have been raspberry-flavored protein bars, and those were hardly the real thing.

As he and Jupiter came close to the raspberry fields, Adams heard something—or someone—walking behind him in the woods. Jupiter perked his ears to listen. “What is it, Jupe?” Adams asked softly, stopping to survey the woods behind them, his head still pulsing in pain. He looked intently. More throbbing, though he could already sense the migraine was loosening its grip. He heard something. Definitely.

Just then, a fawn stumbled out from behind a small grove of birch trees, its mother close behind.

Jupiter let his ears fall and wagged his tail.

Adams stood still, not wanting to spook the deer. The mother and fawn saw him and froze. For about fifteen seconds, it was a standoff to see who could go the longest without moving a muscle. Finally, the fawn darted out in the direction of an open field, and its mother followed quickly behind. Jupiter barked at the pair, as if to say goodbye. But then, mid-bark, Jupiter’s voice was cut off. Strangely, the dog’s mouth was still moving with all the motions one would expect from a yipping terrier; it was just that the actual sound of his barking had been silenced.

Adams knew what it was. He bent down and looked at Jupiter’s collar. The silencer. He had the remote in his coat pocket that night on the lake, and he had left the coat behind with Emma. He realized she must be somewhere nearby, clicking the button, though he doubted she had any idea what it did.
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Less than half a mile from where Adams and Jupiter were walking, Emma clicked the small, silver remote in her pocket. She thought she heard a dog barking somewhere. She stopped to listen. Nothing. My mind just wants to hear a dog, she thought. His dog. She had discovered the remote in the old hunting coat that Adams had wrapped around her. That coat was now in her bedroom, tucked neatly under her bed, where no one could see. She kept it the way sweethearts keep old notes, a lock of hair, or a dried rose from a first date. Emma, of course, knew that Adams had left the coat with her in the hopes of keeping her body temperature from dropping too low while she waited for help to arrive, but the way she guarded it, it might as well have been a handwritten sonnet, penned especially for her. The strange remote she found in one of the coat’s pockets became a constant accessory. Emma carried it with her wherever she went. She didn’t know what the button did, but the remote was connected to him somehow, and she clicked it again and again as if she could summon the Ghost back to her with the press of her thumb.

Emma walked along the dirt road toward the Zeckmans’ farm, where she had a seasonal job in the farm store, selling pies, homemade soaps, fresh apple butter, and all the other folksy things one expects to find at a family farm. Crops of the pick-your-own variety rotated throughout the year: strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, blackberries, apples, pumpkins, and Christmas trees, in that order.

Mr. and Mrs. Zeckman knew how to play their part for their customers, most of whom drove out from the city for a genuine farm experience. Mr. Zeckman wore overalls over a tattered flannel shirt and could often be seen with an unlit corncob pipe in his mouth. He also kept his John Deere tractor respectably dirty and parked it near the entrance to the property. Mrs. Zeckman kept her apron on all day and told everyone, “Come again, y’all, hear?” When customers were around and someone called, she answered a black, rotary phone mounted to the wall, even though the calls were also patched through to her smartphone. Emma knew her part too, though it was the part she was born to play. She really was a sweet girl from a small town who was happy to help new friends from the city pick out the right kind of apples for a pie.

It was a beautiful summer morning, budding with new life, so although her mother had offered to drive her out to the Zeckmans’ farm, Emma chose to take the long and scenic walk through town, out past Dormand Lake, to the old dirt road. When she arrived, she stopped at the gate that surrounded the property and surveyed the farm, scanning the countryside where the fruits were in varying stages of their entrance into the world. A couple of weeks prior, strawberries had been the opening act. Emma could see the sun breaking through the trees behind the rows of red-speckled green plants, which had been well picked through by this point in the year. Next to the strawberries were blueberry bushes, and on the other side were the raspberries. In a few hours, those rows would be filled with moms and dads picking berries, and little ones stuffing their increasingly fruit-stained faces. Emma smiled at the thought. She clicked the remote in her pocket once more and began walking down the dirt driveway toward the farmhouse.

Walking in through the side entrance, where the store was located, Emma expected to find the Zeckmans sprinting this way and that, getting ready for the day. Instead, she found two strangers standing there calmly, waiting patiently for help. They were both men—tall, clean-shaven, and dressed perfectly for a day at the farm. She smiled, thinking of all the people from the city who come looking for the simple life in two-hundred-dollar designer jeans.

“Hello!” she said.

The strangers stared at Emma for a moment and then gave each other a knowing look. “We are here to pick fruit,” one of the men said. No hello. He was wearing a cowboy hat and dark sunglasses.

“Strawberries, blueberries, raspberries,” the other man added.

“Oh, then you’ve come to the right place,” said Emma, “though strawberry season is winding down. But there should be plenty of blueberries and raspberries—”

“Raspberries are good,” interrupted the first man.

Emma looked at the clock on the wall. “We’re not really open until nine o’clock,” she said.

Both men lifted their arms and looked at their watches. “Thirty-five minutes. That is unacceptable,” the other man said. He wore an oversized straw hat, which looked silly on him. He never cracked a smile though, and Emma couldn’t tell if he was wearing it to be ironic.

“It’s not really up to me to—”

The two strangers began walking toward the door before Emma could finish her sentence.

“Excuse me,” she called after them, but they didn’t stop.

From the steps, the man in the cowboy hat turned back toward Emma. “Are you sure you’re here all alone?” he asked. “No friends lurking about? Male friends by chance?”

The questions scared Emma, intrusive as they were. She shut the door in a flash without responding.

Where are the Zeckmans? She thought to herself. I’ve never seen them leave customers unattended like this. Emma supposed the two men were walking back to their car. Perhaps they would go into town for a cup of coffee while they waited for the farm to open properly. But when she looked out the window, she saw the strangers moving steadily out toward the raspberry fields. Then she remembered that when she had walked up to the farmhouse, the only car parked outside was Mr. Zeckman’s green pickup truck. She ran to another window to make sure. Yup. Just the pickup. How did they even get here?

Emma ran across the room and through the door that separated the store from the Zeckmans’ home. She stepped into the kitchen and saw six fresh-baked pies on the counter, ready to be sold. “Mrs. Zeckman!” she called. “Mr. Zeckman! Is anyone here?” There was no response. Emma moved into the living room and saw Mr. Zeckman’s boots against the wall by the fireplace. “Where could they be?”

Just then, Emma heard banging coming from the coat closet in the hall. She ran and opened it. There on the floor were Mr. and Mrs. Zeckman, their ankles and wrists tied and their mouths gagged.

Emma pulled the gag down out of Mr. Zeckman’s mouth. “Are you all right?” he asked her.

“I’m fine, but what happened to the two of you?” said Emma, now pulling the cloth out of Mrs. Zeckman’s mouth.

“I don’t know,” she said. “We were getting the store ready for the day, and these two strangers just appeared outside out of nowhere.”

“Not out of nowhere,” Earl Zeckman corrected. “They came up from the ground.”

“From the ground?” asked Emma, now untying their hands.

“Yes, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes. There were these two puddles in the dirt, bubbled up from underneath the ground I suppose, and then these fellas rose up through the water completely dry.

“Rose up?”

“They didn’t climb out of the ground or struggle or nothin’. They just came up. It was the strangest thing I ever saw.”

“And then the two men—they looked at us and then at each other,” added Mrs. Zeckman. “I don’t think they were expecting us to be there. Before we knew what was happening, they grabbed us, tied us up, and threw us in here. I just kept thinking, That poor, sweet Emma! What will they do to her when she shows up for work? Thank God you’re all right!”

“I’m—I’m fine,” said Emma. “They just really wanted to pick fruit. They couldn’t wait until nine o’clock.”

Pulling free the last strand from around his wife’s ankles, Mr. Zeckman stood up and then helped her to her feet. The three of them hurried toward the store, the Zeckmans expecting to see it trashed and deprived of anything valuable. But the little shop was just as they had left it, clean and tidy for a busy summer day.

Emma darted toward the window and looked in the direction of the raspberry fields. Nothing. Maybe they left after all, she thought. But then she saw something—a dark head poking up from between the rows. There was no hat, so it didn’t appear to be either of the two men who had tied up the Zeckmans. “Who is that?” she asked aloud.

Mrs. Zeckman came to take a look. “I have no idea,” she said.

From behind, the two women heard the distinct click of a shotgun being cocked. Mr. Zeckman didn’t take kindly to anyone harming Mrs. Zeckman, nor did he appreciate being tied up and left for dead in his own home. He didn’t care much for trespassing either. He marched toward the screen door and pushed it open with more force than necessary. “I’m about to find out,” he said.

Without saying a word, Mr. Zeckman walked straight toward the raspberries. The gun in his hands spoke loudly enough.

Emma walked out the door herself, wanting to get a better look. She followed several feet behind Mr. Zeckman. She was certain he wouldn’t actually shoot anyone—he was too kind a soul for that—but it wasn’t every day that her job at the farm got this exciting, and she didn’t want to miss what was about to happen.

The head that had risen above the raspberry plants ducked low again. A dog could be heard barking. “I see you in there,” announced Mr. Zeckman. “Come out now, y’hear?” he said, half-forgetting that he didn’t need to speak in such a folksy manner for a trespasser. “Come out,” he repeated.

Slowly, the figure stood up with his hands raised, and Emma could see a familiar face underneath dark brown hair. It was Adams—a bit thinner and scruffier than she remembered, but it was him for sure.

Mr. Zeckman raised his gun.

“Wait!” screamed Emma. “I know him!”

Mr. Zeckman maintained his stance. “Go back inside, Emma,” he commanded calmly.

“You don’t understand. I know him!” Emma shouted again over Jupiter’s barking.

Mr. Zeckman, now ignoring Emma, spoke to the intruder: “I don’t know where the other two went—the tall fellas—but you’re in a world of trouble, young man.”

Adams raised his hands in surrender. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “It was only a few raspberries.” He opened his right hand, and two ripe berries fell to the ground.

“So, you’re a thief too,” said Mr. Zeckman. “And don’t play dumb with me. I’m going to call the police. They’ll make you talk.” He held his shotgun steady.

“Please! You don’t understand,” said Adams, now wondering what the police would do when they discovered he had no papers, no parents, and no identity.

“I understand, all right. I am sick and tired of being taken advantage of.” He eyed Adams through the sight on the gun barrel. “Just sick of it. Now you hold it right there.”

“Please, Mr. Zeckman,” pleaded Emma, “put down the gun.” She had never seen her boss act like this before. He was normally a generous and patient man. But being humiliated and mistreated can change a person.

“Go inside,” he said again. “You don’t want to see this.”

Emma placed a hand on Mr. Zeckman’s shoulder, now sobbing. “Please,” she said. “Let’s call the police.”

“I think it’s too late for that.”

Earl Zeckman fired his shotgun twice, and then all was silence, save the plinking of two spent shells falling to the ground.
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Confessions and Breakfast

For several seconds, competing rushes of fear and shock kept Emma’s head down. She trembled, and tears fell from her eyes. In her anguish, she turned away from the scene entirely. She didn’t want to look, to see what Mr. Zeckman had done. Soon, she felt Jupiter’s wet nose against her hand, and she scooped the dog up to cradle him in her arms.

“He must like you,” said a familiar voice from behind. Emma spun around. It was Adams. “Jupe usually comes to me when he’s scared,” he said. She looked past him to see a pair of boots upended in the brush. It was the man in the straw hat. Behind him in the dirt was the man with the sunglasses, his cowboy hat now caught in a thicket several feet from his body. A growing puddle of blood collected between the two motionless forms. Standing over the bodies was Mr. Zeckman, still aiming his shotgun, trembling. Emma saw him kick two handguns out of their reach, though she knew neither of the men would be reaching for anything ever again.

“You okay, son?” asked Mr. Zeckman. “What did you do to these fellas? This one pulled his gun on you, aiming to shoot you in the back,” he said, pointing to the man in the straw hat with the barrel of his shotgun. Then he motioned toward the lifeless body with sunglasses. “This one here wasn’t far behind.”

“I don’t know,” said Adams. “I’ve never seen them before. I don’t know who they are.”

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” said Emma, giving Adams an unexpected hug, awkward as it was with Jupiter still in her arms. “I didn’t know if I would ever see you again,” she said.

“I’ve never killed a man,” said Mr. Zeckman. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.” He lowered his shotgun, and sadness overtook him.

“You said it yourself,” inserted Emma. “They were going to kill Adams. You had no choice.”

“No, I don’t think I did,” he admitted. “I told them to stop, but they were going to shoot him in the back. I could feel it. These two were cold, determined. There was no hesitation in their movements.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” said Emma. “You’re a hero.”

“Thank you, sir,” added Adams.

“I never killed a man before,” Mr. Zeckman repeated, still trying to wrap his head around what had just happened.

Suddenly, the growing puddle of blood around the two bodies began to move unnaturally, swirling and spreading faster than the topography should have allowed. Adams, Emma, and Mr. Zeckman watched as it started to glow and change color.

“What in the—” said Mr. Zeckman, unable to finish his thought as he backed away from the bodies. The puddle now resembled liquid metal, taking on a silver, reflective hue in the morning light. Adams gripped Emma tightly, and Jupiter started to bark. Light emanated up through the metallic pool and engulfed the two dead strangers. And then, in an instant, the would-be assassins fell into the puddle and disappeared. A moment later, the pool collected itself into a narrow stream to be soaked up by the dirt. There was no trace of the men. No bodies. No blood. The ground wasn’t even wet. All that remained were the two handguns Earl Zeckman had kicked out of their reach and, inadvertently, out of the puddle’s reach as well.

He fell over in disbelief, his mouth open wide, though no words would come.

“Who were those evil people?” asked Emma.

“That’s just it,” said Adams quietly in her ear. “I don’t think they were people at all.”
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Understandably, Earl and Terri Zeckman decided to close up the farm for a few days. Emma offered to stay and help them in any way she could, but the Zeckmans insisted she take some time for herself. Besides, there wouldn’t be much to do around the farm without customers. Earl closed the gate to the property and placed a sign out front, turning visitors away until after next week’s Tri-County Summer Fair. He didn’t call the police to report what had happened because, as he put it, “No one’s going to believe a magic puddle swallowed up the bad guys.”

Emma didn’t let go of Jupiter the whole time she and Adams were saying goodbye to the Zeckmans. She wanted to ensure that Adams wouldn’t disappear into the woods all over again, and she figured he wouldn’t go anywhere without his dog. “Now will you tell me who you really are?” she asked as they walked down the dirt road together toward town.

“Yes, I will,” he answered, “though I’m not sure you’re going to believe much of what I have to say.”

“Well, right now everyone believes you’re the Ghost of Dormand Lake. The truth can’t be any more unbelievable than that, can it?”

Adams smiled and pressed a strand of his hair behind his ear. “I’m not even sure where to start.”

“Why don’t you start with those men at the farm? You know who they were, don’t you?”

“Sort of. Like I said, they weren’t exactly men.”

“They certainly bled like men.”

“Crimson-colored lubrication fluid. They were drone soldiers—machines designed to mimic real people, even down to the way they die.”

“But they were so lifelike. I’ve never seen such a thing.”

“Yeah, that’s because they won’t be invented for another hundred years or so.”

Emma stopped walking. “What are you talking about?”

“There isn’t really a way for me to tell you this with any kind of a soft landing, so I’ll just say it.” Adams closed his eyes. “I’m from the future.”

There was no expression on Emma’s face for several seconds as she repeated Adams’ last statement over and over again in her mind. Finally, she smiled and then began to laugh. “That’s pretty brilliant,” she said. “Of course you’re from the future! That’s why no one has ever heard of you. That’s why you live your life in secret. That’s why you have to steal things here and there to get by. You don’t want to do anything that might change history. I totally get it.”

“That’s amazing that you put that all together. You understand, then?”

Emma’s smile disappeared. “I understand you think I’m pretty gullible,” she said sternly as she placed Jupiter in Adams’ arms and walked on.

Adams stood there, wondering what he could possibly say next. “I’ll show you,” he finally said. Emma paused, and Adams caught up to her. “You know that remote you’ve got?” he asked. She pulled it from the back pocket of her jeans. “Watch this,” he said. He put Jupiter on the ground and pulled a small bag of raspberries from his backpack. “From before you and Mr. Zeckman showed up,” he offered. He held a single raspberry several inches above his dog. Jupiter jumped, but Adams pulled the berry higher. Jupiter jumped again, and Adams teased him once more.

“That’s cruel,” Emma said.

“Watch,” he insisted. Jupiter began barking at Adams, demanding he drop the berry. “Okay. Click the button on the remote.” Emma did, and the barking ceased immediately. The dog’s mouth still moved, motioning the barks, but the sound itself was obliterated. “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” Adams asked.

“Not like that,” she admitted.

“That’s because it was just invented,” he said, “in the year 2196.”

Emma looked down at the small, silver remote control in her hand and then at Jupiter, who was now snacking on a juicy, red raspberry. “If I thought it was even possible that you were a time traveler, it would take a lot more than some new gadget to prove it to me.”

For a few moments, Adams considered everything that had happened that morning and over the last several months. He thought about how unbelievable his story actually was—how, if he hadn’t experienced it himself, he wouldn’t have thought time travel possible either. He thought about showing Emma his tent and some of the items he had brought back with him, but those were, again, just gadgets. He thought about predicting some impending event, but he couldn’t do that. The Marshal had prohibited cranial downloads of American history, so all he had was a vague understanding of America’s decline during the last half of the twenty-first century. And besides, it had now been nearly a year since his last cranial injection. He was worried his unused knowledge was beginning to fade. Even if he had once known a bit of American history, he had now forgotten it.

Finally, he spoke. “You’re right,” he said. “I can’t prove I’m from the future.” He began walking, and as he passed by Emma, she joined him once again. “But I did save your life,” he continued, “so the way I see it, you owe me one.”

“That’s true,” she admitted. “Thank you again for rescuing me, by the way.”

He nodded with some humility. “Here’s how you can pay me back,” he said. Emma looked at him, intrigued. “Believe my story. No matter how far-fetched it sounds, no matter how unbelievable and unprovable it is, just believe me.”

Emma thought about it for a moment and realized it was a fairly small request to grant in exchange for the beat of her heart and the breath in her lungs. “Okay,” she said. “I think I can do that. I don’t know you very well, Adams, but you saved me, so I think I can trust you—even if it doesn’t make sense.”

“Thank you,” he said.

They walked along quietly for a minute or so, both content with their agreement, until Emma finally broke the silence. “Well,” she said.

“Well what?”

“Well, Future Boy, are you going to tell me your story or not?”

Adams smiled.

“And don’t leave anything out. Remember, I’ve already promised to believe you, no matter what.”

From that spot on the dirt road all the way into town, Adams told Emma about his home and the events that led to his becoming a refugee in her time. He told her about Transom City and the Marshal and his dad. He told her about the time machine and the plot to kill him.

For her part, Emma listened attentively and kept her promise: she believed every last word he said.
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When they arrived on Main Street, Adams entered Indigo proper as never before. With the Marshal obviously aware of his presence in the past, hiding out in the woods no longer seemed necessary. He would, of course, be careful not to bend the timeline of history any further, but he now felt free to interact with people and be seen. In fact, Adams reasoned, the more time he spent alone, the more easily he could be picked off by other drone soldiers the Marshal might send back in time. Crowds were now his greatest defense. The Marshal, as evil as he was, understood that changes in the past—say, committing a strange, violent, and unsolvable murder in the open streets of a small Midwestern town—could ripple disastrously down through the decades and even affect his regime. He would want to take Adams out as quietly as possible.

Jefferson’s was especially busy for a Friday morning. Even accounting for the weekend breakfast rush, there were more people at the diner than usual. The annual Tri-County Summer Fair was scheduled for the following week, and Indigo was brimming with out-of-town guests prepping for the event. Nevertheless, Emma and Adams arrived just as a couple of seats were opening up at the counter.

“I’ll be with you in just a moment,” said Jeff, dropping menus in place as they sat down.

“Are you sure he’ll be all right?” Adams asked Emma.

“Who?”

“Jupe. I don’t like leaving him.”

“He’s tied up just outside. I can see him from here. He’ll be fine. This is a quaint little town, remember? We don’t have crime here. Well, we didn’t until the Ghost of Dormand Lake arrived.”

“Ha, ha. I see your point.”

“So being that you’re from the future and all,” said Emma quietly, “I’ll pay for breakfast. I don’t think they take spacebucks or Republic credits or whatever it is people use for money in your time.”

“We have money, and it’s still counted out in dollars and cents,” said Adams, holding up his hand to show Emma his scar. “Only there isn’t cash anymore. I had an implant in my palm that was linked to our family bank account. For most things, I could just wave my hand to pay.”

“Did that hurt?”

“Paying for things?”

“No. Did it hurt when your implant was removed?”

“A little,” said Adams. “But it means I’m broke—even in the future. So, thank you for breakfast.”

“I wonder, though. Is that how they found you? Your implant?”

“I don’t think so. It was gone before I ever got to Indigo.”

“Then how did they know you were here?”

“That’s easy. You.”

“Me? What did I do?”

“You didn’t die in Dormand Lake last winter.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Near as I can figure, you were supposed to drown that day.”

Emma’s mouth straightened and her eyes widened as Adams said the words.

“When I pulled you up out of the water, I changed history. I’m not sure how the Marshal does it, but my dad warned me that if I did anything to change the past, the Marshal would see it and come after me.”

“How does he see?”

“I told you. I don’t know. But those two drones at the Zeckmans’ farm this morning tell me he does.”

Emma picked up her menu and held it out to Adams. “I always get the same thing, but you may want to look. How long has it been since you’ve eaten at a restaurant?”

“Too long.” Adams took the menu from her hands and opened it to the breakfast page. “And never at one that served real food.”

Emma didn’t ask what he meant by that last comment. “One thing doesn’t add up though,” she said.

“What’s that?” he asked, adding, “How is the French toast?” as if the two subjects were related.

“It’s good. Everything here is good. What doesn’t make sense is that if this Marshal person knows you’ve been here since January, then why is he just now sending soldiers back to kill you—in June?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“And why did they come after you in a place where there might be people around? You’ve been alone in the woods for months. Why not just find you out there in the middle of the night while you’re asleep and shoot you?”

Adams suddenly realized how dangerous it had been for him to be living alone in the woods. A shiver ran up his spine. “I think I’ll go with the Denver omelet,” he said, shutting the menu and trying not to think about how stupid he’d been.

“One thing’s for sure,” said Emma. “You can’t stay by yourself in the woods anymore. No more Ghost of Dormand Lake.”

“Is that an invitation to stay at your house?” he asked with a smirk.

“I don’t think my mom would go for that,” she said with a slight smile. “Besides, the only empty room at my house is Sam’s.”

“Sam?”

“He’s—he was—my brother.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,”

“It’s okay. I never really knew him. He died when I was little. My parents haven’t touched his room though. Everything is exactly as it was. I know—that’s weird, right?”

“No, it’s not. I understand,” he said, “It’s the same way with my mom. She died when I was pretty young too, but we still have lots of her things around the house—ordinary, everyday things—just sitting there like they’re waiting for her to come back.”

“Do you remember her?” Emma asked. “I wish I could remember Sam.”

“I can remember some things about her, but I’m not sure if what I have are actual memories or just dreams of what I’d like to remember.” For a moment, neither Adams nor Emma said a word, and they both felt a little less alone.

The silence was broken only when Jeff returned to take their order. Adams opted for the omelet and a cup of coffee, while Emma got her standard banana yogurt, chocolate chip muffin top, and OJ.

When Jeff walked away, Emma returned to the more pressing subject at hand. “I do know someone you might be able to stay with,” she said.

“Oh, yeah? Who’s going to let a total stranger live in their house?”

“You wouldn’t be a total stranger.”

“But I don’t know anyone here besides you.”

“That’s not entirely true. The person I’m thinking of—you’ve met him once before.”
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A Friend at the Pharmacy

Clay Danvers had just started his new job at Grossman’s Pharmacy a few days earlier and was still learning the ropes, though for a bright kid like Clay, ringing up aspirin and lottery tickets at a drugstore checkout came pretty easily. Simon Shakes, the pharmacist and manager of the store, offered him the job one Thursday while Clay was perusing the new selection of comic books on the rack. Simon’s previous hire for after school and summer help hadn’t worked out as he had hoped. In fact, when he had decided to let Corrine Radley know things weren’t going well, he repeated himself three times with no response because she was so engrossed in her phone. In the end, he had to text her his decision to let her go in order for her to get the message. Clay, on the other hand, had always struck Simon as a responsible teenager, and more importantly, he had never seen him walking through town with his face buried in a screen.

