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        Project Impossible is very loosely based on a true story.
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        “If you have an idea,

        that you genuinely think is good,

        don’t let some idiot talk you out of it.”

        -Stan Lee
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        This is the death of Lucas Truehart.

        His world crumbles. Reality sinks,

        and he is dragged by the legs through a world of darkness.

        He does not scream; he does not cry; and he does not beg.

        Words do not escape his mouth.

        They cannot. They will never.

        They try but fail.

        The last thing Lucas felt was the arm of his friend,

        his mentor, and his master,

        on his shoulder.

        What had seemed like an innocent touch was something far worse

        and far more irreversible.

        Now, he falls down a tunnel of incomprehensible depth.

        He wants nothing more than to see Mom and Dad again

        as those pleasant memories fade to nothing.

        He never even said goodbye…

        And he will never get that chance.

        Lucas can only panic as cold metal wraps around his arms and legs.

        The last thing Lucas feels is the heaviness of his eyes

        before they close for eternity.

        Lucas Truehart dies as Timeline Thirty-Five is erased from existence.

        There is no explosion when it happens.

        No crackle, no boom, and no rumble.

        When it happens, there is only silence…

        And there is only death.

        This is the death of Lucas Truehart.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stopwatch could feel nothing. No sadness, anger, fear, or guilt. Only loneliness touched him. A part of him regretted what he had done, but there was no turning back. Henry and Riley deserved it. They all had it coming. Their actions had summoned this reckoning.

      This was the ultimate punishment. The end.

      A timeless, endless abyss. Eternal damnation.

      Stopwatch is engulfed in darkness. There are no smells, no tastes, and no vestiges of life. After countless resets, his heart had withered into a putrid, decaying thing, drained of all vitality and hope.

      Stopwatch bore the guilt of manipulating a child, yet he couldn’t suppress the perverse satisfaction of victory. He had ascended to the pinnacle, and yet again Henry and Riley were powerless to oppose him.

      The entirety of the thirty-fifth Timeline was erased. Not even a speck of dust remained. And then, with the Blade of Creation, the God of Time created a new Timeline so that their stories could all start again.

      In the last moments of their lives, the only thing Jeweland’s heroes heard was the clock on Stopwatch’s armor. Not the thumping of their hearts, nor the singular scream that barely escaped Henry Truehart’s mouth. Only:

      
        
        TICK…

        TICK…

        TICK…

        TICK…
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        * * *

      

      Time is the ultimate power of the Multiverse.

      It has a hand in healing physical injuries such as cuts, bruises, and scratches. Chronic illnesses like arthritis take time and practice – even scars can fade with time.

      Out of all the cruel forms of pain in this Multiverse, the only kind that never fully dissipates is internal. Emotional damage is a kind of injury that attaches itself to a host and troubles them the rest of their days.

      On the surface, Henry Truehart is no different than any other boy. He does his homework, studies for upcoming tests, and listens to his teachers in class. In his free time, he plays video games like Halo and Call of Duty with his best friend Zach. He reads books, watches movies, and rides a bike around Jeweland City.

      Henry’s story, however, is a tragedy.

      Henry was born on April 8th, 2004. He was raised by two loving parents in Jeweland, a California city more overrun with crime than Los Angeles. The tranquility of his childhood was forever shattered when, at the tender age of four, his mother fell victim to a brutal murder. The tragedy only deepened as, a week after her death, Henry’s father disappeared with his brother, Robin. Neither of them returned, but Henry wasn’t left without a guardian. Alex Truehart hired a butler to look after his son. He kept close contact with this new guardian, an older man named Kane, who quickly became Henry’s long-term babysitter and servant.

      Henry was an easy target at school. The superhero-themed shirts he wore marked him different. He was branded a “nerd” for showing what he loved. But the torment didn’t stop there; it expanded into a myriad of cruel labels that clung to him every day no matter how hard he wanted to forget them.

      In fourth grade, rumors about Henry swept through the school’s halls. At the center of them all was Jasmine, a girl with a penchant for gossip, who led a group of friends on a mission to make Henry feel like a monster. It was as if they believed his very being was contagious, for they employed excessive amounts of soap, towels, and water to any surface he brushed against. Whenever he drew near, their screams would pierce the air, and they’d all scatter like birds after a gunshot.

      The beginning of middle school in August 2015 brought Henry a glimmer of hope. He believed it was his chance for a clean slate, a reversal of his past ordeals. He imagined building new friendships, conquering uncharted territory, and facing the challenges of junior high head-on. However, fate had a cruel twist in store for him. On the very first day, his optimism was shattered by the realization that he would be sharing his classrooms with Jasmine. His hopes collapsed like a house of cards.

      Within just a week, Jasmine’s malevolent influence seemed to permeate almost every sixth grader. Henry found himself subjected to a relentless onslaught of condescension, mockery, and manipulation from his own classmates.

      That Friday, instead of heading home to join Zach in their usual games, Henry found solace on a deserted school bench long after the other students had abandoned the premises.

      Henry agonized over what he could have possibly done to deserve the torment he endured every day. His life had been a path forever shadowed by bullies and their constant abuse. Henry always tried to pour kindness into his interactions, offering warm smiles and gentle words. Yet, his efforts seemed to vanish like whispers in the wind, met with blank stares or passing glances, never returning the warmth he so freely gave.

      Henry shivered, cheeks wet with tears that left a glistening trail. His only wish was to connect with others, to make friends, and to enjoy school as much as possible, but no one showed interest in becoming friends with him.

      After what felt like an eternity of staring blankly at the ground, Henry’s gaze turned to the distance. Across the campus, he spotted a young woman riding a skateboard across the blacktop. The skateboard swiveled in his direction before she hopped off, deftly catching the board mid-air.

      “Hey!” The girl called out, voice cutting through the stillness around them. “You’re here late… is your dad coming?”

      Henry tried to ignore her by turning the other way. “You don’t want to talk to me. I’m a monster…”

      “What?” she scoffed. “Oh you’re Henry, right?”

      “Mmm.”

      “I’ve heard Jasmine and that whole friend group saying mean things about you… I-I’m sorry,” the girl stammered. “I… I get bullied, too.”

      “I didn’t ask for your sympathy,” Henry replied, turning to face her.

      “I understand. I don’t mean to pry, I just… Look, if you need someone to talk to…” She glanced down at Henry’s arms, noticing the fresh slits drawn across his wrists. When he realized she’d seen them, he folded his arms to hide them.

      “And who are you?” Henry asked, gaze fixed on her.

      “Riley.”

      Henry cleared his throat before wiping tears from his eyes. “Yo-you’re in Mr. A’s class, right? Third period?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Nice,” Henry managed to say, taking a deep breath. “Thank you, Riley…”
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        * * *

      

      In the following months, Riley Hill became Henry’s true ally, a beacon of support in his darkest hours. She tirelessly advocated for him, seeking out every staff member who would listen. When their indifference remained unchanged, she’d only fight harder. Her acts of selflessness and kindness warmed Henry’s heart. Her presence in his life gave him meaning.

      Yet, even with the warmth that Riley brought him, Henry couldn’t win the war in his head. When he was without her, he wondered if anyone would truly miss him if he were gone. The more he tried to suppress these feelings, the more they consumed him.

      On the evening of December 23rd, 2015, Henry forced down a lethal dose of sleeping pills and put a knife to his wrist, a desperate bid to eternally sever the thread connecting him to life.

      But, as the clock ticked, teetering Henry between the realms of life and death, an external force seized the opportunity to intervene. The half-dissolved pills in his stomach vanished as if they had never been consumed – and the blade in his hand became duller than a broken pencil.

      In that moment, Henry lay motionless, his corpse splayed across the cold bedroom floor. But the shadows in his room began to shift, and a voice, distant and mysterious, called out to him from beyond space and time.

      
        
        We are not ready for you to die yet.

        You cannot die yet, Henry.

        Seven lives remain.

      

      

      Jolted back to life with those haunting words, Henry awakened, finding himself sprawled on an uncomfortable metallic bed. Straps clamped around him, anchoring him to the chilling surface.

      Mind clouded by disorientation, Henry was briefly convinced that he’d woken up in the ICU. Yet, while the room’s sterile scent and hushed sounds mimicked those of a hospital, its ambiance was anything but ordinary. A crimson hue bathed the room, its eerie glow casting long, twisted shadows across the metallic floors and walls. Bizarre and complex apparatuses surrounded Henry, their designs and purposes concealed in layers of mystery. Tubes and wires snaked outward from his body, tethering him to each mysterious device. And in the corner of the room, a familiar presence loomed, a sinister smirk tugging at the corners of his lips.

