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			This book shows that despite having big dreams,

			we’re not too little to find them. 
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			Prologue

			Day and Night Pass, 1797

			Someday, you’ll follow your own dreams.”

			A girl ran through the forest snow, as high as her knees, yet it did not slow her pace. A plop came from behind, and with a pearly smile and red cheeks, she turned to a boy who raised his head from under the snowstorm, shaking his face clear with a smudged grin.

			She chuckled and skipped to him as the moonlight danced through branches of pine needles. She brushed his hat off and peered into his hazel eyes.

			“Are you sure we should be outside this late?” she asked.

			“Yes! We are almost ten,” he said. “Believe your best friend. You’ll want to see this.”

			She held out her hand and helped him to his feet. They played through the frigid forest, passing the iced tips of branches and pine cones, the moon’s halo lighting their way. They slowed to a walk as they passed the tree line, where meadows of unharvested wheat stood still, covered in white bliss.

			“Aren’t you scared?” she asked.

			“Of course, but that can’t stop us.” The boy tightened his scarf, sniffling in the chill.

			She looked at him, her toes tingling.

			On a normal evening, she would be asleep, stuffed under a thick blanket, dreaming of books. The boy was not one to sneak out, especially in the frost season, but whatever it was must be important, judging by the grin on his face.

			“Now, can you tell me?” she asked.

			“Not yet. I want to surprise you.”

			“And it’s about my dream?”

			

			He glanced at her, his eyes catching the moonlight. “You’ll see.”

			The boy grabbed the girl’s hand, and they walked through the thicket and pushed wheat from their path down the rolling hill, the forest wrapping around the field. Ice snapped off the grain, showering the children as flakes danced from the clouds.

			At the foot of the valley rested a blue magician’s tent with white stripes, oil lamps illuminating the fabric, and a cobblestone road that led into the countryside.

			The girl tugged on his jacket, stumbling in place. “What is this?”

			The boy straightened his hat. “Mum and Dad took me to a magic show. The magician, she did a trick with this thing.”

			“What thing?”

			“An invention. The one you’re always talking about.”

			“From my book?”

			“Yeah, and they said they were leaving tomorrow. I didn’t want you to miss it.”

			The girl gasped and wrapped her arms around him. He blushed, and she strutted down the hill without him.

			He shook his head, sprinting after her as they rushed to the road.

			They patted their feet against the cobblestone, snow falling off their coats. As they walked towards the tent, the girl stopped, yanking the boy back by the collar.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked, loosening his scarf around his neck.

			“It’s different now that we’re up close. Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this.”

			“It’s okay. We’re just looking.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“But what?”

			“Like, is this what you want?”

			“No, but this is what you do.” The boy looked to the tent.

			The wind blew, and the tarp whipped against wooden beams, the fire lighting the tent’s entrance.

			A heaviness filled her stomach, and she grabbed the bottom of her jacket with reddened fingertips. Closing her eyes, her hand warmed as the boy clutched hers. She nodded with a smile, and they entered the tent.

			Never had she seen something so elegant. The stripes were in line with velvet chairs, and carpets lined each row, stretching to the center stage. Silk curtains swooned in the slight breeze from slits in the canvas.

			The kids rushed down the aisle with a few dim oil lamps lighting their way, the shadows dancing behind them.

			The girl twirled, gaping at stripes that circled above her, like a toy spinner. She slowed to a stop, pulling on her cheeks and giggling, the room still spinning around her.

			The boy rubbed his hand along the fresh-cut birch, and the fragrance of rose petals lingered from the stage.

			“Look at this,” she said.

			The boy turned, and she picked up a hat off the floor. It had a rounded crown and a hardtop, crafted with black felt. She brushed the dust off the brim, the fabric smooth under her fingertips, and set it on her head, posing as it slid over her face. “What do you think?”

			The boy gulped and pulled on his scarf. “Wow, it’s beautiful. Won’t someone wonder where it is?”

			“It was on the floor. They must have forgotten it.”

			The boy walked to her and rubbed the rim of the hat. “I’ve never seen one like it.”

			“Well, you can’t have it. I saw it first.”

			“Indeed.” He smiled, admiring the piece.

			The girl pulled the hat off and tugged it over his head, over his soft cap. “But you can wear it for now. It’s too big for me.” She brushed it.

			The boy shrugged, pushing it high enough to see. “Everyone needs a good hat.”

			The girl pointed at him and punched his shoulder. “So, where is this invention?”

			“Over here.” The boy hopped up, holding out his hand.

			She bit her lip. “Aren’t you scared?”

			“Yeah, you?” The boy lifted her on stage.

			“Yes.”

			They stepped to the red drape and peeked behind the curtain. A machine rested center stage, with a heavy blanket over the top.

			

			“You should look,” the boy said.

			“Me?”

			“Yes. It’s your dream. Mum says it only takes one moment to make a difference. This is yours.”

			The girl stepped towards the cloaked apparatus, the wood creaking under her steps. Her stomach tingled, and her hands felt light. Could it be what she always wanted? To see a picture in a book was one thing, but to see what she never thought could be…

			“Wait, no.” She stopped.

			“Why?”

			“Tell me first.”

			“Tell you what?”

			“What’s your dream? If my dream is to invent and change the future, and this is where it comes true, you can’t follow it anymore. I don’t want you to not have one. You can’t follow my dream forever, you know?”

			“I can try.” The boy shrugged and gazed around the stage. He ran his hand across the brim of the hat. “I don’t—”

			“There has to be something.” She grabbed his hands, shaking them.

			“I… want to have a dream like yours. An idea that will change the world.”

			The girl leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “That’s a start.”

			The boy leaned back, blushing.

			She turned around. “I want us both to enjoy this.”

			He nodded and walked over, grabbing the blanket with her. In one swift pull, they whipped it off, and it fell to the hardwood.

			A blue glow glistened in the girl’s eyes, and she lost herself to the machine.

			Its essence was peaceful, calmer than anything she had ever experienced. Like wrapping herself in a blanket by the fireplace after a day’s walk in the forest.

			She kneeled, and the boy stared, lost in his trance until she touched his hand, and he joined her, never looking away from the blue aura spinning inside the middle of a circular machine.

			They sat in silence as the night settled.

			“I want to invent,” she said. “To fix the lands from the Black Harvest, to make a machine that will change the world, in every way possible.”

			The boy slipped his fingers between hers. “I promise to get you there.”

			She rested, her pale blue eyes drifting to him. “Alek…”

			He shifted to her, breathing easy and calm.

			“Always remember that promise for me, please.” A tear slid down her cheek.

			Alek nodded, catching the hat before it slid off his head.

			The two turned to the machine, holding hands as the blue aura and hum cascaded over them.
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			Thirteen Years Later...

			Water surged through pipes of hand-blown glass held together with copper braces and couplings. A machine hummed loudly, stretching across the room where polished couplings fused into a man’s flesh, like tree roots over a rock in the forest.

			Raymond thrashed as water rampaged into his stripped body, shaking, shivering as far as the restraints allowed, tightening as the overspray soaked into the leather binding.

			A strangled gurgle escaped from his trembling lips, and his eyes, faded and desolate, glistened like hollowed emeralds. Veins bulged out of his skin, and his feet twisted above the floor. He clenched the armrests, his fingernails digging into the wood grain until his body went limp.

			The clank of a closed valve echoed in his ears. The roar of the machine grew soft, and a wet musk lingered in the air, the fluid sloshing in waves within the tubes.

			Raymond’s tongue was raw as if someone had rubbed a file in his mouth, leaving behind a metallic aftertaste. Water streamed down his cheeks as his vision refocused, his muscles burned, and his head hung back towards the white oak ceiling, unflinching, unable to breathe.

			Droplets dripped down his bruised body, battered past his young age, his hands and feet white from the restraints.

			He gathered some strength to lift his gaze long enough to stare at the blur before him, holding the lever.

			

			A masked man stood with an empty stare and perfect posture. The mask narrowed like a slender face, designed with blue-and-silver beads, resembling rain on a window at night, and ripples like waves under the moonlight.

			The man walked with precise steps, his chest out, a dark jacket snug to his body, opening down to a vest with thin gold lacing, watching in silence.

			Raymond leaned forward, his heart throbbing against his rib cage. “Please… stop. I’ve done nothing.”

			The masked man glared, unmoving in an unsettling still.

			Raymond could sense the emptiness, the void behind the mask. It unnerved him, made him want to bite his lip or rub his hands, but the fatigue and restraints held him. He wanted peace.

			Memories flooded his thoughts, ones of happiness and comfort, anything to ease the suffering he endured.

			Raymond convulsed, coughing, his lungs pounding, the pain returning as blood and water dripped onto his chest.

			“Why?” he gasped, trying to catch his breath. “You can have the research. Just stop. Please!” Raymond sobbed, but it was hard to tell where the water ended and his tears began.

			The masked man glanced over his shoulder, a gasp muffled behind the mask. “This moment was inevitable. We can guide the world, but you have misled it.”

			The masked man paused in a chilling silence, turning to the table with a pencil and paper. He jotted several notes and stepped to the far side of the room. With a firm pull on a hidden lever, sections of paneling dropped into the floor.

			Raymond opened his eyes, looking to blocks of ice with frosted corners. Shadows of objects rested within, some human and others mechanical. Raymond swallowed hard, peering to his torturer.

			“Do you know who you were meant to be?” The man tapped on the ice. “It’s something most, if not all, struggle to understand. The need for belonging in a world that sees us as nothing more than a leaf in the wind. Each leaf has a purpose, and on occasion, those leaves fall before the harvest, shaken from the branch.”

			The masked man walked to the desk’s edge, looking at Raymond.

			“They do not deserve to fall onto the forest floor before the world can see them on the old oak. You are someone who would have shaken not leaves but branches from the tree.”

			The masked man strode over, picked up a chair, and carried it with the utmost posture, ensuring not to scuff the carpet. He set it across from Raymond with elegance. He grabbed a handkerchief and wiped away a tear, maybe just water, off Raymond’s cheek.

			Raymond sat there, staring into the empty slits of the mask, his head growing heavy, his breath fading thin.

			“I apologize. I thought I gave you a quick death.” The masked man rose. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

			The man’s words were elegant and serene, but a distortion rested within, sounding as if he was something more than human.

			Raymond’s eyes widened, and he tensed his neck, the leather strap clenching his skin. “There’s no need to do this. I don’t—”

			“It’s okay. It’s not your fault or my fault. It’ll be over soon, and you will find yourself floating, like a leaf in the forest wind.”

			Raymond’s eyes, once green, were gray, and his face sagged with bruises. His jaw shivered as hope fled his thoughts. He tried to speak, but no words came, his body broken and soul crushed.

			“I wish there had been a different choice.” The masked man reached for the water valve and waited. “But they must know the dark side of nature.”

			Raymond found the strength to glance once more, his head fatigued, sobbing in silence.

