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The Future Reveals a Destiny
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To those before me and those who come. 
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What will we make of fate’s sweet hand 
Or will we find it cruel
Has time a place where we can go
Or have we played the fool
In search of something that we have
To find what we do not
The life we live both here and there
Forged from what we’ve wrought






Chapter One
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It was the year 2019. A time we had experienced once as children already, and yet one that felt so completely foreign to our adult eyes. Knowing that our intention was to secure an arrival along with my parents a full ten years later had put a strain on our relationship like we hadn’t experienced before. Sometimes it felt as if Rowan and I had been together an entire lifetime already. I had to remind myself that I was only twenty-two years old. 
It seemed like we were faced with the impossible. Accept working for a company that had turned our lives upside-down for no apparent reason, or fend for ourselves–undocumented, penniless, and alone. What choice did we have? We had been familiarized with what it meant to work for the company, doing exactly as we were told. We now had no other life. Nothing to go home to. So, we signed papers again.
A bright green train slowly moved its way through the vast Gobi Desert as its bends and turns gave view of the cold, dry countryside stretching as far as the eye could see. Rowan and I had taken a flight into Beijing before boarding a train headed to Ulaanbaatar. The painfully long travel had forced us to sleep on each other’s shoulders until it became impossible for me to stay in one place. 
Back home, Christopher Mack not only had been charged with, but tried and convicted of my father’s death. He was now on trial for my mother’s, and my mind wouldn’t rest as I pondered the goings on of a time period through which I had slowly passed the days contentedly happy on my Illinois farm. Those elusive childhood days seemed to blur along the stark and bare countryside of East Asia. Restless, I quietly slipped out from under Rowan’s arm, trying my best not to wake him, as I left my seat to stand in the narrow hallway between the passenger cabins that housed travelers and the long line of windows. I stood silently peering out into a boundless view of nothingness, hoping to soon see the beloved mountains I should never have been expected to remember, yet had somehow remained deeply etched in my mind’s eye.
“Hey, are you okay?” Rowan slipped his arm around me.
“Yeah. Sorry I woke you,” I said, glancing at him.
“Oh, you didn’t wake me. I can’t sleep in that position for more than a few minutes at a time. It’s not the most luxurious travel we’ve done, is it?” he chuckled, trying to keep our journey as positive as he could. He was good at it. I was not.
“I guess they couldn’t find money in the budget for a direct flight, huh?” I said, rolling my eyes. “The company’s going broke,” I scoffed, shaking my head angrily. “Even though from what I can remember, my parents were always pretty well taken care of.” I was tired and cranky, so I didn’t even try to act otherwise. In fact, I felt angry most of the time…when I wasn’t feeling a sense of despair.
“I don’t know about that.” Rowan grinned, tucking his arm under mine and pulling me close to him as he slipped both arms around my waist, allowing me to look directly into his face. “We’ll do what we need to here, and things will work out, Mags. You’ll see.”
I couldn’t see anything. I didn’t want to. I just wanted it to all be over. I blamed my mom, dad, the company, the professors, sometimes Rowan, and every waking moment–myself. 
“Rowan,” I sighed, allowing myself to sink into his arms. “I just can't imagine that any evidence we may be able to find here will prove anything we need it to. Why do they keep telling us to go on these stupid missions? Until my parents return, there's just no use."
“Return? How can we rely on that at this point? We have to do the work to get to them, Mags. We can’t expect that they will be able to come to meet us here. Not now. Please try not to hold onto that hope. I’m just glad that the company is taking care of us for the time being.”
“Making us their slaves is more like it. We don’t belong anywhere. And they’ve made sure of it.”
“I have to believe that things will be different, don’t you? We will discover something here to prove Mack’s innocence, and once he’s released, I know that he’ll help us find a way back.”
That phrase triggered me in the worst way, as I took his arms in my hands, pushing him away indignantly.