      Recognizing the figure as his father, Henry attempted to scream through the breathing mask on his face, but only a muffled sound escaped – a desperate cry stifled by the mask.
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        * * *

      

      In 2017, Henry started to document his father’s disappearances. At intermittent times, he managed to capture fleeting glimpses of Alex’s presence inside their home. Yet, like a whisper in the night, Alex would be gone once again with the first light of dawn.

      Henry’s insatiable curiosity compelled him to record his father’s movements. After school, he frequently met up with Zach and Riley at an old, decrepit mansion in the hills of Jeweland City. With its creaking floors and rooms cloaked in layers of dust, it served as a sanctuary where the burdens of their individual lives were temporarily forgotten. Together, the trio embarked on quests of mystery to unravel Alex Truehart’s deepest secrets.

      As Henry, Zach, and Riley matured, their friendship only grew stronger. Throughout their senior year of high school, a subtle yet unmistakable romantic chemistry developed between Henry and Riley. They found themselves drawn to each other in a way that transcended friendship, as if they were meant to be together. During the final days of senior year, they decided they couldn’t ignore their feelings any longer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Friday, June 10th, 2022

        California Theatre, Downtown Jeweland

      

      

      A deafening roar of jubilation filled the California Theatre’s auditorium to the very brim. The graduates of Fremont High School, dressed in dark blue gowns with golden tassels, set off a synchronized celebration as they launched their caps into the air with powerful tosses. Each cap took flight, symbols of their collective triumph soaring toward the ceiling in a spectacular display. The audience exploded into thunderous applause and enthusiastic whistles, pride for the students’ accomplishments overflowing.

      Henry Truehart, beaming with excitement and joy, stood among his peers, his heart pounding with a sense of elation he’d never felt before. He’d actually done it. This was all so surreal to him, so new, like a dream he never wanted to wake from.

      Lined up in rows, the students descended the stage riser one by one, making their way toward the hallway just outside. On his way up the auditorium’s stairs, he took a moment to wave to his classmates’ parents who had supported him throughout his high school journey.

      Outside the auditorium, Henry fought his way toward the lobby, barely squeezing through a sea of excited families that had turned the corridor into a human logjam.

      Upon finally reaching the lobby, Henry scanned the crowd for his best friends. In his search, he paused every now and then to pose for pictures with teachers and fellow students who had been instrumental in shaping his life since freshman year. The adrenaline coursing through his veins amplified his excitement tenfold, almost causing him to forget the absence of other Trueharts to congratulate him.

      Eventually, Henry ventured outside, where the festivities continued. Overhead, the warm California sun bathed the sidewalk in golden light. He joined other graduates and Fremont High staff in photos, each snapshot capturing the profound joy and accomplishment they all felt. He couldn’t believe it.

      “HENRY!” a familiar Southern accent called out, breaking through the crowd’s noise. Henry swiveled around to meet the gaze of Zach’s uncle, Billy. He donned his signature overalls and red and white checkered shirt.

      “ZACH!” Henry squealed with delight. Unable to contain his excitement, he dashed into his best friend’s arms. He wore his hair in a short mullet that just barely reached the nape of his neck.

      “We did it, buddy! YEAH!” Zach cheered, sharing in Henry’s triumph.

      “I can’t believe it, man!” Henry said. “I thought we’d never make it here…”

      ‘Same here, Henry.” Zach gave him a pat on the back, smiling infectiously. “Cain’t believe I almost dropped out as a junior…”

      “Well, look at us now. This moment is all that matters.”

      “Scoot real close, I wanna get a photo of y’all!” Billy requested, dropping to one knee with his camera ready. Henry and Zach stood close together, wrapping each other in a comforting embrace. The camera clicked, and the bearded photographer rose to his feet again, showing them the photo with a proud smile.

      “That looks great!” Zach told him.

      “Henry, you sure you don’t wanna come by later?” asked Uncle Darnell. “We’re havin’ a celebration, it’ll be just the three of us.”

      Henry shook his head. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m going to Riley’s for pizza tonight,” he explained. “Speaking of, have either of you seen––” His voice trailed as he caught a glimpse of a matte-black Lamborghini parking just outside the theatre. The car gleamed under a streetlight, its polished surface reflecting the California Theatre. A familiar man stood at the side of the car, dressed in a black hoodie and jeans, arms crossed dramatically.

      “Riley? No, I haven’t seen her around,” Zach replied, spinning around in search of the young woman.

      Henry turned back to his best friend, visibly worried. “Hey Zach, I’ll… talk to you later.”

      “Oh, sure?” As soon as the words escaped Zach’s lips, he too caught sight of Henry’s father. “Shiiiit.”

      “Yeah. Text me, man, alright?” Henry and Zach exchanged a fist bump.

      “Of course.”

      Henry quickly trailed off toward the curb, navigating through a crowd of graduates. As he approached, he heard the sound of his father’s mock clapping. “Congratulations, Henry! You finally did it.”

      Henry scowled. “What are you doing here, Dad?”

      “It’s your graduation. Why wouldn’t I be here?”

      Henry couldn’t help but smile at Alex’s attempt to guilt-trip him. “Because you were never there at any other point in my life.”

      Alex laughed. “Get in the car, Henry.” He circled the sleek vehicle to its left side, and then opened the scissor-door.

      “You’re not my father! Why should I do anything you tell me?”

      “I prepared something,” Alex replied. “A special dinner, at a friend’s house.”

      “I already have dinner plans. I’m going to Riley’s for pizza.”

      Alex laughed again. “No, you’re not. Now, come along with me before I start yelling. You don’t want me to embarrass you in front of your classmates, do you?”

      Henry groaned. “Jesus Christ… What are you even DOING here!?”

      “HEY!” His father shot back, pointing a single finger at his son. “You wanna talk to me? Then you better treat me with respect, damn it!”

      Tears welled up in Henry’s eyes as he fought to hold back his emotions. He stomped to the passenger door, carelessly yanked it open, and climbed in. “Where are we going?”

      “No, you don’t get to ask questions. I do. And my question is, why were you asking about Riley when you know you’re not allowed to see her?”

      “I…” Henry gulped. “I don’t know.”

      Alex nodded knowingly. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “I just don’t get why you hate her so much!”

      “She’s dirt poor, Henry. You deserve better than a filth-ridden gold-digger.”

      “She’s not like that!”

      “Look… There are things in life that you will never understand,” Alex told him, his tone more subdued. “And if you can’t accept that fact, that’s on you.”

      “I-is this about your secret project, ‘Operation Inevitable?’”

      Alex couldn’t contain his laughter. “No.”

      Henry groaned in response. Then cautiously peeked into the back of the car. On the backseat, he spotted a helmet partially concealed beneath a crumpled jacket. “What is that?”

      Alex checked his rearview mirror. “Oh, that. Don’t worry about that… It belongs to a friend.”

      Henry turned away from his father, crossing his arms in a defiant gesture. He had no reason to care about his father’s opinion of Riley. What truly mattered to him was that, after years of struggling to express his romantic feelings for her, she had said “yes” to being his girlfriend.
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        * * *

      

      At the corner of a wealthy neighborhood, Alex’s supercar rotated into the driveway of a two-story mansion. He put the car in park and removed his keys from the ignition.

      Henry’s eyes narrowed in confusion. On the car ride, his father had told him to put on the suit and tie he’d stuffed into the center console. “Whose house is this, even??”

      “A co-worker’s,” Alex replied. “He invited us to have dinner.”

      Alex and Henry stepped out of the car and ascended the steep driveway. Marble pillars flanked the entrance like two armed guards. Henry stepped back to let his father ring the doorbell.

      The door swung open mere seconds after it chimed. There, in the mansion’s entrance, stood a bearded man. Dressed in a sharp tuxedo, the middle-aged man had a delicate glass of wine cradled in one hand. “Good evening, Alex. This must be Henry?” His eyes moved swiftly between father and son.

      “Yes, he’s gotten big since you last saw him.”

      Henry tried to hide his cringe. “Daaaad…”

      “Sorry.”

      “I’m Steven Cloudfree,” he introduced himself. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I met you when you were… Four? Five?”

      Henry shook his head, adamant he had no recollection of Steven.

      Steven opened the door wide and gestured for the Trueharts to enter. “Come on in. Dinner’s ready,” he told them, making brief eye contact with Henry. “Hope you guys like Alfredo pasta.”

      Henry and his father obediently removed their shoes before stepping inside. Following Steven through the branching halls, the Trueharts couldn’t help but take in the opulent decor. The long corridors wound and twisted, creating interconnected paths that confused the hell out of Henry.