			The masked man yanked the valve, clanging it against the metal.

			No!

			Icy water erupted in the pipes and surged into Raymond’s body, battering within. Water spouted from the corners of his eyes, and his hands thrashed, the restraints cutting deep into his wrists, blood dripping down the chair.

			After a moment of agony, the masked man shut off the valve and paused, holding his hand high. Raymond sat lifeless in his chair. No sobs, no breath.

			Just silence.

			He walked forward, pulling the cloth from his pocket, lifting Raymond’s head from the backrest, and wiping his cheeks dry of tears and water.

			The masked man stared at the floor, pausing while a tear dropped from below the mask.

			“I’m sorry.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Well’s Peake, 1810

			Excuse me, pardon me!”

			Aleksandar whipped through the crowd of the World’s Fair, gardens lining the path, the wind catching his hat. He snatched it out of the air and tugged it tight, carrying a bag of couplings and seals on his back. His jacket flapped in the wind, and the breeze brushed against his reddened cheeks.

			“Pardon me!” Aleksandar squeezed between two patrons, one raising his arms.

			“Watch yourself!” he said, steadying himself on the white gravel.

			“Indeed, sir. My apologies!” Aleksandar rounded an oak tree and a marble fountain by the river flowing from the hills to the center of the city and found himself at the grand entrance of the World’s Palace. He slid to a stop as the gravel shifted under his shoes. He adjusted his jacket and checked his watch.

			Five minutes.

			Aleksandar pulled off his hat and pushed his acorn hair back as it waved in the cool breeze of the harvest season. His hazel eyes shined in the light, looking to the palace’s tinted green glass.

			The Heron Forest rose behind the World’s Palace on the same hills that surrounded the great city, spreading for a hundred kilometers in each direction, holding the city in its valleys and hills, a center point for trade and the harvest it produced.

			Aleksandar pulled his hat tight and sprinted off, slowing only as thousands of fairgoers flooded into the hall’s grand doors. The floors, pristine with fresh-cut stone, glimmered as Aleksandar watched his steps, making sure not to trip on a random foot.

			He forced himself through the crowd, knocking his knee on a hat stand. He sighed and bent down, rubbing it as the ache dulled, and lifted his head, his lips parting as he noticed the collection of hats.

			Aleksandar leaned forward and rubbed his hand on the rim of a flat cap; the felt underneath his fingertips soft and fresh.

			Aleksandar patted the hat and walked across the aisle into his corner booth, hanging his hat on a coat rack and pulling out his pocket watch.

			Exhibits, dressed in red-and-orange curtains pulled apart in the middle by golden ropes, lined the hallway as far as the eye could see.

			Two minutes.

			Aleksandar hummed like a tuned instrument and pulled the couplings from his bag, setting them on his workbench and locking the remaining hoses into the base of his newest invention.

			The Red Breath.

			He attached hoses that spiraled into refurbished valves and three speared nozzles. He checked to make sure he assembled his invention well, knowing the judges would be close enough to see the glory, to see the danger.

			Aleksandar peered to the World’s Fair as he did the future, with promise and ambition. His presentation had to be flawless. He snagged the perfect slot with the most potential from the afternoon crowd, knowing most people would arrive then. From his pinstriped button-up to his jet-black tie, his attire was to captivate not only the spectators but the judges, who held his future in the palm of their hands.

			Aleksandar secured the last nozzle and stood with his first sense of calm since that morning.

			A cough came from behind him, and he turned, eyes wide.

			Five judges stood astute, the middle man with a golden band sewn into the brim of his hat.

			“Um, my apologies.” Aleksandar rubbed his thumbs on the tips of his fingers. A photographer took a single photograph as the middle judge waved his hand, silencing the crowd behind them.

			“I believe it’s now or never,” one judge said, checking her watch.

			“I’m all set.” Aleksandar stood tall, rubbing his pant leg. “Thank you for your patience. I didn’t realize there was a change to the required couplings.”

			“Be sure to check the regulations. This is your only exception, Mr. Scott.”

			“Indeed.”

			

			The middle judge straightened his long teal jacket, the same material all the judges modeled. The women had their hair pulled back while the men sported hats, from flattops to porkpies. A woman with a rose-handled cane watched with a bowler hat.

			The middle judge stepped forward and pulled out a notepad and a pencil.

			Aleksandar took a breath.

			“Mr. Scott, thank you for performing today at the World’s Fair,” the judge said. “We’re excited and privileged that you have entered this month’s exhibition. My colleagues and I are most curious about your practice with the elements. Would you be kind enough to explain the principles for those unfamiliar?”

			“Indeed,” Aleksandar said. “Elemental study has three definitive principles: creation, control, and manipulation. The first is misleading in the sense that we cannot actually create the elements. Creation is the process in which we attract the element to an apparatus, like water on the top of a glass, sticking as it goes over the rim. The second principle is control. We define control as a state of stabilization. It’s a challenge, whether it be fire, water, or air.”

			“What about earth?” a judge asked. “I was under the impression there were four essential elements.”

			“Only a few inventors study the elements. From personal experience, earth has proven to be most difficult because of its diversity. I’ve heard of little success and found none myself.”

			Aleksandar paused as the crowd looked with examining eyes. He gulped and moved his hands in ways he thought helped. “The third principle is manipulation. After we take control of the element, we try to manipulate it into what we want it to do.”

			“If you have control, is that element not already manipulated?” the chief judge asked.

			“To have control means we’ve stabilized an element. Manipulation takes a device—what we call a controller—to affect the element to our will. An example is if we could use a device to lift water into the air, guiding it around with our machine.”

			Aleksandar’s smile never wavered, despite his chest tightening with every question. He turned a few knobs and aligned several valves on his device. Meter-long, funnel-shaped pipes and hoses connected to the nozzle, leading to the mixed oil and solution canister.

			Aleksandar held a match he’d concealed in his sleeve, revealing it like a magician. He picked up an igniter strip and lit it, the tip bursting with life, and guided it to the end of the device. A small flame caught above the nozzle. He turned around and rested his palm on a lever.

			The one judge stepped forward. “Is this the flamethrower that people are mentioning?”

			Aleksandar smiled. “I give you… the Red Breath.”

			He yanked the lever, and the machine hissed. Fuel spiraled out of the nozzle, and fire ignited behind his display. He held his hand over his brow as fire danced in his amber eyes.

			The judges watched and gasped as fire roared into the air, shadows dancing behind them from its brightness, drawing the fair’s attention.

			A spark flashed from a nozzle, and a piece of metal clanked on the floor. Aleksandar cleared his throat as his stomach grew heavy. He watched as small amounts of fluid dripped to the floor, then spewed out in a steady stream.

			Oh.

			Pulling up his sleeves, he rushed and slid under his device as the fire surged above him, the heat battering from above. He looked at the piece, realizing a pressure valve had broken.

			Not good.

			Aleksandar caught the judges’ glance and hurried. He grabbed a mallet and wrench off the workbench and shifted under his device, the heat bearing down on him. He latched the wrench on the underside and smacked the end with the mallet. The machine hissed, and the flame grew, singeing the bottom of the red curtain hanging on the display.

			Sweat dripped off Aleksandar’s brow, and he closed another valve on the broken nozzle, hitting the end of the wrench again.

			He jumped to his feet, the flames growing in the other nozzles, and rushed to the main lever, closing it with force. The fire dwindled and sputtered out, the metal creaking as it cooled. Aleksandar wiped his forehead and turned to the judges, who watched with wide eyes.

			The chief judge let out a chuckle with a slow smile. “Well, that was close.”

			Aleksandar rolled his shoulders, his shirt sticking to the sweat on his arms. “And that is why you have secondary shut-off valves.”

			The judges gawked at each other, and one stepped back.

			Aleksandar stood, breathless, glancing at the Red Breath and feeling the heat in his cheeks. He wanted to rub his pant legs or pull on the edge of his vest but waited aimlessly.

			The chief judge held a smirk, jotting down notes in his notepad. He finished his sentence with a hard mark and looked at Aleksandar. “Mr. Scott, what was your reasoning for creating the Red Breath?”

			Aleksandar cocked his head, batting his gaze to the other judges, who looked as stunned as him.

			“I created the Red Breath because of the Black Harvest. The fields took years before they could be traveled safely and even longer for the farmers to till again. While fields outside the city are safe, those in remote areas could still be tainted. The only way to ensure the fields are safe is to burn them to the roots and wait for them to recover on their own.”

			“Don’t you think that’s a little extreme?”

			“It’s no different than a forest fire. If the fields don’t recover on their own, then they need to be burned again, making sure the black is gone. With my invention, farmers can be given fields to till again, bringing Well’s Peake back to the agricultural titan it was. My flamethrower can do just that. This could be a no-contact means of burning the fields and preventing further spread.”

			“And how long could your machine last? Whoever would use it will be in the field.”

			“On a single tank, it can last for an hour with a constant stream. My fuel source is inexpensive to make and very effective. A homemade solution.”

			The chief judge wrote several more lines.

			Aleksandar’s gut was restless and seemed hollow as he took in the smell of heated oil and warm steel. His heartbeat was so strong; he felt his pulse in his fingertips.

			The primary judge stepped forward, extending his hand. Aleksandar shook it with a light grip.

			“You performed well, Mr. Scott,” the judge declared. “While not flawless, you were quick on your feet and prepared. I can appreciate that.”

			“Thank you. This was a great privilege. The others don’t seem as open to the situation as you.”

			The judge leaned in. “And that is why I’m lead judge.”

			Aleksandar let out a shy laugh, finding his smile.

			The judge tipped his hat and walked away with the remaining judges, their conversation muffled in the crowd.

			Aleksandar gnawed his jaw and stretched his neck. He wandered to his invention, double-checking to see that everything was still in place. He glanced over his shoulder, catching the judges huddled in a circle, one glancing at Aleksandar with a stern brow.

			What a disaster… Who would invest now?

			Aleksandar soaked in his doubt, his hands on his hips and head down.

			What went wrong? Yes, the couplings changed last moment, but that shouldn’t have altered the machine’s performance. The scaled-down version had no issues, and there was no sign of structural weakness—

			“That was quite the display, my dear fellow,” a man said with a booming voice.

			Aleksandar snapped from his thoughts and turned to the man, over two meters high and twice his mass, towering over him. His trimmed beard reached to his boulder-like chest. With a shaved head and eyes as rich as whiskey, light caressed over his shoulders.

			“Thank you,” Aleksandar said. “Are you… Bernard Griffin?”

			“I am,” Bernard said with a husky and aged voice. “And you’re Aleksandar Scott, the young inventor.”

			The man extended his burly hand, a bronze bracelet on his wrist, and Aleksandar took it in disbelief. Bernard’s grip was firm but smooth and uncalloused for a man who looked like he could pull carriages on his back.

			“I can’t believe it. You’re always on the front page, changing the city like it’s simple.” Aleksandar let go, realizing he’d shaken the man’s hand far too long, and let out a nervous laugh.