“To go back? Back to what? College? Life with our families? Which lives? The life we knew or the one where nothing can ever be normal again?” I sneered, throwing my hands in the air. “Half the time, I’m not even sure if I exist anymore myself, much less have the hope that we will all be together again someday.”
He didn’t have a response. I knew what that meant. He didn’t want to lecture me. He thought that I was wrong for having such a negative outlook but didn’t want to rile me up because he knew I’d come at him with another tirade about how much I hated what our lives had become. But I wasn’t wrong about any of the facts. And he knew it. 
We were in a state of non-existence. Present, but not official. No familiar identity to anyone but ourselves. Even our own names were given to us from a family who wouldn’t remember who we were. As was the risk about which we had been warned. The same thing had happened to Rowan’s mom, Laura, we were told. It was the whole reason behind her decision not to travel again in time with us, but we thought that we would overcome it if we simply found my parents again. They would know us. But we had no evidence of that being possible. I wanted desperately to hold onto hope, yet I felt myself slipping into a state of darkest despair. 
I had tried to muster the faith that my parents had completed their mission as expected. That they had arrived somewhere in time, as we had. Logic would support that since we had traveled in time together, if we found them, the whole non-existence thing would be entirely inapplicable. But I couldn’t be sure. And neither could Rowan. He knew I was right to be terror-stricken. So, we stood silently watching as the morning sun rose higher and higher, casting light over the dry ground, revealing nothing more than immeasurable distance.
[image: image-placeholder]“Miss, I’m not sure what you came to see. We have no record of a Professor Sturgeon here at the university.” 
A young man met us in the foyer of the University where my dad had worked during our years in Mongolia. Dad had taken me with him to work a few times when I was a young girl, and I knew we were in the right place, though it felt strangely unfamiliar and seemed so much smaller than I remembered. I leaned in closely to see what the student had written on some informal-looking papers he was carrying on a clipboard. 
“Well, maybe he wasn’t a professor,” I insisted. “But I know that they worked here. It would’ve been about five to seven years ago. David Sturgeon…Christopher Mack? You have to have something on file for one of them, right? This is a pretty small school–you can’t tell me that there’s nothing.” I leaned forward with each word.
The young man with a distinct Australian accent looked at me, befuddled. I had learned enough about myself by that point to understand that I’m typically pretty pushy when I want answers to something, so I glanced toward Rowan for help. 
“Maybe we should see if we can talk to your supervisor?” he suggested in his typical cordial tone.
Rowan moved closer to me as he spoke, gently placing his hand on the small of my back. I could breathe. I gave the Australian a little more of his personal space back, leaning sideways into Rowan’s touch. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. We’ve come a really long way, and we just want to talk to someone who may have worked here a few years ago. It’s extremely important. We’d really appreciate your help.” I tried to sound as pitifully remorseful as possible.
The young man turned his shoulder, leaning in toward us as he lowered his voice. “Can you meet me outside in a few minutes? Just over there past that walkway?” He spoke barely above a whisper, trying to be as covert as possible as he pointed.
“Sure. We’ll wait for you,” I said with a hint of skepticism, grabbing Rowan’s forearm and pulling him along with me as we abruptly moved toward the door. 
When we had arrived at the school, we had been instructed to wait in the foyer for twenty minutes before anyone was sent down to talk to us. By the time the Australian had gotten there, without introducing himself or giving us any type of information, he simply began telling us that he had nothing to tell us. Something told me that his whispers weren’t to be trusted, and we needed to get out quickly without looking back. 
“Do we trust this guy?” I whispered to Rowan as we came closer to the exit.
“I don’t know, Mags. Let’s just see if he comes to us within the next half hour. If not, I say we go back to the hotel and regroup.”
“Regroup?” I sighed. “Whatever that means. What do they expect us to do here? They’ve given us no instruction other than to find records of the project from this university. And no one will tell us what’s going on. It’s like one doesn’t want the other to know what each one is doing…and I thought that this was supposed to have been a joint effort.”
“Maggie, think about it. There’s no telling what information they have.” We took a seat on a concrete bench just past the parking lot where we assumed the young man was pointing, huddling close to each other for warmth. 
