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The Atlantic wind screamed across the Outer Banks, clawing at the dunes until the sand hissed like a thousand angry serpents. It battered the wooden walls of the makeshift shed, the timbers creaking like a ship straining at sea in the predawn gloom. Sand swirled in ghostly spirals, each grain a needle against my cheeks, and the air reeked of brine and the iron tang of impending snow. My dockworker’s coat—itchy wool swallowing my frame—might as well have been lace. The cold gnawed through it, burrowing into my joints until my fingers stiffened like icicles.

The world had reassembled around us in a thunderclap of light and pressure, then gone still. No pod this time. No hulking brass beast steaming in the dunes. Just a spark of Whitbridge tech, tuned with alien engineering, slim enough to vanish beneath a sleeve. A miracle, really. And yet here I was, shivering, spitting sand, questioning all my life choices.

Max checked his own cuff, its etched runes fading to a dull glow. “Coordinates locked,” he said, as if that settled everything.

Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. December 17, 1903. 6:42 a.m.

We stood in a place so empty it felt like the end of the world. The dunes stretched for miles, their ridges clawed with gull tracks and brittle grass that rattled like bones in the gale. The ocean growled somewhere beyond the sand hills, a ceaseless roar beneath a pewter sky. History’s stage, barren as a pauper’s grave.

Max, of course, looked like the storm itself had dressed him for the occasion. He stood a few yards ahead, boots planted, coat snapping like a banner in the wind. His goggles—twin discs of smoked glass scavenged from some Victorian diving suit—caught what little light the sky gave. He’d styled himself as an engineer: brass-button coat, trousers tucked into boots, cap shoved down over his cowlick. The wind bullied him, but he never flinched. To Max, cold was just another math problem to be solved.

“This is it,” he breathed, voice nearly lost to the gale. “The morning humanity takes flight.”

I spat grit. “Chains, Max. You said we’d see humanity shed its chains. Pretty sure the only thing I’m shedding is the last of my toes.”

Chloe elbowed me, her cloak snapping like a raven’s wing. “Stop whining. You wanted adventure.”

“Adventure’s got beaches. Girls in bikinis. This?” I kicked a frozen clump of dune grass. “This is a penguin’s nightmare.”

Max didn’t dignify me with a reply. He was already trudging toward the Wright brothers’ camp, boots sinking into sand crusted with frost. Chloe followed. I sighed and dragged my feet after them, shoulders hunched against the wind.

The Flyer waited ahead—a spindly contraption of spruce and muslin, its wings sagging like a malnourished hawk. Two figures hunched over it, their breath rising in silver plumes. Wilbur Wright moved like a cathedral clock—methodical, precise, each adjustment of the guy wires carrying the solemn patience of a craftsman tuning a sacred harp. Taller, with a long, balding forehead that caught the gray light, his face was all angles and concentration, as though the dunes themselves had carved him.

Orville darted around him, younger, quicker, his build slighter, his cap tugged low to keep the gale from snatching it away. The wind had chafed his cheeks raw, and above the line of his dark mustache his pale eyes flashed like frost. He stole glances at the sky as if daring it to protest, fingers moving nimbly over levers and struts.

“They look... small,” Chloe whispered.

“Giants usually do,” Max said, “until they leap.”

A cluster of onlookers huddled nearby—five men stomping frost-numbed feet, a reporter scribbling into his notebook with stiff fingers, a boy hugging a box camera close to his chest as if it might keep him warm. Their breath steamed, their faces set in that peculiar mix of awe and skepticism. All except one.

The stranger stood apart, a crow among sparrows, gloved hands clasped not in reverence but restraint. Silver threaded his temples, sharp as wire, and a dark moustache cut a severe line across his face, sharpening the angles already carved there. His spine carried the rigid precision of a man who’d drilled soldiers by the dozen. But his eyes... his eyes didn’t linger on the Flyer or its frantic adjustments. They prowled the dunes, the crowd, the paths of retreat—measuring angles like a man betting on a fixed horse race.

Max edged closer, dissecting him stitch by stitch. “That coat’s Savile Row wool,” he muttered, “but the cut’s off. See how the waist nips? French tailoring—meant to hide a dueling pistol.” His eyes narrowed to the man’s hands. “Gloves are calfskin, but look at the fingertips—blackened, stiff. Not fashion wear. That’s oil ground in from handling machinery barehanded, then pulled on again without cleaning up. An engineer’s habit, not a gentleman’s.”

He tilted his head, tracking the man’s restless shift from foot to foot. “Nick—look at his boots.”

I squinted. Scuffed, yes—but not ordinary wear. The heels were battered unevenly, the left sole gouged deep, as if he’d spent months pacing iron decks.

Then the stranger shifted, stepping away from the cluster of onlookers. His weight rolled with each stride, hips swinging in the practiced rhythm of someone long at sea.

Max’s eyes hardened. “That gait? Naval. But not Royal Navy. French. And France hasn’t had a battleship worth her salt since the Brennus—”

Chloe cut him off, her voice like a blade. “Focus. Why’s he here?”

As if he’d heard her, the stranger turned. For a heartbeat, his eyes locked with Max’s—sharp, calculating, and disturbingly familiar, as though recognition had already passed between them. Then he smiled, thin and quick, flashing a glint of gold from a molar. He withdrew something from his pocket, its glass catching the gray light—a monocle, polished and waiting.

Max stiffened, his eyes narrowing as though he were tracing equations only he could see. “Not military,” he muttered, voice low. “Mercenary. Look at his lapel—see that tiny pinhole? That’s guild-sized. Naval engineers in France wear them when they’re seconded out to private firms. The kind who don’t invent—they acquire. Stolen designs, foreign patents, whatever a sponsor will pay for.”