			Wrinkles stretched from the corners of Bernard’s eyes. He sported a burgundy jacket lined with two rows of buttons down the front and a chain hung from his pocket, a watch most likely on the inside.

			“There is no need to flatter me, Mr. Scott. I’m simply enjoying myself.”

			“Yes, but what you observe today might be your greatest investment tomorrow.”

			Bernard chuckled. “I like that. Please allow me to use it in the future.” Bernard turned to the Red Breath. “I caught your performance. That was rather impressive.”

			Aleksandar rubbed the back of his neck. “Um, I’m not sure it left much of an impression.”

			Bernard bent down, looking at the Red Breath. “Maybe to some, but we all see life differently, do we not?”

			“I suppose so.”

			“You believe your mishap to be a hindrance when in reality it enhanced your performance. There’s a certain beauty found in recovery, something Well’s Peake endures well.” Bernard leaned closer to Aleksandar’s invention, running his fingers through the end of his beard. “I found it rather exciting. It could use some refinement, but the concept is there.”

			Aleksandar stared with unblinking eyes and a dry throat. What could Well’s Peake’s most influential man find so curious in his work? In an inventor who couldn’t seem to follow or find basic regulations? In someone who struggled to understand his own passion?

			“Mr. Griffin, I hope this doesn’t come off rude, but you are, well, Bernard Griffin. I didn’t expect to capture the attention of someone so influential.”

			“I guess this is rather unusual to just show up. To be honest, Mr. Scott, I’m interested in knowing why you do what you do. I’ve heard of your potential, and I’m a rather curious fella. What do you wish to achieve at the World’s Fair? What motivates you?”

			Aleksandar held his breath for a moment and walked to Bernard’s side, both looking to the Red Breath. “Um, I want to offer the world something meaningful. I believe a few never received their chance to give the world what they have. When I have an idea, I feel obligated to share it.”

			“That’s a grand gesture. An elegant dream, but dreams of that size do not come without intimate victories. What would you personally like to do? What inspires you to create every day?”

			Aleksandar paused as he tried to find an answer to Bernard’s question, trapped in his indecision and meandering thoughts.

			Bernard eyed the young inventor without turning his head. “It’s okay. I put you on the spot, and I apologize for that. I know it is not a simple question.”

			“Yeah, I’m not sure.”

			“That’s all right, Mr. Scott. Everyone has their reasons.”

			“I just want to do my part in helping.”

			“Now that I can understand. Thank you for indulging my curiosity.” Bernard turned with a slight bow.

			Aleksandar nodded and turned to the glory of the World’s Fair. Inventors from the Eastern Mountains to the Western Hills showcased inventions from their cultures. Some wore cloaks embroidered with images of lotuses, cherry blossoms, and fish, more natural in designs. Several from the Western Hills were more rigid but just as elegant in their clothing. They focused on the button-ups, high collars, and vests.

			

			Aleksandar glanced at Bernard. “Do you think my invention could make a difference?”

			“I think you can best answer your question.”

			“I’d like to think so because I need to win this exhibition if I wish to continue inventing. With the sponsorship, I could fund my workshop and ideas.”

			“We shall see this afternoon. Are you going to Mr. O’Connell’s presentation?”

			“I didn’t plan on it.”

			“You should.”

			Aleksandar looked down the hallway at the stage in the center hall, the crowd growing with fairgoers.

			A few patrons gawked in his direction. They nodded, and a few covered their mouths. A mom pointed her child in Aleksandar’s direction.

			“They are looking to you, right?” Aleksandar asked.

			“You’ve been talking, as you say, to the most influential man in Well’s Peake. People grow curious about those who speak with me.”

			“Why would you give your attention to me? People talk about you or Mr. O’Connell. Not me.”

			“I don’t think people are talking about just me, Mr. Scott. Not anymore.”

			Aleksandar cracked a smile, his dimples catching the sunlight. His heartbeat quickened, and he felt a weight taken off his chest. Aleksandar noticed a strange shadow in the corner of his eye, moving behind his invention. He watched, thinking it was just someone in the crowd, but the shadow hovered behind his machine.

			“Pardon me.”

			Aleksandar rounded the workbench and found a stout man crouched, about his age, tinkering with the Red Breath. He condensed the hose and pushed it together as if he expected it to get shorter. A worn-out cap covered his eyes, and he reached—

			“What are you doing?” Aleksandar swatted the man’s hand away from the pipe.

			The man tried to stand but stumbled to the floor, a coupling clanging on the marble. He landed hard on his rump and pulled his collar up, like a child caught stealing his mother’s chocolates.

			Bernard walked around the bench, towering over both men.

			Aleksandar checked his invention, ensuring his work wasn’t compromised, and there was no chance of another incident. “You can’t be messing with this. What were you doing?”

			The young man’s face went pale under his untamed beard, swallowing quiet words. His forest-green eyes shifted back and forth. “I’m sorry. I have, uh… I shouldn’t have.” The man crawled back.

			“Do you know what could have happened?”

			“The valve broke because of the slack in the hosing. It wasn’t taut, and the extra hosing left too much room to move.”

			“That’s not—what?” Aleksandar said, exhaling hard.

			Aleksandar watched as the man paused, his hands shaking and head down. The man’s jacket and hat, split at the seams, were two sizes too small.

			“Are you an inventor?” Aleksandar held out his hand.

			“I know only what I’ve seen,” the young man said.

			Aleksandar lifted the young man to his feet.

			With one arm crossed against his chest, Bernard stroked his beard.

			“Mr. Griffin,” Aleksandar said, “I’m sorry to ignore you.”

			“It’s all right, Mr. Scott.” Bernard tilted his head. “What is your name?”

			“Hugh. Hugh Evans.” He looked between the two.

			“Well, Mr. Evans, there’s an exhibition Mr. Scott and I must attend, and we would be delighted if you accompanied us.”

			“You want me to join you?” Hugh rubbed his forehead.

			Aleksandar looked to Bernard with lifted eyebrows, his face as blank as a new canvas. His mind raced with questions, but no answers came. Moments ago, he’d sprinted through the fair, hoping to make it to his exhibition before it was too late. Now he stood by a man that Well’s Peake held high, and another who seemed overlooked, and all Aleksandar could do was gawk, pulling on his collar.

			“Don’t you agree, Mr. Scott?” Bernard asked with a grin.

			Aleksandar looked to Hugh, his thoughts like leaves in the wind. “Um, yes. Yes, indeed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Natalia’s footsteps clicked as she walked across the wood stage. Her satin vest was flawless and tailored with floral embroidery reminiscent of the finest gardens.

			Sapphires reflected off her cuff links as she pulled them straight in the afternoon’s sunlight, and her blue tie was snug tight under her popped collar, matching her eyes.

			She stomped her boot twice and raised her hands in showmanship. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome… to the World’s Fair!”

			The crowd of hundreds roared with applause as Natalia took a bow. With an enticed grin and a gleam in her eye, she guided their attention to her invention.

			Cheers echoed down the marble hallways of the World’s Palace. It stood two hundred and fifty feet tall at its center, crafted high with stone supports shaped like tall oaks, reaching for the heavens. The stone branches held the glass ceiling as light cascaded to the exhibitions, reflecting off specks of silver and salt in the marble floor.

			A photographer captured the event, and Natalia nodded, palms steady and her head tilted back. She looked to the crowd, most clapping, but many men and women were missing a hand or an arm, while children had limp limbs, so they stomped or patted their sides.

			Natalia caught the eyes of several dashing men and women and could not help but smirk with a perfected smile as they watched her as if she were a rare tulip.

			“Mesdames, Mesdemoiselles, and my dear gentlemen. Thank you for your appreciation and making the journey to Well’s Peake for the first-ever World’s Fair. I now give you the Steamrail.”

			Natalia flipped a switch on a control panel, and the Steamrail roared to life.

			Steam burst from the engine’s exhaust, the gears turned as pistons pulled, and the engine glimmered as it erupted with velocity and power.

			The crowd stepped back, several picking up their children.

			The Steamrail was mounted in place on beams while six wheels spun, three on each side, as pistons lifted and lowered in a balanced mechanical dance, steam searing out of the flue. A siren whistled, drawing every eye in the audience, and the arms circled the wheel like clockwork, the metal speeding up.

			Natalia rubbed her cheek, hiding part of her smile. She caressed her chestnut hair, ensuring it still waved against her shoulders. She watched the crowd with pale moonlight eyes, biting the edge of her lip.

			An older lady with a rose gold cane and a bowler hat limped to the golden ropes on the stage, pausing before the red-and-orange curtains, covering her mouth in awe.

			Natalia flicked off the engine, and the steam simmered into the air. The wheels slowed to a stop, and the pistons hissed as they depressurized.

			“If anyone has questions, I will gladly answer them.” She stepped to the lip of the stage.

			The older woman kept her head down, struggling to stay straight as her knee gave out. “How did you discover such a device?”

			“It was nearly ten years ago. I traveled through the Heron Province,” Natalia said. “I was staying in Oakvale when a fire broke out below the water tower. The inn where I stayed was evacuated, and on the way out, I noticed a hissing noise, seeing steam escaping through the top.”

			Natalia paused, eyeing the dwindling crowd. “The cap launched hundreds of feet into the air, lost to the forest. This was when I realized steam builds pressure. Pressure creates energy, and with that energy, the possibilities are endless. You have seen the Steam Engine run our machines and propel our boats, but now you will see them power our carriages across the lands, without the need of horses, and with this idea, an engine was born: the Steamrail.”

			Natalia looked up to see the crowd dissipate, most moving to the fair’s other exhibits, some preoccupied with kids, and a few stuck in their spot until the rest moved along the way.

			Dread came over her, and her feet felt heavy as she held her arm. She waited for questions that never came. Her smile dimmed, and her eyes wandered for anyone who wanted to greet her. After several long moments, she exhaled and walked to her table, covered the control switches, and secured a locking brace.

			Reaching into her jacket, she pulled out a small journal and wrote about her invention’s performance.

			

			“So, why does an esteemed inventor showcase old inventions?” a man asked. “Why not something new?”

			Natalia turned to a reporter walking up the stairs of the stage, his posture relaxed and hands in his pockets. He had a clean-cut face and ginger hair folded back with a thick balm, pressed at a high collar covering his taut neck.

			He extended his cuffs and pulled out a pencil and notepad from the inside of his gray jacket.

			Natalia forced a hard smile. “Because, Mr. Hawthorne, while the Steam Engine is not new, the Steamrail is. For some reason, many do not see the potential in a motorized carriage carrying them at the speed of horses across the Northern Regions.”

			“Ah.” Mr. Hawthorne tilted his head.

			Natalia watched as he avoided eye contact, jotting a note in his notebook.

			“I’m not interested, Abel, but thank you,” she said.

			He paused and lifted his gaze. “You don’t even know what I’m reporting.”