“No wonder I hate the cold so much.” It was probably the first time I smiled in days.
Rowan chuckled, put his arms around me, and kissed my nose. “How long did you guys live here again?”
“I don’t know. Maybe three or four years? I think they lived here longer than that, before I came along…” I didn’t finish my sentence. I had come along. I had been part of my family’s lives, and now I was working to prove my very existence. No one knew me. No childhood memories other than the stories in my head that I told myself I’d lived, but no one could corroborate them. No one could share my stories or laugh at my inside jokes. I sat there breathing yet had no real life. I was just a person with a name that meant absolutely nothing.
“What is it, Mags?”
“I don’t know. It’s just…hard.”
“It is. But we’ll fix it. We have to.”
I leaned deeper into his shoulder, looking up into his icy eyes. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
His kisses kept me sane. There was nothing in the world to keep me going other than the love we shared. I had to remind myself that even if we couldn’t find the evidence to prove we were who we said we were, that at least I still had him. I could only hope that I would always believe he was worth everything else I had lost. 
Not more than ten minutes had passed when the young Australian came to meet us.
“Sorry, guys, I can’t stay long. It looks like I’m sending you on your way. I really don’t know who you are or what you’re looking for, but I think this man can help.” He handed us an envelope, as I reached my hand to take it from him. “Don’t contact him before tomorrow, all right?” he said before quickly walking away.
“Wait, that’s it?”
“I’m sorry, that’s all I can do. I haven’t been told much of anything.” He shrugged his shoulders, waving his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “They sent me down to talk to you guys because I honestly don’t know a lot about the program or its past. I really wasn’t trying to give you the runaround, guys.” He turned to face us, lowering his voice. “But I am clever enough to know that they are trying to get rid of you and using me to do it. Trust me, if anyone can help you, this man can.” 
He nodded kindly as he began to walk towards the building again. “That’s all I can do for you. Best of luck.”
“Thank you,” Rowan called out, as I passed him the envelope, nearly frightened to keep it in my possession. The young man quickly walked away, nearly reentering the building before we knew what had happened. 
“That was weird.”
“What about this has been normal?” I rolled my eyes with a smirk.
“Let’s head back to the hotel and try to figure out what we’re going to say before we meet whoever this is.” He held the envelope in his hand as he folded it tightly, not daring to open it in front of the university and tucking it into his coat pocket. We quickly began walking in the direction of the nearest trolleybus stop.
I took his hand, as we began strolling along, slightly swinging our arms back and forth in stride as we made our way down the sidewalk. It was the first time since we had arrived from our time-traveling voyage that I felt the tiniest bit happy. Not just generally, but the kind of happy where you feel lighter than air, and you can enjoy the purest experience of existence simply by holding a hand of the person you love. 
I breathed in the crisp air through my nose, letting it fill my belly and lungs. I wasn’t sure why, but I decided to rely on the good feeling I got from the fact that we had been slipped a piece of information which could possibly mean we were going to finally get some help. One step closer to becoming real. It sounded silly, but most days I felt like one of those holographic images you can see through. Visible, but not quite believable–touchable. As if you could wave an arm through my very being and the vapors of who I am would dissipate into in a million little pieces.
Since my existence was actually in question, I wasn’t sure how to handle it. I had a hard enough time figuring out who I was without the complication of entering a world where I was literally not supposed to have a place. Before we had uncovered the truth about my parents, I hadn’t really felt abandoned, but after knowing what they had willingly risked, everything came into question. And now…there was no person in the world who knew anything more than the latest version of who I had become. 
I wasn’t sure that it mattered anymore. I was glad I had Rowan, but without someone from my past who was able to connect the person I used to be with who I was right then and there, I felt an aching in my soul that I could not shake. I longed for a place where I could someday call home. Maybe the man whose contact information was on that little piece of paper would be able to get us back to our lives. And I would solemnly swear to forever enjoy holding Rowan’s hand.