His jaw clenched. “And who’s got the most to gain? Santos-Dumont. His people tried to bribe Langley’s mechanics last year—failed, barely. Word is they’ve already sketched a machine they’re calling the 14-bis. If the Flyer doesn’t leave the ground today, that contraption becomes Europe’s golden child. The Wrights? Just names buried in the sand.”

Chloe frowned. “Santos-who?”

I blinked grit from my eyes. “You’re losing me here.”

Max didn’t look at us, his gaze still locked on the stranger. “A Brazilian in Paris—rich, brilliant, and Europe adores him. He’s already flown airships over the city, and the papers treat him like royalty. If the Wrights stumble now, he’s the one the world crowns first.”

The stranger pivoted suddenly, drifting into the crowd like smoke in the wind.

Max’s hands flexed, restless, as if searching for a wrench he didn’t carry. His voice dropped, heavy with certainty. “He’s not here to watch. He’s here to break it—to make sure the first flight never happens.”

I hated when he did this—rattled off history like he had the teacher’s edition while the rest of us were stuck with first grade primers.

The wind died, sudden and eerie, leaving only the hiss of sand—then a crack split the air. A sharp, sickening snap. The Flyer’s spruce propeller—what the Wrights called a “screw”—sagged, splintered into a jagged mouth.

Wilbur froze, lean frame gone rigid, calloused hands hovering as if afraid to touch. He rubbed the smooth crown of his head, a habitual gesture when thought stalled. “The screw—split along the grain.”

Orville crouched, folding easily into the sand, his fingers grazing the break. He bit at his mustache without seeming to notice, eyes watering until they shone like silver glass in the gray light. His voice came thin with disbelief. “This is no fatigue. Someone’s tampered with it.”

Max dropped to his knees, gloves already off, fingertips probing the wood. He sniffed once, lips curling. “Sour. Nitric acid. Brushed into the fibers days ago—let the cold finish the work.”

Wilbur’s head snapped up, blue-gray eyes gone flinty. “Days? We proved this screw sound yesterday.”

“Not this one.” Max tilted the blade, revealing faint chalk marks near the hub—a clenched fist scratched in haste. “It was switched last night. Whoever did it knew your routine.”

Orville’s face blanched, his mouth tightening. “Johnny Moore—the boy who helps us haul. He’s been prying round the shed.”

Chloe’s cloak pooled in the sand as she knelt. “Where are the spares?”

Wilbur’s composure cracked, his jaw taut. “Gone. All four. Lifted clean out of the shed.”

Max surged upright, kicking a drift of sand. “You’re boxed in. No screws, no flight. By the time you carve new ones, Europe will already be airborne.” His eyes swept the dunes, hunting for the stranger’s silhouette.

I crouched beside the splintered blade, tracing the acid’s bite. The residue stank of vinegar and spite. “Can’t we just... patch it?”

Wilbur’s laugh was dry, almost bitter. “Son, this screw turns three hundred and fifty revolutions each minute. A patch will not answer.”

“This might.” Max yanked a vial from his coat—gelatinous, iridescent, shimmering like oil on water. “Temporal adhesive. Bonds anything. Permanently.”

Orville flinched, eyes wide. “That’s not of this world.”

“It’s physics,” Max snapped, already pressing the gel into the crack. The fibers writhed, knitting like living threads. “Your machine has fifty-nine seconds in her today. History needs those seconds.”

Chloe gripped Wilbur’s arm, her voice low. “You’ve got a traitor. That boy didn’t act alone.”

A shadow stirred in the hangar—a scuff of boots, a muffled cough.

Wilbur’s jaw tightened. “We’ll reckon with Johnny. And then with the rest.” He lifted his gaze skyward, where crows wheeled like black ash against the pewter light. “The wind’s rising.”

*****
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WILBUR’S SHOUT SPLIT the hangar like a gunshot. “The blueprints are gone!”

He staggered into the doorway, snow swirling at his back, clutching the tin case with its hinges gaping like broken jaws. Frost rimed his lashes, but it couldn’t hide the raw terror blanching his face. “Every calculation. Every correction. Vanished.”

The words seemed to drain the air itself. The wind moaned through the rafters, rattling loose nails, as if the whole skeleton of the hangar shuddered with the loss.

Max didn’t hesitate. He was already moving, scarf snapping behind him, voice striking flint on steel:
“The Frenchman. It has to be him.”
We tore out into the gale, boots skidding on ice-slick ridges. Sand hissed across the flats, erasing footprints even as they were made. For a breath there was nothing but the roar of surf—then a figure broke over the ridge ahead, coat snapping like a sail before vanishing into the trough.

Chloe vaulted a tangle of beach plum, thorns clawing at her cloak. “He’s making for the sound! Cut him off at the cove!”

The dunes pitched and heaved beneath us like a storm-tossed sea. Each rise stole the air from my lungs, each descent jarred my knees. Max ran ahead, relentless, a dark blur against the slate horizon. I staggered after, throat raw, chest afire, the chase hammering me forward.

The wind knifed across the ridges, whipping sand into our eyes. Somewhere beyond the next rise came a sound I almost


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Kitty Hawk, 1903. The Wright brothers are ready to fly—but only
Max, Chloe, and Nick can save history from being stolen

A MAX'.lSTEl{LING ADV TU&E

INGS

UF DECEPTION

ASHLEY SIMMONS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
ands thrown
Her voice split

cadaverous. ed over a mahogany
desk, fingers black to the knuckles with ink.





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