Clay was stocking the shelves in the diaper aisle when Linda Joffries cleared her throat by the store’s lone checkout to signal she needed assistance. Clay abandoned a stack of size three overnight diapers and made his way to the front of the store to find out what she wanted. “How can I help you, Mrs. Joffries?” he offered.

“Toe fungus,” she said.

“I’m sorry?” Clay asked, not quite understanding her request.

“I’ve got a bad case of athlete’s foot. Must be all the exercise I do. I need something to clear up the jam between my toes,” she said without the slightest hint of embarrassment.

“Oh,” he said. “Aisle four. I’ll show you.” Clay led the way, and Mrs. Joffries followed him, her clumsiness taking out several boxes of bandages as they turned the corner into the aisle.

“Sorry about that,” she said, looking helplessly at the boxes on the floor by her feet. “I’d pick them up, but with my vertigo, I’d never get myself level again.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll get those,” Clay said with a smile. “What you’re looking for is right here.” He pointed to a section of ointments, lotions, and creams created for every conceivable sore, rash, or blemish the human body can produce.

Just then, the bell at the store entrance dinged to announce a new customer had entered the pharmacy. “Would you excuse me, Mrs. Joffries?” Clay asked, but Mrs. Joffries had already begun comparing the active ingredients of two competing discount fungicides—Flame-B-Gone and Athlete’s Ally—and had forgotten he was there.

Before he reached the front of the store, Clay looked over the aisles and spied Emma Bloom’s blonde head bobbing up and down as she walked. She was with someone. He was familiar, but in the moment, Clay couldn’t quite place his face. He ducked low to pick up the bandages that Mrs. Joffries had displaced, but the task also kept him from being seen right away. He slowly replaced the boxes, hoping that, in the meantime, Simon would come out from the back and help Emma and her companion. Clay was in luck. As he finished cleaning up, he heard Simon emerge and greet the new customers.

“Hello there,” Simon said. “How can I help you?”

I’ll just stay down here until they leave, Clay told himself.

There was more talking, but he couldn’t make out what Emma was saying. Simon, on the other hand, spoke loudly. “Clay? Oh, he’s around here somewhere,” he said. “Good kid. I hired him for the summer.”

Clay put the last of the adhesive bandages back on the shelf and, realizing that he had no choice, stood tall to receive his visitors. He was about to make himself known when he felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning, he found Mrs. Joffries holding a tube of Maximum Strength Flame-B-Gone, the apparent victor in her side-by-side comparison of product packaging. “Young man, did you hear me?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Joffries,” he said, “but no, I suppose I didn’t.”

“I asked, ‘Do you know if this comes in a larger tube?’ I just don’t think this is going to be enough for what I’m dealing with.”

Clay looked at the jumbo-sized tube she was holding and tried not to imagine the toe fungus she had been so open about. “Uh, I’m not sure, but I think that’s the largest size we carry in the store.”

“Well, at least it will get me started.”

“There you are,” said Simon, who had just entered the aisle with Emma. She was holding a small terrier in her arms, and her friend followed close behind her. “Oh, hello, Mrs. Joffries. It’s good to see you.”

“Does this come in a prescription strength?” she asked Simon, holding up the tube of Flame-B-Gone. She was all business.

“Why don’t you come with me? I’ll check,” he said. “Clay, these two are here to see you. Just make it quick. We’ve got lots to do today to get ready for the festival next week.”

“Yes, sir,” said Clay. “I will.”

“Right this way, Mrs. Joffries,” said Simon as he led the woman to the front of the store.

“How have you been, Clay?” asked Emma. “We haven’t really talked since the lake last January.”

She remembers the last time we talked! Clay beamed inside. “I’m okay,” he said coolly.

“You’re working here now, I heard,” she said.

She knows where I work! She’s had conversations about me! “Yeah, just for the summer.”

“Hi, Clay,” said the boy standing next to Emma.

Clay knew his voice. “Adams, right?” he asked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you at first. It was so dark that night on the lake, and it’s been a few months.”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s good to see you again—drier and warmer this time. And you probably remember Jupiter,” said Adams, petting his dog behind the ears.

Emma adjusted the dog in her arms and took control of the conversation once again. “We don’t want to keep you, so I’ll get right to it. We need a favor.”

“Sure. What sort of favor?”

“Adams is new to town, and he needs a place to stay. I was thinking maybe he could stay with you?”

“With me?”

“It’s really important. I can’t actually explain right now, but let’s just say, the place where he was staying—it’s no longer an option.”

“Well, I don’t know if my parents will—”

“Would you ask them? Please. It would mean a lot to me.”

Inside of Clay a small battle was taking place. On the one hand, he didn’t want anyone staying at his house. The thought of having company over all the time filled him with dread. On top of that, he wondered what Emma was doing with Adams in the first place. Would he find himself playing host to a guy Emma had feelings for? Clay didn’t think he could handle that. But on the other hand, Emma said it would mean a lot to her, so he knew what he had to say.

“Sure, I’ll ask them.”

“Oh, thank you!” replied Emma.

“Yeah, I really appreciate it,” added Adams.

“They haven’t said yes yet,” Clay reminded them. “I just promised to ask.”

“Understood,” said Emma, smiling.

“We should tell him,” said Adams to Emma. “He should know what he’s signing up for.”

“Tell me what?” Clay asked.

Emma and Adams both looked around to make sure no one was within earshot, and then they looked at each other, trying to discern the best way to begin.

“Well,” Emma began.

“Wait. I think I know how,” said Adams. “I’ll show you.” He moved past Clay to the spinning rack of comic books at the end of the aisle. He looked up and down at the selection, turning the display as he went.

“What are you looking for?” asked Emma.

“You’ll see,” he said. “There’s got to be a—yup, this will do,” and he picked up an issue off the bottom rack. He walked over and handed it to Clay. “Here you go.”

It was the latest issue of Time Patrol, and the cover featured the Time Patrol team running from a stampede of stegosauruses. Adams had amassed a sizeable comic book collection back in his tent and had come to know the more popular plot lines.

“I don’t understand,” said Clay. “You’re trying to tell me you were living with dinosaurs?”

“No,” Adams said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “I’m trapped in the past. Just like the members of Time Patrol. Well, not exactly like them. I’ve only traveled to one place and time: here and now.”

“So, you’re saying ...”

“That’s right. I’m from the future.”

Clay silently turned around and stepped toward the end of the aisle. He returned Time Patrol #73 to its rightful spot in the carousel of comics and then walked back toward Emma and Adams. In a whisper, he said, “Look, it’s bad enough you humiliated me out on the lake. I was going to get out on my own, you know. I didn’t need your help. But now—what? You came here just to make fun of me? Everyone knows I like science fiction, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

“It’s true,” said Emma. “I didn’t believe it either, but—”

“I can’t believe you’re in on it too. I always thought you were different than the mean girls at school,” said Clay.

“It’s not like that,” Emma said. “This morning—just a little while ago—I saw two people disappear into a puddle of glowing water. Something strange is going on, and I don’t have any other explanation. I believe him. I think he’s telling the truth.”

“And there’s more,” said Adams. “If I’m going to stay with your family, you should know the reason.”

Clay was curious, and he didn’t object. “Go on,” he said.

“Those two people this morning who vanished into a puddle of metallic goo? They weren’t really people. They were drone soldiers from the year 2196—machines sent back in time to kill me. I was lucky today, but the person who wants me dead is powerful, and I have no reason to think he won’t try again.”

“If I believed you—and I’m not saying I do—what you’re really asking me to do is put my whole family in danger. Is that right?”

“Not exactly. The Marshal—that’s the one who’s out to get me—he won’t want to mess with history any more than he has to. He just wants me out of the picture. Anything beyond that and he risks changing things in ways even he can’t foresee. He may be coming after me, but he’s going to treat everyone else in his path like landmines to be avoided.”

“And just what did you do to get on this Marshal person’s bad side?” asked Clay.

Emma was also intrigued.

“Honestly? Nothing. At least not yet. The Marshal believes he’s been warned in a dream about a plot against his life. And he’s been told that I’m the one who’s going to kill him.”

“Are you?” asked Clay.

“Am I what?”

“Going to kill him.”

“Do I look like I’m capable of toppling an evil dictator?”

“Well, I don’t know you very well,” said Clay without even the crack of a smile. He wasn’t ready to believe stories about time travel, but he also couldn’t see why Adams would have dreamed up such an elaborate scenario just for the sake of a cruel practical joke. And deep down, whatever Emma’s reasons for going along with it, he didn’t believe she could ever be so mean. He decided to trust them, at least for the time being. “Okay, I’ll talk to my mom and dad,” he said. “But I’m not saying the reason you need to stay with us is because you’re a refugee from the future.”

“I wouldn’t want you to.” Adams thought about it for a moment. “Let’s just say I’m a foreign exchange student, and my host family was called out of town suddenly. I just need a place to stay until the start of the new school year.”

“You don’t sound like you’re from another country,” said Clay.

“We’ll say I’m from Canada, eh?” said Adams, and turning to include Emma, he asked, “Canada still exists in your time, right?” Thinking through the twenty-first century history he had previously downloaded, he quickly retracted that question. “Oh, yes, of course it does. For now.”

“I don’t want to know why that was even a question,” Emma said.

Simon poked his head around the end of the aisle. “Clay, you still have all those aftershave containers to pick up, and then I need you back at the register,” he said.

“Sure thing. I’m sorry, Mr. Shakes. I’ll be right there,” said Clay, and he turned to Adams. “I have to go. Meet me here when I’m done with work. Two-thirty.”

Adams nodded. “Thanks again.”

Just then, a loud noise emanating from the store entrance got their attention. Mrs. Joffries had just made her exit and had knocked over a display of discounted candy bars as she went, her lack of balance getting the best of her as she turned toward the door.

The squat woman slowly made her way south on Main Street. A few hundred feet from the store, she pressed the comm unit implanted under the artificial skin behind her ear. In a deep, unnatural voice, she spoke aloud: “Seven-nine-three-zero-one reporting. As expected, the subject is now out in the open and has made contact with the ripples.”
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At the very same moment, across town, the real Mrs. Joffries was waking from an unplanned nap brought on by a sedative that had been slipped into her daily constitutional—a fruit-flavored, low-calorie, high-protein fitness shake that she gulped down every morning before breakfast. Her head throbbed as she lifted it off the kitchen floor. It was then she discovered she was surrounded by her six cats, who were obviously (and uncharacteristically) concerned for their owner’s well-being. The breakfast on her table—eggs, bacon, and a generous cup of coffee—was cold.






[image: ]

How Saturday Began to Unravel

Staying at Clay’s house might have been the safer option, but it certainly wasn’t the most restful. The early morning sunlight invaded Rick Danvers’ study through a hole in the window blinds, waking Adams from a fitful sleep. The foldout couch had been uncomfortable compared to the pressure-sensitive, air-cooled flooring of his tent, and for the past eight hours, no position had been acceptable to Adams’ frame for more than twenty minutes at a time. He also endured another of his headaches during the night. However, the pain had now left his head, and the smell of bacon frying made his aching back a secondary issue.

Adams emerged from the study and shuffled through the den to find Mr. Danvers in the kitchen making breakfast. There were pancakes piled high, a casserole dish full of scrambled eggs, toast neatly arranged in two stacks of halved slices, and, as Adams’ nose had already assured him, a small mountain of bacon. Jupiter had not waited for Adams but had scurried out with the first sounds from the kitchen. He was keeping vigil beneath the bacon with his tail wagging when Adams arrived.

“I hope you like a big breakfast,” said Mr. Danvers. “Sort of a Saturday morning tradition around here.”

“I’ll just have coffee, thanks,” said Adams.

Rick retrieved a mug from the cabinet above the coffee maker and then filled it with the middle-of-the-road coffee he had brewed a few minutes earlier. He handed it to Adams, who was chewing on a strip of bacon from the mound.

The previous afternoon, Clay told his parents that a friend from school needed a place to stay for a while. Before he could even finish spinning the tale he had rehearsed about Canada and the foreign exchange program and summer school and the dire emergency that had sent Adams’ original host family out of town for the foreseeable future, Rick and Judy Danvers were ready to open up their home. They were, by nature, generous and hospitable people, but in this instance, they were more excited to hear their son was coming out of his shell. Plus, having one of Clay’s classmates stay with the family would offer them a window into their fourteen-year-old son’s world.

When Clay told Adams the news, he collected his personal belongings from the woods, delivered his chickens to the farm he had “borrowed” them from, and came to the house. Along the way, he did his best to return some of the items he had taken during his time as the Ghost. Staying on his own, away from town, had made Adams’ adventure back in time feel more like a camping trip. The quaint, early twenty-first century town was a sight to see, but he could always retreat to his tent when he wanted. Now, though, he was living in a house that, in his time, would have been included in a national registry of historic places. The whole experience was surreal. Still, he had to remain focused. He knew what he had to do: keep his real story a secret from everyone but Clay and Emma, all the while looking over his shoulder for another of the Marshal’s drone soldiers.

“Pyoo! Pyoo! Pyoo!” yelled Katie from the stairs. “I got you!” she said. Katie was aiming a plastic rifle with a barrel that lit up red and orange when she pulled the trigger. After years of rough play, the toy laser blaster had stopped emitting sound effects, but the nine-year-old was happy to supply her own.

“Agh! You got me!” Adams said as he feigned falling face down into the counter with his eyes closed and his tongue out. Jupiter, who had been sitting patiently at his owner’s feet waiting for a scrap of bacon, sprang to life and raced toward Katie.

“Jupiter!” she said. “I almost forgot we have a dog now!” She ran to meet him.

Rick Danvers corrected his youngest child. “Don’t get too attached, sweetie. Jupiter belongs to Adams.”

“I know, but I love him,” she said, and she reached around Adams for a piece of bacon. She took one bite and gave the rest to Jupiter.

“Keep that bacon coming, and he really will become your dog,” said Adams with a smirk. Katie reached for another piece.

A few minutes later, Clay came charging down the stairs. “Where are you off to, son?” asked Rick. “You’re having breakfast with us, aren’t you?”

“Sorry, Dad, I can’t. I’m already late. I promised I’d help Mr. Shakes start prepping for the fair.”

“Well, you have to eat,” said Rick.

“I do,” said Clay to his father’s surprise. He grabbed a pancake with his bare hands, tore of a piece and popped it in his mouth. Turning to Adams, Clay asked, “You want to come with?”

“I’m not sure I’m really up for that today,” said Adams, his face immersed in the rising steam from his coffee mug.

“You said you wanted to meet people, right?”

“What?” Adams had said no such thing.

“There will be lots of people there. Lots of crowds,” said Clay, gently reminding Adams that the whole point of his coming to stay was to keep him from being alone so that he wouldn’t be an easy target for another drone soldier attack. “Come on. It will be fun.”

“Well, all right. I guess I can help.” He took a swig of his coffee. “On one condition,” he said.

“Oh, yeah? What’s that?” asked Clay, tearing off another bit of pancake.

Adams smiled. “That Katie here takes care of Jupe for me while we’re gone.”

Katie was practically glowing as she hugged the dog.
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It was half past seven in the morning when Emma Bloom pedaled her bike out of her driveway for her weekly outing. Early mornings in a small town like Indigo provided time to think, pray, and imagine. For a soul like Emma’s, time alone was like sunlight and water to a field of wildflowers. In the winter, these outings became a walk through silent snow, but when the weather was warm enough, she rode her bike to take in more of the scenery and feel the breeze against her skin.

Emma biked for half an hour with nowhere to be but with a specific destination in mind. By the library on Robinson Road, Emma slowed her bike to a stop to take in the view. From a certain spot, one could see rolling hills for miles, and on a beautiful spring day like this one, with life blossoming all around, the landscape was a sight to see. The wind was pressing through the trees so that the rustling of leaves was the only sound Emma could hear. But that didn’t matter. No one was around. She only needed to see the glory in front of her.

Just then, in a moment that seemed contrary to nature, the wind suddenly stopped, and Emma heard the sound of a door slamming. She turned to look at the library, where she believed the noise had come from, but she saw nothing. Must have imagined it, she told herself. The library doesn’t open for another couple of hours. She returned her gaze to the hills before her, and the wind joined her in the moment once again. A few seconds later, Emma breathed deep and returned her feet to the pedals of her bike to continue her morning ride.

She rode down Robinson until it joined up with Main Street. Looking up as she turned the corner, she saw a banner for the upcoming fair overhead, though a strong wind had unleashed one of its four corners so that it flapped wildly in the breeze, making the full message difficult to read.

In the past, Emma’s mother had often joined her on these Saturday morning bike rides, but ever since Shannon Bloom had begun dating Brandon Schwabauer and he had tried to join in, Emma had decided these would be solo trips. She looked across Main Street to see the bench where, last fall, she and her mother had paused their bike ride to enjoy hot chocolate from a thermos and talk about life. The subject, that morning, had quickly turned to dating. At the time, Emma thought the discussion was for her benefit, to help her navigate the waters of teenage romance, but now she realized that conversation had actually been about her mother’s desire to date. Shannon had met Brandon just a few weeks prior.

Emma was thinking about that morning, almost tasting the hot chocolate on her lips, when, out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw someone. She turned and spied a pale face with long gray hair disappear behind the fire station. A chill ran up her spine. Someone had been watching her. Emma crossed the street and raced her bike down Main Street. She wasn’t as alone as she had thought, and now she wanted to find as many people as she could.

At this hour on most Saturdays, Emma wouldn’t have found a lot of people milling about in the center of town, but with the fair just a few days away, Main Street was buzzing with activity. When Emma crested the final hill where the fair setup was taking place, she could see people in the distance, busy with activity, and she sighed with relief. Whoever had been watching her wouldn’t be brazen enough to try anything with so many people around. But she must have closed her eyes for a moment when she breathed that sigh because she didn’t see the tall stranger in her path until it was too late.

Emma turned her bike sharply to avoid him and began to lose her balance. She applied the handbrake with too much force, and her tires skidded. Her left leg caught the asphalt, her flowered sundress providing no protection from the burn of the impact. The sidelong bike continued its shuddered momentum down the hill, while friction brought Emma to a much more abrupt stop.

She winced from pain and lifted her head to survey the damage to her dress and leg. The dress would need to be retired, but her physical wounds were limited to some throbbing and a few nasty scrapes along her outer thigh and on the palms of her hands. She let her head land gently on the pavement and took a moment to recover before attempting to stand and experience the full force of her newly acquired injuries.

Emma looked up into the sky to see puffy white clouds passing overhead. And then there was a face. The tall stranger who had caused Emma to swerve her bike was there. “Are you all right, miss?” he said in an accent that Emma placed somewhere around Boston. He was younger than she first thought—in his late teens, maybe his early twenties.

“I think so,” she said.

The young man looked at Emma’s exposed but bloody leg, and though Emma knew he was almost certainly looking in order to gauge her condition, his concentrated gaze made her uncomfortable. She shifted her torn dress to cover herself and started to get up.

“I wouldn’t do that,” said the stranger. “Best to stay put until we know nothing is broken.”

Emma continued picking herself up off the street. “I’m okay. Really,” she insisted. But before she could rise to her full height, she felt the man’s hand on her shoulder.

“We really should get you to a hospital,” he said. His grip strengthened.

“Ow! You’re hurting me,” said Emma.

“I think you ought to come with me,” the stranger said matter-of-factly. “I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.” He grabbed Emma by the arm.

Though most people in Indigo knew her as the pretty girl who always wore flowers, when cornered Emma could be like the thorns on a rose. In that moment, she did two things: she pulled back her right leg and kicked the stranger in the shin with all her might, and she opened her mouth to scream for help. To her astonishment, her kick seemed to have no effect. The young man simply absorbed the impact of her attack without slowing. Her screams were also neutralized. She barely got out the start of a Help! when the man’s free hand covered her mouth completely. Emma continued to flail her arms and legs as best she could, but all it seemed to do was send pain shooting through her body from her injuries. Before she knew it, she was being dragged off the street.

Still swinging her arms and legs against her captor with as much force as she could muster, Emma looked toward the center of town, where booths and displays were being constructed and people were hard at work. But the scene was too far away for anyone to take notice of her. Seconds later, it was gone, replaced by the dim twilight that fills the spaces between buildings stacked closely together. Now she was out of view. Even if someone were to look in her direction, they wouldn’t be able to see her struggle. The truth overcame her like the shadows in the alley: No one would be coming for her. She was on her own.






[image: ]

Strangers in Indigo

The north end of Main Street bled into the outskirts of the fairgrounds, so it became unofficially annexed to the festivities. It was alive with activity as members of the Indigo community prepared for the biggest event of the year.

Ethan Nichols was there, helping his dad add a fresh coat of paint to the park benches in and around the town green. Amy Schwabauer and her friends were there too, planting new flowers in front of the town hall. Others were setting up booths, erecting canopies, and placing extra trash bins where needed. Noticeably absent were Earl and Terri Zeckman. Since the previous afternoon, rumors had been floating around town that the Zeckmans’ farm store had been robbed and that the Zeckmans had been held up at gunpoint. Folks understood they were still too rattled from the whole affair to come out just yet. Paul Woods, now an incoming freshman at Hollow County High School and a presumed member of the varsity football team, was there with his new teammates, doing what he could to set up tables and stalls for the farm stand in the Zeckmans’ absence.

Clay introduced Adams around town as a friend from Canada visiting for the summer, knowing this story would only work until the start of the school year. By then, assuming Adams was able to avoid another confrontation with the Marshal’s soldiers, they would need to come up with another plan. They both agreed that it was best to keep the truth between themselves and Emma, and they recognized that trying to sell Clay’s mom and dad on a more permanent arrangement at this early stage would be a tough sell. Once the summer was over, though, and Mr. and Mrs. Danvers had gotten to know Adams well, the boys might revisit the idea. If they had both put their cards on the table, however, Clay and Adams would have found they had another point of agreement. One day into their deal, Clay knew he didn’t want a permanent houseguest, and Adams knew he didn’t want to be on the run forever.

Simon Shakes’ plan was to erect several large tables and displays in front of the pharmacy on Main Street. The store’s location had already given him prime real estate for the fair, and he wanted to make good use of it. The store itself would remain open, but he planned to offer several treats right in the flow of foot traffic. And as part of what he believed to be his civic responsibility as the town’s only pharmacist, Simon had also volunteered to create one of the three first-aid stations required for the fair.

“How’s this?” Adams asked Simon as he dropped his end of a large table down on the sidewalk. Clay, who was holding up the other end, stopped with a jerk when he felt the weight of Adams’ side fall to the cement.

“A bit more toward the street,” Simon said. “We want people to be able to get into the store if need be. Don’t worry about crowding the curb. Remember: there won’t be any cars on the street for the fair, only people.”

The boys adjusted the table’s position, marked it, and began making their way into the alley next to the pharmacy where the supplies were being kept under a weatherproof tarp. But before they could retrieve another large table, Simon stopped them. “Boys, would you do me a favor? Would one of you help me with this sign?” He held up a small corner of a large banner that read “First Aid Station” in bright red letters.

“Sure thing,” answered Clay.

“Great,” replied Simon. “Adams, I’ve got a job for you too. Would you mind climbing to the top of the hill and telling us if this sign can be read clearly from far away?”

Adams nodded and began making his way up the street. His pace was slow enough to match his enthusiasm for the task, but he was thankful to get a break from lugging tables and boxes.

From the crest of Main Street, the view was spectacular. Adams could see almost all of Indigo. Beyond the northernmost buildings of the town, the waters of Dormand Lake shone in the morning sun, surrounded by rolling hills of pine that stretched into the blue sky in jagged clusters that matched the shapes of the hills from which they sprouted. It was a windy morning, so as Adams took in the sights from the top of town, he also inhaled the smells of a coming storm on the breeze, a warning that the picturesque scene of early summertime before him would soon take a turn.

Adams looked down the hill in the direction of Grossman’s, where Simon and Clay were doing their best to hold the first-aid sign high and level. From where he stood, Adams had to admit it was difficult to make out the words on the banner. He decided to cross the street to see if the angle offered there would be more accommodating. And that’s when he noticed it. Partway down the hill, a vintage, baby blue ten-speed was lying in the road next to the curb, its front white-walled tire spinning in the breeze.

Adams walked over to the bicycle and, on his way, saw what appeared to be drops of blood splattered on the sidewalk. Adams picked up the discarded bike, but it told him nothing except that it had been separated from its rider. He turned the bicycle right side up and leaned it against the closest building, And then Adams heard a noise in the distance—a repeated clang against metal. He left the bike and ascended the hill once more to peer into an alley where the sound was coming from.