The short trolleybus ride got us back to our hotel within minutes, but as we walked into the lobby, I immediately noticed two men sitting near the lounge area. One with a phone pointed in our direction, and the other holding a book, looking slightly above it barely able to pretend like he was reading. I stopped, taking Rowan’s arm before fidgeting with my purse.
“Don’t go up.” I tried to keep my voice as low as possible. The large lobby with shiny grey tiles reflected both light and sound, and I didn’t want the conspicuous men to know that I had spotted them. I casually began to speak at a normal volume. “Honey, I think I might have left my phone at the lunch place. We’ll have to go back and get it.” I hadn’t stopped moving in backward motion toward the door.
“What?”
“Yeah, I guess we just have to go back.” I smiled up at him cheerfully, gesturing with my head that we should keep moving.
We were outside before Rowan spoke. “Okay, what’s up? Do you think those guys looked suspicious? I wasn’t even paying attention until you started acting weird.”
“The two sitting by the lounge?”
“Yeah.”
“They looked like they were trying to be subtle, but as soon as we walked in, they didn’t look at anything but us. I hate being paranoid, but I don’t think we can be too cautious, do you?”
“No, I agree.” He took my hand again as we continued to make our way into the street. “Well, what do we do now?”
Continuing our quick, synced strides we soon came to another trolleybus station in the opposite direction from which we came. It felt a little unnecessary, but we had decided that we couldn’t be too careful. Since arriving in Asia, we had gotten little information from the company other than the fact that we were instructed to return to the place where I had spent a few short years of my young life and bring back files from the university. Christopher had undergone one trial and we held out for hope that he could escape torment of another conviction. 
The only disheartening thing was that there were no solid plans, unlike when we had made a journey before. No sketches or training, just notes, plane tickets, passports with fake names, a few hundred dollars, and a credit card in the names we had been given on our passport. They had allowed us to keep our first names, at least. I didn’t understand why we would have to go incognito since we were technically erased from the history of time, but it wasn’t my program. I had just signed papers, along for the involuntary ride. 
We hopped on the trolley, clicking our day pass in the meter, and sat down.  
“What do we do now?” I laid my head on Rowan’s shoulder.
“I have to call Trinkton.”
“Yeah,” I conceded. “I guess we don’t have a choice.”
“Maybe we do.” He took the small, crumpled paper from his pocket starting to open it before he stopped again, turning to look directly at me. “Do you think I should?”
“Should what? Open it? Of course.” I was eager to see what information he held.
“No, I mean, call Trinkton. Half of the time he acts like he isn’t being given any more information than we are, and…I don’t know, the other half of the time like he’s in charge. I always go back and forth about whether I should trust him or not.”
I smiled at him, nodding. “Yeah, my mom said the same thing, remember? Do you think he’s more responsible for this than we can imagine?”
“You mean since he’s from somewhere in the distant future and hasn’t been able to return to where he came from, you think he is just using us pawns to help him get back to wherever he came from?”
“Yeah.” I whispered, not quite sure if that’s really what I was assuming.
“Right? I’ve thought that before too.” He shifted in his seat, uneasy with another round of speculation. “But not even that really makes sense if you think about it. If they’re so advanced in the future, then shouldn’t Trinkton have been able to use his own space pod to get back? There’s no real reason that he would be sticking around for our technology–unless you think something physical and not technical happened to his ship.”
I nodded. “So if his pod was physically destroyed, there’s not much he could do. But if it’s technological, he’s just waiting until we build the technology he needs to return to his time? That’s what happened with my dad, right?”
“I guess it’s possible, I just don’t think it’s likely. He acts too much like he’s been in our time period for his whole life.”
“Yeah, that’s true,” I said, “But Mom swore that Dad was trained so well that no one would have ever known he wasn’t a nineteenth-century Englishman at one point.”
We both chuckled at the thought.
“I guess there’s always the chance that we are just being used to alter another part of history. I think that’s clear now, regardless of how you look at it. After seeing the truth about your dad’s work in Rye.”