			Natalia pocketed her journal. “A few years ago, I would’ve considered an interview from the prestigious reporter who wrote The Vine in the Valley or The Touch of Midnight Eve, but I know the stories you write now.”

			“My stories are all based on truth.”

			“An article based on truth, and remaining true, are not related.” Natalia grabbed her jacket off the rack and slipped it on, rubbing the underside of her cheek, catching a whiff of her berry perfume.

			“My stories are of greatness and failure.” Abel stepped forward. “Do not worry. I’m not keen on covering the Steam Engine that has been on display for how many years now? In the first-ever World’s Fair, where people travel thousands of kilometers to see the cultures of the world, you present this?”

			“It will be essential in the upcoming seasons. Imagine how quick they could have traveled if the rail connected Belagrad and Redwood.”

			“With recent disappearances of well-known innovators and the inventors’ forced reputation for being responsible for the Black Harvest, I think you have bigger things to worry about than traveling from one city to the next.” Abel wandered to the engine and put his hand on his chest. “I would like to believe in your progress and that you still matter to the world.”

			“I’m surprised you haven’t made that your headline.”

			

			“Even my editor has limits, and being the reason for mass panic during the World’s Fair is not the legacy I wish to leave; unless needed.”

			“Abel, are you leading to something; or trying to scare me and tell me how old I am?”

			“I’m lead reporter of the fair, and you’re aware of what I could do for the inventress of steam power, who is now at the end of her prime?” Abel looked over his shoulder and smiled. “My editor covered you at your exhibitions, and I’m sure she’d love to see another story on you. We could help each other.”

			“I’m not interested.”

			Abel ran his hand on a piston, yanking it away from the hot metal. “Why do you insist on presenting this hunk of tin? Well’s Peake is flourishing and craves the unfamiliar. You have what they want.”

			Natalia stepped to Abel’s side and looked to the Steam Engine. “This was a favor for a friend. It is untapped potential and will soon revolutionize the transportation trade.”

			“Maybe, but more efficient ways of power are coming. Look at Giovanni or the mad electrician in Belagrad. This invention is half a decade old.”

			“They are still perfecting their methods. The Steam Engine is more capable than you give it credit.”

			“Your wood box on metal wheels does not impress me. All I’ve seen of it is from the wave of your hand.”

			“We do not complete a project of its size overnight.”

			“Who is we?” Abel leaned in and walked behind the Steamrail.

			Natalia glanced into the distance. Bystanders watched with wide eyes and raised brows. A couple argued about how terrifying her machine was, cursing from behind her hand.

			Natalia turned back to Abel, who inspected her engine with a crooked smile.

			“It’s being integrated as we speak,” she said.

			Natalia could feel Abel’s lingering gaze. She brushed a few specks off her sleeve and pulled on the bottom of her vest.

			Abel circled the invention, dragging his pencil along the workbench, scratching the varnish.

			“Abel.” Natalia eyed the scuff he left.

			The reporter stood straight and chuckled. “Why haven’t you shifted back into the Elemental Race?”

			“I no longer enjoy elemental technology. You should search the World’s Fair. There are plenty of inventors who have the story you crave.”

			“Yes, but you offer us promise most can’t. Why not the Lunarwheel? It has more potential than this pressurized can of metal.” Abel looked through the gears of the invention, making brief eye contact.

			Natalia tucked her hands into her pockets, her gaze never flinching.

			“It’s a shame because your legacy was spotless until its presentation.”

			“No inventor has a perfect career, but that shouldn’t stop us from trying.”

			“According to my editor, at its reveal, it shattered into a thousand glass shards and flooded the nearby park. A failure like that casts long shadows. And why glass of all things?”

			“Metal corrodes inside the Lunarwheel. Also, you’re fishing, Abel, and you are not a smart fisherman. I wish you’d return to form.”

			Abel put his hands on his hips. “You were so close. Why quit?”

			Natalia paused. “Because I had—I had greater aspirations.”

			A slight burn rose in Natalia’s throat. It spread like wildfire in her chest, but she held her gaze with a gentle smile. Her mind wandered to find a hold on Abel’s words, but her own vanished.

			She walked to the Steamrail and secured more braces that held her invention in place. She pulled out her journal and wrote something quickly, tucking it away. Abel’s gaze was there, she knew it, but she could not give him the satisfaction.

			Abel stepped close and lowered his voice. “And that is why I haven’t forgotten you. What do you write in that journal? Do you stare into the distance because the rumors of your memory are true?”

			Natalia looked over her shoulder. “You create memories with your articles, and take them for granted. You should keep that in mind when you are basing stories off truth.”

			Abel closed his flipbook with a sigh. “The World’s Fair is here for only a few more months, ending with the Harvest Festival. Do you think without your name in my headline, you’ll be remembered after this? A new age is coming, Natalia, and you hold in your hand the invention to rewrite history. This could welcome a new renaissance, one of which we’ve never seen. Yet, you keep to yourself when you are ahead of the best. The trophies and recognition could be vast. We could restore your legacy.”

			Natalia faced Abel. “Trophies mean little in what we could achieve, and recognition is only good when you’re not marked as detrimental to society. The Elemental Age is in its infancy. If you’re right, then it will occur after my influence has passed.”

			“How about we stop playing and be honest with each other. Why don’t you want this opportunity? The younger generation is here, thanks to the Black Harvest, but your influence doesn’t have to fade amongst them. You only need to secure your legacy. I can make that happen.”

			Natalia paused, looking Abel in the eyes. “Some memories are best left in the past. Some shouldn’t be changed.”

			Abel’s eyebrows lowered. “That’s a shame because you have so much potential. Look at Aleksandar Scott. He alone has made tremendous advances in a short period, and I’m certain we’ll remember him long after he’s gone. Wouldn’t you like the same?”

			“Mr. Scott is young and has much to learn,” Natalia said. “He has potential, but his progress is slow.”

			“Mr. Scott will revolutionize Well’s Peake if you don’t. He’ll captivate audiences that once belonged to you.”

			“Thank you for the consideration, but I will handle my legacy from here.” Natalia held her palm out, directing him off the stage.

			Abel blew air out his nostrils and walked to the edge. “If you change your mind—”

			“I know where to find you.”

			Abel nodded and walked down the steps, joining the crowd.

			Natalia stared, watching until her vision of the fair blurred, and her thoughts made no sense. Her mental grasp was cloudy, like fog in the sunrise. Abel’s words were provocative with no substance, and she would not react as he wished.

			Sweat ran down her back, and she rolled her shoulders to ease the tension. His words were significant, but she could hardly remember them. She pulled out her journal, reading her notes, fragments coming back. Natalia wrote what words of his remained, but they withered quickly. Just pieces of a lost legacy and how she was nearing the end of her career.

			Her pale blue eyes widened as clarity returned. Moments ago, she had a crowd of hundreds lingering on her every word within the World’s Palace, but now nothing. Not a single eye batted a glance, nor a single cheer.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Aleksandar covered his invention with a heavy blanket, strapping the ends to the table corners. He clapped his hands once with a lingering thought, turning from the afternoon light reflecting off his invention.

			“All set, Mr. Scott?” Bernard asked.

			“Indeed.”

			“Excellent.” Bernard took the lead.

			Aleksandar pulled his jacket tight, and Hugh tried to keep pace with the young inventor, slowed by his shorter legs.

			Aleksandar glanced at Hugh. His weathered face carried random divots and dips. A thin layer of grease-covered his forehead under his ragged hat, and Hugh wiped it clean with the cuff of his frayed shirt.

			Aleksandar followed Bernard as they entered the growing mass. Bumping hips and “excuse me” became a ritual for several minutes.

			Hugh leaned in, speaking over the crowd. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to forget my place.”

			“No need to worry, Mr. Evans,” Aleksandar said. “However, you should’ve told me what you thought instead of tinkering away. Most would have been more confrontational.”

			Hugh looked forward at nothing in particular. “I know.”

			Aleksandar paused, questioning Hugh’s last words.

			“If you’d like, I’d be willing to teach you instead of you having to sneak around. Unless someone else is?” Aleksandar bumped his way through the crowd.

			Hugh turned to Aleksandar with hopeful eyes. His unkempt beard did little to hide his reddened cheeks. “You’d teach me?”

			

			“If you’re interested. I enjoy teaching, and I could use the practice myself.”

			“Yes. It would mean a lot.” Hugh exhaled as his eyes opened.

			“Well then, how about midday tomorrow? At my exhibit?”

			“Okay.”

			Aleksandar and Hugh found their way between Bernard and a family who looked to the large stage with bright smiles, most of them missing their left arms. The youngest of the five children had both, but Aleksandar noticed the left was immobile as the one-armed daughter hugged her mother with no concern of her own.

			Aleksandar turned to study the presentation area, which had orange curtains glistening in the sunlight. Three thick blankets covered a machine, with a glimmer of metal showing below the fabric, too low to see anything. With a crowd composed of people from around the world, the judges stood at a podium.

			Aleksandar crossed his arms and pushed his tongue to the inside of his cheek, looking to Bernard. “I don’t know how Owen landed it for his presentation. They reserve this stage for the award ceremony and other major announcements. They still allow it for public displays, but it’s booked months in advance.”

			“I believe Chief Constable Dekker was going to speak on behalf of the city. Perhaps something more urgent took him away.”

			Aleksandar looked to the stage, Owen standing at the base of the stairs, chatting with a constable. The constable held up her arms, facing the crowd, and Owen checked something on her back, something Aleksandar could not see through the horde.

			Owen picked up a cane and limped onto the stage with his amber tailcoat; one hand held high to the audience. The crowd broke out into applause.

			Owen pulled on his thick, groomed mustache and caressed his clean-shaven chin, giving him great stature. He wasn’t from the finest cloth in the city, but he knew how to look second best.

			Homing in on Owen’s wave to the crowd, Aleksandar swallowed hard and clapped with the rest.

			“How did he do it?” Hugh asked.

			“What do you mean?” Aleksandar looked his way.

			“He made a future for himself. He has what he wants and everything he needs.”

			“I’m sure he doesn’t have everything. There’s always another ledge to climb.”

			

			“He doesn’t seem like he’s reaching for anything. How does he get by?”

			“When you win the Innovator’s Challenge two years straight and create a prosthetic leg that bends for those who lost theirs in the Black Harvest, it can set you up well. He also has a way of inspiring as much as he annoys. You see that after sharing the same stage for many years.”

			Bernard stepped behind them as the crowd stopped clapping. “Owen is like the rest of us. He struggles, he fails, and he prevails.”

			Hugh looked to Bernard and let out a deep breath, his eyebrow furrowed.

			Aleksandar looked to both of them, letting his mind wander as Owen dropped from the stage, a few people greeting him with firm handshakes and pats on the shoulder. Owen limped on his cane through the crowd as they separated in his presence.

			Aleksandar dropped his arms as Owen walked up to him.