In the early days of Indigo, stores and offices had been built close to one another, because it was believed that the population would boom once the railroad came through town. The city fathers wanted room for growth, so they constructed Main Street as the future center of a dense metropolis. As time went on, however, and the citizens of the town realized that no population explosion was coming any time soon, a more open, rural downtown took shape. But the post office and the bakery were among the first buildings raised after the town’s founding, so the alley between them was tight. Behind both buildings was the backside of the farm supply co-op on the parallel Henderson Drive.

The result was a narrow, dark passageway that Adams could scarcely see into, even in daylight. But what he could see was the black shape of a form in motion. It seemed to him, at first, that someone large was dancing at the far end of the alley, but after a moment, he realized it was not one person but two, and they weren’t dancing; they were struggling. The clang that he heard had been a series of desperate kicks against the dumpster behind the bakery. Someone was in trouble.

“Hey!” Adams yelled into the alley, his voice echoing loudly in the space.

The dark figure moved faster, dragging his victim with him. For a moment, the tall man’s hand slipped from Emma’s mouth, and she managed to scream, “Help!”

Adams recognized Emma’s voice immediately and ran the length of pavement separating the buildings as fast as he could. The dark figure had a head start and turned the corner with Emma in his grip, but now Adams had the advantage; alone he could move much more quickly than a man carrying an unwilling passenger in his arms. He rounded the back end of the bakery, and to his surprise, found Emma’s attacker had stopped running. Instead, he held Emma close with a knife against her throat.

“Don’t come any closer!” the stranger shouted. “We just want the girl.”

Adams looked toward the back of the co-op and saw another figure emerge. This man was older, and his build was shorter and stockier than the man who had taken Emma. Not wanting the strangers to hurt his friend, Adams put his hands up to show them he wasn’t armed. When he did, he could see the older man staring at his right hand, as if trying to study it from thirty feet away.

“It’s him,” the man said. “Fingerprints are a match.”

At that news, the tall man shoved Emma at his partner and put his knife away, only to replace it with a much larger one more akin to a sword. His eyes were now fixed on Adams. Emma struggled against her new captor, but his grip was just as tight as that of her first captor.

Adams pressed lower into his stance, ready to confront Emma’s attacker, who didn’t seem at all hesitant to use the blade he was brandishing. Adams, however, had a trick up his sleeve. He had received cranial downloads in many of the martial arts—karate, taekwondo, jujitsu. Even though he had never before been in a fight that wasn’t a made-for-class simulation, had no weapon, and his enemy appeared to have a significant physical advantage, Adams believed he could take Emma’s assailant down. He stood his ground.

The tall man began running toward Adams at full speed, his hood falling away to reveal curly blonde hair. His face held no expression—neither anger nor rage. There was only quiet resolve.

Adams watched his opponent’s feet, trying to visualize his counterattack. His downloaded skills worked like muscle memory. Using them felt more like falling into a reflex than applying learned knowledge.

Ten feet away. Nine. Eight. Getting closer. Four. Three.

And then Adams realized that neither his muscles nor his mind knew what to do. As the stranger drew back his knife to slice into Adams’ chest, Adams relied on his natural reflexes and fell to the ground with a roll to his right. He rose to his feet out of the ball, turning to face his attacker once again. It was then he saw that his left arm was bleeding. He winced and pressed his right hand against the wound. He had been nicked with the knife, though the gash would have been much worse if he had delayed his maneuver just a fraction of a second.

“Adams!” yelled Emma.

But Adams could not turn to look. His eyes were trained on his enemy, who had turned and was readying himself for another pass. The resolve in the man’s eyes had doubled as if to communicate this would be the last swipe his large knife would have to make. Again, the tall stranger charged Adams, but this time Adams had none of the confidence he had summoned just a few moments earlier. His martial arts download had apparently seeped into his mind’s recessed memory cells and was inaccessible. Without the semi-annual update required to refresh his skills, Adams had “forgotten” how to fight.

He knew he couldn’t leave Emma behind. He would run straight toward his attacker. It would be an unexpected move, Adams thought, and he would be harder to hit as a moving target. Plus, with his lower center of gravity, if Adams hit the man just right, he might knock him off balance.

“Aaagh!” Adams shouted as he bolted from place.

And then something strange happened. Adams and the blonde stranger were racing toward collision when, all of the sudden, the stranger collapsed mid-stride. He didn’t trip. He didn’t get winded and fall to the ground either. In an instant, his momentum was simply cut off, and he crumbled. It was as if every motion he made had been provided by electricity and someone had just pulled the plug. Adams, unable to stop, crashed into his motionless attacker before springing back to his feet in confusion. As quickly as he could, he kicked the small sword away from the open hand of the lifeless man and then picked it up.

“Adams!” he heard Emma say, and he turned to see that the same mysterious collapse had overtaken the older man who had been holding Emma against her will. She was now free and running toward Adams.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m so glad you’re all right,” she said and then looked at his blood-soaked sleeve. “Mostly all right. We should get you to a doctor.”

“I’ll be okay. Who were those two? And where were they taking you?”

“I’ve never seen them before.”

“Strangers in town. It’s just like at the Zeckmans’ farm. This has to be because of me.”

“It’s not your fault,” offered Emma.

“It’s mine, actually,” said a gravelly voice from behind them. They turned to see a rumple of a man, very old and slow, walking toward them. Slung over his shoulder and around his waist was an odd-looking and obviously homemade contraption. A radio, excess computer parts, some wires, a small keyboard. It looked like something that had been pieced together from what was available in the dumpster behind an out-of-business electronics store. Emma recognized him immediately as the pale man with gray hair who had seemed to be following her earlier.

“It’s you!” she said, and she took a brave step out from behind Adams. “Why have you been following me? Did you put them up to this?”

“No, dear,” he said, retrieving a pair of earplugs from his ears. “But I just saved the two of you, I did.”

“Who are you?” asked Adams, the old man’s face jogging a primitive memory that he couldn’t be sure wasn’t a dream.

“I’m the reason you’re here, son, and I’m the reason you’re still alive.”

“What do you mean?” asked Emma. The weathered man was still several dozen feet away and seemed barely alive himself, so Emma saw no harm in seeking some answers.

“My name is Haddon,” he said, “Dr. Haddon Spurlock.” He held up the awkward contraption hanging around his mid-section. “And this fancy-looking radio is a high-velocity frequency pulse emitter. I call it The Drone Killer. I just used it to fry your two friends over there.”

Adams was still pointing the large knife at the younger of the two villains.

“Don’t worry. He won’t be getting up again,” assured Haddon. “Not ever again.”

“Drone soldiers,” said Adams, surveying the lifeless forms on the ground before him. “You know about drone soldiers?”

“I know about more than that.”

“What is it you know?” asked Emma, still thinking about the creepy feeling she had that morning when she discovered Haddon spying on her.

“Well, for starters, I know that each drone soldier operates using a series of rapidly changing frequencies—frequencies from the Felz strata, a spectrum of sound that scientists won’t discover for another forty years or so. My machine here is able to fire high-energy pulse beams faster than you can imagine. The right ultrasonic wave at just the right moment acts as a kill switch for these ridiculous toys.”

“But how did you know—” started Adams.

“It’s how I’ve managed to evade them all these years.” Adams and Emma looked at each other for a moment and then turned their eyes back toward Haddon. “You didn’t think you were the first ones to catch the Marshal’s ire, did you?”

As they were talking, Clay rounded the corner of the alley and took in the scene—Adams and Emma together, the stranger, the two bodies lying on the asphalt. He closed his eyes tightly and turned his head away from such an unfiltered display of death. He’d never seen a dead body before, let alone two. “Adams? Emma? What happened here?”

“Clay Danvers, I presume,” said Haddon, turning to the boy. “I’m glad you’re here. This concerns you too.”

Clay considered the stranger for a moment and then turned his attention back to Adams. “When you didn’t come back, Mr. Shakes sent me to find you. Are you all right?”

Adams, though, was still thinking about what Haddon had told him so far. “What concerns him too?”

“The reason I’ve come looking for you three. The reason I just saved your lives.”

“How do you even know who we are?” inserted Emma.

“You must come with me now,” he said in reply. “Those won’t be the last soldiers to come looking for you.”

And then, just as it had happened at the farm the previous day, metallic glowing liquid surrounded the two fallen drones. The same light shone up through the puddles, though it appeared more spectacular in the dim alley. They could see now the light had a blue tint. In a moment, the bodies were gone, and the metallic water contracted into two small streams that first met with each other and then met their collective end in a nearby sewer drain.

Clay couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but he now knew the outrageous stories Emma and Adams had told him were true. Time travel, an evil dictator from the future, drone soldiers—all of it. He also realized he had believed his friends before seeing two assassins get sucked into puddles of metal goo on the street. But with all of it now out in the open, he was no longer afraid to admit it to himself.

“Exactly,” said Adams. “There will be more soldiers. The Marshal will never stop looking for me, and I can’t run forever.”

Haddon smiled. “What if I told you that you don’t have to run? What if I told you I have discovered a way to put an end to the Marshal once and for all and get you back home to your father?”

Adams didn’t know what to say. He missed his dad and would do anything to get back to him. If the gray-headed stranger could be believed, he was offering the impossible. Adams stared in disbelief, unable to let his mouth or his heart respond.

“Adams, it’s not just you the Marshal is after. You’ve got to think about your friends as well.” With that, he opened his hands toward Emma and Clay.

“What are you saying?” asked Adams.

“Come with me. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
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What Could Have Happened

In an abandoned hunting cabin in the woods outside of town, Haddon lit a gas lamp to reveal a single, open room in disrepair. An intrusion of cockroaches scurried into a wall at the first instance of light. What little furniture there was in the place was revealed to be filthy, battered, and largely upended. A loud creak overhead announced that the roof was not committed to the cabin for much longer.

“Do you live here?” asked Emma.

“No,” replied Haddon. “I’ve staked out a few acres and a farm out West. I only came to Ohio when I discovered this young man was here.” He pointed to Adams. “You see, I feel somewhat responsible for his being trapped in the past, as it were.” He pulled a first-aid kit off a nearby shelf and blew the dust from the case. Opening it, he found pads, gauze, antiseptic cream, and scissors.

“How do you know all this?” asked Adams. “Who are you?” He held his arm out to the doctor.

Haddon smiled. “You don’t remember, do you?” The expression on Adams’ face showed the teenager did not. “You don’t know the name Haddon Spurlock, then? Dr. Haddon Spurlock? Truly?” He squeezed some antiseptic gel on a pad and placed it over Adams’ wound before pressing down firmly.

Adams pulled back slightly. “No, I’d never heard of you until today.”

Haddon shook his head in disbelief. “What are they teaching in school these days?” he asked himself before self-correcting. “I mean, what will they be teaching in school in the days to come? Is that right? Yes, I believe it is. Well, allow me to introduce myself properly. I’m Dr. Haddon Spurlock, the man who discovered time travel—er, the man who will discover time travel. The machine that sent you back here—I will invent it about a hundred and thirty years from now.” He wrapped the gauze several times around Adams’ arm.

“But I thought the Marshal—”

“No, no, no, dear boy. The Marshal has never invented a thing in his life. Not a single thing. Invention, discovery, exploration—those all belong to freedom, and the Marshal is so twisted and warped, he can never understand what true freedom is.” With small scissors, he snipped the gauze and tucked the loose end inside the wrap on the back of Adams’ arm.

“If that’s true, then what are you doing here?” interrupted Clay.

“When we were much younger men, the Marshal and I worked together. He was a bright young man—curious and eager to learn. He was reckless as the day is long but gifted in so many ways. I thought there was good deep down inside of him. I believed that with some guidance, I could help him. But he deceived me and stole the Puddle. Then, he used it to banish me back in time—to the late twentieth century. I’ve been living out my days here in North America ever since, trying to survive and think of a way to stop the Marshal.”

“What’s the Puddle?” asked Emma.

“I suppose he’s not calling my machine that these days. He’s just wiped me right out of history, hasn’t he? The Puddle is what I called my time machine.”

“Because of the metallic water we saw swirling around the drones before they disappeared?” asked Clay.

“Exactly. That silvery-blue liquid was bringing those soldiers back to their time. The Marshal, no doubt, has had a retrieval program added to the specs. Wouldn’t want to leave late twenty-second-century technology just lying around all over history. But the Puddle works in both directions. Isn’t that right, Adams?”

“Yeah. That was the last thing I remember from back home. I was standing in a chamber—in a pool of reflective water—and then I had the sensation of falling into a pond. The next moment, I was here, and I was completely dry.”

“So, you’re from the future then too, Dr. Spurlock?” asked Emma.

“That’s right.”

“But you’ve been trapped in the past for decades.”

“Precisely.”

“Then how can you possibly know about Adams? You’ve been stuck in time since before he was born.”

Haddon grinned. “Ah, I knew you seemed smart.” He reached into a nearby duffel bag and pulled out a pad of paper and a magic marker. “But it’s actually more complicated than all that.” He drew a straight line. “Imagine this line is history as we know it, with no interference from time travelers like us.” He nudged Adams’ good arm. “Everything happens as it would in the ordinary course of events.”

The three teenagers nodded, and Haddon marked points along the line.

“This is the year 2000, and here’s the present, and here’s 2100, and so forth.” He made eye contact with each one and then continued, drawing a curved line from a point in the future back to the early twenty-first century. “Now suppose someone were to travel back in time and change an important event—stop a war or change the outcome of a presidential election, something like that—things would never be the same from that point forward. Such a change in history would create a whole new timeline.”

Haddon then drew a new line splitting off from the original and running parallel to it. “But here’s the important thing to remember: From the very moment history is changed, we’d all be living in this new timeline.” He tapped his pen on the page. “None of us would know that anything was ever supposed to be any different. The original timeline would be lost to us.”

“I think I understand,” said Emma. “History can change, and none of us would even be aware that it had.”

“Except you’ve discovered a way to see both timelines at once, haven’t you?” asked Clay.

Haddon opened his mouth in surprise. “Very good, son. Very good.”

“That’s how you know that Adams is from the future. That’s how you found us. You were able to see the change in history.”

“That’s right. That’s how I found you,” Haddon admitted. He pointed to what appeared to be two old laptops, back-to-back, displays open, on the floor in the corner of the large room. Wires from each ran a few feet to a large black battery. “Those computers aren’t the sort you’d find at one of the big box stores of this time period. In fact, it’s fair to say those computers are unlike anything in this world. They’re scanning the internet all day, every day, at lightning speed.”

“What are they looking for?”

“Changes. You see, one reads the World Wide Web as it currently exists, and the other as it used to be.” Haddon held up his crude drawing one more time. “One computer reads the collective news and data for the planet from this timeline.” He pointed to the original timeline of history he drew, and then he moved his finger to the secondary timeline running parallel. “And the other reads from this one.”

“But how is that possible? Like you said, if something were to change, we would never know about it. We’d be stuck in the new timeline that would have been created.”

“The first computer, though thousands of times more powerful and efficient, contains the same basic technology of any other laptop. But the second computer is special. Its internal components are encased in this.” From his bag Haddon retrieved a smooth sheet of thick, green crystal. Clay thought it resembled Kryptonite from the Superman movies. “I designed this myself,” the doctor said proudly.

“What is it?” asked Emma.

“It creates a barrier impervious to the ripples of time.” Haddon could see the confusion growing on their faces. “When you drop something into a puddle, what do you get? Ripples, of course. It works the same way with my Puddle.” Haddon surveyed their faces again, but the confusion had not dissipated. “Let me try again. We put roofs on our houses to keep out the wind and the rain, right?” As if on cue, the old roof above them cracked and shuddered in the wind. “The roof acts as a barrier. When you’re dealing with time travel, it helps to have a roof too.”

Adams was now holding his head both out of confusion and because another of his headaches was coming upon him quickly.

“I needed a roof over my head to keep out the storm. I knew that with time travel, there would inevitably come changes to the timeline—some for good, some for ill—but without a place that could withstand those changes, I would never know what my experiments were doing to history, whether I was making things better or worse.”

“I’ve seen that stuff before,” said Adams, now remembering something. “It was on the walls and the ceiling of the Marshal’s secret room with the time machine.”

“Yes, that’s one of two rooms I had built with timeline shielding. I call them Bubbles.”

“Two rooms?” asked Adams.

“Yes, there’s the room with the Puddle device, and there’s another Bubble on the other side of the capital. In my time, it was staffed with researchers and analysts who studied the effects of our various scientific endeavors into the past. They needed the ability to identify new data when it came in.”

“Doctor, you said that it was a ripple in history that brought you here. What was it? What did your computer tell you?” asked Emma.

“Actually, there were two ripples,” replied Haddon, “and their names are Emma Bloom and Clay Danvers.”

“What do you mean?” asked Emma.

“I think I know,” said Adams. All eyes turned to meet his. “That night on Dormand Lake. You weren’t supposed to be rescued—either of you. You were supposed to die there that night in the water. But I was there, and I saved you. I changed history.”

Haddon reached into his bag one more time and pulled out a couple of faded, folded printouts on standard computer paper. He opened them. “This first page is from the online archive of The Hollow County Register. It’s dated the twenty-sixth of January. It’s the obituaries section.” He placed it on the table. There, in pixelated black and white, were death notices for Clay Danvers and Emma Bloom. Each of the short articles mentioned they were victims of a terrible skating accident on Dormand Lake a few days prior.

Emma put her hand over her mouth in shock. Clay just stared.

After a moment, Haddon continued. “This next one is the news report of the incident.” The article indicated that Clay Danvers had been pulled out of the lake late Friday evening unconscious but alive and that he died a short time later in the emergency room when doctors failed to revive him or bring his temperature back to normal. The report also stated that the remains of Emma Bloom were found a full thirty-six hours after she went missing from Macey Miller’s party. A team of volunteers from the community had been deployed for the search, and her body was discovered by none other than Earl Zeckman, her friend and seasonal employer.

A tear rolled down Emma’s cheek. “We died?” she asked softly.

“No, you didn’t,” said Adams resolutely. He pushed the pages onto the floor. “None of this happened.” His voice elevated, the throb in his burgeoning headache rose to a new level, and he winced in response.

“You’re right, son,” said Haddon. “None of this happened because you were there. But it’s how I found you. And more importantly, it’s how the Marshal found you too.”

“So, what are you saying? I should have just let them die?”

“No, I’m not saying that at all. Time traveler or not, there’s still right and wrong. You were a good Samaritan to someone, or rather to two someones, in need. And that’s always the right thing to do. But as is often the case, there are times when doing good comes at a great cost.”

“You said you had a way to end all of this—to get me home, to stop the Marshal,” Adams reminded the doctor.

“That’s right. If we can get back to the present—well, the future, at least from where we’re standing now—I believe I can put an end to the Marshal and restore freedom to our planet.”

The pain behind Adams’ eyes grew sharper, and his vision began to blur. He started to sweat, his skin grew noticeably pale, and blood trickled from his right nostril.

“Are you all right?” asked Clay.

“Adams?” asked Emma.

“Tell me what we have to—” But before Adams could finish his sentence, he blacked out and fell face forward to the rough floorboards, taking out the card table and raising a cloud of dust in his wake.
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An Ancient Key to a Future Puzzle

In the darkness, Adams could hear Emma, Clay, and Dr. Spurlock talking.

“Help me get him to the sofa.”

“Adams, can you hear me?”

“What happened to him?”

“Should we take him to the hospital?”

As the voices carried on, they grew fainter and then disappeared altogether.

Adams found himself back home in the year 2196. He looked down to see he was dressed in his gym uniform. He was next in line, and he was bracing for his turn. Time to destroy an RS-17. Adams was no longer troubled by the thought of killing something that looked so human. Rather, his bracing was from eagerness. He wanted nothing more than to strike back at the Marshal, to feel a bit less helpless, a bit less hunted, if only for the few seconds it would take to put a large hole through the chest of a drone soldier.

He watched as the student before him shot his oversized phaser wildly until he happened to land a blast to the RS-17’s mid-section. Assignment complete. Adams was up next.

He stepped out onto the floor and faced the drone that would be his to destroy. The RS-17 would fire back, though only to stun him briefly. This was basically a one-sided exhibition designed to take students beyond their innocence. Adams had already lost so much: his home, his father, his future. There was nothing much left for him to get beyond. From the wall of available weapons to his left, Adams chose a small handgun, something much more intimate than a clumsy phaser-rifle. He stepped back into position as the walls surrounding the small battle arena flashed red, then yellow, and finally green. A chime sounded, and the force-screen separating Adams from his mechanical enemy fell into the floor.

Adams dropped to the ground and rolled behind one of several barriers of varying height. The drone slowly turned and began walking in Adams’ direction with apparently no evasive strategy whatsoever. Relying on the barrier as a shield, Adams raised his gun and fired. Click. Click. Nothing. His blaster was jammed. He removed the power source and inserted it again. He pushed the safety on and off, on and off, anything to reset the weapon. Click. Nothing worked. He turned and lifted his head above the small wall he was leaning against. Adams watched as the drone soldier smiled—something uncharacteristic for training drones—and depressed the stun option on his LRP-700, setting it to full power. Adams closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable as the drone soldier, now standing directly over him, carefully raised his weapon for an execution. But instead of the warm sensation of death by laser blast, he felt a cold shot of water hit his face. First a single drip, then another and another.

Adams opened his eyes to see the rotted planks of a battered cabin roof. The storm had finally arrived, and water poured through a space where a roof shingle had once been and where years of neglect had rotted through the sheathing. A puddle had collected on a weathered rafter, introducing a gentle shower of rainwater into the main room below. With each gust of wind, the trickle’s trajectory adjusted, splashing Adams, the couch, and several spots on the floor.

Adams wiped the latest deposit of water from his face and sat up with a groan. His headache had retreated, but soreness remained in its wake. As he shifted his weight, he was reminded of the wound on his arm and winced.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re all right!” said Emma, who sat just a few feet from him on a chair that had once matched the couch but was now held together with so many patches of fabric it was difficult to tell.

“You had us worried there,” echoed Clay, standing beside her.

Then it all came flooding back to Adams—Emma’s attacker, Dr. Spurlock, the cabin deep in the woods. He lifted his hand to his nose. Dried blood. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I get these headaches every now and then. This was a bad one.”

“No doubt,” said Dr. Spurlock from across the large room. He was standing over the card table Adams had knocked over in his fall. The table was now set right and hosted several open books and the gas lamp. The doctor lifted his eyes from one of the books and glanced back toward Adams. “It’s a good thing you were here with us.”

Thunder rumbled outside, and once more the roof creaked and knocked in the wind. A fresh waterfall spilled onto the cushion where Adams head had been a moment before. “I think the headaches have something to do with time travel,” offered Adams, hoping the doctor could either confirm or deny his theory.

Doctor Spurlock only grunted. He was engrossed in his reading material.

“Whatever the cause, you really ought to see a doctor,” said Emma. She was now on the edge of her seat, her concern attempting to bridge the gap between her and Adams.

“I’m not supposed to exist here, remember?” said Adams.

“I know—but what just happened was more than a headache,” Emma replied.

“Wait a minute,” interrupted Clay. “What kind of doctor are you again, Dr. Spurlock?”

“What’s that?” The doctor lifted his head and looked toward his guests. “Oh—I’m a theoretical physicist by trade, but I’m a student of all the sciences, really.”

“Could you examine Adams, then?” asked Emma. “Maybe figure out what’s causing his headaches?”

“Perhaps,” he replied. “But we have something more pressing to discuss at the moment. Come here, all of you. I want to show you something.”

Emma offered her hand to Adams, but whether out of shyness or determination to stand on his own, he acted as though he didn’t see the gesture. Undeterred, Emma stayed by Adams’ side, ready to take hold of him should he begin to crumble. But Adams was able to make it across the room, and the three huddled around Dr. Spurlock.

“Have you ever heard of Osiris?” asked the doctor, to no one in particular. He pulled the largest book closer, highlighting an image of a stone relief covered in hieroglyphics.

“He was an ancient Egyptian god,” said Clay.

“That’s right, but his influence wasn’t limited to Egypt alone. He was also the god of a land to the north of Egypt, a realm so devoted to the worship of Osiris that they named their kingdom just that—Osiris.” Dr. Spurlock pointed to an article in another of the open books. “The legends say that the Kingdom of Osiris was the most advanced civilization of its day. They had electricity and hot running water, primitive computers, trains, even flying machines.”