      The walls were decorated with vinyl records and CDs, their covers showcasing iconic bands from the 1980s: AC/DC, Guns N’ Roses, Def Leppard, and a few Henry didn’t recognize. Further down the hall, framed photos of Steven’s ancestors lined the walls, mostly older Caucasian men dressed in finely tailored suits and jewelry.

      In the dining room, a diamond-encrusted chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting a shimmering light through the space. Henry, Alex, and Steven took their seats around the substantial wooden table positioned at the room’s heart. A pot of freshly cooked fettuccine sat in the center of the table, still steaming.

      “So, Henry, I heard you just graduated high school.” Steven grabbed a pasta server and used it to scoop portions of noodles onto his plate.

      “Yeah.” Henry gazed straight ahead at his father and watched him down half a glass of wine. “But I think someone forgot to set a reminder.”

      Alex slammed the glass down on the table. “I apologize for not being there, Henry. I was working on⁠—”

      Steven cleared his throat, effectively interrupting his colleague. Alex halted mid-sentence, and then proceeded to pour himself another glass of wine.

      “Apologies,” Alex uttered.

      “It’s fine.” Steven’s response came out with a flat, lifeless tone. He leaned back in his chair and speared some noodles with his fork. “So, how’s your relationship with… what’s her name? Rachel?”

      “Riley,” Henry corrected, looking down and away from his untouched plate.

      “Ah yes, Riley. How’re things going with her?”

      “No, wait, hold on!” Henry ignored his question. “That name, Rachel… Ho-how do you know that?”

      Steven tried to appear innocent. “Well, I simply forgot Riley’s name, Henry. I mean, Rachel and Riley are similar names⁠—”

      “No, no! I don’t believe that!” Henry scoffed. He dragged his chair back and stood up out of frustration. “Rachel was her mother’s name. Do you know something about her mother’s death?”

      “Of course not! Please, I can tell you’re a bit anxious… I just want to sit down and have dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry,” Henry said coldly. “May I be excused?”

      “Y-yeah, uhm, there’s a Game Room upstairs.” Steven glanced over at Henry’s father. “I have a huge collection, you’d love it. It’s up those stairs, down the hall, and to the left. Just don’t go into my office; I have some private stuff in there.”

      Henry pushed his chair in with a sharp scrape across the floor. He then stomped away, anger fueling his pace as he ascended the flight of stairs to the second story.

      In the upstairs hallway, Henry followed the carpet to Steven’s office, which sat right across from the Game Room. His gaze flickered toward the Game Room’s inviting entrance. It appeared vibrant and full of entertainment, tempting him with its distractions. Its walls were adorned with posters of movies from the 1980s.

      Instead of giving in to the temptations, Henry clenched the doorknob of Steven’s office, driven by spite. He twisted the handle, fully anticipating it not to budge. To his surprise, the knob yielded, turning smoothly beneath his grasp. With a brief hesitation, he pushed the door open and ventured inside.

      The office, a relatively small room, didn’t reveal any secrets at first glance. In one corner, Steven’s computer tower perched atop a spacious desk, surrounded by a web of long, dangling cables that connected it to three separate monitors. Henry navigated to the desk with careful steps, heart pounding with anticipation. Swiftly, he pulled open drawers and rummaged through papers and office supplies. His hands moved quickly, searching for any shred of evidence that could incriminate his father and Steven,

      Henry’s fingers brushed against the cool metal of the expensive PC. He leaned slightly to the right to examine the ports on its back. Amidst the sea of USB ports and cables, one thing stood out from the rest – the only one harboring a black thumb drive, discreetly blending in with the obsidian cables.

      “I got you now, you assholes.” Henry’s fingers closed around the storage device and yanked it from the port.

      Examining the tape on the side of the device, Henry’s breath caught in his throat, and his eyes widened to their maximum potential. The room seemed to grow colder as he read the words inscribed on the tape: “For Henry.”

      A look of disgust contorted Henry’s face as he forcefully stuffed the USB device into his pocket. He closed each drawer and tiptoed out of the office, holding his breath in anticipation. The door closed behind with a gentle click, leaving no trace of his presence. Henry dashed toward the front of the hall with a sense of urgency and descended the flight of stairs to the first floor.

      Alex glanced up from his dinner and watched his son sprint toward the mansion’s entrance. “Henry, where are you going?”

      “Outside!” Henry yelled as he hastily pulled on his shoes. He slammed the door behind him with such force that it sent a shockwave through the house, setting furniture rattling.

      Henry jogged across Steven’s driveway, breath quickening with each step. Before he could step foot on the sidewalk a piercing scream cut through the evening air. Henry circled around and watched his father march up to him.

      “Henry, what is wrong with you?” his father demanded. “You’ve been rude and disrespectful this entire night!”

      “Yeah, well I had plans!” Henry’s voice cracked as he shouted. “I was supposed to see my girlfriend tonight!”

      “YOU CANNOT SEE HER!”

      Henry froze in place, frightened by his own father. His voice trembled, “W-why?”

      “You just… you can’t,” his voice softened. “You are never allowed to see her. Do you understand me?”

      “NO!” Henry finally fought back. “I’m not six anymore. Dammit, I’m eighteen! You can’t control me!” He stretched out his arm and pushed his father back. Alex dramatically stumbled against his car, using it to steady himself.

      “Do not follow me,” Henry demanded with a cold voice. He turned and ran as fast as he could, leaving his father standing in the driveway. Alex leaned forward for a fleeting moment, preparing to chase after his son. But he halted, then took a deep breath.

      “Mission complete,” Alex muttered to himself, a satisfied smile growing. He turned on his heel and made his way back into Steven’s mansion. Returning to the dining room, his posture was straighter, his expression prouder than it had been just moments ago.

      “So…” Steven chuckled, lifting his glass of wine to his lips. “Has the first domino fallen?”

      “It has,” Alex confirmed, lips breaking into a wide grin, Genuine laughter escaped him. “But, Steven, did you seriously just say that ‘Rachel’ and ‘Riley’ are similar names?”

      Steven joined in the laughter. “I’m a scientist, not an actor, damn it! Besides, I don’t think Henry will find out who her killer was. All I did was drop a name.”

      “Let’s hope so. For your sake,” Alex remarked.

      Steven smirked. “With all said and done, I believe Plan A has failed.”

      “Yes.” Alex took a seat across from his partner. “Henry is quite relentless. I knew we couldn’t keep them apart for long.”

      “After all, they are meant to be together,” his partner added.

      “Indeed…”

      “Chin up, Alex. The Boss will be pleased,” Steven assured him.

      Alex glanced down at the advanced device on his wrist. “Yeah. And as much as I love the wine you have here, we need to report back to base.”

      “Already?” The scientist looked disappointed. Tonight was the first night he’d had a sip of alcohol in months, and he knew he wasn’t allowed to sneak any into the base.

      “Just about,” Alex said with a nod. “By the way, your improv skills are questionable. Though, I was quite pleased when you told my son exactly where to look. Things like that make us look clumsy.”

      “I can’t take all the credit, Alex. You made it extra believable by shouting at him.”

      Alex poured some more wine into his glass and raised it. “So, what should we raise our glasses to this time, my friend?”

      “Let’s toast to…” Steven glanced ahead at the clock mounted on the kitchen’s wall. “To the God of Time?”

      “To the God of Time!” Alex responded, tapping his glass against Steven’s.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Moorpark Avenue, Jeweland City

      

      

      Henry’s father always managed to spoil the most wonderful things. While Henry appreciated the gifts he received on holidays, he couldn’t fathom the reason behind them. He struggled to grasp why an absent father like Alex would bother sending gifts to his son. On his birthdays, Henry sometimes received small presents from Zach and Riley, along with a generous $500 from his father. Alex’s uninspired gift typically came with a thoughtless note along the lines of, “Sorry I couldn’t be there. Currently buried in work. Wishing you a happy birthday.”

      Henry had dared to hope that his father might make an appearance at graduation. But as he walked up on stage, no one was there to cheer him on, other than Zach’s uncles.

      Riley’s apartment was situated on the first floor of a modest three-story building. Fortunately, Henry didn’t have to bother with keycard scans or intercoms to gain entry; he was simply able to stroll through the door.

      As Henry arrived at the correct building, he stepped into its dimly lit stairwell. With each step down, the atmosphere grew progressively heavier. It wasn’t until he reached the halfway point that he felt a faint vibration in his pocket. Intrigued, Henry paused, taking a moment to retrieve the buzzing phone. He gently put the phone to his ear.