			“Mr. O’Connell.” Bernard nodded.

			“Mr. Griffin.” Owen raised an eyebrow to Aleksandar. “And Aleksandar. Hello. This is a new pairing.”

			“Owen,” Aleksandar said.

			“We met only a moment ago, to be honest,” Bernard said. “An ambitious young man like yourself. You two are the same age, yes?”

			“I’m twenty-six.” Owen rested on his cane. “Aleksandar is two years younger than I.”

			Bernard turned to Hugh, who no longer was there, lifting his eyebrows.

			“Mr. Griffin?” Owen tilted his head.

			“We had another in our company, but he seems to have slipped away. Another day, perhaps.”

			Aleksandar caught Owen’s cologne, and that too was elegant, like baked cinnamon on apple cobbler.

			“I’m surprised you’re here,” Aleksandar said with a dry throat. “I thought you were presenting.”

			“Soon, but it seems the judges are preoccupied. You must have given them something good to discuss. I noticed Mr. Griffin as well and wanted to say hello.”

			Aleksandar nodded. “Perhaps. I had a slight hiccup, so it didn’t go as planned.”

			Aleksandar and Owen stared as the silence grew between them.

			Bernard eyed the two inventors. “What are you presenting?”

			“You’ll see soon enough,” Owen said. “Maybe you could help persuade Aleksandar to make the leap into the Industrial Revolution.”

			“I’m not sure that’s for me,” Aleksandar said. “It has some appeal, but elemental technology is something I need to do.”

			“I’m not sure. It seems like you’d do well in an established field without the risk and lack of the elements. We struggle enough with an inventor’s reputation, let alone working in a new field.”

			“I think what I’m doing has potential.”

			“Potential that will be realized?”

			“Yes, maybe my inventions will rival those of yours someday.”

			Owen snickered and glanced at the stage. “You shouldn’t waste effort on something you’re not sure about.”

			“You have no uncertainties?” Aleksandar sucked in his cheeks as an intense thirst kicked in.

			“I calculate the risks. I know what inventions are harmful, not ones that could be.”

			“You can’t know that. That’s like getting all the thread and needle for a jacket, then not stitching it because you think it won’t be good enough.”

			“When you know the jacket won’t fit, there’s no sense in making it.”

			Bernard held his hands out. “All right, that may be enough constructive criticism for one gathering. Mr. O’Connell, I believe the judges are ready.”

			Owen looked over his shoulder as the judges took their seats on the stage. “I agree. Another day, Alek.”

			“Indeed.” Aleksandar glared with squinted brows.

			Owen tipped his hat and walked to the stage, the crowd still watching.

			Aleksandar bit his lip and looked at the floor. No one could crawl under his skin like Owen. His snobby passiveness, smooth and tuned, like his ability to create and woo the masses. The investors, clothes, respect—all accommodations Aleksandar wished for.

			“That didn’t seem hostile.” Bernard grinned.

			Aleksandar chuckled.

			Bernard searched the surrounding people. “Whatever happened to Mr. Evans?”

			“Here.” Hugh shifted his way through the crowd.

			“What were you doing back there? I was afraid we lost you. Good, we shouldn’t miss what’s to come.”

			

			Aleksandar, with crossed arms, watched Owen limp in front of the crowd, lifting his cane as he took center stage. He raised his arms, and the crowd applauded. Owen carried his fine mustache well, accented by deep-set eyes. His hair was receded and somewhat messy, along with his loose tie, but it did not diminish his relaxed professionalism.

			“Welcome, and thank you for attending on this lovely afternoon,” he said. “My name is Owen O’Connell. I’d like to thank the panel of judges for being here today.”

			“Our pleasure.” The chief judge lifted his hand. “In light of everything you do for Well’s Peake.”

			“Yes, and today I plan to do more.” Owen walked back and forth, raising his cane with grandeur, catching the light.

			Aleksandar noticed Owen’s limp worsen as he tried to hold himself tall.

			“Three decades ago, Well’s Peake, along with several others, experienced one of the darkest moments in history,” Owen said. “The harvest that took away our fathers, our mothers, and our children. Today, many still experience the effects on our own bodies, struggling to walk and pick up their own children.”

			Owen stood still, looking at the crowd.

			“We see those who carry the black in their genes. However, today is the day we give back to those who have suffered from the previous generation’s mistakes. We can’t take away the nightmares; we can’t take away the loss or the humiliation from cruel people, but what I can do is give you hope. The promise of being able to walk and the hope of living a normal life. The hope of wanting to live again.”

			Owen tapped his cane off the stage. With the ferrule of his cane, Owen hooked the wool blanket and swooped it off, the light glimmering off his machine.

			“I give you… the Limbs of Life.” Owen posed.

			The blanket fell to the floor, and Aleksandar’s jaw dropped with it. The machine rested on a mannequin and had eight metal limbs, all connecting to a center brass piece, crafted like the human back. It was elegant and gleamed, the arms hunched together like a cradled spider.

			Aleksandar lowered his arms and stepped forward.

			Owen waved his cane, facing the crowd who looked on with unspoken questions and gaping awe. He stuck out his leg, lifting the pant leg to a metal brace adhered to his skin and on his knee in a bulb-shaped socket.

			

			“When I was a young boy, I stumbled into a field of wheat contaminated by the Black Harvest,” Owen said. “My right leg was infected, but luck was on my side. Due to the brave research of many, a treatment existed by then to ensure my leg could remain intact. I faced hardships for many years and know many have endured worse. With the Limbs of Life and the support of generous investors, I will give back to the victims of the Black Harvest. I will give them the ability to walk and move as they once did.”

			Owen turned a dial on the podium, and the arms sprang to life, all eight in simultaneous rhythm. Owen walked forward in prowess and bowed in a moment of applause, the crowd erupting.

			Aleksandar became lightheaded, and his eyes grew dry from his lack of blinking.

			Owen waved his hand, and a constable walked up from the crowd, the Limbs of Life strapped to her back. Aleksandar’s lips parted as he noticed an additional brace on her neck that did not connect to the invention.

			“This is Lydia May, renowned constable of the Peakeland Yard,” Owen said. “She has been testing the Limbs of Life, and they have helped her in the line of duty. She suffers from a spinal infection, a symptom of the Black Harvest that her mother experienced firsthand. Watch as she shows you the possibilities of a new reality.”

			Lydia took a hard stance, hands at her sides, as a metal exoskeleton ran along her forearms and palms. Metal rings lined her knuckles, connected to the metal mechanism composed of gears, springs, and guide wires. She rolled her shoulders, lifting her head to the glass above.

			She extended her fingers, and the metal arms matched her movements. Lydia took two steps forward, and with each, the brace glimmered at her ankles. Lydia opened her hands, and the bottom four limbs bent to the floor, lifting her into the air. She towered higher than anyone in the crowd, even Bernard.

			Lydia waved her arm, and the machine mirrored her every movement.

			Aleksandar pushed his way through the crowd, stopping only a few feet from the stage.

			Owen walked underneath her. “We no longer need to suffer. While the Limbs of Life is a pinnacle example of what we can achieve, we can now design artificial limbs for those in need. I aim to create a new movement, one that will finally bring hope to our people, so we can leave the Black Harvest in the past. This is a change we can finally embrace.”

			The audience erupted into deafening applause. Owen raised his cane with a generous grin and held his palm against his chest.

			Aleksandar’s fingertips were cold as chills ran down his arms. Owen had done it again. He created something that would surpass Aleksandar’s most promising dreams and work. The world would surround him, helping him onto his pedestal.

			Bernard and Hugh found their way to Aleksandar’s side as the applause softened.

			“Mr. Scott?” Hugh leaned in.

			“I’m sorry, what did you ask?” Aleksandar never turned away.

			“What does this mean for you?”

			The question should have hurt, but it had already crossed Aleksandar’s thoughts. He wanted to answer, but he couldn’t accept the possibility of losing. He’d put so much effort into the Red Breath. The reality of not making the next step…

			A heavy weight filled his chest.

			“Was that not an incredible demonstration?” Bernard asked with much gusto.

			“It was.” Aleksandar nodded. “Owen always leaves an impression.”

			“That he does. He’s asking for revitalization, and he will have it.”

			Hugh looked at Bernard with raised eyebrows. “You say that like fairness is everywhere. People in the South Hills will never see it.”

			“Mr. Evans.” Aleksandar raised his voice.

			“It’s all right, Mr. Scott.” Bernard folded his hands behind his back, looking at Hugh with a relaxed posture.

			“It’s just the truth. Nothing against Mr. Griffin.” Hugh stood as tall as he could to Bernard, compared to his usual slouching.

			“It saddens me, but it is the truth,” Bernard said. “No city is perfect, Mr. Evans, but we must stay optimistic. If we can continue to improve ourselves, others will do the same. Less would suffer in the South Hills, and the city will grow more harmonious.”

			“But people starve on the streets, looking for warmth in the frost season next to trash in the alleyways.”

			Bernard paused and rubbed his beard. “What if, Mr. Evans, I were to address the situation first thing in the morning? I would personally go to assess the conditions. Anywhere in particular?”

			

			Hugh’s mouth gaped open. “I, ugh… Oak Lane.”

			“I will make arrangements for first light.”

			Aleksandar eyed them both, Bernard holding a sincere smile. Hugh batted his eyes, letting out a deep breath.

			Aleksandar put his hand on Hugh’s shoulder. “Tomorrow is a new day. Come back then, and we’ll begin your training. Maybe we can find a way to help a few people.”

			Hugh found a smile. “Thank you. I’ll be here, promise.”

			Aleksandar nodded, and Hugh scurried into the crowd who waited for the judge’s decision.

			“That was well handled, Mr. Scott.” Bernard held his hands behind his back. “Without you, I don’t think he would’ve taken what I said to heart. I’m at a disadvantage when trying to help those who don’t eat at the same table I do.”

			“I’m not sure I did anything,” Aleksandar said, watching the judges gather on stage.

			The head judge walked to the end of the stage and raised his hands, quieting the crowd.

			“Today, we have seen some of the most elegant, powerful, and meaningful inventions of our era.” The judge paused, tilting his golden-ribboned hat. “We have seen today the bond that inventors share with their creations, and as we enter the greatest age of scientific expansion, I’ve never been more excited. It wasn’t until today I realized making a decision would be so difficult.”

			Aleksandar stood, realizing he had not let himself breathe. His passions and hopes rose in his chest with a headache of excitement.

			“We designed this exhibition to recognize an inventor who has shown the most promise and potential in bringing new wonders to our great city—someone who could push Well’s Peake to be as grand as Belagrad. The winner will receive a year’s worth of funding, all thanks to the city’s prominent families. It has been an honor to watch all of you present, and we have made a decision.”

			The judge grabbed a silver-cast award from the podium and walked to the stage’s end.

			Aleksandar took a deep breath, his shoulders tense.

			“The winner of the World’s Most Promising Exhibition is…” The head judge lifted the award. “Owen O’Connell.”