“You mean they had ancient airplanes?” asked Emma.

“That’s what the stories say.”

“So why did people have to reinvent all that stuff if they had them thousands of years ago?” asked Adams.

The doctor picked up another book and placed it on top of the largest one. “The Osirian Empire was wiped out in a single day—again, that’s if you believe the legends.”

“What happened?” asked Emma.

“It was the end of the world,” said Spurlock, “for the Osirians at least. It was the turning of the epochs. Their time on history’s stage was over. The continents of earth shifted in a series of violent earthquakes, and when it was all over, the land of Osiris was washed away, buried under an ocean, never to rise again.”

The doctor pulled one of the maps out from underneath the books and pointed to the center of the Mediterranean Sea. “There,” he said, his finger tapping the spot. “The Egyptians believed it was the wrath of the other gods that destroyed the kingdom. They were deathly jealous of the Osirians’ devotion to a single deity.”

“Dr. Spurlock,” said Adams, “this is all sort of interesting, I guess, but what does it have to do with us?”

Dr. Spurlock reached into his jacket pocket and added another item to the collection on the card table—a wrinkled flyer advertising the upcoming Tri-County Summer Fair. “Look!” He ran his index finger down the list of special exhibits and stopped at one in particular. He read, “Witness the fabled Osirian Clock in the Hall of Wonders.”

“I remember the Hall of Wonders from last year,” said Clay. “It was like a natural history museum, full of artifacts. They had dinosaur fossils, exotic animals, and replicas of famous treasures from the ancient world.”

“Yes, but this year, the exhibitors are featuring a true treasure among all the phonies,” said Dr. Spurlock. He pointed to a photograph in one of his books. It featured a small, ceramic box, richly ornamented with intricate detail. “As its name suggests, it is a rare, surviving artifact from the Osirian Kingdom, but it’s not a clock as we think of clocks.”

“Then what is it?” asked Clay.

“That’s a question that has perplexed archaeologists and scientists the world over. What it was to the Osirians is still a mystery, even in my day, but what it does is quite extraordinary. Do you see the scene depicted in the central frame at the top of the box?” Adams, Clay, and Emma all nodded. “It depicts an ancient battle. The reason this artifact has been labeled ‘Osirian’ is because of the distinctive armor worn by these soldiers. Notice the elongated shields with the sharp corners. That distinct shape matches the few written accounts we have of the Osirian army. For the Osirians, the battle shield was not only a defensive weapon. They used their shields to attack as well.”

“Like Captain America,” whispered Clay under his breath.

“But here’s the incredible part about this artifact,” said Dr. Spurlock. “This scene, though carved with exquisite detail, changes over time.”

“What do you mean?” asked Emma.

“I mean, the soldiers move; they engage the enemy. Over days, weeks, months, and years, a battle is played out, right on top of this ancient box. The bits of stone move, little by little, to transform the image. The clock appears to have an internal power source that never runs down—or at least it hasn’t in four thousand years. When archaeologists discovered it in an Egyptian cave in the 1980s, no one could quite figure out what it was. But its steady rhythm was like that of a modern timepiece, so it was dubbed ‘the Osirian Clock.’”

“I still don’t see what this has to do with me,” said Adams, now slightly frustrated by the history lesson.

“It has everything to do with you and me both, my boy. Though no one in this time has yet figured it out, the reason the Osirian Clock seems to have nearly limitless energy is quite simple: it does. Inside that ceramic clay casing, there are several layers of protective metals—tungsten, bismuth, and the like—and at the center the ancient Osirians placed a special stone, which is ninety-five percent pure triscinium, the rarest and most kinetic element ever discovered—or at least that will be discovered.”

Dr. Spurlock paused to look at his pupils. He could tell by their collective expression that it wasn’t yet sinking in. “In my time, or rather, our time,” the doctor looked at Adams, “triscinium is the most valuable material on earth. It’s the only substance capable of powering humanity’s greatest adventures—interstellar space flight and my own pet project, time travel.”

“So, you’re saying that if we can get this box, you can get me home?” asked Adams.

“You get me that box, and I’ll get us both home.”

“But what about the Marshal? The reason I was sent back in time in the first place was so that he wouldn’t find me. If I just go back, there’ll be no hiding from him.”

“If I go with you, you won’t have to worry about the Marshal—not ever again. I know a secret that will be his undoing.”
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The police station was alive with activity, busier than normal for a Saturday—really, for any day in Indigo. Adams, Clay, and Emma sat nervously in a row of chairs just outside of Police Chief McCandless’s office door.

The chief had been on the phone for the better part of ten minutes, finalizing details for security during the fair. “An officer at each entry,” he said. “That’s right.”

Adams, Clay, and Emma were hardly trying to eavesdrop, but Chief McCandless didn’t have an inside voice.

Adams shifted in his seat, tapping his thumb against his right leg.

“It’ll be fine,” reassured Emma.

“I’m sure,” Adams whispered. “It’s just—going to the police doesn’t seem like lying low.”

“We’ve been over this,” inserted Clay. “Dr. Spurlock is right. The more human eyes on the three of us, the better.”

Adams looked left and then right. “I know. I’ve just spent a long time avoiding law enforcement. Sitting in this station doesn’t feel right.”

“Yes, that’s right—in plain clothes,” Chief McCandless said. “That’s what I was thinking.”

Adams looked over at Emma. She was now wearing jeans, her dress from earlier that day ruined. Her scrape had been cleaned and bandaged, but she sat on the edge of her seat to avoid placing unnecessary pressure on the injury.

“It would make me feel better,” Emma added.

“Right, it’s not only about me. I know that,” Adams said.

“Sounds good,” the chief said. “Yes, I’ll see you on Thursday, then.” The distinctive sound of the phone meeting the receiver was followed by the squeak of an overworked office chair. A moment later, Chief McCandless’s mustached face poked through the doorway. “All right, kids. ’Preciate your patience. Come on in.”

As the three shuffled in to take up identical chairs in the cramped office, Chief McCandless returned to his desk. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said, placing a paper plate with a large piece of raspberry Danish in front of him. “I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had a chance to eat.”

Emma spoke for the group: “Not at all.”

“So, what is it you’ve come to see me about?” The chief took a bite of the Danish, and a bit of the raspberry became trapped in his mustache.

“It was Emma, sir,” Adams spoke up. “I don’t know how else to describe it, but someone tried to take her.”

Chief McCandless took his eyes off of his pastry and looked Adams, then Emma, in the eyes. “Attempted kidnapping? In my town?” His ordinarily jovial demeanor slid closer to anger. “Are you all right, dear?”

“Thankfully, yes.”

“I’m going to have Officer Reid take a full statement from the three of you—Emma, the Danvers boy, and—what is your name, son?”

“Uh, Adams.”

“I don’t know that I’ve seen you around town before, Adam.”

Adams didn’t try to correct him.

“He’s visiting from Canada,” Clay chimed in. “Staying with my folks and me.”

“I was up in Canada a few years back. Moose are majestic creatures,” the chief offered, his anger having retreated a bit.

Adams nodded.

“So, tell me what happened.” Chief McCandless took another bite from his Danish, and a slightly larger companion joined the first morsel of pastry in his mustache.

In tandem, Adams, Clay, and Emma told the story they’d rehearsed. Everything they said was basically true, except they left out the drones, Dr. Spurlock, and time travel. Essentially, a hooded stranger pulled Emma into an alley, but Adams heard the struggle and came to the rescue. The assailant fled the scene but not before slicing Adams’ arm with a switchblade. Clay showed up right after all the action.

“It was probably one of these out-of-towners,” suggested the chief. “We’ve never had much crime here in Indigo. Not until recently anyway. Everybody knows everybody. Honestly, I can’t remember anyone being kidnapped or even mugged since ... well, since I’ve been chief of police. Though I should say, it used to be we didn’t have much crime here—that is, until the so-called Ghost showed up. But would you listen to me running my mouth about ongoing investigations like it’s my first day on the job! You kids just forget I said anything.” Then, as if the Danish pastry were a suspect on the run, the chief took another stab at it with his fork. “There’s one more thing—did anyone get a good look at the suspect?”

Emma spoke first. “Not really, no. He was wearing a mask.”

“And he had a hood on,” offered Adams.

“I only saw him for a split second before he ran out of sight,” added Clay.

“Huh. Well, that’s not much to go on,” said the chief. “I’ll send a detail out to investigate the scene of the attack, but I’ll be honest with you, without a solid description or fingerprints, it’s going to be hard to solve this one. Now, the Ghost—that’s another story. Finally got fingerprints on him from one of the crime scenes, and as soon as we find a match, we’re going to make an arrest.” The chief finished off the helpless Danish. “There I go again, talking when I shouldn’t be talking. Forget you heard that. I can’t discuss ongoing investigations. That’s rule number one.”

“Heard what?” said Adams, smiling.

Chief McCandless winked at the trio. “Now, there’s some good kids.”






A Second Interlude

Please, Governor,” said the Marshal, “I want you to make yourself at home. Help yourself to dessert. I insist.”

For the past hour, Governor Andrade of the West-Central Province had been staring out at a sea of culinary delights he had only ever imagined. Most of the dishes he had known on an encyclopedic level, thanks to the cranial download program, but he had never had them placed before him, ready to eat. For dinner, he had portions of lobster, ham, filet mignon, roasted chicken, and lamb kabobs—all expertly prepared. He also enjoyed side dishes of fruits and vegetables from around the world, many of which were absent from the cranial downloads. And now, his eyes turned to an array of desserts that were beyond decadent. As the governor of one of the larger provinces in the empire, he was privileged to receive a stipend of food for his household that was a step above the protein bars available to the general public. Still, the food was of low quality, heavily processed, and never fresh. The selection of dishes at the Marshal’s table was unlike anything he had ever seen. “Thank you, sir,” he said as he filled his smaller dessert plate with samples of cakes, pies, and ice creams. At this point in the meal, he wasn’t even hungry; he just didn’t know if he’d ever eat this well again.

“The reason I brought you here, Governor,” the Marshal began, “is because I have some information for you.”

“Information?” the governor asked between forkfuls.

“Yes, it seems that you have a bit of an insurgency problem in your district.”

The governor placed his fork on his plate and took a slow gulp of his coffee. “Sir, I can assure you that your subjects in the West-Central Province are your most loyal. And any that waver are dealt with most severely.”

“Is that so?” The Marshal tapped his cane on the floor three times.

“Yes, sir. Every bit of surveillance equipment that’s been entrusted to our province is used toward that end. No one would so much as think a seditious thought against the People’s Protector.”

At that, the Marshal began to laugh out loud.

The governor laughed along, but when the Marshal’s carried on for nearly a minute, his smile straightened. “My lord?”

“Not even a seditious thought, you say?”

“Not even a thought.”

The Marshal broke out with laughter once more, louder this time.

The governor now lost his appetite. When the Marshal finally regained his composure, he threw a stern look toward his dinner companion. “It’s their thoughts that concern me,” said the Marshal coldly. “Tell me, Governor, have you ever heard of ash?”

“I’ve heard of it. Yes, sir.”

“Have you ever come across it?”

“Not personally, but the police drones in my district have been known to confiscate it now and then. It’s popular with the homeless.”

“It’s illegal.”

“Yes, my lord. That’s why we confiscate it.”

“Would it surprise you to find out that ash is produced right here in Transom, in one of my labs?”

“Sir?”

“We created it. We engineered the stuff, here in the capital. And do you know why we call it ‘ash’?”

“It’s a powder, isn’t it? Resembles ash from a fire, I suppose.”

“That’s what most people think, but it’s really an acronym. It stands for Atomized Surveillance Harvesters—A. S. H.”

“I’m not following.”

“You will.”

At that moment, a woman in her mid-twenties dressed in the black uniform of the Marshal’s secret service entered the grand dining hall. With her eyes forward, she walked the length of the table in a straight line before planting her feet and turning ninety degrees to address the Marshal. “Sir, the information you requested, sir,” she said. She then saluted the Marshal and handed him a small slip of folded paper.

The Marshal returned the salute and placed the paper next to his dinner plate. He waited in silence as the young servicewoman left the room.

“Well, Mr. Andrade, let’s take a look, shall we?” The Marshal unfolded the paper and read its contents silently, glancing up at the confused governor every few seconds as he did. “By the way, how is your coffee?”

“It’s delicious, sir. Finest I’ve ever had.”

“I see. Are you sure it wasn’t too rich? Too ostentatious? Perhaps not generous enough?”

“My lord?” The general didn’t understand.

“Ash is heat activated. That’s why it must be brewed into a tea. But it can be mixed with coffee as well.”

The governor looked down at his near-empty coffee cup, and his face grew pale.

“Now, I must confess, yours was missing the neural-connected flavor synthesizer, so you won’t experience the unique culinary roller coaster that users normally achieve. I’m sorry for that. I’m told it’s quite amusing. But the nanobots are working all the same.”

“Nanobots?” the governor asked, beginning to shake. He was no longer interested in his dessert selections.

“Yes. Haven’t you been paying attention? Atomized Surveillance Harvester bots—microscopic spybots are now traveling through your bloodstream, collecting data on nearly every aspect of your body’s vital systems and transmitting that information back to our servers.”

The Marshal waved his hand over a black pad embedded in the table. A holographic gray image appeared above them, though it was difficult to discern what it was exactly.

“This is a live feed of your brain, being transmitted by one of my bots. They’re capturing your brainwaves and decoding them in real time. In layman’s terms, they’re reading your thoughts as you have them.” The Marshal’s smile sharpened. “That’s how I know you think my home is ‘ostentatious’ and your government stipend ‘not generous’ enough. It’s all right here.” He showed Governor Andrade the data report the secret service agent had brought him.

“Sir, there must be some mistake. I am nothing if not loyal to—”

“It’s all right, my friend. Calm down. You are not my target.” The Marshal once again waved his hand over the black pad, and the governor’s brain disappeared from above the table. “I simply wanted to illustrate the power we have to snuff out sedition in every crevice of the empire. But do you want to know the part I find truly fascinating? We didn’t have to put ash in the water supply or figure out some way to incorporate it into our cranial injection program. We wouldn’t do that at this point, anyway, since we still don’t know the long-term effects nanobots might have on the cerebral cortex. Wouldn’t want the entire population of the planet paralyzed or unable to speak.”

At that comment, Governor Andrade began to sweat, but the Marshal was enjoying what he was saying too much to notice. “We simply added a component of pleasure and made it contraband. The combination of a promised genuine experience with the feeling of reaching for forbidden fruit proved truly powerful. My hat’s off to the minister of propaganda. He’s done a remarkable job creating an underground market for the stuff. So much so, it’s become a favorite among rebellious factions everywhere.” The Marshal began laughing once more. “They willingly ingest surveillance tech so we can read their minds. If these people weren’t traitors worthy of enslavement or death, I’d feel sorry for them.”

The Marshal looked over at the governor, who was now just a shell of the man he had been a few minutes earlier. “As I said, Governor, your province has a rebellious faction that must be crushed at once. On your way out, my secretary will provide you with the intelligence reports you’ll need to take care of it, once and for all.”

Governor Andrade rose to his feet and bowed before the Marshal, thankful that dinner was over but also feeling the need to vomit up every bit of delicious food he’d just consumed. As he turned to leave, the Marshal offered him a parting word of advice: “And Governor, from now on, be careful what you think. The nanobots are self-regulating and self-replicating. They will remain in your system indefinitely, so just know, we’ll be listening.” He smiled. “It’s a good thing you’re so fiercely loyal.”
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The Lay of the Land

For the first time in a very long time, David and Shannon Bloom sat together in the same room without fighting. No snapping, no name calling, no bickering. Not even so much as an eye roll. The truth that their only daughter had nearly become the victim of a kidnapping attempt had batted down whatever mutual rage normally bubbled up from below the surface whenever they were together.

Now that she had gone to the police, Emma knew she needed to tell her parents about how a stranger had tried to take her. She didn’t tell them everything, of course. They would hardly have believed her if she did—plus, she didn’t want to put them in danger. So, she told them about her bike accident and how helpless she felt when the man grabbed her and began dragging her away from everyone and everything she loved. And she told them about Adams, who was so brave and came to her rescue.

Sitting on her bed with her mother on one side and her father on the other, Emma was a bit stunned. She had spent so much of her young life playing interference between the two people she loved the most in the world that she found it difficult to put her guard down. She felt afraid and sad all at once—afraid to enjoy a peace that most certainly wouldn’t last and sad these moments were but an exception to the angst that normally filled her home. A thousand nights had been spent in that very bedroom praying for a moment like this one, and now that she was living it, the reality of it bruised her heart.

But as she sat there awhile between her mom and dad, something unexpected happened inside of Emma. Her sadness broke. It shattered into a thousand jagged pieces and became anger. She had long thought that her parents’ inability to behave themselves, to act civilly toward one another, was not really their fault. She believed they were, in a sense, victims of their own painful memories, all stemming back to that tragic day when Sam was killed. Therefore, she had always treated her mother and father like people suffering from some horrible disease, who were unable to control their actions. In many ways, she felt sorry for them, and she had been willing to adjust her own behavior if doing so would make their plight a bit more bearable. But now she knew that her diagnosis of the situation wasn’t quite right—at least not ultimately. There they were, seated on either side of her, treating her and each other with kindness, respect, and patience.

They really could get along after all. It was just that, for a significant portion of Emma’s young life, they had chosen not to. And she had been paying the cost for their selfishness. Not anymore, she thought to herself, sitting up straight. Never again.
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The next few days were spent coming up with a plan to steal the Osirian Clock from the Hall of Wonders at the fair the following weekend. Clay had overheard Simon Shakes saying that the high-profile shows and displays wouldn’t arrive until Friday morning at the earliest. Most of those exhibits were on the road year-round, visiting a different fair or festival every few days. Their promoters would only allow their treasures to reside in a small town like Indigo while there was an audience to buy tickets. Quick in, quick out.

Adams, who had the most experience as a thief, believed their best shot was to grab the artifact before it was put on display for the public on Saturday morning. That meant striking the Hall of Wonders late Friday night, when they could be sure the Osirian Clock would be there but when most people would be asleep. Adams insisted on being the one to take the device, not only because he’d done his fair share of breaking and entering as the Ghost, but because he needed the clock to get home. This was his challenge—his obstacle to overcome—more than anyone else’s. It was agreed that Dr. Spurlock would stay far away from the action. As the only one with the knowledge to build a time machine, it was important that he not be compromised in any way, or else the Osirian Clock would be worthless to them.

Dr. Spurlock had explained that, as ripples, Clay and Emma had likely caught the Marshal’s eye. Anything or anyone that changed the timeline of history could be a threat to the future that he controlled. Adams therefore understood that stopping the Marshal was the only way to ensure no harm would come to his friends. He had given both of them a second chance at life when he rescued them from the icy water of Dormand Lake, and he didn’t want to see that second chance erased. Though he would never have admitted it out loud, that evening on the lake had been the best of Adams’ young life. Until that night, he didn’t know if he had what it took to be a hero. But now he knew. Even if he couldn’t make it home, the chance to save his friends was reason enough to believe the doctor’s story and commit grand archaeological theft.

On Wednesday afternoon, while Clay was finishing up his shift at the pharmacy, Adams and Emma planned to stake out the agricultural expo arena. Normally home to horse shows and cattle auctions, the building was being transformed into the Hall of Wonders for the fair. Though Emma’s mom was a bit hesitant to let her daughter out of her sight after the attempted kidnapping, she welcomed the thought of Adams being her escort. After all, he had risked his life to save Emma’s.

When Adams arrived to pick Emma up, Shannon Bloom met him with a big hug, which caught Adams off guard. He wasn’t sure what to say or do, so he stood there quietly and let Mrs. Bloom do all the hugging. When Emma came downstairs, Adams noticed something different about the way she walked. Her steps were much more determined and confident than before. He also noticed that, for the first time since he’d met her, she was wearing dark colors, no flowers in sight.

The walk out to the fairgrounds and the ag center would have taken them hours if they had kept to the roads, but Adams had learned every bypass and cut-through in Indigo. As the Ghost, he had to be able to travel without being seen, so he had learned a series of shortcuts that took him across fields, through small forests, and along the creeks and streams that crisscrossed the small town.

“Are you really feeling better?” Emma asked as they walked through a maze of pine trees. “Your fall the other night—you looked so pale.”

“I get headaches sometimes,” said Adams. “They don’t ever last long, but that one was the worst yet. I’ve never passed out like that before.”

“Do you know what causes them?”

Though they were all alone, Adams lowered his voice out of habit. “Not exactly, but I think they’re a side effect of time travel. I only started to get them after I arrived here.”

“But you haven’t gotten a headache since Saturday?”

“Nope, so maybe that was the last one. Maybe whatever was causing them has worked its way out of my system.”

“I sure hope so. That was a scary thing to see.”

Adams smiled. “It was a pretty scary thing to experience.” No sooner had those words left his mouth when a dull pain began to build behind his temples. It was manageable at this stage, though, so he said nothing. He didn’t want to worry Emma.

Emerging from the thick cover of the forest, Adams and Emma squinted through the bright sunshine to see the ordinarily empty fairgrounds and agricultural center being transformed into a carnival. What grabbed their attention first, of course, was the giant Ferris wheel towering above it all. Tents and booths of various sizes, shapes, and colors were being erected, giving form to the site. It wasn’t hard to imagine the entire scene coming to life in just a few short days—cotton candy spattered on tiny faces, couples young and old holding hands in the midway, fireworks lighting up the night sky. It was going to be beautiful.

But Adams and Emma weren’t there for fun. They had a mission.

They trudged through the high grass, down a slope toward the ag center. There were lots of people coming and going, so no one gave them a second look. Adams moved with determination, and Emma tried to keep up. He assumed that if it looked like he belonged there, no one would ask any questions. He was right.

Inside the hall, dozens of people were busy at work. The normally large open space needed structure, so temporary walls were being constructed, special lighting was being added, and displays of all kinds were being hustled into position. As chaotic as the arena appeared to Adams and Emma, it wasn’t without order. In front of the stairs that provided access to the main floor was a large table. Behind it sat a stern woman in a purple cardigan clacking away on her laptop, a neat stack of papers to her left. There was no sign, but it was clear that she was running this show. She noted the people passing by, confirming the laminated badges they wore. This woman hadn’t yet acknowledged their presence, but Adams knew when someone was keeping an eye on him.

Adams walked over to a vending machine on the wall. He lowered his head as if looking for a snack and surveyed the space. He whispered to Emma, “We need to find out where they’re securing the valuables.”

“How are we going to do that?” Emma asked.

“I’m going to ask,” he said.

Adams stood to his full height and walked toward Purple Cardigan.

“Ma’am, I’m wondering if you can help me,” he said, smiling.

Her focus on her computer screen interrupted, the woman looked up at Adams. No smile. Her demeanor was as buttoned up as the purple cardigan she wore. She was obviously busy. “I’m terribly sorry. I don’t—”

Before she could send him away, though, Adams continued. “Ma’am, I’m a roadie with one of the bands performing at the fair, Buildings in the Sky.”

She looked him over. Though he was too young to be a professional musician, Adams’ longish hair and bedraggled appearance lent unintended credence to his story.

“You’ve probably heard of us—modern electronic folk mixed with metal, hip-hop, and classical overtones. Anyway, I was wondering if you could point me to the security room. Our cellist”—Adams gestured toward Emma, behind him—“she insists on keeping her instrument locked up until show time, ever since the Fourth of July incident in Jackson, Mississippi, that is.”

“Fourth of July incident?”

“Misfired bottle rocket lodged inside. Sounded like a set of bongo drums the whole show. But we got the name of our third album that way.”

“Your third album?”

“Yup. Misfired Bottle Rocket made it all the way to number thirty-seven on the charts. Great record.”

Purple Cardigan frowned. “The security room is right over there,” she said, pointing to a set of black double doors at the far end of the upper ring above the main floor, “but you must have a key card from security and prior written approval from the fair planning committee to use it. You can’t just—”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” said Adams. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate it. You’ve been a big help.”

Adams turned toward the exit, motioning to Emma as he made his way outside. He was glad for the fresh air, but the sunlight made him wince. His headache had gotten worse.

“What did you find out?” asked Emma.

“I need to sit for a moment,” said Adams, clutching the side of his head.

“Another headache?”

“Yeah, the same pain as that day in the cabin—it’s back.”

Emma took Adams by the arm and led him to a line of picnic tables that would provide space for fairgoers to eat. “I’m going to see if there’s a first-aid station set up yet,” she said. “Maybe they’ll have some aspirin.” Though she was speaking in soft tones, to Adams, it sounded like she was shouting at him while using a jackhammer. He didn’t have the energy to tell her not to bother; there wasn’t a pain reliever on the market that could soften the throbbing.