At the mere mention of that seaside town, my mind thought back to the beautiful days when I was finally reunited with my mom and dad. I wanted so badly to return, but I knew that there was no use. They weren’t there. All the plans that we had made were now just another dream. 
“How did this happen, Rowan? How did we let this happen?”
“We got on a spaceship.”
We both laughed out loud at the absurdity of his statement. And yet, it was true. 
“Hey, let’s get off here. There’s a little place in that market to get a good bowl of soup. The girl at the front desk gave me a brochure when we came in and said that it’s the best place in town for a lunch stop.”
“Perfect. I’m starving.” I glanced down at my phone, realizing it was already past two o’clock, and we hadn’t eaten a bite since we woke up. “Oh, but the envelope, what’s inside it? What does it say?”
Rowan quickly reached in his pocket, opened the flap, lifting the card that had been tucked inside.
“Trinkton?” We both said aloud with a gasp. “He’s here?”
[image: image-placeholder]“You can go into the room now, Agent Wright.” They were calling me by the name I had signed on their dotted line back in England. My name. I hated that they used it. I adjusted my jacket, trying to straighten my buttoned-up self, completely unaccustomed to wearing uniforms since we had gone through our instruction courses in 2030, now technically a year that was so distant it was hard to fathom. Rowan and I had completed six months of rigorous training before we were allowed to board the space pod that took us to the 1970s in search of our parents. The whole time, Trinkton was calling the shots. We had no idea what was happening outside of the walls of our unit most of the time, but he ensured us that we would be able to pinpoint my parents’ whereabouts in time precisely. He wasn’t wrong. We had been there, then traveled back, and all for what?  It didn’t add up. I couldn’t get rid of the nagging question of why he would be able to send me back in time to find them, instead of choosing to go back to where he came from. 
We had stopped trying to make sense of it, really. We found ourselves in Mongolia, nearly ten years before we were planning to arrive in rural Illinois, thus solidifying the fact that we had entered time at a point we had previously lived and were therefore unrecognized as ourselves. Actually living as if we had never been born. The only ones who had proof of our existence was the company, of course. And what we had accomplished before, now seemed as if it was for nothing. I could only hope that James would be saved, but if my parents hadn’t made it, at least we had years to figure out how to save him ourselves. This was just another round of following orders.
I entered the room slowly. “Professor?” I began, judiciously.
His wavy, white hair seemed thinner than ever and he looked rather sickly and feeble. He had always been a thin man, but it seemed like he had dropped twenty-five pounds or more. I don’t think I’d have recognized him if passing him on the street. Looking up at me, he pushed his wiry glasses up the crook of his nose, as I approached the plush, oversized brown couch where he was sitting. As he stood to greet me, ever the proper gentleman, complete with suit, tie, and starched collar, I motioned for him not to get up. He didn’t comply.
“Maggie.” His voice was uncharacteristically sweet and warm.
“Hey, Professor.”
“It’s unusual to hear you call me that, isn’t it?” he chuckled amicably. 
“A little. I got used to it after a while, though. It’s what everyone else calls you.” Taking a seat at his side, I felt myself beginning to be charmed all over again.
“Hm.” He cackled a bit under his breath. “Everyone else.”
“Yeah, about that…”
“I know. They sent you in here to talk some sense into me, right?” He patted my knee.
“I guess.”
“Because you’re in charge now? It’s official? You are wearing the blazer.”
I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “I don’t know what I am, Professor. Let’s just say I’m doing what I’m told. I only want to get back to a place I remember…or at least a place where someone remembers me.”
I let myself sink into the cushy pillows.
“The ever-elusive place we call home, my dear?”
“Exactly.” I nodded.
“So, what have they told you to ask me, Maggie?” He lazily placed one arm on top of the other, leaning his back fully onto the sofa. His words came slowly, as if he had trouble finding the breath to say them.
“I’m supposed to get the truth about the work here in Mongolia, and you’re supposed to have been hiding something.”
“And you believe them?”
“Should I not?” I didn’t want him to know that I was absolutely unsure of everything, but I could tell he sensed it anyway.