			The crowd erupted into a chaos of cheers, and hands clapped like thunder, echoing throughout the halls of the World’s Fair. The curtains waved, and the sunlight caught Owen’s grin.

			Owen walked to center stage, taking his place next to the judge.

			Aleksandar looked on as his heart dropped into his stomach. He looked at the hands clapping next to him and the mouths chanting.

			His senses dulled, and he felt nothing as a haze overcame him. Aleksandar could only focus on the harsh ringing in his ears, the possibility of no future as an inventor, and the afternoon light that shined on his defeat.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Aleksandar stood amongst the crowd, his chest tightening like an unscrewed cork. His eyes fixated on the floor, staring at the sunlight’s gleam on the black-and-white stones in the marble.

			The icy sensation of dreams faded away and left his stomach in knots.

			He clapped, hesitation between each beat of his hand. He didn’t care to answer the question of whether Owen deserved his praise or the fact he wasn’t good enough.

			Owen held the medal high for the cheering crowd, letting it flicker in the luscious light, and bowed with a broad grin.

			The applause slowed, and Aleksandar forced a weak smile, turning and moving through the crowd to his own display as a dull ring remained in his ears.

			“Mr. Scott!” Bernard twisted around and followed in a graceful pursuit.

			Aleksandar paced to his exhibition and pulled out a box from under the table, filled with brackets and locking mechanisms.

			Bernard eased next to the desk as Aleksandar fitted the braces onto his invention and bolted them, letting out a small gasp.

			“Mr. Scott, what are you doing?” Bernard asked.

			“I’m securing the Red Breath,” Aleksandar said. “They mandate—”

			“I meant, what are you doing here? I thought you’d want to congratulate Mr. O’Connell.”

			“Owen probably wouldn’t notice. I’ll be heading home for the night.” Without a grunt or frown, Aleksandar tightened another bolt.

			“Mr. Scott, I understand this may not be easy. I don’t know what you’re feeling, but I hope you see this is only one of many exhibitions to come. You will have your day. I believe you have great potential.”

			

			Aleksandar paused, resting the wrench on the table. “I know. I will be better tomorrow.” Aleksandar finished securing his device and wiped the counters clean of scraps. He kept his head high and his posture straight, looking to Bernard, worried his eyes would water.

			“To lose to another is not a failure if you have succeeded, as well,” Bernard said.

			The last thing Aleksandar wanted was to snivel in front of Well’s Peake’s most influential aristocrat. “You asked me what I wanted to do earlier.”

			“Yes.” Bernard folded his arms and stroked his beard.

			“I honestly don’t know. Perhaps I do but can’t see the path. Maybe we all pretend until we find our way, but what happens when you have no means of moving forward?”

			Aleksandar leaned back and closed his eyes. He could picture the Red Breath next to him. The musk of heated metal still lingering in the exhibit. The metal, smooth to the touch, polished twice with a vanilla bean cream. So much work for so little reward.

			Bernard stepped forward and paused. “I don’t make it a habit to reveal my plans, Mr. Scott, but I’ve been putting much thought into the future of Well’s Peake. Something I’d be willing to share with you, hoping it will boost your spirits.”

			Aleksandar raised his eyebrows and removed the handle from the Red Breath. “What might that be?”

			“Over the past few years, scientific growth has aggressively expanded. We entered the Industrial Revolution, not realizing it would change the world. Inventions are created every day, and I believe they need watched by those who care for the future.”

			Aleksandar paused, hanging on to every word.

			“The Black Harvest has destroyed our past,” Bernard said. “What we need is honest and skilled inventors who will put humanity and the next generation above their own needs. That is why I’m creating a foundation known as the World’s League. To build a council with those who have the city’s interests at heart, a bridge everyone can cross together.”

			Aleksandar pulled out his chair and sat. “I’m not sure I fit your criteria.”

			“I’m not looking solely for skill and status, but for character to be molded. People who are still open to ideas outside their own,” Bernard said. “You have the potential to be part of a league that will help guide not only Well’s Peake but the province, even the Northern Regions. When the future becomes the present, Well’s Peake will need guidance.”

			Aleksandar ran his hand along his hair, the strands soft between his fingers. He held his head low as Bernard stood beside him, kicking his heel into the floor.

			“You have what it takes, Mr. Scott, to be as great as Owen O’Connell. To become as esteemed as Natalia Arlen. It’ll take effort, but the Harvest Fair Exhibition is only a few months away. When better to reveal your potential than the end of the World’s Fair?”

			“I entered this exhibition to give the people what I thought would help them; to give something significant to humanity. Maybe Owen’s right to stick to a more established field.”

			“At the next exhibition, make an everlasting impression and show them what you can do in your field. Be a teacher for those to come. Give them the wisdom and guidance they need for their ideas and dreams.”

			Bernard grabbed the handle and put it back on Aleksandar’s Red Breath, looking to the young inventor. Aleksandar nodded, and Bernard opened the valve, flames erupting into the air. Aleksandar and Bernard looked to the bright fire, lost in its heat and brightness.

			Bernard shut off the valve, and the flame died away. He removed the handle and set it back on the desk.

			Aleksandar wanted to say something, anything, to a stranger who tried to give him hope, but the desire to be optimistic was little, and the sting of his defeat lingered.

			“It’s just been a long day,” Aleksandar said. “I know tomorrow can be a fresh start.”

			“That’s all right. How about this? I will leave it alone and hold off my tediousness if you meet a family friend of mine. Her name is Miss Harvey, and she’s quite the inspirational young lady.”

			Aleksandar held up his hand. “I don’t think it—”

			“Mr. Scott, I could stay here and preach until your ears ring, or you can talk to a lovely young lady tomorrow after some peace tonight.”

			Aleksandar rubbed his forehead and looked at Bernard with tightened brows. “What’s her name again?”

			“Miss Harvey. Greet her at the winged fountain at two tomorrow.”

			Aleksandar nodded, and Bernard rested his hand on his shoulder. “Remember, Mr. Scott, as the next generation is to come, we must be the change we want it to be.”

			Bernard left with an enormous smile and walked into the crowd, towering over everyone.

			Aleksandar patted his hands together and bit the corner of his lip. He stood, pulled on his jacket, and walked through the World’s Palace as marbled trees towered and fairgoers crowded him through the arched entrance of the World’s Fair.

			[image: ]

			Remnants of light from the afternoon dimmed against the cedar walls, a fragrant scent lingering in the air as Aleksandar looked out the window to the northern forest behind his house, aged and peaceful.

			He stacked his workshop with bookcases and shelves full of gears, springs, and fabricated metal. A desk rested against a wall, covered with drawings and Aleksandar’s schematics, and a cubby with a sofa and a coffee table rested behind him.

			Aleksandar spun in his chair and lifted a hat mount with a half-shaped top hat, the brim missing on the bottom.

			He stitched an elegant vine of leaves into the base, a needle stuck in the other side, threaded on the tip. Aleksandar pulled it out and continued the pattern. It was peaceful and brought a smile to his face.

			The simplicity of something he loved and the smell of the lavender oil he dabbed on the hat calmed him after a long day.

			Aleksandar hummed a heavenly tune in the night air and picked up a brim, wrapping it snugly around the bottom and securing it in place with a tight wrap. He pressed his hands together.

			Beautiful.

			A curtain shimmered, and Aleksandar paused, setting his hat to the side. He stood and crouched down, looking across the workbench.

			“You’re not that sneaky, Shae.”

			An owl leaped from behind the curtain, her wings spread wide, tilting her head, her large sunset eyes glistening in the lantern’s light. Her feathers were brown like old oak, with a spot of white in the center of her chest, mirroring the pattern on her face.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” Aleksandar stood straight.

			She cocked her head with a tiny, flat beak and leaped into the air. She grabbed a stick with her beak and flew across the room, landing next to a stone fireplace where a fire burned under a kettle of water.

			

			Shae dropped the stick into the fireplace and hooted, bobbing back and forth. Aleksandar smiled and walked to her side, petting her with the back of his hand. Shae hooted, her chirp like echoes in a mountain valley.

			He plopped into his chair to listen to the kettle creak as it grew hot and swung to and from, resting his eyes.

			The kettle whistled, and Shae flew to the desk, grabbing a cup and dropping it into Aleksandar’s lap.

			“Thank you, baby girl.”

			Aleksandar opened a tin next to his chair and pulled out a bag of loose tea leaves. He dropped it in the cup and removed the kettle from the fire with an oven mitt, then poured the steaming water into his cup, letting the fragrance of Kyoto berry tea fill his nostrils.

			Aleksandar lifted his cup and took a careful sip as Shae stared into the fire, bobbing her head left to right like a child.

			Aleksandar took a sip, savoring the warm and smooth liquid, fighting the pressure in his chest as his mind lingered to a childhood friend, remembering their night in the forest, remembering the first moment they met. He looked up.

			“I wonder if you ever asked what the point was? You would’ve left them in awe.” Aleksandar sighed with his eyes shut.

			“I wish I could find my opportunity. I thought I had this one. I did… I promise I’m not giving up.”

			Aleksandar leaned forward to Shae on the desk, listening. Aleksandar laid his head on his propped arm, reaching to pet her. She stepped back.

			“Why won’t you just let me pet you?”

			Shae turned her head.

			The bags under his eyes were dark, his dimples like anxiety marks instead of part of his enticing smile.

			Aleksandar rolled his head and pulled over three octagonal pieces of paper with starred points on the edges. Inspirations and scattered ideas covered the papers. The third had a thin layer of dust on it, free of words and showing no purpose in its folded design.

			Aleksandar paused and raised an eyebrow, looking at the handle from his invention with a sudden revelation.

			

			His eyes darted to the wall next to the staircase, and he tapped the blank trinket, sending dust into the air.

			Aleksandar walked over and rubbed his fingertips along the textured wall, smooth to the touch. His tips caught the cracks in the paneling, a slight breeze coming from inside. He grabbed the panel and lifted it up on a hinge, the section clicking into place. He folded several boards over each other like an origami star.

			Shae hopped onto the desk and let out a hoot.

			Aleksandar spun the wood as tumblers clicked into place. The wall opened into a room where a machine with a thick wool blanket rested in the middle, light flicking from the lanterns in the main workshop.

			“Shae… I’m not done yet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The sunset glowed like the hayfields on a windy day, glistening off the windowsills and machinery resting on the workbenches in Natalia’s workshop.

			With a cup of tea in one hand and the other holding an open journal, Natalia walked through the shadows and sun rays with a graceful stride. She swung around a workbench laced with maple wood and steel.

			She set her tea on a wood coaster where a faded stain aged itself into the grain and placed the book on a stand, pulling two slim bars from the side and pinning the book’s pages open. The sweet musk of tea filled her nostrils with berries and herbs.