As Adams tried to remain perfectly still, he realized his vision was now blurred. He looked across the courtyard at a large sign, but he couldn’t make out any of the letters. He squinted until they came into focus, but he still couldn’t piece together the sign’s message. It was as if his mind was blurred too. He placed his head in his hands and tried to remain as still as possible.

A few minutes later, Emma returned but without the aspirin she had hoped to find. Instead, she had Dr. Spurlock in tow. “Look who found me before I could find the first-aid station,” she said.

“I’m sorry for following the two of you,” said Dr. Spurlock, “but with what happened on Saturday, we can’t be too careful. So much is riding on this weekend. If we miss this triscinium, we may never get another opportunity to get home.”

Adams didn’t respond or move. He was trying to keep from passing out again. Still looking down, doing his best to focus on the pavement, he watched as a drop of blood fell from his nose.

“It’s like what happened at the cabin,” said Emma. “Is there anything we can do?” she asked the doctor.

“Actually, I believe there is. Adams, I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of borrowing a sample of your blood on Saturday. Between the cut on your arm and your nosebleed, it wasn’t hard to get one. Anyway, I know you can’t exactly walk into a hospital and order lab tests, so I did a little analysis of my own. I think I know what’s causing your headaches.”

Adams slowly lifted his eyes to meet the doctor’s. “I’m sick, aren’t I?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes, but it’s not what you think. I found something in your blood—a foreign agent.”

“Like cancer? Is that what you mean?”

“Not quite.” Dr. Spurlock lowered his voice, aware of the nearby work crew. “Your body is teeming with nanobots. They’re busy at work in every one of your vital systems.”

“Nanobots? Like tiny robots?”

“Yes, microscopic bots that are—I’m sorry to be so graphic—well, they’re feasting on your organs. Your body is fighting them like a virus, but it’s a battle, and one that the nanobots will eventually win. They have been programmed to adapt to any condition. Soon, I’m afraid, they will be able to withstand every defense your immune system can offer up.”

“The headaches will get worse?”

“Not just headaches. As the bots attack your lungs, you’ll have trouble breathing. As they attack your liver, your blood will no longer be able to clot. A wound, like the one you suffered on your arm the other day, will kill you. And as they attack your brain, you will, quite literally, lose your mind.”

Emma gasped, covering her mouth with her hand, but Adams had no visible reaction; he just let the doctor’s news sink in. Dr. Spurlock continued, “From what I can tell, the bots were designed for communication. They were only supposed to receive and transmit information. They were created to operate incognito so you would never know they were there.”

“Then why are they slowly killing me?”

“I think that’s because you’re here, in the past. Let me ask you something. Did you ever get these headaches before you came here through my Puddle?”

“No, the first headache I got came a few weeks after I arrived. I assumed it was a delayed reaction to time travel.”

“My working theory is that without the communication that these bots were designed to send and receive, they’ve essentially gone rogue, multiplying at will and causing damage wherever they go.”

“But if you can get me home—back to the future—the headaches will stop.”

“I can do better than that. If we can get you home, I can perform a cranial injection that will act as a friendly virus to kill these nanobots. Whoever is using them—and I think we can safely assume this is the work of the Marshal—will no longer be able to read your thoughts.”

“Read my thoughts? That’s what these little bugs were designed to do?”

“Yes, they can capture, analyze, and report your brainwave patterns. The good news is that, here in the past, they have no power to do that.”

“Right. Here they’re only killing me.”

“Doctor, you said there was something you could do now,” Emma reminded him.

“There is,” Dr. Spurlock said resolutely. He then removed the large bag from his shoulder and placed it on the ground. Squatting down beside it, he began digging for something. “Ah, here it is.” He pulled out a plastic bottle with a thick pink liquid inside and handed it to Adams.

“What is it? A cure?”

“I’m afraid not. It’s a smoothie.”

“A smoothie?”

“Yes, but it’s infused with vitamins and minerals to boost your immune system. Your body is desperately trying to fight the invading nanobots. This is like adding reinforcements to the front lines. It won’t win the war, but it will buy us some time.”

“Until we can get home.”

“I’m not willing to risk that. This is until I can work something up in my portable lab to counteract the damage being done by the bots. Again, what I’m planning won’t stop them, but it will counteract their destruction. It will rebuild what they tear down on the cellular level.”

“But if you can fix me when we get back home, then why do I need—”

Dr. Spurlock interrupted, his face grave, “From what I saw in your blood, it will take more than a fruit smoothie to keep you on your feet until this weekend.”
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The Beginnings of a Plan

Only a few minutes remained until two o’clock, and then Clay’s shift at Grossman’s Pharmacy would be over for the day. As he did at the end of most of his shifts, Clay made his way over to the carousel of comic books and began the work of putting each one back in its proper stack. Over time, certain titles seemed to migrate as browsing shoppers picked them up to thumb through them. For Clay, it was a matter of pride that the comic book racks at the pharmacy be organized, both as an employee of the establishment and as an avid comic book reader.

He picked up the latest copy of Galactic Defenders—his favorite—and smiled. It was his love for this story about a group of misfit superheroes traveling through space and protecting the innocent that had brought him into his own adventure of sorts. If it hadn’t been for Ethan Nichols’ promise to give him the first issue of the series, he never would have gone to Macey Miller’s skating party on Dormand Lake, and he wouldn’t have been there when Emma fell through the ice. He wouldn’t have tried to save her, and he wouldn’t have met Adams. Clay had come a long way since that cold January evening when it took all his courage and mental energy just to show up and be part of the crowd. He was still an introvert, and he still had his insecurities, but he was now caught up in something bigger than himself. Clay looked down at the cover of Galactic Defenders, which depicted Herculon and his crew redirecting a black hole to keep a peaceful planet from being pummeled by an approaching asteroid belt. He thought, It’s good to be a part of something big.

A few moments later, Simon Shakes emerged from the back room. “Clay, I know you’re set to leave in just a couple of minutes, but would you mind waiting just ten minutes more? I want to make my weekly deposit at the bank, and I need someone to watch the store until I get back.”

“I’m supposed to meet some friends, but yeah, I can be a little late,” he said.

“Thank you, Clay. I’ll only be a few minutes. I promise. Why don’t you help yourself to a candy bar and a comic book? My treat.” Simon put his bowler on his head and stepped out the door. The chimes announced his exit.

Clay got to work perusing the candy display by the register for a snack. As he studied the selection, he heard the chimes ring out again. Thinking it was Simon, he said, “Did you forget—” but he stopped his sentence short when he turned to see three boys, a few years older than he was, enter the store. “Welcome to Grossman’s,” he offered, but the boys’ only replies were vacant stares. Clay pulled an Athena bar from the candy rack and tore open the wrapper before stepping behind the register.

Though they were in the back of the store, Clay could see the three high schoolers clearly in the security mirrors. He recognized one of the boys as a sophomore who had been especially cruel to him a couple of years back when Clay was a sixth grader and the boy was an eighth-grade bully. Derek Pudd was his name, he recalled. He remembered one day in particular when Derek and some of his friends cornered him in the locker room in between classes and whipped him with wet towels, all because Clay was small for his age. The left side of his body stung for hours, and he had bruises up and down his leg for two weeks. But Clay never said anything to his teachers or his parents. He was embarrassed, and he didn’t want to draw any more attention to himself. He wanted to disappear altogether—and that feeling stuck with him long after the beating.

Clay was thinking through those hard memories as he watched Derek and his two friends in the mirror above aisle six. There was an anger inside him growing. He knew he’d come a long way since his days as an awkward sixth grader, but he also felt he had been robbed, now that he knew what he had been missing by staying on the sidelines of life. And then it happened. In the reflection, he watched as a more traditional robbery took place. Derek opened the door to the glass refrigerator on the back wall of the store and slipped a bottle of soda into his jacket pocket. A few seconds later, his two friends did the same.

Clay had never caught someone stealing before. For a fleeting moment, he thought about keeping quiet, as he usually did to avoid confrontation, but he thought of Adams’ bandaged arm and how he’d earned that wound standing up to a bully. He wanted to be like Adams. He knew he should be nothing less. He was part of something bigger than himself now.

“Hey!” Clay shouted from the front of the store. “I saw what you did, and I’m calling the police. Don’t move.” In hindsight, Clay realized that his order of operations was a bit off. He should have called the police first and then tried to stall the thieves if necessary. If nothing else, he knew Derek’s name and could have reported him. But instead, he found himself staring down three angry bullies who were now quickly marching toward the front of the store.

“I don’t think so,” said Derek. “I don’t think you saw anything. In fact, I remember you saying you wanted to buy us some soda, just to show us you’re not a spaz.”

Clay held the phone in his hand and started to call the police, but one of Derek’s friends pressed down on the receiver, preventing the call from being completed. His other friend, a tall kid with broad shoulders, a shaved head, and a leather jacket, walked around behind the counter. Clay backed up. “Hey, you can’t come back here,” he protested, but the overgrown sophomore just kept coming.

He grabbed Clay by the collar of his shirt and lifted him from the floor. Derek continued, “Like I was saying, thank you for being so generous with the sodas.” Then he saw Clay’s opened but uneaten Athena bar on the counter and snatched it up. “Thanks for the candy too,” he said and took a bite.

Derek nodded to his cohort who was holding Clay a few inches from the floor, and the bully let Clay stand on his feet once again. Clay did his best to regain his composure, straightening his shirt and pretending he had the situation under control. Derek nodded once again. The kid in the leather jacket pulled back his right fist and released it into Clay’s mid-section. Clay doubled over on the floor in agony. As low to the ground as he was, he felt even lower on the inside. He decided he would never speak up again, never draw attention to himself, never hold his head up too high. He would survive in the margins as he had before. He would leave the hero business to other people—to guys like Adams.

“Stings worse than a few wet towels, huh?” Derek sneered. “Yeah, I remember you, and if you’ve got a brain in that head of yours, you’ll forget this ever happened—or we’ll come find you and make you forget.” And with that, Derek and his friends left the store, grabbing several more candy bars on their way out.

A few minutes later, Simon Shakes returned from the bank, just as Clay was putting ten dollars of his own money into the register to cover the cost of the stolen sodas and candy. “Thanks again, Clay. I wanted to clean out the safe before this weekend’s extra foot traffic. You never know who might be a thief.” He noticed his employee had an uncomfortable look on his face and kept his hand pressed gently against his stomach. “Ate that candy bar too quickly, huh?”

“Something like that,” groaned Clay.

“You’ve got to be careful with sweets. That’s why I don’t touch them myself.”
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Clay walked the half mile from Grossman’s Pharmacy to the fairgrounds. He did so with his shoulders slumped and his gaze fixed on the gray sidewalk in front of him. Along the way, he passed Earl and Terri Zeckman, who were busy counting jars of honey and jam for their farmers’ market. He didn’t notice when they stopped their work momentarily to wave hello. A few moments later, Clay lifted his head briefly to see a group of kids from school in the path in front of him. He crossed to the other side of the street.

When he reached the site of the festival, he realized he had never coordinated with Adams or Emma on an exact meeting location, so he wandered past the in-process midway, scanning the crowd of crew members, looking for his friends. But before he could find them, they found him.

“Clay!” he heard someone calling. It was Emma. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “We can’t do this without you.” Clay wasn’t so sure about that. “Adams had another of his episodes.”

“Is he okay?” Clay asked.

“He hasn’t passed out yet, if that’s what you mean.”

Light on their feet, the pair headed to the picnic table where Emma had left Adams and Dr. Spurlock. Along the way, Emma explained the doctor’s diagnosis of Adams’ condition to Clay, who remembered a similar illness befalling one of the heroes of the Z-Mutant: Special Forces team in a recent edition of their comic book. He didn’t tell Emma about the similarity, and he wouldn’t tell Adams either, because in the comic, Graydon Stormrider had to be killed and then brought back to life in order to be rid of his tiny tormentors—and that was hardly an option here.

Clay looked over at Emma as she brushed aside a lock of blonde hair the wind had blown into her face. His crush had only grown stronger now that he had gotten to know her. “Your flowers,” he said, almost involuntarily.

“What did you say?” asked Emma.

“Your flowers. It’s just that you always have flowers somewhere, either in your hair or as part of your outfit. But you don’t have flowers today.”

“You noticed that?”

Clay blushed, searching for what to say next but could only manage, “Uh, yeah. I mean, not really.”

“There he is,” said Emma, breaking the awkwardness and pointing to the table on which Adams was now lying. Dr. Spurlock was nowhere to be found.

“Adams,” said Emma, “are you all right? Where is Dr. Spurlock?”

Adams groaned. “He just left. I’m all right. The headache is starting to fade. He said he needed to get to work if he was going to keep me from lapsing into a coma before Friday night.” He sat up. “Oh. Hey, Clay.”

“Hey,” answered Clay. “About Friday night, I’m not sure if—”

“You are coming, right?” asked Adams. “We need all the eyes and ears we can get.”

Clay thought about it for a moment. Every natural impulse told him to stay home on Friday night—not to get involved—just as he had done a thousand times before. But then he remembered the newspaper report Dr. Spurlock had shown them. He owed Adams his life, so of course he couldn’t let his friend down. “I was going to say, I’m not sure if Emma should be there.”

“What?” asked Emma. “Why not?”

“I mean, just imagine the heart attack your mother would have if she went to check on you in the middle of the night and you were missing from your bed. And she wouldn’t be wrong to panic. Someone did actually try to kidnap you, remember? They might try again.”

“I’m not going to spend my life at home,” said Emma, somewhat fiercely. Clay knew it was a dig at him, and it stung. “And I’m not going to abandon Adams when he needs me the most. Plus, you heard Dr. Spurlock. You and I need that clock too, or we’ll never be safe. My mind’s made up.” The discussion was over.

“Well, the plan I have is fairly simple,” said Adams, rubbing his temple. “According to the receptionist, we need a key card to get inside the security room, so we’ll just need to borrow one. Then, on Friday night, you two will be on lookout duty while I get the clock. Easy as that.”

“How is that easy?” asked Emma.

“Yeah. Who could we possibly get a key from?” asked Clay.

“It would need to be someone who has something at the fair that needs locking up,” said Adams.

They all stopped talking to think. And then Emma’s eyes brightened and she spoke up: “I think I may know someone.” She turned her head, and her friends’ eyes followed. A few hundred feet away, sitting on a stack of crates, staring at her phone, was Amy Schwabauer.

“Amy?” asked Clay. “All I’ve seen her do this week is arrange and rearrange flowers. What does she have that needs to be kept under lock and key?”

“It’s not what she has; it’s what her family has—dozens of priceless works of art.” Emma pointed to a sign being hung near the entryway to the Hall of Wonders. “Gallery of the Masters presented by G. E. S.”

“What’s G. E. S.?” asked Adams.

“It’s not a what, but a who, and it’s Amy’s grandfather, Gene Edward Schwabauer. He has quite the art collection, and every year at the fair, he gifts the residents of the Tri-County area a public viewing of a few special paintings.”

“Then that’s our ticket in,” said Adams. “We just need to get the key card from Amy.”

“You mean, steal the key card?” asked Clay.

“If we steal it, they’ll just report it missing and deactivate it,” said Emma. “No, I have a better idea. I’m going to get Amy to give it to me.”
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The Strange Alliance

That afternoon, when Emma arrived home from the fairgrounds, she discovered Brandon Schwabauer’s white Chevy Tahoe parked in her driveway. She hated seeing that SUV in front of her house. It meant that she was about to interrupt a date. Even if her mother and Amy’s father were only sitting on the sofa watching television, the atmosphere inside the house would be different, and Emma would feel like an intruder in her own home.

The screen door at the front of the house groaned as Emma pulled it open, announcing her presence. “Oh. Hi, honey,” her mother called from the kitchen. “We’re in here.” Emma walked in to find her mother holding a wok over the stove, tending to strips of sizzling beef. Nearby, Brandon was standing over a cutting board, chef’s knife in hand, chopping a pepper and several other vegetables for the next phase of their Asian fusion recipe.

“I hope you’re hungry,” said Brandon in an overly chipper tone, which sounded practiced to Emma.

Emma was, in fact, quite hungry, but she didn’t want to give Brandon any encouragement. “I’ve already eaten,” she said, her face unwilling to offer the slightest hint of a smile. And then Emma turned to see something she didn’t expect. There at her kitchen table, cradling one of Emma’s favorite mugs, was Amy Schwabauer.

The two girls stared at each other, neither saying a word. Their shared expression said everything necessary.

Shannon added Brandon’s veggies to the wok, and a shout of sizzle and a blast of steam rose into the air. “We thought it would be a good idea if we had dinner,” she said. “The four of us haven’t spent much time together.”

Emma saw the pleading look on her mom’s face, and she caved. She put down her bag and sat down at the table, though she picked the chair farthest from Amy.

Dinner itself was civil. Shannon and Brandon did most of the talking. Emma and Amy, though they had both said they weren’t hungry, found eating a good substitute for conversation. Emma thought about what this meal together meant. Things were getting serious between her mother and Brandon. In all likelihood, this would not be the last dinner like this. She stabbed her fork into an unsuspecting strip of beef in protest.

At that, Brandon cleared his throat, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and said, “There’s another reason we wanted to spend some time together like this.” He took Shannon’s hand. “You girls are both so busy, so before too much more time slipped away, we thought it was important that we talked.”

Emma despised the way Brandon kept saying “we,” as if he and her mother had morphed into a single entity.

Brandon paused and then started again. He looked right at Emma. “As you know, your mother—” He looked at Amy. “Shannon—and I have been seeing each other for several months now, and—”

He struggled to get the words out, so Shannon helped him. “What Brandon is trying to say is, we’d like this to be permanent. We want to get married.” She beamed, and it was clear to Emma that her mother was trying desperately to contain her energy.

“But,” said Brandon, “we wanted to talk it over with the two of you first. We realize this will be a big change.”

Emma didn’t know what to say, and neither did Amy, but their responses couldn’t have been more different. Emma sat there in stunned silence when she heard the news. Her mother looked so happy, but she knew this development would kill the small ember of hope she had that, someday, somehow, her parents would get back together. Even if there was little chance of that ever happening, it was the death of a dream, a loss to be mourned. She realized that Brandon’s gesture of asking for permission was nothing more than that—a simple gesture. They had already decided to get married, and Emma couldn’t stop them. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to give them her blessing either. She stared at the lonely pool of soy sauce and ginger that remained on her otherwise empty plate.

Amy’s reaction was a bit louder. She pushed herself away from the table, skidding the legs of the chair hard against the linoleum floor. She stood up, lips trembling, trying to hide her face so that no one would see the tears forming in her eyes. But it didn’t work.

“Amy—” her father tried, but Amy ran through the house and out the front door before he could continue.

Brandon stood to go after her, but Shannon caught his arm. “Give her some time,” she said.

And then Emma did something that surprised even her. “I’ll go talk to her,” she said. She calmly folded her napkin and placed it neatly on her plate. Then she rose and walked out of the room to find Amy.

Through the window in the front door, Emma could see Amy sitting on the porch steps, her shoulders rising and falling with sobs. She opened the door slowly and took a seat beside her.

“What do you want?” asked Amy, sniffing and wiping the tears from her cheeks.

“I don’t want anything,” said Emma.

“Then why did you come out here?”

“I’d rather be out here than in there with them.” The two girls sat together in silence for what seemed like an hour.

Finally, Amy spoke. “I can’t believe they’re doing this.”

“Neither can I.”

“You’re going to have to move into our house, you know.”

“How do you know that?”

Amy looked back at Emma’s house. It was modest and in need of a few updates and repairs. “No offense, but there’s no way they’re going to choose this place over my house.”

Emma said nothing. She knew Amy was right. She was going to lose the only home she had ever known.

This hard reality wasn’t lost on Amy. “You might like our house,” she said. “There’s a pool—and you’ll have your choice of five different bedrooms. The room next to mine has the best closet—except for mine of course.”

“I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself,” said Emma. “They’re not even engaged yet. The wedding could be a year away.”

“You think?”

“At least a year. That will give us some time.”

“Time for what?” asked Amy.

“Time to get to know each other, to get used to each other,” said Emma.

Amy nodded and let another thirty seconds go by before speaking again. “It’s weird,” she said.

“What’s weird?”

“You and I have almost nothing in common. We’re not friends. We don’t even like each other. But you’re probably the only person in Indigo who understands at least a little bit of what I’m feeling right now.”

Emma let a small smile through. “Yeah, that’s true.”

“You’re not going to tell anyone I was crying, are you?”

“You can trust me,” Emma assured her. “Can I trust you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I need to borrow something from you, but you can’t ask me what I need it for. All I can say is, I need it to help a friend, and it’s a matter of life and death. You’ll just have to trust me about the details.”

“What is it you need?”

“This is going to sound like an odd request. Your family uses the security room during the fair, right?”

“Yes, we lock up my grandfather’s paintings at night. They’re in their own safe, but that safe is kept in the security room.”

“I need to borrow the key card to that room.”

“What for?”

“I already told you. I can’t tell you that. It would be too difficult to explain anyway. You’ll just have to trust me.”

Amy thought about it for a moment and then nodded in agreement. “Okay, but then we’re even.”

“Even? For what?”

“Last winter on Dormand Lake. You were skating away from me and my friends when you had your accident. It was because we were so mean to you. I said some horrible things. I’m sorry. If something would have happened to you, it would have been my fault.”

Emma thought about the obituary she had read—her own obituary. “But nothing did happen. At least nothing that wasn’t fixed by some warm clothes and a fire.” And a time traveler named Adams Klein.

“I know. But I think about what might have happened.”

Emma nodded. “I’ve thought a lot about what might have happened too, actually. But it didn’t. So, I say we have a deal. Just let me borrow that key card, and we’re even.”
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Across town, in a cabin in the woods, Dr. Haddon Spurlock’s eyes adjusted to the view through his high-powered microscope. There on the table were test tubes of every shape and size, a few books, a laptop, and some homemade laser-guided tools, designed to stand in for their counterparts from the future. The doctor watched as a new variant of nanobots repaired damage to a sample of skin cells he had borrowed from his adopted lab rat, a mouse he’d named Skipper. “That should do it, Skip,” he said to the bandaged mouse in a nearby cage. “My bots work. Thank you for letting me borrow some of your skin.”

The mouse squeaked in reply.

“What’s that? No, this won’t be a permanent solution. These new nanobots have no off switch.”

The mouse rustled the newspaper in its cage.

“I know it’s not safe, Skip, but I don’t plan on leaving the bots inside the boy for more than a few days. Once we’re back—”

The mouse squeaked again.

“What do you mean, ‘If we get back’? Of course we’ll make it. Once we have the Osirian Clock and its triscinium, it’s just a matter of—”

The mouse turned and hopped on its exercise wheel.

“So, you’re done talking to me, then? Well, fine. Have it your way.” Haddon covered the mouse’s cage with a white sheet and turned his attention once more to his microscope. “This is pretty good work, given the primitive conditions of this place, if I do say so myself. Reverse engineering nanobots for a new task is difficult enough in the late twenty-second century, but it’s an entirely unique challenge in the early twenty-first. Now, all I need to do is replicate enough of these to give the boy a full dose.”
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A Drink of Living Water

The following day was a rough one for Adams. His headaches returned with a vengeance, and he decided the best course of action was to stay in bed. Rest and plenty of fluids would give his wounded immune system a fighting chance until Dr. Spurlock could deliver his stopgap solution.

If everything worked as the doctor said it would, then he would only be living in the past for a few more days. As he lay in bed, halfway between sleep and awake, he thought about all the places he didn’t get to see. Adams’ father had told him stories about America before the War to End All Wars, before the Marshal, before liberty was overcome. He’d been in the past for the better part of a year and had never ventured more than a few miles outside of the Indigo town limits. Still, he could see why his dad liked this small corner of the world so much. He would miss it.

From somewhere nearby, a sound invaded Adams’ rest. And then another and another. The sounds—the notes—strung together to form music. A song was playing. He listened, and realized it was familiar. He knew the melody. There were words to the song, though not now. He focused, trying to place it. Mother. The thought shot to the front of his mind. It was a song his mother loved. The Beatles. That’s it. It’s a song by the Beatles.