      “Hey, Riley!”

      “Hey,” Riley’s voice greeted him. “Just a heads up: my dad is still here. He wants to talk to you before he leaves for work.”

      “Oh, boy…” Henry sighed. “This is about what happened on Tuesday, I’m guessing?”

      Riley responded with a soft “Mhm.”

      Henry sighed. “Okay, thanks for letting me know. I’ll be there momentarily.”

      Ending the call, Henry slipped his phone back into his pocket. Reaching the base of the staircase, he turned left into a carpeted, low-ceilinged hallway. He counted down each apartment number as he passed, anticipation building with each step. Four… three… two…

      At the end of the hall, Henry knocked on the door marked “APT 1.” Out of respect for Riley’s privacy, he made a conscious effort not to eavesdrop on the argument taking place inside.

      The aging man who opened the door greeted Henry warmly, extending his hand in a friendly gesture. “Evening, Henry. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m David Hill, but you’ll call me ‘sir.’”

      “Henry Truehart. Good to meet you, Mister Hill, s-sir.”

      “I recognized your name when you walked the stage, but it’s good to meet face-to-face,” the imposing man said. Henry made an effort to step inside, but Mister Hill blocked his path. “Where are you off to next?”

      “Please don’t interrogate him, Dad,” a young woman chimed in, squeezing past her father. “He’s my boyfriend, you can trust him.”

      “No, it’s alright.” Henry cleared his throat. “I’m taking a few months off from school. I need some time to prepare for my adult life.”

      Mister Hill crossed his arms. “And then what?”

      “I want to move out and find a place of my own with a roommate.”

      “You can come in, Henry!” Riley interjected, putting an end to her father’s interrogation. She gently took Henry’s hand and led him into the apartment. They settled on a comfortable couch at the heart of the living room, while Mister Hill strolled to the recliner tucked away in the corner.

      “I’m entrusting you two to stay here without causing any trouble,” Mister Hill stated firmly, grabbing a coat from his recliner. “Now that you’re aware of the camera I have, I expect both my daughter and my household to be treated with nothing but respect. And if I see the shit I saw on Tuesday, you will NEVER see her again. Do you understand me, Henry?”

      “We were just kissing!” Riley insisted.

      “I don’t care what you were doing.” He shifted his gaze to lock eyes with the young man. “Men only want one thing, Henry. I was your age once, believe it or not. I know exactly what’s going through your mind. As long as you’re in my house, you’re going to abide by MY rules, especially when I’m not here. Do you understand me?”

      “Y-yes, sir,” Henry responded, holding back questions about why he’d reacted so strongly to them kissing.

      On the day they officially became a couple, Henry and Riley had wasted no time in expressing the passion they had for each other. They’d surrendered to the intensity of their emotions, immersing themselves in a passionate make out session on her couch. At the time, they were confident that there would be no unwelcome interruptions as long as her father was at work.

      Unbeknownst to Henry and Riley, their shared moment came to an abrupt and unsettling halt when her father, who had been watching them kiss through a hidden camera, texted his daughter to stop immediately. The fact that he’d been watching them left them shocked and bewildered and flushed with embarrassment.

      Seeing that he and Henry had reached a mutual understanding, Mister Hill took a step back, deliberately creating some space between himself and the young man.

      “I know that you guys just got together, and I understand your excitement about graduating and wanting to celebrate,” Mister Hill expressed. “You may stay here until midnight. I usually don’t let Riley’s friends stay past ten, but I’m making an exception because tonight is supposed to be special. I also left some money on the dining room table so you can get pizza delivered. What do you say to that, Henry?”

      Henry managed a sincere “Thank you, sir.”

      “Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to work.” Mister Hill turned and left, closing the door behind him, leaving Henry and Riley alone.

      Henry’s brows sank in frustration. How could Riley’s father believe that what he did was okay?

      Henry understood his concern as a parent – the need Mister Hill felt to ensure they weren’t being irresponsible teenagers. But spying on them through a hidden camera was a line he shouldn’t have crossed. It had been a fundamental violation of their privacy.

      If Mister Hill had genuinely cared about their well-being and their relationship, he would have approached the topic differently. Respecting their privacy as an adult couple would’ve meant having a mature and honest conversation with them like adults. Instead, he chose to chastise and berate them for simply kissing.

      Mister Hill had told his daughter countless times that kissing was a “gateway” to something more intimate. While Henry didn’t doubt the notion, he was certain that Riley’s father couldn’t have been more wrong when it came to understanding him as a person. Henry held Riley in high regard, a deep and profound respect that went far beyond the physical aspects of their relationship. He couldn’t fathom the idea of viewing her as a mere object for his enjoyment. To him, Riley was a person – a complex and beautiful soul with whom he shared a unique connection.

      Henry’s love for Riley knew no bounds; it was rooted in a deep understanding of her essence as a human being. He cherished her not just for her physical beauty but for her intellect, her kindness, and the way she effortlessly made him a better person. If the day ever came when they chose to become intimate with each other, it would be a choice made as consenting adults. Henry was resolute in his belief that, in that scenario, they would continue to cherish and respect each other as they always had.

      After her father’s departure, Riley inched closer to Henry, her presence like a calming lullaby.

      “Don’t listen to him, Henry,” she muttered. Gently, she wrapped her arm around his back and rested her head on his shoulder. “He just thinks you’re some boy I like. That we’re just irresponsible teenagers.”

      “I’m n-not listening to him,” Henry gulped, his voice trembling.

      But he was.

      Mister Hill’s threat to forbid him from seeing Riley had pushed him to the verge of tears. How could he do that? They were both eighteen, old enough to make their own decisions. Why, why, why?

      “That was all normal for him,” Riley explained, trying to be reassuring. “He’s always that intimidating. It’s not because of you.”

      “It sure feels like it’s because of me,” Henry muttered. “It’s not fair, Riley! Does he want to tear us apart?”

      “I don’t know. I hope not.”

      “We’re eighteen, for crying out loud!”

      She sighed heavily. “I know. He’s just so protective. He doesn’t see what we have.”

      “I am not just some boy,” Henry said, looking down. He’d successfully fought back tears, but his hands were now trembling. “Why can’t he just give us a chance?”

      Riley shook her head, unsure of how to answer.

      “I just wish he saw that… I love you, Riley.”

      She smiled. “You… love me?”

      Henry nodded silently.

      “Oh.” Her gaze drifted to the carpet. “I-I do, too.”

      Henry wanted to apologize for confessing his love so early in their relationship, but he was in too deep, and so was Riley.

      “I don’t care what your dad thinks of us,” Henry stated. “I just want to be with you and only you.”

      Riley’s warm breath danced across his nose as she whispered, her face so tantalizingly close: “I... want you too...” Her fingertips traced an unhurried path up and around his arms, their gentle pressure like a promise fulfilled.

      “B-but you’re moving to Vermont. Would this even work long-distance?”

      Riley pondered her experience with a long-distance relationship. While it had ended on good terms, she had to have an honest conversation with her girlfriend at the time. She explained that she found great value and comfort in physical contact, and that texting and calling didn’t provide the same feelings or reassurance that in-person affection did. The thought of facing those same issues with Henry crossed her mind. But she told him, “We could probably make it work… if we… decided to…”

      Like magnets drawn together by an irresistible force, their lips merged, and Henry and Riley shared a long, passionate kiss.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        San Francisco Airport

      

      

      Inside Cloudfree Hangar, the heavy doors of an attack helicopter slammed shut, sealing Alex and Steven inside the cabin. They quickly strapped themselves into their seats, then gave the pilot the signal to take off. Alex quickly resorted to using his phone, while Steven turned his attention to his window to admire the view rising with the chopper’s ascent.

      “I-I don’t like this.” Steven expressed his unease. “Something feels off.”

      “What feels off, Cloudfree?”

      “I don’t know.” He squinted, shifting in his seat. “Doesn’t this feel wrong? Any of this?”

      “I will not question the boss’s methods. Neither should you.”

      “I know,” he replied. “I would never betray him. But do you think he might be using us?”

      “How so?”

      “We’re his errand boys. Every day, we follow every order he gives us. What do we get in return?” Steven sighed deeply. “Nothing. Well, nothing but a big house and expensive wines…”

      “You’re sounding like a traitor, Steven.”

      “I am? Or am I just sounding logical?” The scientist shrugged nonchalantly. “There is a difference, Mister Truehart.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Alex asked.

      “I am just stating the facts. We built Stopwatch’s facility from the ground up, and all we got was a high rank in the project. What are we really, Alex? Pawns?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Steven nodded with obvious hesitation. “If you don’t mind, Commander, may I rest my eyes until we arrive?”