			Natalia sipped her tea as she flipped a page in the book. She picked up a wrench and secured a pipe to a glass machine resting on the workbench, shaped like a large stretched cube with handles. Filled with water and covered in a frosted tint, it was a half meter wide, with silver braces securing its translucent form, the top arching like a carved stone on the bend of a river.

			The Lunarwheel was her single greatest failure. It was an engine meant to change the world, outpower the steam revolution, surpass electricity, and stand as the building block of the energy movement to come.

			Natalia set the wrench down and slipped her fingers behind the pipes, pivoting a bracket in place. Sweat dripped down her temple, and she wiped it off with her shoulder.

			The chance of failing was familiar. Natalia rebuilt her machine on several occasions during her career. With each failed experiment, her desire of fixing her legacy grew, and she could not resist the temptation. After a second of wondering doubt, she grabbed a handle in the floor and lifted a hidden blast door with a slit of glass at eye level.

			Natalia grabbed a control panel, set it on the stand behind the door, connected a wire into the glass machine, and plugged it into the panel. She stood by the barrier and flipped the switch.

			The machine flared in a dim light, and the auger rotated once and stopped. Natalia flipped the switch off and on, hoping it would start.

			The machine flared but dimmed just as quickly. She glanced at the book, turned the page, ran her finger down the journal, and walked back to the machine, flipping a few valves.

			Natalia smacked her lips. “I don’t know.”

			She twisted off a seal with a pop and realigned several rods and pistons, securing one with another brace.

			Natalia closed the machine and moved behind the door, flipping the switch. The machinery started and dimmed out. Natalia flicked several buttons and flipped the switch on, and off, and—

			The pipe blew off the back, water spurting against the wall. Glass flung against the door, and without a flinch, Natalia leaned against the steel, eyes locked on her invention.

			The water inside the tank whipped into a violent whirlwind, bashing back and forth inside its prison. It gushed through the shifting tubes, spraying out the back. The water emitted its own luminance, the blue glow glaring through the orange sunset. A hundred metal objects glimmered in the workshop, like stars on a clear night.

			Natalia wiped her forehead and hands with a nearby rag, never looking from the elegance and chaos.

			“Come on… come on.”

			With muffled ears and glimmering eyes, her mouth dried out. If water could burn, she tasted it in the air.

			The gears at the end rotated rapidly. They flinched and stalled.

			Natalia chuckled with a thin smile.

			The gears locked tight, and a brace shattered. Natalia placed her fists on the glass with rasping breaths, her knuckles white.

			The metal braces creaked and moaned, and the room grew silent as Natalia held her breath.

			The pipe on the back blew off, and the workshop echoed with a violent eruption. Glass clattered off metal, breaking on contact if it had not already. Couplings flew across the floor and pierced the wall. Water struck everything in its path, soaking the schematic papers.

			Natalia leaned against the shield, crouched, and listened to the water dripping on the floor.

			If it had been once or twice, she might have accepted her failure, but the never-ending struggle weighed on her shoulders.

			Natalia rubbed her cheek with her fingers and sniffled. She stood and looked at a metal brace jarred through the peephole, dangling on the other side. The teacup on the desk was broken, dribbling over the counter and pattering on the wood floor.

			Water rested at the soles of her shoes as Natalia looked out the window and saw the sun dip behind the forest, light fading from the workshop as the shadows grew long and dark.

			Her invention now blown out the back side, resting in two.

			Natalia walked to the wall and lifted a lever. A soft click came from beneath the floor, and small drains opened in the room’s corners. The water drained, and she grabbed a broom off the wall, sweeping glass across the floor.

			Another night of failed proportions, but Natalia hummed and bobbed her head, smacking her lips again.

			Her hands slowed to a stop, and her eyes opened wide, unflinching. Her expression was blank, and she looked on as if she did not know where she was. She set the broom on the wall and walked with a quivering lip, swallowing hard, letting out a shaky breath.

			She felt like a lost soul.

			The workshop seemed different from before as if her purpose was less important. She rubbed her hand down the side of the workbench, the rich maple catching her eye. On the cabinet, there was a photograph of her standing next to her husband, smiling with their elbows locked at a bar. Natalia eased into a smile, and a tear rolled down her cheek, dripping off to the floor.

			I’ll never forget you.

			She looked back to her invention and pulled a blue journal from her vest pocket, reading through the first few pages. She had the urge to sob, but no tears came.

			Natalia grabbed the photo, stuck it in the book, and walked out of the workshop.

			Blackberry candles replaced the musk of singed water, wax dripping down the candles as the wisps of the flames broke the silence. Wooden floors complemented the borders of redwood paneling that rose to the lower third of every wall, where blue wallpaper with gold lacing reached the ceiling.

			Natalia entered her study to the musk of aged books. They filled the bookshelves that lined the room, ceiling to floor, with a loft filled with more. A desk rested towards the back of the room with a lit fireplace.

			

			Natalia pulled out her book, flipping through the pages, the book filled to the last. She pulled one identical to it from a shelf and rubbed her finger on the spine, feeling the tight threads of the cover. Natalia replaced the empty spot with her old one and stuffed the new journal in her pocket. She sat in her chair, looking at the fire, and rubbed her hand across her forehead, her hands clammy.

			After a moment of peace, Natalia swiveled to the desk and unlocked a drawer. She pulled out a journal, resting it on the desk. It was leather-bound, engraved with rippling designs of the finest craftsmanship. Two pins, encased in a ribbon, held the book shut. She grabbed the ribbon and unwrapped it from the side lock. The leather book opened to a spot in the middle.

			Natalia dipped the pen in ink, and held her hand above the paper in.

			I don’t understand how one could invent something in the past but be unable to recreate it in the present.

			Natalia paused, rubbed the back of her neck, and leaned over the desk, her eyes going blank again. She shook her head and focused on the tip of the pen.

			Seeing no fruition, yet again, makes me believe things are to be different. I have put myself on a path that was meant to bring change. Why else would inventing be such a struggle at my age?

			Natalia dipped her pen in ink.

			Tonight reminds me of a day long ago when I first came to the Northern Regions. I walked the street in the evening when a child tugged on my jacket. She asked me if I was the magic lady. At this point, the public didn’t know me well, but she did.

			Her parents were not far behind and pardoned her eagerness, but there was no reason. They were lovely and asked about an apprenticeship for their daughter, after seeing me perform earlier that evening.

			I had never considered teaching another with my abilities as they were, but I couldn’t refuse. The little girl was enthusiastic. She begged me to make something before I left, almost ripping the back of my jacket.

			I pulled out a small device I created the year before, thanks to an electrical scientist in Belagrad.

			We called my invention the Spark. It had a bronze handle with grooved curves, smooth to the touch. Two prongs rested at the end that were elegant and mesmerizing, and when activated, it spun on top, and a small light emitted from the center.

			Never had I seen such a delighted smile when she ignited it. I used to spend hours lost in its beauty. My greatest ideas came to me then, and I hoped it would do the same for her.

			Natalia took a deep breath, wiping a tear off her cheek. Her legs tingled, and she leaned into the chair.

			The night before, my husband told me something similar, a mere hour after I thought of the Lunarwheel. Why would so many coincidences occur if I was not meant to create it? Have I grown enough to accomplish great things?

			Natalia set her pen down, infused in the past, caressing the underside of her chin. She turned to her jacket on a nearby coat rack and reached into the pocket, pulling out the Spark.

			Natalia pressed the button, and a spark surged at the end. Lost in her device, a thin smile grew across her face.

			Perhaps I can no longer do this on my own. Without my husband’s support, I need motivation from another, maybe someone younger with fresh ambition. I have a genuine eagerness to teach again. It might be possible they could carry on what memories I have through their work.

			Together, we might finish the Lunarwheel or create an invention that will transform the world. I could finally leave a completed legacy and move on from what lingered for so long.

			Perhaps I will move on with my life and settle like we always wanted.

			Natalia held on to the pen and turned to the window, looking to the moon that kissed the horizon, its glow glistening off the cascading waterfall.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The moon rested behind full clouds in the night’s cool hours. Dew covered the forest, leaving a wet musk of the approaching dawn. The few birds that remained chirped in the chill night, the rustling leaves glistening in the pale moonlight.

			In his gray jacket and burgundy shirt, the masked man stomped across the grass, trampling it flat, the dew soaking into his pant legs. Flicking the water off his boots, the man snuck across the yard, slipping between shadows before resting behind the roots of aged trees.

			He crept alongside a house with gentle steps, peering into the windows where dark ashes rested in the fireplace.

			The masked man stepped forward but paused, staring at the ground. His head wandered. Lost in the sky, he watched the clouds hovering across the moon.

			He rounded the house to the backyard, pressing between the thick trees, and pulled on several windows until one slid open without a creak. The intruder pulled himself inside.

			The masked man closed the window and searched the house. With little light and dark shadows, he struggled to see.

			He pulled a thin lantern from under his jacket and lit it, the light shining against the mask. The mask curved like ocean ripples and the moon’s crest, blue with silver beads, like rain on a window.

			The masked man moved through the house and walked upstairs without a whisper as a dim light glowed from a bedroom, accenting several picture frames in the hallway.

			He set the lantern down and eased into the bedroom where a young man slept. A small owl watched with protruding eyes, hooting as she stared at the masked man.

			Hello to you too, Shae.

			

			The man moved around the bed and gazed at Aleksandar sleeping peacefully in the night.

			Shae watched closely and inched across her post towards her master, talons breaking the silence as they etched into the wood. The man reached into his jacket and searched for a frayed burlap sack.

			Shae perched and spread her wings, her hissing growing in volume. The man moved closer, and Shae turned towards Aleksandar.

			The masked man paused as Aleksandar rolled, his hand still in his pocket. He stepped back, and Shae lowered her wings.

			No. Not yet.

			The man backed up with silent steps and pulled his hand from his jacket, hands raised in peace.

			Shae eyed him as he slipped out of the room, taking the light with him. He made his way into the basement, the lantern guiding him as the house rested in shadows.

			The basement wasn’t musky but was filled with the spice of cocobolo wood. The masked man searched the room, inspecting every machine on the workbench. He picked up a cube and sighed, setting it down exactly how he found it.

			The intruder moved to the desk and skimmed the gears and inventions. There was a book with a thick cover, and next to its spine, three pieces of octagonal-shaped papers surrounded by small stacks of metal and folders.

			The man observed them, finding no purpose for them. He held the lantern over the desk, metal flashing like lightning against the walls. With a still posture, he shook his head.

			I don’t see it.

			The man walked through the workbenches towards the door when a small beaker of water caught his eye. He stopped and turned. A cylindrical staff rested near the edge.

			The man glanced over his shoulder to a cracking noise behind him, hand in his jacket, waiting for any sign of Shae or Aleksandar. After a moment, he gazed at the staff and picked it up, pressing the button. The battery hummed next to the invention as the man raised the rod.

			The water shimmered on the tray’s edges, pulling away, floating towards the end of the shaft. As the man lifted the staff higher, the water followed his movements. His eyes peered from the darkness of the mask, wide and unblinking.