And then Adams’ brain finished its work and connected the last dot. “Here Comes the Sun.” Adams shot up with a gasp and turned to see Katie Danvers sitting on the floor next to his sleeper sofa. She was holding the experimental music box that Adams had made in his eighth-grade engineering class—the one that overheated and exploded if allowed to play for too long! Adams lunged from his bed, his motion throwing Jupiter onto the floor with a yelp. Adams snatched the small, white box from Katie. It was now hot to the touch. He quickly pressed the blue button.

“That’s not a toy,” he said.

“I know. It’s a music box. My grandmother gave me one just like it, but I like the song in yours better.”

“It was my mother’s favorite song,” Adams told her, calm returning to his voice.

“Back in Canada?”

“My mom died a long time ago.”

“Oh,” said Katie. “You must be so sad.”

“When I think about it,” said Adams.

“Now I know why you keep that music box, even though it’s broken.”

“Broken?”

“It gets hot after a while.”

“Yes, it does.” Adams looked across the room at the clock. It was a few minutes past four. “What are you doing in here anyway?” he asked.

“This came for you,” she said, handing Adams an envelope.

“For me? That’s not possible.”

“A man came to the door and told me to give it to you. Said it was important you read it today.”

Jupiter was now sitting at Katie’s feet, anxiously wagging his tail. “I think he’s hungry,” said Adams. “Do you want to get him something to eat?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” she said, scooping the dog up in her arms and racing toward the door.

Adams tore open the envelope with his index finger and removed a folded slip of paper:
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“The doc isn’t much for letter writing,” he said to himself. Just then, there was a knock on the open door.

“You awake?” asked Clay from the doorway.

“Yeah, I’m up.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Fine now, but that last round of headaches was rough.” He held up the note from Dr. Spurlock. “I’m hoping the doctor has some good news for me. He wants me to meet him tonight. Why don’t you come with me? Just in case I have another episode on the way.”

“I don’t know if I’m up for it.” Clay couldn’t help thinking about Derek and how powerless he felt at the pharmacy. He couldn’t stand up to a bully a couple of years older than him. What good would he be if they were attacked by drone soldiers? “I think I’m just going to stay home tonight.”

“Come on,” continued Adams. “I need your help. I didn’t even know there was a bridge over Pendegrass Creek, and the doctor’s note says I’m supposed to bring a friend.”

“I just don’t think—”

“Come on. I’d do it for you.”

That was right. Adams would do it for him. He knew that, because Adams had already saved his life once and was planning to do so again by stealing the Osirian Clock. In that moment, Clay remembered Emma’s resolve from the day before. He knew that he, too, owed Adams his life. The least he could do was take a stroll with him out to the creek. “Okay. You’re right. I’m not sure what help I’ll be, but it’ll be safer if you’re not all alone.”
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Pendegrass Creek wound its way from Dormand Lake north of Indigo until it met up with the Ohio River on the southern edge of the state. Though several small bridges dotted the creek at various points, “the bridge” referred to an old, covered bridge that straddled the Pendegrass at its widest point.

To get there from Clay’s house, Adams, Clay, and Jupiter had to travel a heavily wooded path. As they did, the trees above and around them brought an early dusk to their journey. The shadows in the forest swayed with the trees, and when coupled with the sounds of a thousand creatures competing in the circle of life, they left Adams and Clay feeling as though they were being watched. Each of the boys was glad to have the other, though neither offered a word of appreciation for the company.

“I wonder why Dr. Spurlock is having you come all the way out here,” said Clay.

“Yeah, especially since he knows I could easily pass out on the way.”

“Or be attacked by drone soldiers with no one around.”

“Yeah, I hadn’t thought about that.” Adams looked over his shoulder to survey the forest.

Clay smiled. “Maybe the fresh air has therapeutic value.”

“Maybe,” said Adams. “We don’t have places like this back home, at least not in Transom City.”

“Transom City?”

“It’s the capital of the world, a marvel of modern engineering, and the center of the universe.”

“What?”

“That’s what the holographic billboard says as you enter the city on the loop. But I think the so-called greatest city in the world could use a few more trees—especially trees that aren’t holograms.”

The premature twilight lifted as the boys reached the outer edge of the forest. Through the remaining trees, they could now hear rushing waters. The ground beneath their feet changed from a stony path to a rich green lawn, the kind you might find on a manicured estate. Against the pale blue of waning daylight was the red covered bridge. From a distance, it looked freshly painted, but as they drew closer, Adams and Clay could see where the paint had faded and where rot had begun to do its work. It was both the setting and the antiqued look that had made the bridge a favorite subject for amateur photographers, especially in the fall when the changing leaves competed with the red paint for the spotlight.

Adams, Clay, and Jupiter hiked up a small hill to Rural Route 401, the road that had, many years earlier, demanded the bridge in the first place. Walking toward the bridge’s opening on the near side, the boys expected to see Dr. Spurlock’s silhouette framed in the opening, but instead they saw straight through and out the other side. Stepping onto the planks of the weathered bridge, they soon discovered they were alone. Dr. Spurlock was not waiting for them inside. Clay looked at his cellphone and saw it was 8:07. They were a few minutes late, but that was all the more reason the doctor should have been there.

Adams and Clay rested their elbows on the ledge inside the covered bridge and looked out at the creek racing fast away from them into the distance. It was mesmerizing, and the sound was soothing. Adams closed his eyes. Though he’d been sleeping all day, he felt that he would nod off if left alone for a few minutes. But the sound of water on the move was soon joined by another noise—a soft shout trying to rise above the voice of the current.

Jupiter, with his more sensitive canine hearing, barked to alert the boys.

“That’s okay, boy,” Adams said, bending down to scratch his sidekick behind the ears.

Adams and Clay listened intently, trying to hear what was being yelled. Maybe someone is in trouble? Adams considered. The voice continued, but there was no one in the distance. Clay stepped back and ran to the other side of the bridge to look out the other window. Now, the water was rushing toward him instead of away, though just as loudly. Still, there was no one in view, no one in need of rescue.

“Adams!” the voice seemed to whisper-shout.

“Did you hear that?” asked Adams.

Clay rushed back over to his side and listened.

“Adams!” the voice said again.

Then, at the same moment, the boys figured it out. They looked at each other and then straight down through the cutout in the bridge. There, almost directly beneath them, was Dr. Spurlock, standing waist deep in the rushing waters of the Pendegrass. He waved to them, bidding the boys to come and join him down below.

As Adams, Clay, and Jupiter made their way down to the bank, Dr. Spurlock waded toward the shore, his wet clothes clinging to him up to his chest. “You received my note then,” he said.

“Yeah, but why are we out here?” asked Adams.

The doctor dropped his right hand into the water and splashed his friends. “For this!” he said. “My temporary solution to your nanobot problem. I needed the water from the stream.”

“Uh, Doctor,” said Clay, “I know our time seems primitive compared to where you’re from, but we have indoor plumbing.”

“Of course, but not just any old water would do. Nanobots need a trigger to start their programming. As near as I can tell, the bots in your system needed heat. They were, perhaps, introduced into your system through a cup of coffee or tea. Do you recall being offered a strange, hot beverage?”

Adams realized it must have been the ash he got from the old man at the loop station the day he passed through the Puddle. “I’m not sure,” he said.

“Well, that’s not important right now. My nanobots—the ones I’ve engineered to rebuild your cells and keep you alive for a few days—are triggered not by heat but by living water, the very kind you find out here. It must be on the move, teeming with life, unfiltered and without chemicals and such.”

The doctor reached into his lab coat pocket and produced a beaker of red powder. He took Adams by the hand, and the two took a few steps out into deeper water. Jupiter followed closely behind, both to remain close to Adams and also because he loved sloshing around in any body of water.

Removing the cork from the beaker, Dr. Spurlock carefully scooped up some creek water. Then he held the beaker up to the dwindling daylight and swirled the red powder. “Bots also need fuel. The ones in your system right now are feasting on your cells. These bots need to have a different food source—something that won’t harm you any further. The microorganisms in this creek water will do the trick. They will reproduce themselves over time, ensuring the bots never go hungry while they remain in your system. It will be like having an expansive network of self-sustaining organic farms in your bloodstream.”

Adams was somewhat disgusted at the thought of an ecosystem of river slime living inside of him, and his face showed it.

“Don’t worry,” said the doctor. “You won’t even know it’s there.” The water resembled something like blood when he handed it to Adams. Dr. Spurlock smiled. “Take, drink.”

Adams held it to his eye for a second, inspecting it, then placed the beaker to his lips and drank the concoction down all at once. It was sweeter than he expected. He stood there, waiting to feel something, but no sensation came except the chill of the wind against his now soaked jeans. “What now?” he asked.

“That’s it. These new nanobots will get to work rebuilding your damaged blood vessels, reconstructing compromised organs, and replicating your lost brain cells. The original bots are, of course, still in your system, so while I expect the headaches to stop from here on out, all we can hope for is that these new bots will rebuild as fast as the old ones tear down.” He placed his hand on Adams’ shoulder. “Once we’re back home,” he said, “I’ll be able to fix you permanently, but this will keep you on your feet until you can retrieve the Osirian Clock.”

Just then, out of the corner of his eye, Dr. Spurlock saw something. It was a light, or rather two lights—headlights. It was a car coming toward them on Route 401. “Quickly, boys, come with me. Under the bridge,” he said. Clay now stepped into the water, and they all sloshed as fast as they could until they were hidden from sight by the concrete beams that supported the historic covered bridge.

“What is it?” asked Clay, shout-whispering over the sound of running water.

“I don’t know,” said Dr. Spurlock, “but if they’re drones, we’d have been sitting ducks out in the open like that. And my pulse emitter is over there.” He pointed. “I took it off about fifty feet from the creek’s edge. We have nothing to fight back with.”

With Jupiter in his arms, Adams edged over to the far side of the concrete structure to a spot where the other side of Route 401 could be seen. He stood there for a moment, watching for the car to pass by. Seeing those red taillights would let him know they were in the clear. Thirty seconds went by, and there was no car, no taillights of relief. Whoever was driving had pulled the car over just before the bridge.
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Friend or Foe?

We’re trapped,” said Adams. “There’s no way out from under  here without being seen.”

“And it’s only a matter of time before whoever’s up there figures out we’re down here,” added Clay.

“I don’t know how drone soldiers could have known we were out at the creek. I was very careful,” said the doctor.

Adams checked his back pocket. “It’s gone. The note you left me. I had it in my pocket, and now it’s gone. That’s how they knew where we’d be.”

“You don’t know that,” said Dr. Spurlock, “and we don’t even know there are drone soldiers up there. Perhaps they’re just tourists, awestruck by the quaintness of the bridge and the creek amidst the waning sunlight.”

A bit of dirt landed on Dr. Spurlock’s face from above. All three looked up to see that the light coming through the boards of the bridge above them was now interrupted in one spot—a spot that moved. Dr. Spurlock pointed and mouthed, “Someone is walking around.”

For a moment, the three held their collective breath, hoping the stranger wouldn’t investigate their surroundings too carefully. And then, suddenly, the feet above them began moving quickly off the bridge.

“Where is he—or she—going?” asked Clay, trying to be quieter this time.

In a moment, a figure could be seen on the bank of the creek. A round, young man wearing glasses, a red, white, and blue Hawaiian shirt, white shorts, and sandals was tottering away from them. Then, without warning, he turned around and faced the bridge. Clay, Adams, and Dr. Spurlock all hid against the wall, pulling their bodies as close to the concrete as possible to avoid being seen. Jupiter whimpered, and Adams gestured for him to stay quiet. Adams then lifted his head to see what the stranger would do next. He saw the man reach into his pocket and struggle with something. “He has a gun,” whispered Adams. But it wasn’t a gun. It was the man’s smartphone. He was attempting to take a picture of the covered bridge.

Just then, as Clay strained to better hide himself from view, his foot slipped on one of the slimy rocks beneath him, and he tumbled out from underneath the bridge, tearing his jeans, scraping his knee, and swallowing a mouthful of creek water on the way. Worse was the fact that he was now in plain view of the young man taking the picture.

“Are you all right?” the man shouted to Clay, friendly enough. “Bless your heart, I didn’t see you there.” He moved closer to show that he wanted to help Clay get back on his feet, but as he came to the edge of the creek, he could see that Clay wasn’t alone. “Your friends there,” the man said. “What are y’all doing underneath the bridge like that?”

By now, it had become obvious that the only danger facing Clay, Adams, and Dr. Spurlock was the possibility of becoming inadvertent subjects in this tourist’s home movies, so Adams and the doctor sloshed their way to Clay, who was now back on his feet, examining his bloody leg. Adams placed Jupiter down in the shallow water, and the dog happily swam to shore.

“Hi,” said the stranger. “My name is Henry—Henry Harbison. Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise,” said Adams. “We were just, uh—”

“Fishing,” said Dr. Spurlock, “but I dropped my pole. These two were helping me look for it.”

Henry nodded. “And how’s your leg, fella?” he said to Clay.

“I could have done without that fall. That’s for sure.”

“I think I’ve got a first-aid kit in the car, if you’d like me to wrap that up.”

“I’m okay,” said Clay. “I just need to walk it off.” And then he tried. He took one step and winced in pain.

“That settles it. I insist,” said Henry. “Let’s get a good look at that cut. I’m in nursing school, you know. This will be good practice for me.”

Dr. Spurlock spied his pulse emitter several yards in the distance.

Henry followed the doctor’s eyes but said nothing about the strange device, and his smile never broke.

Adams helped Clay to dry land, and the four of them, along with Jupiter, climbed the steep hill up to the road where Henry’s Subaru station wagon was parked. Dr. Spurlock and Adams steadied Clay as he made the trip, though without the creek’s uneven rocks beneath his feet, Clay moved at a fair pace. By this time, the sun was committed to the horizon, and it was getting difficult to see, but that didn’t stop Dr. Spurlock from keeping one eye trained on Henry the entire time.

Once at the car, Henry unlocked the trunk and began searching for the first-aid kit. “Where is it? I know it’s in here somewhere.” He turned toward Dr. Spurlock and smiled. “Wouldn’t go on a road trip without basic medical supplies.”

Dr. Spurlock continued to watch every clumsy motion he made as he lifted luggage, moved a toolbox, and rifled through a selection of old maps.

“Ah! Here it is,” said Henry.

In a flash, the doctor saw something familiar in the trunk—not a first-aid kit, but the stock of an LRP-590, with its distinctive black and gold design, a standard-issue weapon for drone soldiers on special ops missions.

“Look out!” Dr. Spurlock shouted as he tackled Clay and Adams, forcing them down the hill backward in a painful retreat.

They hit the ground hard, but the fall and the successive tumble placed them several yards away from Henry. The trio looked up from their collapsed position to see Henry standing above them on the road, Jupiter next to him attentive to their new position in the dirt. But Henry was not armed with an LRP-590 as expected. Instead, he held a tire iron.

“What’s gotten into you three?” Henry asked. “Are you all right?”

“I could have sworn it was—” mumbled Dr. Spurlock.

Clay and Adams dusted themselves off and got back to their feet before each offered a hand to Dr. Spurlock. “It was a phaser,” he said to the boys quietly. “A phaser.”

“It looks like a tire iron to me,” answered Clay. Adams pursed his lips and nodded.

“And I found the first-aid kit,” announced Henry.

Dr. Spurlock was silent while Henry attended to Clay’s small wound. No one really thought he needed a bandage, but no one wanted to spoil Henry’s excitement either; he so wanted to show off what he had been learning in his evening classes.

“So, what brings you to town?” Dr. Spurlock asked. “My name’s Haddon, by the way, and these boys here are Adams and Clay.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Henry. Everything about his demeanor suggested he truly was.

Small talk continued as Henry did his work, keeping Clay, Adams, and even Dr. Spurlock smiling and nodding politely. Several minutes passed after the nurse-in-training had done his job, and the three looked to escape their conversational captor.

Adams tried first: “Thanks again. It’s getting late. We really must be—”

But Henry kept right on talking about how he had come to town for the fair, how excited he was to see the exhibits and taste the funnel cake. He told them about life back home in Indiana, shared his plans for his nursing career after graduation, and even managed to offer unrequested commentary on the latest summer movie blockbusters. It seemed Henry had a bottomless reservoir from which to dredge up new topics.

The one-sided conversation was finally broken by a strong wind that took everyone by surprise. There was a storm quickly approaching; the calm of the evening would soon give way to thunder, lightning, and rain. Haddon saw the opportunity.

“We don’t want to keep you. Driving in this weather will be a challenge, so you best get on the road now before the storm picks up,” he said.

“You’re right about that,” said Henry. “I’ve never been much of a bad-weather driver. This one time—”

But Clay interrupted. He shook Henry’s hand and said, “Thank you again. It was nice meeting you.”

Adams added, “Safe travels on the rest of your trip,” so as not to let Henry start up again. And the three turned to leave.

They weren’t thirty steps removed from the covered bridge and the Subaru wagon when the sky flashed as bright as day and thunder cracked overhead. As if it had been awaiting permission from the thunder, rain began to pour, drenching them in an instant.

Dr. Spurlock looked back to see if Henry was still there, to see if he had managed to avoid being soaked, but there was no sign of Henry. Only the car remained. There was another flash followed by a milder crackle of thunder. Adams and Jupiter remembered the heavy tree cover in the nearby forest, and they were already running in that direction, hoping it would provide some shelter from the deluge. Clay ran behind them with a slight hobble. Dr. Spurlock trailed them all.

“Hold up a moment, boys,” he said. “I need to get my pulse emitter.” He walked several yards toward the spot where he had left the device, but when the contraption came into view, he saw something he hadn’t expected. Something or someone had punctured a large hole through the central processing unit. The emitter was destroyed.

Dr. Spurlock stared at the device for a moment. Then he lifted his head and scanned the hillside. Henry, he thought. He did this. But Henry was gone, nowhere to be found. “Boys, we need to move. Now,” the doctor commanded. “We’ve been compromised.”

They passed into the brush at a clip, as fast as Clay, with his injury, would allow them to travel. They did indeed find that the trees made a better-than-average umbrella. Rain still got in here and there, but they could continue as spectators of the storm rather than participants in it.

“Which way from here?” Adams asked, looking at Dr. Spurlock. “Back to your cabin.”

“This way,” said the doctor, pointing to the east.

However, before they could make the slightest change in their trajectory, their progress was interrupted by a blast of lightning. The fork struck a large oak tree a few yards away from where they were, and as the thunder caught up to the flash of lightning, the sound combined with the noise of the tree breaking loose from its moorings. Jupiter was ahead of the group, and Clay was a few feet behind, both out of harm’s way, but Adams and Dr. Spurlock looked up to see the trunk of the great oak falling—right where they stood.

Out of instinct, they fell to the ground and did their best to brace for impact, clenching their eyes shut to avoid witnessing their own demise. But instead of the weight of the massive tree, they felt a cool breeze pass over them. Looking up, they saw something they never would have expected.

There was Henry, his rotund form eclipsing the massive oak he held above his head. “Move,” he simply said.

Jupiter barked at the whole scene, a furry, wet mess of fear and confusion.

Adams and Dr. Spurlock scurried out from under the suspended oak, barely believing what they were seeing. Henry was a drone after all—and he had just saved their lives. But before they could ask questions, the puddle of rainwater Henry was standing in began to increase and glow with a metallic hue. A few seconds later, Henry was swallowed up by the goo and vanished. Just as suddenly, gravity took renewed hold of the tree trunk, and it landed on the forest floor with a crash, separating the doctor, Adams, and Jupiter from Clay. The three humans stared at one another in disbelief, their hearts beating rapidly. So many questions. So much to take in. So much to process.
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About an hour later, Adams, Clay, Jupiter, and the doctor were back at the borrowed cabin. Old blankets served as towels, while outer garments dried on a line in front of the wood-burning stove, a few feet from which Jupiter was sprawled out on the floor. Over in the corner of the large room, the second of Dr. Spurlock’s two laptops began beeping erratically, and then the display came to life. Scrawled across a web page was a headline: “Storm Claims the Lives of Two Hikers Near Pendegrass Creek.”
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A Close Call

Clay checked the time on his phone once more and paced the small patch of grass near the entrance to the fairgrounds, the place where he and Adams had agreed to meet Emma with the key card.

“Relax,” said Adams. “She’ll be here.”

“I don’t know if I can relax. I’m about to become an accomplice to grand theft.”

“Keep your voice down.” Adams looked to make sure they were alone. “No one’s ever going to know who did it. It will become one of Indigo’s greatest mysteries.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because what we’re about to steal is going to disappear. They’ll never find it after the doctor and I take it with us into the future.” At that moment, Emma crossed into the beam of a nearby streetlamp. “There’s Emma,” said Adams. “It’s almost go-time.”

Though Emma had suggested waiting until the early hours of Saturday morning, when there would be fewer people around, Clay warned against this strategy. His reasoning was simple: Once someone realizes the clock has been stolen, an investigation will commence. The first thing the police will do is check the key card logs. If they find that the Schwabauers’ card was the only one used around the time the clock went missing, the police will go straight to the Schwabauers’ home—and no one thought they could trust Amy Schwabauer to keep quiet for very long. So, Adams planned on taking the artifact sometime after 8:00 p.m., when there would still be a lot of people going in and out of the security room doing their last-minute preparations for the next morning. He would steal the Osirian Clock surrounded by eyewitnesses.

“How’s your head?” Emma asked Adams.

“It’s better. I think whatever the doc gave me is working.”

“Good,” Emma smiled. “We can’t have you passing out in the middle of this thing.” She looked at Adams a good second longer.

Adams could tell what Emma’s eyes were saying: If this worked, they’d soon be saying goodbye to one another forever. Not wanting to go there, he changed the subject. “I told Dr. Spurlock to stay in the cabin. We need him safe if this plan has any chance of working.”

“That’s true. But I’d feel better if he were here with his drone-killer-accordion-thing,” said Emma.

“The pulse emitter’s out of commission,” said Clay.

“For good,” Adams added.

“Why? What happened?” asked Emma.

“We almost died,” said Clay. “Or at least Adams and the doctor did.”

“Never mind that now,” interrupted Adams. “We have a job to do.” He looked at each of his friends in turn. “We’re on our own tonight. It’s just the three of us.”

“So, what do we do?” asked Clay.

“I need you outside, looking for security guards, police officers, anyone like that. And I need Emma to sit on the bench in the entryway.” Adams reached into his pocket and pulled out a worn paperback copy of Crime and Punishment.

“Fitting,” she said with a smirk.

“It’s just a prop. Something to keep you looking busy. If you see anyone heading toward the security room, just let me know.”

“How am I going to do that?”

“That’s easy,” Clay interrupted. “We’re going to talk on the phone the whole time.” He reached into his backpack and handed a small Bluetooth earpiece to Emma, gave another one to Adams, and placed a third in his own ear. “Now we just get on a three-way call, and we can talk to each other.” He reached into his backpack one more time and pulled out a new phone, still in its original plastic. “I almost forgot. Here’s a prepaid phone I got for you at the pharmacy. It’s nothing fancy, but it will make calls.” He handed it to Adams.

Adams tore into the clamshell packaging. “An antique like this would be worth a fortune in my time. And this one still works.”

“Well, then, it’s my treat. When this is all over, take it back with you and buy yourself something nice,” said Clay with a grin.

Adams looked at the clock on his new flip phone. “It’s quarter after ten. I say, let’s do this.”

Emma reached into the back pocket of her jeans and produced a silver and red reflective key card and gave it to Adams. “You’ll need this.”
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Even though having people around was part of his plan, Clay was surprised by the sheer number coming and going at such a late hour. In fact, one of the main doors to the exhibit hall had been propped open to allow easy access to the facilities. But with so much activity, he found it difficult to scan the area for police officers and security guards. More than once he alerted Emma and Adams to a potential threat, only to rescind his warning seconds later.

Inside the building, Emma made herself comfortable on one of the benches across from the security room, her face tucked neatly behind the tattered Dostoyevsky classic. When Adams walked in, she kept her eyes on her book without flinching for even a moment. She had the resolve of a professional jewel thief—and tonight, that’s almost what she was.

Adams was surprised at how easy it was to walk into the building, approach the unguarded security room, swipe his card, and open the door. He had been expecting some sort of obstacle. There was always something when he would rummage through homes as the Ghost of Dormand Lake—a locked door, a dog, even LEGO bricks on the floor—but this was just too easy. The sounds of exotic animals in the main hall and the work crew making last-minute preparations provided enough background noise to ensure no one would be able to hear anything Adams was about to do.