      “Request granted,” Alex accepted. “Thank you for asking,”
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        * * *

      

      Steven often pondered whether all the sacrifices he had made were truly worthwhile. He had dedicated years to building Stopwatch’s fortress, and at times, he questioned if all that effort had been in vain. During its construction, the God of Time cryptically alluded to the Facility’s significance in his “great plan.” At the time, Steven wasn’t entirely certain of the nature of his grand scheme. He refrained from asking questions, instead choosing to obediently carry out each task assigned to him.

      Once the Facility was fully constructed, Stopwatch explained everything, keeping nothing concealed. He unveiled the mysteries of previous Timelines and past lives, disclosing his true identity and history to Steven and Alex. Shortly thereafter, he entrusted Steven with the role of Head Scientist within the secret project. The God displayed adamancy about the danger of “Timlindial Entanglement” and the catastrophic consequences it would bring to his master plan. Even at the height of his power, fear of losing it all gnawed at the God of Time. If a bridge between Henry and his past selves formed, SuperGamer’s power would grow exponentially. If Timlindial Entanglement occurred inside that boy’s mind, Stopwatch’s empire would fall.

      Steven borrowed several of Stopwatch’s archived files, driven by a burning curiosity to unravel the mysteries of Timlindial Entanglement. It didn’t take long for him to grasp the reasons behind Stopwatch’s fear of it. Through diligent research, Steven learned that the symptoms of Timlindial Entanglement weren’t immediate, but rather developed gradually over time. The research led him to the conclusion that certain triggers could exacerbate its symptoms. Moments of high stress, romantic desire, or panic had the potential to set Timlindial Entanglement in motion.

      Based on his gathered knowledge, Steven formed the hypothesis that interacting with a past self was possible but extremely unlikely. Stopwatch’s notes, while informative to some extent, failed to provide the depth of information necessary to advance his research. To make significant progress, Steven needed to study one of the Time God’s victims.

      In 2007. Steven approached Alex with a request to bring Henry to the Facility. To ease his concerns, he emphasized that the experiments would not inflict permanent harm on his son. Despite his initial hesitancy, Alex eventually agreed to bring him, believing that Henry was too young to retain lasting memories of the experience. Then, in 2015, Henry was brought back to the Facility to undergo another series of experiments. After a successful suicide attempt, the powers of Nadine Morlan had briefly awakened inside Henry to bring him back to life.

      Before releasing Henry to continue his ordinary life, Steven made sure that there was no possibility of him developing the powers of SuperGamer early. He was successful in suppressing the awakening. But deep down, he understood that Henry’s powers were a force that couldn’t be contained permanently. The procedures were only a temporary fix, a band-aid on a deep cut. Eventually, the dormant strength within Henry would surge forth, breaking the chains.

      It was only a matter of time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The California Desert

      

      

      California’s largest desert was a dry, desolate place. Stopwatch’s military facility occupied a location near the state’s southeastern edge, not far from the Nevada and Arizona borderlines. This harsh desert was notorious for its relentless climate, with scorching winds that lingered year-round like a curse. Temperatures there were a constant torment, frequently soaring beyond ninety-six degrees.

      As Steven’s helicopter soared above the outer walls of the covert facility, it began its descent. The spinning blades stirred up a whirlwind of sandy gusts as it approached the helipad below. Landing lights, positioned at each corner of the helipad, flashed in red and orange hues as the chopper touched down. The helipad was just one of many, situated near the entrance of a sprawling military base.

      The compound’s campus was a magnificent sight, whose walls seemed to stretch for eternity, covering a vast expanse of six miles from one end to the other. A complex network of roads wove through the facility, patrolled by military-grade trucks and Abrams tanks.

      The helicopter’s cabin door slid open, and Alex and Steven swiftly unbuckled before hopping out. They descended a flight of stairs on the helipad’s side, finally stepping onto the blacktop. Alex, the military commander of the Time God’s Empire, held authority over every division, squad, and force within the militia. He straightened his posture and gazed ahead, observing two platoons of male soldiers. The platoons consisted of arrays of armed troops donned in bulletproof armor and ballistic helmets, standing in precise straight lines. The space between the groups formed a wide path leading to the facility’s primary structure, “Building A.” It was only one of sixteen lettered structures scattered throughout the facility, each serving their own purpose.

      “It’s good to be back, isn’t it?” Alex chuckled as he traveled down the path, Steven at his side.

      “Always.”

      A sensor at the front of Building A detected Alex and Steven’s faces, confirming their identities. The glass doors immediately unlocked and slid apart, granting them entry.

      Building A was packed with a large assortment of rooms and corridors. Inside it, officers monitored real-time surveillance feeds from a central control room, analyzing data to ensure the compound’s security. Tactical briefings and mission planning sessions were held in high-tech conference rooms. In those meetings, commanding officers devised strategies and reviewed mission parameters with Special Forces and Stealth Ops troopers. A storage warehouse sat at the center of Building A, acting as a reliquary for all kinds of artifacts and sacred relics.

      Alex and Steven had seen every inch of the facility. They had built it by hand, laboring under the blazing sun for years to create a stronghold worthy of the God of Time.

      Steven followed Alex toward the most secure sector in the building. They marched into an authorized personnel area, where access was restricted to only the highest-ranking officers and specialized staff – those who reported to Stopwatch directly.

      Alex and Steven stopped in front of the Chamber of Thoughts, where the God of Time spent his days. On the wall, two giant metal doors growled as they separated. Steven and Alex stepped forward and walked into the large chamber, approaching the God of Time from behind. They halted and saluted, standing mere feet from the deity.

      “It is ready?” Stopwatch whispered.

      Steven cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. We have returned to inform you that Plan A has failed. Just as you intended it to, sir.”

      “Good,” the Time God chuckled.

      “Is something… on your mind, sir?” asked Alex.

      The God’s tone darkened. “Commander Truehart.”

      Alex stood at attention. “Sir, yes, sir?”

      Stopwatch giggled under his breath: “Send our first hint.”

      Alex cleared his throat. “Just confirming, sir – you want the reactivation process to begin now?”

      Stopwatch turned his head, revealing a featureless visage to the leaders of his project. “Yes. However, I do not want you to scare the Trueharts. Spark their curiosity instead… ease them into it.”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      “You are dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Steven’s Lab held a paramount position within the Project Impossible Facility. As the Head Scientist, Steven wielded authority matched only by Stopwatch, granting him the privilege to conduct experiments without constraints. He had the power to delve into the most ethically-challenging experiments. At his disposal was an abundance of chemicals and scientific equipment.

      The metal door of Steven’s lab emitted a hissss as it ascended into the ceiling, granting entry to Alex and the Head Scientist. Alex’s gaze swept the spacious chamber. Conversation hummed among lab-coats on one end, while masked mechanics forged metal into shape on the other. Across the room, numerous computer experts typed away at a massive control console.

      Alex let out a deep sigh. “What does your abnormally large brain have planned, Cloudfree?”

      Steven chuckled softly. “For years, I have been preparing to hear those words from Lord Stopwatch.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “Which part?”

      “The part where he asked us to spark Henry’s curiosity, not scare him,” Steven clarified, leading Alex across the lab. “Uh, could you wait here for like thirty seconds? I gotta make a quick stop.”

      “Fine.”

      Steven strolled away and approached one of the mechanics, standing at their workbench, skillfully welding together pieces of black armor.

      “Mister Cloudfree, welcome back!” The mechanic lifted their welding mask to reveal their face.

      “Thank you, Terry. Can I have a progress report on SECURITY?”

      “Yes, sir. Most of the OS updates are complete, but I still have some work to do. I also filled most of the cracks that formed when you fought WheelMaster. I think it should be ready by tomorrow at noon,” Terry explained. “I also loaded up your helmet with training exercises so that you can familiarize yourself with OS 8.0.”

      “Thank you. Lord Stopwatch shares my gratitude.” Steven bowed respectfully. “I have one more question for you.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Is M0X-13 ready for deployment?”

      “She is.” Terry’s mouth twisted into a smirk. “Would you like to meet her?”

      “I would.” Steven looked back and gestured for Alex to join him. Together, they followed Terry to a table situated against the lab’s back wall. The table appeared unassuming – like any ordinary piece of furniture – but atop rested one of Steven’s most vital projects. Terry unzipped the briefcase on the tabletop, unveiling its strange contents.