He smiled at me coyly before he spoke, tilting his head to the side. “I know I’ve said it before, but you are so much like your mother,” he chuckled. “Maybe you should believe some of what they say. But I was a pawn myself–more than I cared to admit to you or your parents.”
“A pawn for what, Professor?”
“Are you recording this?” He sluggishly swung his head back and forth towards the ceiling, inspecting every inch above him, as if talking to a watchful eye who was monitoring his every move. He probably wasn’t wrong. At that point, even I assumed that we were always being watched, regardless of where we were. 
He leaned in close, keeping his voice low. “You can’t save the world, Maggie. Don’t be fooled. It’ll drive you mad.”
“I don’t want to save the world, Professor. I just want to go home. Won’t you help me do that? I mean, since you know what it feels like to not be able to return…I just thought…surely you have that much goodness in your heart, I know you do.”
“Do you?”
I had put my hand on his lanky forearm, as he looked over at me hauntingly asking the question, Do you? And the truth was, I didn’t know. After all this time. All the trust that I had put in him, risking my life in order to get this far, and still I was unsure of how much goodness was in him. Was it all for his own personal gain? Was he truly part of the program my dad had believed in? He and I had met in the past, which had now become our future, and he was the only person other than Rowan who knew the version of Maggie who used to be. I wrestled with my thoughts as I leaned further back into the couch, placing my face in my hands.
“Don’t fret, dear. I’m not the enemy. I’ll tell you now that I don’t have what they want. Our mission was as innocent as it sounded in the beginning. Of course, when I met your father, I knew more than I let on, but it’s standard procedure…”
He continued droning on about the program before I finally interrupted him. “Stop. Please, I don’t need any of your excuses or explanations. They just want the backpack with the samples.”
“Hm. That’s funny. They think that it’s here?”
“It’s not?”
He said nothing, resting his head back fully against the tall cushions of the comfortable tweed couch. “Anything you need to know will not be found by detaining me,” he finally spoke, looking upward again toward the corners of the room which would likely conceal the cameras that officials would use to monitor us before turning to speak directly to me. “I’m not the one who can help you, dear.”
It still made my skin crawl when he called me by his little endearing pet words for people. Dear, honey, sweetie. I loathed the sound of each word. I felt like it made those terms less special. He was definitely trying to too hard, and yet, something would always draw me back in to believing he was one of the good guys.
“I’m not the one detaining you, Professor. If you think that I have any control over this situation, you are sadly mistaken.” I stood up, removing my blazer, placing it face up over the arm of the sofa, and pointing decidedly toward it. “That means nothing to me. You should know me well enough by now to believe that. I’m the pawn here. Not you. And I think you do realize it. To me, family is everything. Not getting either one of us out of confinement. The only thing that matters to me then, now, or ever is getting all of us back together.” 
I was standing in the middle of the small room they had tried to make look as cozy as possible, turning in a circle with my arms outstretched. “You hear that?” I raised my voice, “In case you didn’t already know.” Scanning my eyes over every inch of the room, I, too began to look for the inconspicuous cameras the professor had spoken to earlier. “Yeah, I’m here doing your mission, but there’s one objective for me. Just one. You can have your stupid samples of stuff, just give me my family back!” I continued to raise my voice with each word in my typical emotional outbreak before leaving the room.
“Hey, what’s the deal?” Rowan was waiting for me nearly as soon as I darted out the door.
“Were you here the whole time?”
“In the hallway? No, I was with Agent Donaldson. He said I should come this way a couple of minutes ago. He told me that you should be almost done. What happened?” He barely breathed between questions.
“It was Trinkton. He was in there,” I quipped.
“Trinkton? Were you expecting him?”
“Of course, I was expecting him. Weren’t you?”
“I don’t know, not really. I have come to expect very little. I seem to never guess correctly,” he shrugged as he followed me quickly down the long hallway.
 Once we had tried to contact Professor Trinkton, the company had intervened. Rowan was called to meetings, I
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