As the door clicked shut behind him, Adams tucked the key card away. Then he surveyed the room. On his left were large, framed canvases, covered and secured with a set of large electronic locks. He also saw equipment for wrangling animals, lockboxes and safes of various shapes and sizes, a gun cabinet marked “Indigo Police Department,” and a section reserved for musical instruments. It seemed the cover story he had made up for Purple Cardigan earlier in the week hadn’t been too far off.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the telltale red light of a watching dome camera mounted to the ceiling. He stood still for a moment, keeping his head down and the hair in his face. Walking casually but intently toward the camera, Adams stopped when he was directly beneath—and out of view—of its watchful gaze. He pulled a roll of duct tape from his bag and climbed a series of file cabinets against the wall so that he was within striking distance of the camera. He stretched out a piece of tape more than a foot long, held it up to the camera, and wrapped it tightly around the dome. He hoped that, to anyone monitoring the room, the sudden blackness would make it seem that someone had simply turned out the lights. Anyhow, he could now work in privacy—except, of course, for the intrusion of others accessing the security room.

Just as Adams returned his feet to the floor, a rail-thin man with long hair entered, mumbling to himself. He headed straight for the section of musical instruments, pulled out a case containing an electric guitar, and examined it. Then he turned to Adams and said, “Can you belie’e this? Scuffed the blasted case. How ha’d is it to transport a guitar? They had one job: Don’t damage the instruments. And now ’ere’s a scratch here. That’s never going to come out, by the way, no matter what I do.” He began walking toward the exit, though still talking, apparently, to Adams. “This is so disappointing. A shame really. A shame. This is more ’an a guitar, mate. This is my livelihood. They might as well ’ave broken my arm,” he said, his voice trailing off as he exited, his monologue continuing into the hallway.

With the click of the door, Adams was alone once more and began lifting tarps and opening boxes, trying to find where the Osirian Clock might be hidden. He searched for the better part of twenty minutes. More than once, Emma quietly whispered in his ear, “Is everything okay in there?” Each time, Adams just grunted to signal that everything was fine.

He paused occasionally when someone walked into the security room to drop off an item. Adams found that if he simply looked busy and annoyed, saying things like, “Now where did they put it?” or “I can’t believe this passes for security these days,” the other people would just ignore him. Adams had learned a while back that sometimes the best way to escape notice is to draw attention to yourself.

Outside, Clay was carefully trying to identify anyone who might be law enforcement without making it look like he was studying the crowd, but with so many unfamiliar faces and so much movement, it was hard to read people clearly. He was focusing so intently on his task that he didn’t notice when Paul Woods walked over and started talking to him.

“Hey, Clay,” the oversized eighth grader said. “Would you mind holding this for me?”

It took Clay a moment to register the conversation. He looked over and saw Paul holding out a long, taut rope. “What?” he asked, taking his eyes off the scene for the first time in fifteen minutes.

“The rope,” said Paul. “Could you hold it while I see what’s snagging the other end?”

Clay followed the rope up into the sky and saw, suspended in mid-air, a giant horse-shaped balloon, or maybe it was a cow; it was difficult to tell. “What is that?”

“It’s the mascot for the fair,” said Paul. “Talk about waiting until the last minute. The other rope is caught on something, and I need to untangle it. Stupid horse.”

“I think it’s supposed to be a cow,” said Clay.

Paul cocked his head to one side, staring at the shape. “Maybe.”

“Never mind. Sure, I’ll hold the rope.” Clay looked up at the giant anthropomorphic farm animal holding a sign welcoming visitors to the annual Tri-County Summer Fair, and as he did, he missed the chief of police walking up the sidewalk, past the tents, toward the east entrance to the agricultural expo center.

“Clay, what are you talking about?” said Emma through the Bluetooth earpiece. “What about a cow?”

“Never mind,” Clay repeated, this time for her.

Just then, a plain-clothed Chief McCandless walked into the building. Seeing Emma, he slowed his pace. “Well, hello there, Miss Bloom,” he said. “Good to see you out and about.”

Emma lowered her book. “Hello, Chief McCandless,” she replied, as much for Adams as for the chief.

McCandless studied Emma for a moment, his investigative instincts overriding his friendly demeanor. “What brought you here this evening?”

“I—uh—just wanted to be in the middle of the action, is all.” Her smiled dropped. “Ever since that day in town, I don’t like to have too much time by myself.”

The chief nodded. “I understand. You’re not the only one with an unsolved case and a perp that may be lurking about. Best to be in the company of people who care about you.”

In Emma’s ear, Adams was asking, “Chief McCandless? Is he coming this way?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Emma replied both to Adams and the chief.

“I told the same thing to Linda Joffries.” The chief looked both ways. “But between you and me, I think she might need to lay off the late-night snacks. Claims she was attacked by her identical twin. Funny thing is, Mrs. Joffries doesn’t have a sister, let alone a twin.”

“That poor thing,” Emma said.

“But don’t you mind me. I can’t talk about open investigations. It’s a little rule I have.” The chief smiled.

“Of course,” said Emma, returning the smile.

“Well, I best get back to work,” said Chief McCandless. “Don’t stay out too late, y’hear?”

“I’ll probably be headed home shortly,” she said, hoping Adams was nearly done.

Adams, thinking Emma was talking to him, responded. “You can’t leave yet. I still haven’t found the clock.”

Emma was quiet for a few moments, watching as Chief McCandless walked away. He headed straight for the security room. The chief reached into his pocket, searching for his key card. Emma put her hand over her mouth to conceal her gasp, and in as quiet and urgent a tone as she could muster, she whispered one simple word: “Police.”

The chief pulled out a stack of cards from his pocket and spread them across his fingers like they were a losing hand in poker. He tried swiping a blue one through the sensor, but the tiny display light flashed amber. “Nope. I think the card was red,” he said to himself.

Inside the security room, Adams was almost done eliminating possibilities. He had been able to search every cabinet, drawer, and box except for one. With the police coming, he thought about making a run for it, but the security room had no windows and only one door. The way in was the way out. “Police,” Emma repeated in his ear. He looked around the room for a place to hide. It was one thing to pretend he belonged there when a stranger came in, but he didn’t want to be questioned by the police.

A few seconds later, Chief McCandless entered the security room and began walking up and down each row, in and out of the various dead ends created by the treasures and rare items being held in the room, looking for anything out of place. Rounds like these rarely yielded anything actionable. The chief wouldn’t be able to determine if something was missing just by walking around the room, but it gave the exhibitors peace of mind to know that the police were keeping an eye on their high-value pieces.

“Did you say ‘Police’?” Clay asked Emma, but his muffled voice also came through the tiny speaker on Adams’ headset.

Adams, who was hiding in a cabinet about three feet from where the chief was standing, quickly placed his hand over the earpiece. The chief stopped in his tracks, swearing he just heard something. A voice maybe? Static? He waited, but there was nothing more. He moved on.

Before leaving the room, the chief looked up and saw that the security camera had been compromised. “Tape ...” he muttered to himself. Then he turned and left the room in a hurry, saying something into his walkie-talkie that Adams couldn’t make out.

When the door clicked shut, Adams emerged from his hiding place and moved directly to the last box on the final table to search. This was it, he thought, knowing the chief would be back soon and he needed to hurry. He tore the tape from the box, lifted the flaps, and reached inside. A gold plate attached to a reinforced, high-end, electronic glass case read, “The Osirian Clock: Lost Wonder of a Lost World,” but that was all. The cube itself was empty. Adams’ face fell when he realized that what he had found was not the clock, but only the display case for it.

“Adams!” Clay’s voice came through the speaker in his ear. “Chief McCandless is coming back, and he has officers with him.”

Adams knew that was his cue. He put the glass case back in the box and made his exit.

When the chief entered the building for the second time, he saw Emma still sitting on her bench with a book, but this time she was joined by that exchange student he met at the station. Aedan or Adam, he remembered. “See that girl,” he said to one of the officers with him. “Nearly kidnapped the other night—and now we may have a thief on our hands.” He shook his head in disbelief. “What is going on in our sleepy little town?”

A few minutes later, Adams and Emma met up with Clay on the lawn outside. The three friends walked the sidewalk down to the fairgrounds and entered a maze of tents and booths. Most were set up and ready to go for the next morning; a few latecomers were in process.

As they passed the cages of animals waiting to be brought into their displays inside the building, the sounds of birds and monkeys filled their ears so they could no longer hear one another, but as they gained distance from the menagerie, another sound demanded their attention—shouting. It was a man in a sweat-stained dress shirt and loosened tie talking on a cellphone. “I told you: It can’t just be air-conditioned. It has to be climate- and moisture-controlled. Some of these artifacts are older than the Bible,” he said. “Of course, the really valuable ones are not here now—and you should be thanking your Maker they’re not. This second-rate setup is hardly suitable for some of the world’s greatest treasures. But the artifacts will be here with the professor first thing in the morning, so you have until then to fix the problem. Don’t make me call you back.” And with that, the man ended the call and stormed off.

Adams looked at Emma and Clay. “No wonder I couldn’t find the clock. It’s not here yet.”

“What are we going to do?” asked Clay.

“I don’t think we have much of a choice,” said Adams. “If I’m going to take the Osirian Clock, I’ll have to do it tomorrow during the fair—in front of everyone, while it’s on display.”

“And just how are you going to do that?” asked Emma.

“I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” he said with a smirk of confidence. “I am from the future, after all.”
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At the Center of It All

The fair officially opened at nine o’clock on Saturday morning, but visitors had begun to mill about well before that. To many of the merchants and entertainers whose lives were spent bouncing from festival to festival and from county fair to county fair, the Tri-County Summer Festival in Indigo was small potatoes, but to the town’s residents, it was the event of the summer, and it seemed to get bigger each year. Every available parking lot and field was filled with cars, and the sidewalks and streets downtown were overtaken with people. Normal activities were stopped so that everyone who wanted to do so could participate in the fair.

Adams was surprised by the size of the crowd on Main Street when he arrived shortly before 8:45 a.m. It was the most people he had seen in one place since traveling back in time. As he headed toward the fairgrounds, he took in all the sights, sounds, and smells. Every face he passed radiated with delight.

He had left Jupiter with Katie Danvers once again, not wanting to add any unnecessary variables to an already complex problem. Once they had the Osirian Clock and the triscinium it contained, he would get his dog. He knew Jupiter didn’t belong here in the past any more than he did.

Emma and Clay were already at the fair, working—for the Zeckmans’ farm stand and Grossman’s Pharmacy, respectively. However, both had gotten permission to enjoy the fair for a few hours in the morning before reporting back to work in the afternoon, when things would get really busy. They had made plans to meet Adams underneath the giant floating horse (or was it a cow?), a location that turned out to be a good choice, since the balloon was one of the few landmarks still visible above the sea of people.

Perhaps it was because he was trying hard to avoid looking people in the eye, or maybe it was because he kept looking up at the big horse-cow, but either way, Adams didn’t realize he was being tackled until he was flat on his back against the sidewalk. His instinct was to fight back, to throw his attacker clear, but before he could react, Dr. Spurlock put his finger to Adams’ lips. “Shhhh!” he said. “There are drone soldiers everywhere.”

“Really?” asked Adams, looking up at the figures passing by him. “How do you know?”

“I came to warn you.” The doctor’s eyes darted to the left and the right, and he lowered his voice. “Drone soldiers—they’re everywhere. They have to be.” Adams worked his way back to his feet and dusted himself off. The doctor followed suit, though his expression grew more agitated the taller he stood. “I’ve been doing some calculations, and I think we may be in more danger than I previously imagined.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if the Marshal knows you’re here, then he must have also figured out the triscinium is here too.”

“But Henry saved us—”

“I think that’s because the Marshal needs us to lead him to the triscinium.” The doctor shook his head, downcast. “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault. I made it far too easy.”

Adams looked at the doctor intently, searching his face for a clue to what he might mean.

“Your presence here drew the Marshal’s eye to this small spot on the space-time continuum, and as he was looking, he discovered the triscinium in the Osirian Clock.” He gave Adams a somber look. “Once he gets his hands on it, there will be no reason to keep you or your friends alive one moment longer.”

Adams considered this and scanned the crowd in the direction of the horse-cow, looking for Emma and Clay.

“The Marshal now has two targets,” the doctor continued. “You and the Osirian Clock. We must beat him to the artifact. With the amount of triscinium I believe the clock is hiding, if the Marshal gets ahold of it, he’ll be able to bend history forever—whenever and however he likes. He’ll be unstoppable. From here on out, you’ll need to assume that anyone you come across might be a drone soldier sent here by the Marshal to destroy you and steal the clock.”
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Clay stayed a few minutes past nine to help Simon Shakes with some last-minute jobs at the pharmacy and its new fair extension on the Main Street sidewalk. Simon had hired extra help for the weekend, so Clay knew he wouldn’t be leaving his employer all by himself when he left to go meet Adams and Emma.

At a table in front of the store sat Corrine Radley, Clay’s predecessor—her presence a testament to Simon Shakes’ kind heart, and the phone in her hands a testament to the power of her social media addiction. Clay said goodbye to Corrine as he left to go meet his friends and help one of them steal a priceless archaeological treasure, but Corrine was too engaged with her screen to notice him. She also didn’t notice Chief McCandless, who had just walked up. Not at first anyway.

“Excuse me, miss,” the chief repeated.

Corrine looked over the top of her phone to see a mustache and a policeman’s hat framing eyes stern with exasperation. “Can I help you, officer?” she asked, as if she had been giving him her unbroken attention the entire time.

“Is the owner about?”

“Mr. Shakes? Yes, he’s in the store.”

“Well, I’d like to have a word with him, to let him know that we have extra security throughout the fairgrounds—uniformed and plainclothes officers. Can’t be too careful with all these folks from out of town, you know.”

“Uh-huh,” Corrine responded.

“Just last night, someone tried to steal valuables from the exhibition security room.” Clay, still within earshot, perked up. “Well, there I go again. I’m not supposed to talk about ongoing investigations. Not sure what he was there to steal. We didn’t find anything missing, but he went out of his way to neutralize a security camera. Between you and me, though, we got a fingerprint from the scene. It’s still unidentified of course, but do you want to know the interesting thing?”

“Not really,” said Corrine, though the chief didn’t seem to hear and kept right on talking.

“They’re the same prints we got on the Ghost. You know the Ghost, don’t you? Last winter, some two-bit criminal broke into a couple dozen homes out by Dormand Lake. Stole a bunch of worthless junk. I think most of the people who reported items missing did so just so there’d be a running tally of what the guy had taken—deli meat, a cushion from a patio chair, old clothes, that sort of thing. Most folks didn’t really mind. They were just fascinated that something interesting was finally happening in our sleepy little town. But then, all of the sudden, it stopped. The Ghost—he just vanished, which, I guess, is what ghosts do. Vanish, that is.”

Clay stood just a few feet away with his back to the chief and Corrine. He looked down at his phone, pretending to be otherwise engaged. He was relieved to hear the police still hadn’t identified Adams as the thief, and he figured that if they were successful in their mission today, they never would.

“I know who the Ghost of Dormand Lake is,” said a voice from somewhere nearby. Chief McCandless and Corrine turned to see Paul Woods. He had apparently been listening to the chief’s entire monologue. “Well, I don’t know who he is, but I know who does,” said Paul. “The Ghost took one of my old hunting coats. And then he rescued Emma Bloom and Clay Danvers from freezing to death in the lake last January. The Ghost appeared out of nowhere, dove into the water, and rescued ’em both from drowning. Then he gave my coat to Emma.”

Paul had Chief McCandless’s undivided attention. The chief listened intently, waiting for Paul to name the thief. “And ...” he prompted.

“And?”

“And who is he? Who is the Ghost?”

“I already told you: I don’t know. But he does.” Paul pointed in Clay’s direction, but Clay was no longer there. He had already escaped into the crowd.
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Adams looked across the sea of people now swarming the booths, tents, and exhibits set up across the fairgrounds. He turned his head and saw more people converging on the north end of Main Street. His heart raced. He imagined each person, young or old, brandishing an LRP-class rifle, their eyes trained on him. He wondered, if he were to die in the past, would his body be retrieved in the same manner as the drones? He wondered if the Marshal had any qualms about disturbing the flow of history for this small town or if he’d kill dozens—perhaps hundreds—of people if it meant securing the triscinium he wanted. And he wondered if he should have listened to his father and kept to himself. But then Emma walked up, still wearing her farmstand apron, a smudge of blackberry jam displayed prominently on the pocket, and he knew he never really had a choice. He couldn’t have let her drown.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

Adams tugged on his backpack strap and nodded. “This is it. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Did you bring it?”

Emma reached into the pocket of her jeans and handed him a small silver remote. “I’m not sure why you need this. You didn’t even bring Jupiter with you.”

“You’ll see,” he said.

Just then, Clay ran up, out of breath and with a look of concern on his face. “They know!” he said.

“What do ‘they’ know?” asked Adams.

“The police. They got a fingerprint last night. They know someone tried to steal something from the security room.”

“The duct tape on the camera,” said Adams. “My fingerprints must have been all over it. How dumb of me.”

“But you didn’t actually take anything. And besides, they’ll never be able to match your fingerprints,” said Emma. “You don’t have any papers here. No records, no history. You don’t exist, remember?”

“That’s just it. Chief McCandless knows the fingerprints match the ones left behind by the Ghost of Dormand Lake,” said Clay. “And Paul Woods told him what happened last winter on the lake.” He looked at Emma. “The chief knows we know who the Ghost is. It’s only a matter of time before he puts two and two together and realizes our new friend from Canada is the suspect he’s looking for.”

“Then we have to move quickly,” said Adams. “The sooner we get the Osirian Clock, the sooner I can get out of here and off the chief’s radar. Follow me.”

Adams led his friends through the crowds and down into the heart of the small tent city. Along the way, he shared Dr. Spurlock’s warning with them. “Drones can be anywhere or anyone,” he said. Then he told them how he had sent the doctor to Jefferson’s for the morning with instructions to find a booth, get a cup of coffee, and stay put.

Walking through the maze of tents on the lawn, Adams, Clay, and Emma studied the faces of the people passing by, trying to figure out who might be a police officer in street clothes and who might be a drone soldier, but no one seemed to offer up any clues. They walked silently into the ag center, down the steps toward the Hall of Wonders. They glanced politely at the items on display, looking for the clock but trying hard not to look like they were looking for it, ever conscious that someone might be watching them. At a perfect moment, the artifact came into view as the people in front of them parted and a ray of early morning sunshine found its way through an exterior window. The three friends walked closer to the display table in the same manner people respond to an altar call—deliberate, serious, silent.

So, this is what all the fuss is over, thought Emma. All the secrets to deep space discovery and time travel are contained in this small box. Clay looked all around but noticed that few people were even paying attention to the clock. Its fame was limited mostly to academic circles, and its appearance hardly promised a thrill. Most of the visitors to the hall glanced down and continued on their way. However, had they read the nearby description, they might have paid the exhibit a bit more notice. The note on the kiosk read in part:


This rare find, dating back to approximately 2000 BC, is the only extant physical evidence supporting the theory of an advanced Osirian civilization in a region now covered by the Mediterranean Sea. The purpose of this box appears to be more than decorative, though debate continues among archaeologists and symbologists as to its precise function and purpose.

Amazingly, the battle scene displayed upon one side of the box changes over time. The intricate ceramic pieces rearrange themselves slowly to push a story forward—that of the Osirians’ victory over their many enemies. How the pottery manages this incredible feat is the source of ongoing conjecture. Some have suggested geothermal or solar power. Others believe there is a complex system of pressurized gears and pulleys inside the box itself. However, since attempts to look inside using X-ray and MRI technology have failed, the only way to know this ancient treasure’s secrets for certain would be to destroy it. And on that issue, there is broad scholarly consensus: the Osirian Clock is far too special for that.



“My plan is pretty simple,” Adams whispered to Emma and Clay. “I need one of you to create a distraction and the other to be on the lookout for drones and security, and then I’m going to grab the clock.”

Clay looked down at the thick glass case protecting the artifact. “I don’t think that’ll work,” he said, pointing to a large padlock on the front and a series of wires extruding from the back. “The display case is locked and bolted to the table, and there’s some kind of security system. How are you going to avoid setting off the alarm?”

“I’m not,” Adams said, smiling. “The alarm is going to sound, but no one will notice.” He lifted the small, silver remote from his pocket.

“But what are we going to do to create a distraction?” asked Emma.

“I’ve got something,” said Clay, lifting his head to look toward the eastern entrance to the arena. There was Chief McCandless, followed by two uniformed policemen. “Just hurry,” he said. Then he took off running, pushing into tourists and knocking over several exhibits on his way. His actions caught the notice of McCandless and the other security personnel, who began to pursue him.

“That’s the kid we’re looking to talk to,” said the chief, “but why’s he running?”

Clay made it into the natural history area where caged monkeys began to scream and howl with excitement as they saw Clay run past. The birds, for their part, began to flap their colorful wings and dart back and forth in their large enclosure. Clay collided with more people than he would have liked, but as he saw it, the greater the commotion, the better.

The animal noises and the sight of police officers chasing a teenager through several large exhibits captured the attention of nearly every spectator in the hall, and Adams knew he had his moment. He dropped to his knees and pulled Jupiter’s collar from his backpack. He placed it on the table next to the display case and then returned to his bag, from which he retrieved a simple hammer borrowed from Rick Danvers’ toolbox. Adams stood to his feet and took a final look to his left and his right.

He could hear Clay in the distance, saying something that sounded like a bad line from a comic book, “You’ll have to be faster than that if you want to catch me!”

Adams slipped his hand in his pocket, found the silver remote, and clicked the button several times. Then, he picked up his hammer and dropped its face into the center of the display case. Once, twice, and the third time, it broke through. The sound-neutralizing device attached to Jupiter’s collar rendered his decisive hammer swings, and the case’s alarm, completely silent. Adams reached inside and picked up the Osirian Clock, brushing bits of broken glass off of it. The artifact was much heavier than he had imagined it would be. Turning to Emma, who had been paying more attention to the nearby entrances and exits than to Adams’ skill with a hammer, he said quietly, “Got it. Now let’s get out of here.”

Adams tucked the small white box into his still-open backpack, and the two of them began walking briskly toward the stairs and the main entrance, the same way they had come in. To their surprise, waiting for them in the entryway, was Dr. Spurlock. “Have you got it?” he asked. “Can I see it?”

Adams gave the doctor a stern look. “We really should get out of here first,” he said, pulling the older man along with him through the crowd. “I thought you were going to stay far away from here, just in case.”

“I thought you might need another set of eyes, and, well, I’ve always wanted to see the Osirian Clock. I guess I couldn’t wait.”

In that instant, the alarm began to sound from the Hall of Wonders. “Jupe’s collar stopped doing its magic. Let’s move,” said Adams. The three began running—out of the building, through the crowds, and toward Main Street. But their uptick in speed immediately following the alarm caught the attention of a nearby police officer in plain clothes, and he began to follow them. Adams and Emma took the slower-moving Dr. Spurlock by the arms, one on each side, and they made their way through an increasingly thick soup of tourists, vendors, and townspeople. Their pursuer kept his distance but managed to match their speed.

In the thick of the crowd, they passed by Katie Danvers, who had Jupiter on a leash. At the sight of his master, Jupiter bolted, and the leash slipped through the hand of a surprised Katie. The terrier quickly caught up to Adams, Emma, and Dr. Spurlock. As a dog, he lived for a run like this.

Navigating another section of the crowd, Clay was still on the run, though he now realized that he hadn’t thought about what he would do next. Just have to keep running. Adams and Emma had been surprised at how fast Clay was when he made his initial dash in the Hall of Wonders, and now, even Clay was surprised at his running ability. He was quick and agile, nimbly darting in and out between pockets of fair guests, each step perfectly timed and executed. Weaving his way through the crowd, he saw Derek Pudd in front of him. It wasn’t a smart move, but something deep within Clay, perhaps fueled by the adrenaline now coursing through his body, would not let him avoid the thug. Rather than sidestepping Derek, Clay lowered his stance and collided with him directly. Derek saw it coming a second or so beforehand, but in that moment, he couldn’t bring himself to believe Clay would intentionally bring on another confrontation. The speed and rage with which Clay slammed into him caught him off guard, and Derek tumbled backward onto the pavement. Clay just kept on running, unfazed. He looked back for a moment to make sure Derek was okay, his natural inclination for mercy kicking in once again, and he saw that the officers in pursuit had been slowed by Derek scrambling to pick himself up off the ground and avoid further embarrassment.

Clay smiled and turned his attention toward the crowd in front of him, just in time to avoid another collision, this time with Adams.

The boys stumbled for a moment but quickly resumed their pace.

“I’ve got it,” said Adams quietly. “We have to get out of here.”