      As soon as Alex laid eyes on the project, he folded his arms in disbelief. “THIS is your ‘ingenious’ plan? Seriously?” The Hacker’s mask distorted his dry laughter. Despite the apparent peculiarity of M0X-13’s appearance, Steven remained convinced it was a clever strategy. Inside the briefcase, M0X-13 lay on its side. The fully cybernetic creature had been designed to perfectly resemble a small, black-furred kitten. Its form rested motionless, powered off.

      “Do you have a problem with cats, Alex?” Steven inquired.

      “They’re… fine. I’m just curious how this feline is going to turn Henry back into SuperGamer.”

      Steven smirked. “You will see very soon, my friend.”

      Alex cast a wary gaze at the briefcase once more. Alongside the robo-cat was a miniature bottle, a controller, and a tiny hairbrush.

      Alex raised his hand to cover his mask in disappointment. “I have been in charge of a God’s empire all this time… and my supposed genius partner was building girl toys in his basement?”

      “With all due respect, sir, M0X-13 is anything but a toy,” Terry disagreed. “Steven wanted her to be a deadly device.”

      “A war machine,” Steven added. “You shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. M0X-13, or Moxie, is equipped with the latest teleportation technology. Her claws can cut through anything. Also, the fuel she runs on is highly volatile.”

      “So, you made a teleporting cat? How… humorous of you.”

      Steven ignored the Hacker’s sarcasm. He pressed on the kitten’s head, and M0X-13’s eyes opened to a slight squint. The cyber-kitten began to move, twisting her head in every direction as she scanned her surroundings with advanced optic lenses. Steven scooped up the cyber-cat and her accessories before handing them all to Alex. “Here. Feed her and come with me.”

      “Wait, but I’m allerg⁠—!”

      Steven darted away, his lab coat billowing behind him like a cape. Alex hastily followed the scientist, trailing him to another part of the lab, where a giant control console was affixed to the wall, positioned just below a large window. Alex came to a sudden stop as he reached the console, his gaze fixed on the massive machine on the other side of the window. The cylindrical device bore a striking resemblance to certain arcade games he had seen in his childhood, where players maneuvered grabber contraptions into slots or holes for grand prizes. In this case, the machine’s surface was covered with an array of openings, each seemingly concealing its own mystery.

      Huddled over the controls, Steven manipulated a joystick, moving a grabber system along the tube.

      “So, this is your famous ‘Archive Extractor?’” Alex asked.

      “Indeed it is,” Steven nodded. “Does it remind you of anything?”

      Alex rolled his eyes. “It’s supposed to look like one of those damn Prize-Master games, isn’t it?”

      “Exactly right. Fortunately, this baby isn’t quite as rigged. I am looking for slots 17-03 and 22-22.”

      Alex took a step forward. He slapped Steven’s hands away from the joystick. “You’re taking the necklace, too? Already!?”

      “Yeah, why not?”

      “Be careful, Steven,” Alex warned. “Make sure you are following Stopwatch’s orders correctly. He said to give Henry his power back, NOT his suit. You don’t want another strike, do you?”

      Steven turned his head and continued to move the joystick. “I know what I’m doing, Truehart.” The sliding grabber stopped as he pressed a button on the joystick. It twisted on its side, and then moved forward into one of the holes.

      “Relic extracted,” a computerized voice told him. “Delivering… Delivering… Delivering… If you would like another relic, please move the claw to your desired slot now!”

      “This contraption you built is quite fascinating.” Alex removed the bottle from M0X-13’s mouth. The kitten stretched her arms and yawned.

      “Thank you,” the scientist smiled. It was a rare moment for Alex, who wasn’t known for giving compliments. Steven tried his best to savor it. “Uh, I’m gonna need some scotch tape,” he added, glancing around in a frantic search.
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        * * *

      

      Henry and Riley hadn’t fully realized how unprepared they were for high school to end. After their graduation ceremony, Riley lingered just outside the California Theatre, cherishing the moments with everyone who had made her high school journey somewhat bearable. She took photos with her father, teachers, and fellow graduates, ensuring that each moment would last forever.

      Henry, on the other hand, was burdened by the thought of final farewells. He knew that he would miss his teachers and friends, but the thought of missing Riley was the most overwhelming. She had chosen Vermont for college, a place so distant from the state they called home.

      As the ceremony came to an end, Henry had battled the notion of those endless, cross-country miles becoming an unbearable chasm between him and his girlfriend.

      Fearing the possibility of another awkward interruption by her father, Henry and Riley discreetly slipped away from the living room, escaping the sight of his camera. Knowing her father would worry they were up to no good if he didn’t see them on the camera, Riley texted her father before leaving with Henry, reassuring him they were just walking to the local pizza restaurant instead of getting it delivered. Luckily, he’d bought the lie.

      In reality, they were sneaking out of the apartment just to get some much-needed privacy.

      Riley led her boyfriend along a winding path that zigzagged to a meadow just beyond her apartment. Long shadows provided large areas of cover, which they used to their advantage, keeping their rendezvous perfectly secret.

      At the heart of the meadow, a majestic oak tree stood, branches swaying in response to a gentle breeze. Before picking up where they’d left off on Tuesday, the teenagers took a moment to ensure they were truly alone in the field. Luckily, the setting sun had coaxed everyone back to their apartments, leaving them free to enjoy their time without the watchful eyes of any strangers.

      Henry’s heart raced with desire as he gently pushed Riley against the oak tree. The meadow became their own world as their lips met, vanishing into the distance. Henry kissed her for longer than he’d expected to, then placed kisses along her cheek. His kisses moved down her jaw, each one more insistent and desperate than the last. Riley’s breath hitched as Henry found the sensitive skin on the side of her neck. He sucked the skin there gently, leaving teeth marks and a trail of warm, tingling sensations behind.

      Henry and Riley’s lips continued to merge in a scorching collision, setting their bodies ablaze with an indescribable hunger for one another. Their hands roamed, fingers tracing paths across exposed skin.

      Attempting to lose herself in her own world, Riley withdrew from Henry’s face to steal a quick glance at her itchy leg. Her fingers instinctively reached down to brush away what she thought were blades of grass on her calf. But to her astonishment, her touch landed on the velvety fur coat of a tiny, obsidian creature seamlessly blending into the night.

      “Aww, hey there!” Riley greeted the animal with a sweet, high-pitched voice. She crouched down to inspect it.

      “Is that… a cat?” Henry’s blushing face twisted with confusion as he settled down beside Riley. Reaching out his arm, he caught sight of the pink collar encircling the kitten’s neck, name tag swaying. Henry cradled the name tag in his palm, squinting at the words etched on the metal: My name is Moxie.

      “Whose cat is this?” Henry asked, his gaze sweeping the surrounding meadow.

      “Oh, I don’t know, but aren’t you just the cutest little thing ever?!”

      Moxie turned to face Henry, her tiny tongue delicately brushing against his fingers.

      “She could belong to one of my neighbors, I guess, but she’s so small!” Riley’s fingers caressed the kitten, and she lifted Moxie with care, looking into her eyes. “What are you doing out here all alone?”

      Moxie let out a sweet, pathetic meow that melted Riley’s heart.

      “Awwww!!!” Riley gushed. “Henry, do you think⁠—?”

      “No, Riley. She probably belongs to someone else.”

      Riley gently sat Moxie back on the ground, but the young cat lingered, seemingly uninterested in other things.

      “We should call animal control, right?” Henry suggested.

      “No, absolutely not. They’ll take her to that dreadful shelter down the road where they euthanize their animals to make room for new ones!”

      Henry patted Moxie on the head. “Are you hungry, girl?” He gently touched Moxie’s name tag to flip it around. “Huh… There’s a first and last name here, but no email, phone number, or anything. That’s so weird.”

      “A name might be good enough. I might know her owner.” Riley seemed optimistic, but Henry wasn’t quite so sure. “What’s the name?”

      “It says, ‘Nadine Morlan.’” Speaking the name aloud made the hairs on Henry’s neck stand.

      “Don’t know them,” Riley frowned, scratching Moxie’s chin.

      “Mew mew! Meow!” Moxie vocalized as she waddled away from the couple. She glanced back at Henry and Riley, meowing once more as if asking, “Are you coming?”

      Henry got up to follow, then looked back at Riley uncertainly. “Well?”

      Riley blushed. “We were… kinda in the middle of something.”

      “Yeah, but I want to see what this is all about. She’s probably leading us to an empty food bowl.”

      “But why would she want two strangers to give her food? Unlike dogs, cats don’t just trust random people.”