			

			“It’s impossible,” he said.

			The water glimmered in the lantern’s light, hovering in the air.

			No, no, this isn’t right.

			The man turned off the device. The water splashed back into the tray, and he set the staff down. His cheek itched, his fingers grew numb, and his eyes flinched in the lantern light.

			With a nod, the intruder fled up the stairs and out the back door, the crisp air rushing under his mask. His breath was visible in the moonlight, and he disappeared into the shadows of the forest.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Vida sat in the waiting room, gazing at the curtain that separated the cot from the examination hall. She rubbed the backside of her white gloves that reached her elbows and pulled them tight, ensuring there were no wrinkles.

			Lanterns hung above, but there was no need, as the morning sun was low and shined through the windows, glowing through the curtains. The door against the hall creaked, and a stout man with round glasses and a thick mustache that roughly covered his bottom lip walked in with a binder in hand. He smelled of crisp cinnamon as if he’d been baking all morning.

			“Good morning, Miss Harvey,” he said.

			“Hello, Arthur.” Vida stood, grabbing her handbag, and walked to the doctor.

			“What’s it like being on the opposite side?”

			“It’s strange when you’re used to working on the patients.”

			The two stepped through the curtain and into a hallway lined with carved wood with stone floor tiles. Windows reached from the ceiling to the stone, and nurses and patients walked down the hall between the morning rays.

			Vida’s thick brown hair bounced on her shoulders, pulled back, so it didn’t fall on the front of her purple-laced dress or hide her brown eyes.

			“If only we could diagnose ourselves, maybe we would feel a bit more comfortable,” the doctor said.

			Arthur waved his palm, and Vida followed him down another corridor. Her steps were precise, hands folded behind her, and her purple dress was radiant in the sun, swirls sewn with glossy thread reflecting in the window.

			“Well, I’m proud of you for coming in. I know this isn’t easy,” he said.

			

			“I would rather help others.”

			Arthur chuckled. “Don’t sell yourself short, Miss Harvey. Everyone needs a checkup.”

			The doctor led Vida into a large room. Two cots lined the walls with wood cabinets mounted against the back. A curtain draped over the window, blocking the bright morning rays.

			“I see you have a pep in your step as well,” she said.

			“It’s marvelous how the World’s Fair has brought much notoriety to our hospital, being so close to the fair. To see people taking an interest in the field of medicine and coming to our exhibits is exciting. A welcome change compared to the days after the Black Harvest.”

			Vida sat on the bench, her back prim and straight, pulling her hair tight to the right.

			“The Doyle Hall is filled with medical history and discoveries. Gives me goosebumps just thinking of it.” Arthur patted his hands together.

			“Do I sense some bashfulness, Doctor? Your name deserves to be on that hall.” Vida smirked.

			Arthur blushed and set his folder on the desk. “Don’t get an old man all chipper. I can’t promise I’d stop talking, and you younger folk seem to grow tired of my stories.”

			“That’s never stopped you before.” Vida held a sweet smile.

			They laughed together, and Arthur sat across from her.

			Vida took a deep breath, shaking her head and pulling on the end of her gloves.

			“Why so nervous?” Arthur smiled and pulled himself closer to her. “It’s a simple checkup, I promise.”

			“I’m not nervous.” Vida pulled her hands apart and set the left on her knee.

			“Would you like—”

			“Yes—” Vida held her hand straight, looking away.

			Arthur grabbed the glove and rolled it down her arm, removing it. He cradled her hand, softer than anyone had in a long while, the warmth of his touch on hers. Rubbing his fingers across her palm, he traced a scar extending from the center, around her thumb, and up her wrist. He pressed the hand in several spots. Vida flinched between her thumb.

			“Hold your hand out for me, please,” he said. “Still doing favors for Mr. Griffin?”

			Vida held her hand steady, without a flinch. “Yes, he asked me to meet with a young inventor this afternoon. He thinks with the right push; this inventor could have great potential for his league.”

			

			“Oh, perhaps a potential love interest—” Arthur looked to Vida’s hardened gaze and smiled. “Oh, I’m just teasing. It would be nice to see you with an ambitious young man instead of spending all hours of the day assisting me. How about that doctor I referred to you? Are you still going to your sessions?”

			“No. I’m not sure the whole mental doctor is for me. How does he understand my mind when I don’t?”

			Arthur raised his eyebrows. “Every so often, it’s not the scars we see that affect us the most. The field of psychology is young, but it grows by the day. You, of all people, understand how talking can set a mind straight.”

			“I understand talking about the present, but the past?”

			“It has helped many in light of the Black Harvest. It’s becoming a serious subject in some circles.”

			Arthur shifted in his seat and pulled on her fingers, and Vida flinched. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but there’s a new doctor in-house who can perform your surgery.”

			Vida looked at him without a word, and Arthur nodded.

			“I’ve considered him as my understudy for the following term. He might be a fantastic replacement. I must make room for the next generation. It’s amusing to think I survived the Black Harvest, but I turn over because I got too old.”

			Vida smacked Arthur’s hand. “Don’t talk like that. You’ll always be my first choice, even if you let that mustache go.”

			Arthur smiled, his cheeks rosy. He grabbed a scope and looked into Vida’s eyes.

			Vida flinched. “How does checking my eyes relate to my hand again?”

			Arthur looked on with a coy smile. “Your mother never enjoyed this part of it either.”

			Vida’s throat grew dry, and a small pit found its way into her stomach, growing uneasy. A tear ran down her cheek. “I was afraid of bright lights long before.”

			“She was always so kind,” he said.

			“A kindness that’s hard to find.”

			“This is true. Do you still write to her?”

			Vida nodded, and Arthur leaned back, slapping his knees.

			“Well, you appear to be in good health, which I didn’t doubt,” he said. “You still have a slight twitch in the hand between your thumb and index finger, but you seem to use it well. Minor compared to past examinations.”

			Vida held her head high. “I have my doubts the panel would acknowledge the continuing improvement.”

			Arthur wrote in his binder and set it on his lap. “You’re well aware of the progress we are making, and there are doctors who can help with your scar, Miss Harvey. Removing it would make following your dream of being a physician easier. We all know you have the wit.”

			“But there’s no guarantee. In the last medical journal, they said some side effect—”

			“I know. I’ve read them. No, not every case is one hundred percent, but results are promising compared to the risk. You should consider it.”

			“It’s all up here.” Vida pointed to her head, slipping her glove back on. “When needed, I’m steady.”

			Arthur leaned in and tilted his head. “That’s what I am afraid of. I know it’s up here, and I think that’s why you won’t go through with the procedure. One of these days, you might not have the chance to focus, and when you don’t, what happens when you slip?”

			Vida stood and walked to the window, peering out to the hospital gardens. “Is it true if they hit a nerve, it might never recover?”

			Arthur stood, his hands slipping into his pockets. “It is possible, yes.”

			“Then it isn’t worth the risk.”

			“Miss Harvey, I know you mean well, but you could endanger the welfare of those looking at your hands to save them.”

			“We live in a world of scars. We’ve grown to accommodate them, right?”

			“To a degree, but this is a delicate matter.”

			Vida rubbed her hand. Fairgoers walked past the hedges and into Doyle Hall. Kids, some with missing arms, others with limp legs, played in the yard with no attention to their afflictions. The day was young, and they danced and smiled. Vida envied them. To be of tender age, to where the world was still large and dreams guided her passions. The ability to see past her own scars.

			Arthur stepped beside her, hands holding the inside of his jacket. “I have new exercises that will continue to strengthen your hand.”

			“Thank you.” Vida dropped her arms, looking at Arthur.

			Arthur took a deep breath, smacked his lips, and grabbed a clipboard, writing on the paper.

			

			Vida turned around, folded her hands in front, her shoulders pulled back. She knew what he wanted to hear, but she couldn’t say it. He was logical and just as insightful, and she did not want to disappoint him.

			“I turned in that application,” she said.

			“Did you?” Arthur pulled off his glasses. “So you changed your mind about Blackwell?”

			“Yes. If I’m going to study, I should do it at the most prestigious academy.” Vida smiled.

			“And you understand they haven’t accepted a woman in the doctoring program since the harvest? That they accept three percent of applications in the Northern Regions?”

			“I do, and I figured I could try. Maybe I stand a chance.”

			“There’s word of a new academy scheduled to open across the river, and it’s to be a progressive change in our field and to be quite luxurious.”

			“I don’t know if I can wait that long. I’ll be twenty-six next year, and no one gets admitted at twenty-seven.”

			Arthur nodded. “Would you be ready? After the last admission interview, after the way the last board talked to you? For being… you know—a woman. Even with my recommendation, I’m afraid for your reputation with this persistence. It could be a turnoff to certain academies.”

			Vida stood there, her chin still high.

			“Not that it would stop you.” Arthur laughed. “Well, know I have no plans to deter you like the rest, but you must promise me something. If you want certified, you need to remove that scar. The gloves are not stylish enough to hide it in surgery. Consider this, and I will keep my recommendation intact.”

			“Wouldn’t there be another scar if they removed mine?” she asked.

			“Not like you have now. Some cases reported no scarring at all.”

			Vida fidgeted and glanced to the window. “And the recovery?”

			“As little as twelve weeks.”

			“As much as?”

			“Six months.”

			Vida held her scarred hand and rubbed her finger. The smoothness of the glove grew bumpy as she felt the inside of her thumb. She sighed and shook her head. “I promise, I’ll consider it.”

			Arthur patted her on the shoulder, and they walked through the door.

			

			“Miss Harvey.”

			Vida paused. “Yes?”

			Arthur sighed, setting his glasses back on his nose, and grabbed her glove.

			“I need to hear you say that you understand what you’re doing. That your desire to hold on to that scar will not interfere with your passion and opportunity of saving lives.” Arthur straightened her glove and held it with tenderness.

			“I understand,” she said.

			Arthur nodded. “Well then, I expect outstanding works from you.”

			“Thank you. Now I have a favor to ask.”

			“It’s yours.”

			Vida pulled out an envelope and handed it to Arthur, his initials written on the seal.

			“My recommendation?” Arthur’s voice raised.

			“Yes. I hope you’re not mad, but I couldn’t send it in. Our friendship and your reputation are too important to me, and while I have you as a reference, I can’t risk causing harm to your influence.”

			Arthur patted the envelope in his palm. “You need not waste a favor.” Arthur smiled and handed it back.

			“I can’t,” she said.

			“You don’t have to send it in, but keep it and one day read it. It won’t be valid for a panel after that, but it could be for you. And when you find your chance, make it worth it.”

			Vida hugged him, and Arthur smiled, his arms stunned in place until he returned the gesture.

			“Pardon me,” he said, looking to a nurse waving him down.

			Vida stepped away and walked through the sunlight in the wooded hallways, placing the letter in her handbag and finding herself a bashful grin.
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