“I know we do. The police are still chasing me,” replied Clay.

Then Emma noticed that a man in sunglasses and a red golf shirt seemed to be moving decisively in their direction. “Yeah, let’s get moving, Adams,” she said. “I think we’re being followed by someone else too.”

The four friends began moving more quickly than before and, without a discussion on the matter, silently and unanimously decided that moving further into the crowd was their best bet. The more people, the better. Adams soon realized, however, that the farther up Main Street they ran, the thinner the crowds got. He broke right into the same alley where Emma had almost been abducted by drones a week earlier, and the others followed.

Reaching into his backpack, Adams pulled out the Osirian Clock. “Take this, Doctor,” he said. “We should split up, and they won’t suspect you as readily, since you weren’t actually with us in the Hall of Wonders.” He looked Dr. Spurlock in the eyes. “And if something should happen to me, you still deserve a shot at getting home.” Then he handed the ancient box to his friend.

In that moment, the alley appeared suddenly darker. Dr. Spurlock clutched the Osirian Clock in an unnaturally harsh way, especially for an educated man trained in handling priceless artifacts. His eyes changed, the kindness in them replaced with contempt at the receipt of the box. The doctor even seemed to be standing taller, his shoulders wider and his stance bolder. Jupiter growled instinctively. Adams, Clay, and Emma took a step back, unsure of what to make of the doctor’s transformation. Then, in a voice that was deeper and angrier than before, he began to snicker and said, “The clock! The clock! I have it!”






A Final Interlude

The dimly lit, nine-by-nine-foot cell was filthy. Every inch, from the floor to the toilet to the walls, and even the hard bunk, carried textures that brought immediate disgust to the room’s resident. What is that? Grant Klein’s imagination ran away from him with every terrible possibility. When he did sit still for a few minutes, he had to close his eyes; the walls appeared to be closing in on him. There was no place for Grant to rest comfortably, no place to let his guard down, and no end in sight. In reality, his cell was fairly clean, well lit, and reasonably comfortable, at least as far as prison cells go, but its augmented reality program delivered a sensory experience that was part of Grant’s punishment. Unfortunately for Grant Klein, he didn’t know his surroundings were anything other than what they appeared to be. Prior to his arrest, he had never seen the inside of one of the Marshal’s rehabilitation centers.

Through the wall next to his bed, Grant could hear a fellow prisoner wailing. Since he rarely heard anyone through the thick concrete walls, he knew his neighbor must be deeply disturbed. Then again, he thought, how could anyone not be disturbed in this place?

Twenty-three hours of solitary confinement a day. Nothing to read. Nothing to do. No way to truly rest. And then there were the interrogations. Questions, more questions, threats of torture, psychological games. Grant often wondered why the Marshal didn’t just kill him. But what was he supposed to have done? He couldn’t sit by and see harm done to his only son. He had to do whatever it took to give Adams a chance at life, a chance at freedom. And if this was the cost, it was worth it.

Just as he was allowing himself a moment of remembrance to make his sentence bearable, another loud moan of anguish from next door interrupted Grant’s train of thought. What are they doing to that poor guy?

That poor guy was none other than the once-renowned Dr. Haddon Spurlock. At one time, he was the most famous person on earth. He was a visionary whose ideals and ideas had united the world and led humanity into a new enlightenment, the result of which was an era of peace and prosperity unlike any previously known. But that was before Haddon was betrayed by a friend from within his inner circle, Postulus Grouse, known more commonly these days as the Marshal.

Dr. Spurlock woke from sleep feeling that his head was on fire. Intense pain rushed from his temples to the top of his skull and back, repeatedly, like tremors after an earthquake, except the intensity of these aftershocks only grew with each pass.

His cell’s appearance, like Grant’s, had been changed using augmented reality technology, though because he was such a special guest in the Marshal’s rehabilitation center, his room was outfitted with ever-changing appointments. One moment, the bed might appear six inches higher off the ground than it really was so that when Haddon attempted to sit, he’d fall. A few hours later, it would be on the other side of the room. The same went for the toilet, the walls, even the floor first thing in the morning. Dr. Spurlock was bruised and battered from slips and falls, and mentally exhausted from not being able to trust his eyes.

At present, he was making use of the toilet, vomiting from the excruciating pain he was feeling, but in actuality, he was missing the bowl each time and throwing up on the floor. Just when he realized he had made his squalid cell even more appalling to his senses, a holographic screen appeared just above him on the wall, and the Marshal, chipper as ever, greeted the pathetic doctor.

“Hello, old friend!” he said, as if he had just bumped into Haddon at a restaurant downtown on a Saturday night. “I see you’re not feeling well today.”

“Uggh,” groaned the doctor, using every ounce of energy to concentrate on the screen without vomiting again.

“The research scientists warned me that cloning a person’s consciousness might produce unfortunate side effects, but you know me—I’ve never been one to back down from a challenge. And it seemed only fair that if I was going to send a drone back to the twenty-first century pretending to be you, he should do you justice. You deserve that much.”

“But ... why?” Haddon managed to ask between wheezes and before falling to the floor, which, of course, was closer than it appeared.

“If I was going to get that Klein boy and the two ripples to trust someone, it had to be a person who truly despised me, who would want to get Klein back to his father, who would want to preserve the lives of those ripples—those mistakes. So, the drone we sent back looks like you, behaves like you, speaks like you, laughs like you. For all intents and purposes, he is you. He has your thoughts, your personality, your memories, your will. Some would say he has your very soul, if there is such a thing. He would have done whatever it took to help his new friends and to stop me, just as you would have, I’m sure. But, my old friend, we couldn’t have that now, could we? That’s why our drone was programmed with a trigger. Once he made contact with the Osirian Clock, it was like flipping a switch. Your cloned consciousness, trapped inside of that machine, crumbled. If it had happened to anyone but a drone, the shock would have been lethal. Oh, but you understand, don’t you? You’re experiencing a small taste of that breakdown right now, aren’t you? It’s like I said: The scientists told me there would be side effects. You can never really separate a person from their consciousness, cloned or not.”

Dr. Spurlock slowly picked himself up off the floor and stood to his full five-foot, nine-inch height so that he was roughly eye-to-eye with the holographic projection of the Marshal. “The Osirian Clock?” he asked. “The tri—tri—scin—”

“Triscinium. Is that what you’re trying to say? Yes, I’ll soon have enough triscinium to power the time machine for another century.” The holographic display now bounced from wall to wall, changing sizes and colors as it moved about Dr. Spurlock’s tiny cell, all in an attempt to increase the man’s madness. “It’s really poetic if you think about it, you know. You were the one who discovered what triscinium could do. You used its power to benefit humanity, to bring peace and contentment to the world. Some would say, with that power, you came close to bringing the kingdom of heaven to earth. And now, it is you, or at least your mechanical doppelgänger, who has secured another kingdom—my kingdom, a kingdom that will have no end, thanks to that same power.”

Dr. Spurlock had heard enough. He was sorry he had ever conducted experiments with triscinium. He was sorry he had invented the Puddle. But most of all, he was sorry he had believed he could fan into flame the small spark of goodness he once saw in a young man named Postulus Grouse. With an ocean of rage and agony welling up deep inside of him, he let out a thunderous yawp and charged the holographic screen with every bit of strength he could muster. Of course, holograms being holograms, the doctor passed right through the image of the Marshal and bloodied himself on the unyielding reinforced concrete wall of his cell. But in the moment before he lost consciousness and crumbled to the floor, he received a small bit of solace, for he discovered that the wall was exactly where it had appeared to be.
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A Final Showdown

Didn’t I tell you to be on guard? That anyone—absolutely anyone—could be a drone soldier?” the Spurlock drone taunted Adams and his friends.

“What’s happening?” asked Emma, confused by Dr. Spurlock’s new demeanor.

“That isn’t the doctor,” said Clay. “It never was.”

“The Marshal was using us to get to the clock,” added Adams. “He wants the triscinium for himself.”

The Spurlock drone took an unnaturally large step forward and seized Adams by the throat, lifting him off the ground in the process. “Your usefulness is complete,” it said, its fingers tightening around Adams’ throat.

Jupiter darted toward the Spurlock drone and began biting its composite metal ankle through the costume it was wearing. Unfazed, Spurlock shook the dog off and across the alleyway. Whimpering, the poor thing retreated toward Emma and Clay.

“Put the boy down,” came a voice from the end of the alley. It was Chief McCandless, already brandishing his gun. Behind him were several officers, their guns raised as well. “This has always been a safe, quiet town, and I’m going to make sure it stays that way.”

The Spurlock drone assessed the situation and knew that police officers wouldn’t fire while a hostage was still in danger, so it pulled Adams closer but allowed him to breathe; it needed him alive for the moment.

Adams, taking advantage of his renewed ability to take in oxygen—and his proximity to the Osirian Clock in the drone’s other hand—reached out and took a swipe at it. It tottered from the drone’s grip and fell to the pavement.

Spurlock flung Adams across the alley and into the brick side of the building across the way.

Jupiter began to bark erratically, as though he had been the one thrown. He ran toward Adams as fast as his short legs could carry him. The Spurlock drone lunged for the clock, its primary objective, but before the drone could reach it, Emma scooped it up and ran toward the officers. The drone pressed the comm device behind its ear to alert nearby drone soldiers of its need for assistance.

Emma turned, surprised to see the drone wasn’t pursuing her. Instead, it had chosen the closest target: Clay Danvers. It gripped Clay by the throat and called out, “I have the weak one. He doesn’t have to die. I only want the artifact.” Its pledge wasn’t true, of course. The Spurlock drone planned to eliminate Adams and capture Emma and Clay the minute the triscinium was secured and it was confident it could make its escape to deliver the precious substance and the prisoners to its master.

“Don’t—do—it—” Clay struggled to say. In that moment, helpless in Spurlock’s grip, he understood that being a part of something bigger than yourself usually comes at a cost. He knew what giving up the Osirian Clock would mean for his friends and for the fate of a future world he would never get to see. And besides all that, he had enough experience with bullies to know they rarely kept their word. For the present, he was where he needed to be.

Adams found his way back to his feet, still dazed from his collision with the side of the bakery. He pulled his backpack up on his shoulder and ran toward Emma with Jupiter in tow. If the drone soldier wanted the Osirian Clock that badly, Adams had to make sure he was in its sights, rather than Emma. “Let me have the clock,” he told her.

She was about to hand it off when the undercover officer with the red golf shirt and sunglasses who had trailed them minutes earlier got between them. “That doesn’t belong to you,” he said.

By this point, word had gotten out about the stolen artifact from the Hall of Wonders. The officer held out his hand to receive the clock, but Emma clutched it tightly, knowing that her friends’ survival might depend on what she did in that moment. The officer was in no mood for a battle of wills. “Hand it over,” he said.

The Spurlock drone was growing impatient as well. It twisted Clay’s arm behind his back. Clay winced in pain and fell to his knees. “We can start with broken bones if you like,” said Spurlock, “and then we can move on to bloodletting. It makes no difference to me whether we do this the easy way or the hard way.” To any onlooker, the threat seemed out of place. Clay, though not particularly tall or strong, was still a healthy teenager, while Dr. Spurlock was an old man. If he weren’t a drone soldier with superhuman strength in disguise, Clay would have been able to fend him off.

Emma pleaded with Chief McCandless, “Do something!”

“I can’t. I can’t risk hitting the boy,” he said, his pistol still trained on the drone. “Give him the box.”

“What? I can’t do that,” she replied. “You don’t understand how important—”

“Nothing is worth that kid’s life.”

Emma put her head down. “You’re right.”

Adams nodded as well. “Let’s give him the clock.”

“We’ll do our best to make sure nothing happens to the artifact,” said the chief. “I’ve already called for backup. He’ll be surrounded. Once he surrenders your friend, we’ll move in, arrest him, and recover the artifact.” The chief looked at Adams and Emma, a mixture of sternness and affection in his eyes. “What is that thing anyway?” he asked, his runaway tongue getting the best of him for a moment. “Never mind. There’s no time.”

“And what if he doesn’t give Clay up?” asked Adams.

“He might not, but then at least he’ll be distracted with his new toy. That might be all we need to end this and save that kid’s life.”

The officer in the red golf shirt reached out to take the Osirian Clock from Emma’s hand, but Adams beat him to it. “I’ll give it to him,” he said. “I got Clay into this, and I should be the one to get him out of it.”

“That’s brave of you, son,” said the chief, “but that’s not exactly protocol.”

Adams was stubborn and ignored Chief McCandless. He started down the alley to the place where Spurlock was holding Clay hostage, but after a few steps, he felt the firm grip of the red-shirted officer on his clavicle. “I don’t think you understand,” said the officer. “This isn’t negotiable. Give me the artifact. Now.”

Adams rolled his eyes, turned, and slapped the white box into the officer’s open hand.

The officer continued into the alley and stopped just a few feet in front of Spurlock, who still held Clay in its grip. “I’ve got it,” the officer in red proclaimed, and then he removed an APS-2000, a classic drone pistol that had been tucked into the back of his jeans. “Shall we end this now and go home?”

“Our orders are to take out the Klein boy and extract the ripples,” the Spurlock drone reminded its comrade. “Any other changes to the timeline could have unforeseen consequences. Regrettably, we aren’t permitted to kill everyone. The Marshal would not be pleased.”

“They’re not just going to let us walk out of here.”

“Yes, that’s precisely what they’ll do.” Spurlock raised its voice. “Gentlemen,” it said. “It’s time that we get going.”

“Over my dead body,” said Chief McCandless.

“Fortunately for you, our orders are to make sure that’s not the case. But we’ll be going just the same. You are surrounded. A weapon is trained on the head of every officer and security guard here.” The drones Spurlock alerted earlier had all arrived.

Chief McCandless turned his head to see an older woman in a housedress standing on the roof of the post office. She had a rifle pointed straight at him. He looked in the opposite direction to see other civilians, armed with various handguns and rifles in windows, up in trees, and behind cars, each one focused on a member of his team. “What is happening?”

“It’s over,” said Spurlock. “Now, hand over the Klein boy and the girl.”

“I can’t do that,” said the chief. “You’ll have to kill me.”

Adams handed his backpack to Emma. “Hold this for me,” he said and began walking toward Spurlock.

Emma shouted after him, “Where are you going?”

“I know what I’m doing,” he said. “Just stay here. Don’t come any closer.”

“No!” answered Emma. “I can’t let you do that.”

“You don’t have a choice,” he said firmly. Then his eyes softened. “When this is over, I want you and Clay to disappear. You need to hide someplace they can never find you, just like I was supposed to do. I’m sorry it’s come to that, but at least you’ll be safe.”

Emma took a step forward, a tear in her eye, and kissed Adams on the cheek.

Adams turned, advancing toward Spurlock and the drone in the red shirt, though Chief McCandless continued ordering him not to. About twenty feet from the two drone soldiers, he announced, “I have a deal for you.”

“You are in no position to make a deal.”

“I could run,” said Adams. “And these officers would give their lives to protect me. But the Marshal doesn’t want to change history that much, does he? He doesn’t want to take the risk. You can kill me, and history would go on as before. I don’t belong here anyway. But what about these people?” Adams looked back at the dozen or so law enforcement officers ready to lay down their lives for him. “You don’t know what will happen if one of them dies here today.”

“Go on,” said Spurlock.

“Let Clay go. Leave him and Emma here, and take me instead. Take me back home and let the Marshal kill me himself. If you let my friends go, I’ll come willingly.”

“Our orders are to kill you and bring the two ripples back with us. The Marshal has special plans for people who aren’t supposed to be alive, who no longer belong on the timeline of history.”

“You know the Marshal’s priorities. He wants the clock, and he wants me. He’ll forgive you for letting Emma and Clay go, especially when he has the pleasure of killing me himself.” Adams could tell the Spurlock drone was calculating the truth of what he was saying. “Besides,” Adams continued, “with all the triscinium in the clock, you can always come back and collect them later. But this way, they’ll at least have a chance to say goodbye to the people they love. Maybe the Marshal will even surprise us with his benevolence.”

Both drones knew that wouldn’t be the case, but they agreed with Adams’ reasoning. They could always come back for the two ripples once Adams and the clock were secure. “You have a deal,” Spurlock said. “Surrender yourself, and I will release this worthless ripple.”

Adams put his hands on top of his head and walked directly toward the drone in the red golf shirt. When he was a few feet away, he turned again toward Spurlock. “All right, now let him go. I’m not going to run.” The Spurlock drone nodded toward its subordinate in the sunglasses and then released its grip on Clay, who fell forward into the pavement too quickly to catch himself. The red-shirted drone seized Adams, placing its hand around his throat. Adams didn’t resist in the slightest.

As Clay walked by, he offered Adams a worried, confused look.

“This is the way it has to be,” Adams managed to say, despite the grip of his captor. “Tell Katie to look after Jupiter for me.”

Clay nodded and kept walking, aware that any fight he offered up would be futile.

The Spurlock drone pressed the comm device behind its ear and spoke aloud the retrieval code that would open up a Puddle transport: “This is Eight-Four-Nine-Seven-Two reporting completion of mission. Retrieval code Sierra-Bravo-Alpha-Nine-Three-Six.”

Nothing happened immediately, but then, from underneath the Spurlock drone’s shoes, metallic blue water began trickling out in every direction. Adams looked down and saw the same thing was happening directly beneath the drone who held him. “The Marshal is going to tear you apart,” it said softly, “and it’s going to hurt a lot more than what we had planned.”

The metallic liquid collected, and a pool of shiny, blue water started to form. Adams knew he had to act quickly. He jerked his body and pressed the blue button on top of the white box in the drone’s hand. Instantly, a familiar tune played—at least it was familiar to everyone who wasn’t a drone from the future. “Here Comes the Sun,” reproduced in perfect time by tiny synthetic instruments embedded inside the box, filled the stale air of the alley.

The drone gripped Adams tightly. “What is this? What is it doing?”

“What it was designed to do.”

“That’s not the Osirian Clock!” shouted the Spurlock drone. It wrenched Adams away from his red-shirted partner. “What have you done?” it asked, shaking the boy. But Adams didn’t say another word.

Emma could hear the Beatles tune and quickly opened the backpack Adams had left behind. There at the bottom was the Osirian Clock. When no one was looking, Adams had swapped it out. He was one step ahead of everyone.

“Where is it? Where is it?” Spurlock shouted in Adams’ face. Adams remained silent. The bluish metallic water beneath them continued to pool, becoming more reflective with each passing moment. A light was now rising up through the puddles. The white casing of the prototype music box was also growing hotter with each passing second. A human being would have dropped it, but to the artificial hand of a drone soldier, the rise in temperature barely registered.

In its frustration, the Spurlock drone threw Adams to the ground, and then reached over and took the music box from its compatriot. “What is this thing? And where is my artifact?” Just then, the brilliantly orchestrated notes emanating from the music box grew distorted and shrill.

Adams turned over and began to scamper away from the scene on all fours, staying as low to the ground as he could.

“Where do you think you’re going?” shouted Spurlock, but it was too late. The music box’s flawed internal motor reached critical mass, and its fusion reactor exploded in a burst of blue and white flame, sending pieces of the Spurlock drone in a thousand directions. Everyone in the alley was knocked back, and every nearby window was shattered. If it wasn’t for the reinforced skeletal structure of the Spurlock drone’s grip muffling the explosion, the damage would have taken out everything for several miles. Even still, the drone in the red shirt fell hard onto the pavement and lay there motionless, the retrieval puddle beneath it still growing.

Adams was lifted into the air and thrown forward by the blast, his momentum stopped only by the exterior wall of the post office. He, too, lay still on the ground, only the puddle slowly engulfing him was his own blood.

One by one, the drones that had kept the security detail at bay began sinking into their respective puddles for a trip back to the future. It seemed the Spurlock drone’s retrieval signal was universal.

Now free to move, Chief McCandless and the rest of the officers entered the alley to assess the situation and lock down the scene.

Emma, Clay, and Jupiter ran straight for Adams, outpacing a police officer who was coming to offer emergency medical assistance. The officer, a young woman, had to pull Emma away from Adams to check the boy’s vital signs. She checked his breathing, his heartbeat, his pulse. She checked again. Then she began to administer CPR. Emma began to cry. So did Clay. After a minute or so, the young officer lifted her eyes to meet theirs and shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “He’s gone.”

Emma fell in a heap onto Adams, sobbing.

Clay put his hand on her back, fighting to hold himself together.

Jupiter rested his head in Adams’ lifeless hand, apparently hoping his master would pet him once more.

As the puddles surrounding the drones began to close up and disappear, tiny new puddles started to form around the bits and pieces of the Spurlock drone, which had been thrown far and wide. This was part of the automated retrieval process instituted by the Marshal to clean up any remnants of future technology ostensibly trapped in the past. Chief McCandless and the others noticed the phenomenon, and every voice fell silent as blue light shining out of small, glowing puddles poked holes into the darkened alley all around them.

Every eye was transfixed on the strange beauty of the moment, except for those belonging to Emma and Clay, for they were mourning their friend. Perhaps that’s why they didn’t notice that the crimson lubricating fluid from the Spurlock drone had met up with the pool of Adams’ blood. Aside from a slight difference in color, one could hardly tell the difference between the two streams. But as the drone’s artificial blood began to circumnavigate Adams’ lifeless body, another body of liquid began to emerge. The bluish metallic flow of a retrieval puddle filled in slowly to encompass any place where the drone’s fluid wandered. Before long, Adams and his friends were also engulfed, but neither Emma nor Clay nor Jupiter seemed to notice. Their eyes were closed; their hearts were broken.

The police medic who had assessed Adams after the explosion was the first to realize what was happening. Having seen several drones and the fragments of Spurlock swallowed up by similar pools of glowing water, she called out, “You two need to move,” she said. “Right now!” But without words to describe how material seemed to be vanishing into the pavement beneath them, she simply kept saying, “You need to move!”

Emma continued to sob on Adams’ chest, but Clay opened his eyes and discovered his field of vision had been overtaken by blue light. “Emma! We have to go!” he said. “It’s happening! The future is taking him back!”

“I can’t leave him!” she said, pulling Jupiter into her embrace of Adams.

“Yes, you can,” Clay insisted, now attempting to pull her off Adams. He almost had her free of danger when his own feet began to sink beneath the pavement and he lost mobility in his legs. Emma now came to her senses, but it was too late; the sinking had begun. In a moment, neither of them could see the medic, Chief McCandless, or even the alley. Everything was blue, rising into the sky. And then, free fall.






Epilogue

A security bot rolled through the morgue in the basement  level of the capital’s classified science complex, though calling the floor a basement was more of an antiquated convention than anything else. The entire building floated several hundred feet in the air, supported by advanced magnetic technology. What was commonly referred to as the basement was merely the lowest level of the structure, still high in the sky, fitted without windows to mimic a real subterranean facility.

The bot’s scanners were programmed to detect movement and heat signatures, and they also monitored the entrances and exits to make sure no unauthorized personnel accessed the secrets hidden there. On its third pass of the evening, it detected a slight flutter of movement in one of the cold storage units in the most classified section of the morgue, a special place reserved for the Marshal’s personal and political targets, as well as those who died conducting top-secret experiments. The bot also registered a very slight uptick in heat from the same area. It was too minor to be the heat signature of a living organism, but there it was all the same. The bot refreshed its entry and exit logs. No one had accessed the facility in hours, and every human and drone could be accounted for. Must be a faulty sensor, the bot determined and moved on.

That security bot wasn’t the only artificial life form hard at work in the morgue that night. Billions of microscopic red nanobots were busy rebuilding and repairing damaged and dead cells inside a very special cadaver. They had been at their task for about a week, but only in the past few days had they been able to make any real progress. Another breed of nanobot had been operating until then—feeding, destroying cells in every part of the body, slowly killing their host. But when Adams Klein died, their way of parasitic survival could no longer be maintained. Now, only the red nanobots, fueled by a self-replicating supply of bacteria and algae from Pendegrass Creek in southeastern Ohio, remained.

First, his heart began to pump, ever so slowly and ever so slightly. In a short while, brain waves commenced. Several hours later, his lungs remembered their rhythm. Within minutes of renewed breathing, the index finger on the fourteen-year-old’s right hand began to twitch. And at 3:16 a.m. on July 4, 2197, Adams Klein opened his eyes, shot up from the cold, steel table, and gasped.
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* * *

Now that you have finished, share with your friends! Write a review on Goodreads and other book-sharing sites, Tweet & Facebook your thoughts on the subject, and share your testimony on how this book impacted you at mytestimony@moody.edu.

Thank you,
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