      Moxie trailed back to the apartment, though she seemed to veer off from the main path. Standing at the entrance of a corridor behind the apartments, she casually licked her paw as she waited for Henry and Riley to catch up. Then she continued on, luring them down the corridor to an electrical maintenance room. She skillfully squeezed through a hole in the side of the building, entering the electrical room.

      Henry paid little heed to the “HIGH VOLTAGE” warning. Gripping the door handles, he pulled them open and stepped into the narrow space. His gaze traveled to the floor, where he once more spotted Moxie. He observed silently as she bumped her head against a dusty old book, gradually nudging it across the floor.

      “Meeeeoww!”

      “I…” Riley’s eyes narrowed. “I guess she likes reading?”

      Henry turned to his girlfriend and smirked. “If I wasn’t utterly confused right now, I would be laughing my ass off.”

      “Thank you.”

      Henry settled in front of the book as Moxie meowed again, playfully slapping the book’s cover with her paw.

      “Okay, okay!” Henry gently pushed her paw away. Moxie stood, briefly chasing her tail, and then returned to a loaf-like position while Henry examined the old text. It was a hardcover, with a dusty brown front and golden lines along its edges. Intrigued, Henry opened the book and flipped through the pages. His confusion only grew when every page was empty. Beside him, Riley knelt at his side to help examine the book.

      Henry grabbed most of the book’s pages and flipped through them with increasing rapidity. He ultimately laid his eyes on a page which, out of all the ones he’d flipped through, was the only one that did have some kind of writing on it. He half-expected the book to contain a crazy secret within its pages, but what he found was far from it.

      The four cursive words on the page were complete and utter gibberish. Henry muttered the words to himself and sighed, then flipped to the end of the book, where he noticed an object taped to the last page. He swiftly peeled the tape away from the paper, setting the object free. He took the object into his hand and studied it. It was an accessory – a necklace with a silver chain. The charm at the bottom had an odd but recognizable shape. Henry breathed heavily as he watched the necklace repeatedly swing back and forth.

      “What is that?” Riley wondered.

      “I… I, uh…” Henry struggled to speak his mind. “It’s just a necklace.”

      Moxie squeaked and licked her paw. She stretched out her tiny arm and smacked the ornament as it swung back and forth.

      “What do you want, little girl?” Henry asked, rubbing her head. Moxie continued to hit the decorative charm as it swung. He looked at Riley, then back down at the necklace.

      “Put it on, maybe?” Riley suggested.

      “I’m gonna look ridiculous.”

      “No, you won’t!”

      “Yes, I will!”

      “I’ll let you make out with me again.” She would have let him do it either way, but she knew the offer would make him give in.

      Henry put the necklace around his neck and shrugged. “See? Nothing. I mean, what did you expect?” he scoffed. “She’s a cat, Riley. The only thing this little goofball knows how to do is eat and sleep!” He gave Moxie chin scratches as he insulted her.

      Moxie’s ears folded back, and she hissed with ferocious fury. Her claws extended and scraped across the back of Henry’s hand.

      “Shit!” Henry yelped. He placed his left hand over the three bloody lines. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry!”

      “Are you okay?” Riley immediately leaned close to aid him.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s just go…”

      Moxie rolled over and closed her eyes. Henry stood up, briefly surveying his eerie surroundings before turning toward the entrance. With a gentle but firm grip, he took Riley’s hand and led her back toward the meadow.

      As they turned the corner, the teenagers froze, and their eyes widened in astonishment as they spotted Moxie once again, resting atop the ancient tome before them.

      “How did she—?” Riley’s voice trailed off in disbelief. “Did she just…”

      “A teleporting cat,” Henry mused. “The book teleported, too!”

      “A teleporting black cat,” Riley muttered. “You do know what black cats are associated with, right?”

      “Halloween? Bad luck?”

      “I was thinking witches. Like Professor McGonagall.”

      “Whoa, whoa, wait! Are you saying this cat is a witch?”

      “No, not necessarily…”

      Moxie’s insistent mewls made Riley rethink her statement.

      “But… Maybe her owner was?”

      Moxie rolled her eyes as if unimpressed by the speculation.

      “I…” Henry hesitated for a moment, his thumb absently tapping the charm on his necklace as he thought. “I-I highly doubt that.”

      Henry collapsed to his knees, and his world exploded into a dazzling display of magical energy. Arcs of magic radiated outwards, crackling through the air like unstable electricity. Riley screamed and tumbled backward. Each magical stream around Henry converged, homing in on his form with the precision of sharp blades, piercing his flesh. His eyes blazed with neon-green light as he began to levitate off the ground. Riley could only watch in horror, helpless and astounded, as the swirling magic enveloped him.

      Suspended in the maelstrom, Henry’s attire transformed. His suit and tie disintegrated, replaced by a new shirt and pants. As the final threads of magic wrapped around him, he dropped back to the ground, body adorned in a green suit.

      “H-Henry?” Riley’s breath trembled as he lay there on the ground, motionless.

      Then, as if plucked from the depths of a bottomless abyss, Henry jolted awake with a violent start. His eyes snapped open, their neon-green glow illuminating Riley’s face.

      “Henry! You’re alive!” Riley quickly wrapped her arms around her boyfriend. “What are you wearing?”

      “I don’t know! What the hell just happened!?”

      “It’s magic!” Riley squealed, excitement visible. “Henry, you’re magical! Magic is real! I can’t believe this!”

      “WH-WHAT??”

      After a moment of studying his new outfit, Riley glanced up to look into his eyes. “I-I think I know who to call about this.”

      Henry’s eyes dropped to the ground. She was right; if anyone knew how to deal with his situation, it would be Zach. His extensive knowledge of every superhero and nerdy franchise known to man would undoubtedly offer some insight.

      Henry nodded. “Okay. Call him.”

      Riley opened her contacts app and scrolled to the bottom of the list, pressing the button next to “Zach.”

      After two rings, Zach’s voice came through the phone: “Heyooo!”

      “Hi Zach, I’m here with Henry.”

      “Ah, hey! What’s up, guys?”

      “We need to show you something, Zach!” Henry told him urgently.

      “We, uh, might’ve discovered a magic necklace,” Riley clarified. “If it’s not magic, then it’s really advanced technology.”

      Zach seemed unfazed. “Are you guys close to my place?”

      “We’re at my apartment.”

      “Okay, well if you guys wanna come over, I’m at home with my uncles.”

      “Okay. We’ll be there soon,” Riley stated.

      “Buh-bye.”

      Riley ended the phone call, then took Henry by the hand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before leaving the apartment, Riley stuffed a change of clean clothes into her backpack, her intuition telling her she might spend the night at Zach’s place. With her backpack ready, she embarked on her journey with Henry, their fingers intertwined as they navigated her neighborhood.

      A few blocks away, Henry and Riley arrived at 2951 Wingsden Street, a charming one-story home with a lawn of fresh-cut grass. In the driveway, an eyesore of an RV was parked, its exterior bearing the brunt of distasteful brown paint and a chaotic pattern of sandy-gray stripes. It looked like it had been painted by someone with a vendetta against good taste, with rust creeping around its corner and mismatched, peeling decals from long-forgotten vacations.

      The couple approached the front door, their fingers tightly interlocked. Henry raised his arm and delivered three firm knocks against the door. With a subtle creak, the knob slowly turned, and the door swung open.

      “Hey, guys!” Zach greeted them with a kind smile. “How’s your evening been?”

      Henry’s expression soured. “I can tell you later. Right now, I need to show you this necklace I found.”

      Zach nodded understandingly. “Y’all can never catch a break, huh?”

      Stepping inside, Henry and Riley were immediately enveloped in the warm hug of Uncle Billy. He scooped them up and lifted them off the floor.

      “Hey, y’all!” Billy boomed, squeezing them like lemons in his bear hug. With a big stomach and wide hips, Billy was a rather large figure. He released Zach’s best friends, and then handed them twenty dollars each. “This is… forrrr ya-ya-y’all!” he burped. “For graduatin’ high school. It ain’t much… Might be ’nough for some ice cream or sumn?”

      Henry pocketed the bill. “Thanks, Billy. How’s your restaurant coming along?”

      “Yeah, it’s good, mane, thanks!” Billy replied in his thick Southern drawl. He reached into his back pocket and retrieved a stack of plastic cards. With clumsy hands, he attempted to hand the stack to Henry, but he failed completely, and every single gift tumbled to the floor.

      “Damn bitches!” Billy exclaimed. His jeans slipped down slightly as he bent over to retrieve them, accidentally revealing his plumber’s crack. After restacking the cards, he placed them in Henry and Riley’s hands. “Y’all can use th-th-thaaaaat at my restroom-aunt.”

      “He’s a little drunk,” Zach whispered.

      “I-I’m…” Billy stuttered drunkenly, his words slurring. “I’M TIPPY!”

      Zach crossed his arms. “You mean, tipsy?”

      “Nah, tippy.” Billy nodded with exaggerated enthusiasm before clumsily pulling up his pants.

      Henry gestured toward the colorful party hat on Billy’s head. “Is it someone’s birthday?”

      “No, but I’m the first Short to bring a diploma home to loving guardians, so we’ve been celebratin’ since I got home,” Zach explained.

      Uncle Darnell, dressed in nothing but underwear emblazoned with “I ♡ Peanut Butter,” leaped onto the kitchen table with unbridled enthusiasm. He swayed his ample hips, joyously blowing a party horn.

      “YEEEAAHHH! WOO!” Zach applauded his uncle.

      “This family is so strange,” Henry muttered, rubbing his temples.

      Nevertheless, he held a deep respect for Billy and Darnell. Their kindness and acceptance had left a lasting impact on him and Riley. They supported the three friends as if they were their own children. Whether Henry liked it or not, the truth was that those crazy rednecks had practically raised the three of them, providing the kind of support their own fathers didn’t. Summer trips to theme parks, camping adventures, and rides to and from school were just a few of the countless ways they had been there for them.

      As soon as Darnell stopped dancing, Zach twirled back to his best friends. “So, y’all said something about a necklace?”

      Henry exchanged a knowing glance with his girlfriend. “That’s right.”

      “Well? Where is it?”

      “Perhaps it’d be better if we showed you in a more private location?” Henry shrugged.

      “Like the bathroom?”

      “No,” Henry squinted. “Maybe the garage?”

      Zach nodded. He turned to face Uncle Darnell, who was now loading bullets into a revolver.

      “HEY!” Zach shouted. “I know you’re excited, Darnell. But do you remember what happened the last time you fired that in the house?”

      Darnell frowned, recalling the incident. “The cops got called,” he admitted with a touch of sadness, switching the safety back.

      “Yep. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m goin’ to the garage.”

      Henry, Riley, and Zach walked into the garage, an open space saturated with the pungent blend of car fumes and weed. A workbench occupied the right side of the room, its surface cluttered with complex blueprints for some kind of missile launcher. As they stepped inside, Zach made a beeline for the garage door’s button, craving a breath of fresh air. The door groaned as a mechanism hoisted it toward the ceiling, allowing a stream of outside air to infiltrate the space.

      “So, spill the beans.” Zach dragged out a chair from the corner of the room. He settled into the seat, stretching his legs out and leaning back. Riley found a seat on a stool and pulled out a book to read while they talked.

      “So, after I left graduation with my dad, he brought me to the house of Steven Cloudfree,” Henry began.

      “Shit,” Zach muttered. “I remember him from the research we did back in the day.”

      “Right. Turns out, he brought me there to have dinner, but the two of them kept acting so… strangely at the table. I eventually lost my whole appetite and went upstairs to search Steven’s office. I managed to do it without getting caught, and I found this!” Henry tossed the USB device at Zach, who reacted with almost superhuman instincts, catching it mid-air.

      “Oh, it’s a dongledoof!” Zach exclaimed. “I love these things.”

      Henry gave a confused look. “Wha-what?”

      “A dongledoof. It’s a running gag with Billy and me, cause he’s old as shit and can’t remember what devices are called.”

      Henry’s demeanor seemed to land somewhere between irritated and impatient. “Can I continue?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “So, I left the house, and I immediately went to Riley’s apartment. Then, uh, blah blah blah, we made out for a bit, and then⁠—”

      Zach choked on his own spit. “I’m sorry, you WHAT now?”

      “We made out,” Henry laughed.

      “Ayy, my man! Finally!” Zach cackled, smacking his palm on Henry’s. “I’m sure you did a good job too, Riley. I’m just real proud of this idiot. Been crushing on you for ages.”

      “Soon after that,” Henry carried on, “she and I found a cat at a tree near her apartment. Riley had this peculiar notion that it might’ve belonged to a witch or something.”

      “That sounds unlikely, but I suppose anything’s possible,” Zach remarked. “Continue.”

      “We decided to follow the cat to an electrical room, where we found some dusty old book. Every page of the book was blank except for one.”

      Zach nodded slowly. “That’s unusual.”

      “And on the last page, I found this necklace.” Henry lifted the necklace’s charm to show Zach.

      Zach’s eyes widened as he examined the miniature controller. “That’s… intriguing.”

      “I thought it was just a neat accessory, but it’s anything but that.”

      “Wait, stop right there!” Zach leaned forward. “Let me guess: it’s not just a necklace, right? It’s actually a magical item from an alien world that can give you a CGI suit?”

      Henry sighed. “No, Zach.”

      “But I’m close, right?”

      “Erm… Yeah,” Henry frowned. “I guess you’re close.”

      Zach eased back in his chair with a triumphant grin. “I’m such a good guesser.”

      “When I tapped the controller, something, well, magical happened,” Henry told him. “Actually, maybe it’s better if I just show you.”

      Henry straightened his posture, drew in a deep breath, and made ready to activate the charm. Riley scooted back, and kept her eyes locked on him. As he rubbed the ornament, a whirlwind of enchantment swirled around him, tracing a circle in the air. His mundane attire dissolved, replaced by a striking, comic-style costume. Zach’s jaw dropped, and he stood up abruptly. He circled Henry like a shark on the prowl, scrutinizing every intricate detail on the extraordinary outfit.

      “Magic IS real!” Zach exclaimed. “This changes everything!”

      “It does?”

      “I mean, yeah!”

      Henry pressed further. “How so?”

      Zach’s enthusiasm bubbled over as he contemplated the implications. “Think about it – everything we’ve learned about science and physics, it’s all up in the air now! If magic exists, it means there’s an entire aspect of reality we’ve been blind to. We’ve always treated magic and science as two separate things, but what if they’re not? Perhaps magic doesn’t break the rules of physics like we always thought it would – perhaps the things it does is just part of physics!”

      “So you’re saying magic and science aren’t mutually exclusive?” Riley ventured, trying to keep up. “That they can coexist without contradicting one another?”

      “Exactly!”

      A smile grew on Henry’s face as he wondered where Zach came up with his crazy ideas. He let out a hearty chuckle, the sound catching his best friend’s attention.

      “Something wrong, Henry?” asked Zach.

      “No, I’m just wondering where all that enthusiasm was when you failed physics class.”

      Zach crossed his arms, a mock pout forming on his lips. “She was a harsh grader…”

      Riley laughed, shaking her head. “Zach, you might actually be on to something! But what does all that mean for Henry?”

      “Well, it means he’s the coolest friend now, out of the three of us,” he laughed.

      Henry rolled his eyes.

      Zach placed his hand on the controller emblem of Henry’s suit. “Can I be brutally honest about this outfit?”

      “Of course.”

      “It’s the silliest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Henry nodded in agreement. “Yes, it is.”

      “I like the utility belt, though. Can I have a look?”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Henry unclipped the belt and handed it to his friend. Zach examined the leather belt with a wide grin, opening each of its three pouches to rummage around inside.

      “Bandages… sandwich bags…” Zach mumbled to himself. He flipped the belt around to examine the back, and his smile quickly faded.

      Henry leaned in, curiosity piqued. “What’s wrong?” he asked, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever had caught Zach’s attention.

      Zach turned the belt around to show him. Henry squinted, trying to read the words that were carved into the back of the belt. He angled it toward the ceiling light to see them better: Henry Truehart’s Property.

      “No! Wh-what??” Henry gasped. “I-I don’t own that!”

      “Hm. Well… maybe it chose you to wield it?” Zach guessed. “Or maybe it has to do with your worthiness, like Thor’s hammer?”

      Henry dragged his hands through his hair. “I don’t know! All I know is that the necklace magically made this costume appear. I’ve never seen it before, not once.”

      “Okay.” Zach looked thoughtful. “Can I tell you what I think?”

      “Yeah, we came here for your ‘professional’ opinion.”

      “I think it’s obvious that this has something to do with magic. Maybe we can talk to Billy and Darnell in the morning. They’ve talked about encountering magic before, I just never really believed them.” Zach stood up, holding Henry’s thumb drive. “I’m gonna plug this thing into my laptop. We’ll look at it tomorrow morning – how’s that sound?”

      “Sounds good, man,” Henry agreed, patting him on the back. “Thanks.”

      “Of course. We’ll get to the bottom of this, I promise.”

      
        
        TIME WILL NEVER HEAL THIS.
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