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PROLOGUE
 
HE STOOD ATOP the stone plateau, looking out over the dark Ohio River far below. The State of Indiana sat across the inky black water. The full moon in the clear sky illuminated the land below for miles from his vantage point. 
His warm breath came out as puffs of steam as he stomped his freezing feet in on the thin layer of snow. It was frigid tonight, at least ten degrees below average for the middle of January in Kentucky. Nevertheless, he had thought this trip would have been worth it. It had not. 
He had miscalculated. And now, he was out of time. The people who had given him the money wanted the proof he had promised them - evidence he could not give them. 
He pulled the necklace from his pocket and stared at it in his open palm. The silver fox pendant with the sapphire shone in the moonlight. So much had gone wrong over the last few weeks for him. But this had been the worst. She had betrayed him. And broken his heart.
He heaved the necklace far out over the edge of the rock cliff. He lost sight of it on its long descent down. But he thought he saw it glint in the moonlight one last time before it plunged into the dark water of the river.
In the distance, he heard the rhythmic horn of his Jeep alarm system.
They were here. 
The trail leading up to the stone plateau lookout was shaped like a horseshoe. It was essentially two trails leading up to the top. It was a fifty-fifty shot. He chose the one to the east. 
He was vigilant as he jogged down the incline back to the small parking area. He felt rather lucky as he cleared the trail head and spotted his Jeep across the parking area. A large black SUV sat on the other side of the small gravel lot. He was relieved he had chosen the right trail to facilitate his escape. Pulling out his key fob, he turned the alarm to the Jeep off.
The two men in black came out of the forest, rushing him from either side. One came from behind the Jeep, cutting off his escape. The other man came from near the west side of the trail.
Immediately, he turned and ran full-out back to the trail he had just come from. He sprinted back up the incline, his legs churning, his lungs burning. One man chased him, yelling for him to stop. The man’s flashlight beam swung wildly as the man tried to catch him. He quickly realized the other man was coming up the second trail to cut him off.
The middle of the horseshoe was a steep incline covered in densely wooded foliage. At one time, more trails crisscrossed the interior of the horseshoe. But there were pit caves, some shallow and some infinitely deep, scattered throughout. The interior trails had been closed years ago for the safety of the public. 
It became evident that he would have to take his chances with the pit caves.
Before he even reached the plateau, he cut hard to the left. The man behind him called out in alarm. He did not stop. He raced as fast as he could down the incline. He nearly fell twice. But he was able to stay on his feet, even when his knee buckled.
As he neared the bottom of the slope, the trees began to thin out. He could see more of his surroundings as the moon filtered through. Then he saw his Jeep. He felt a surge of energy. He was in the home stretch.
He hit the mouth of the pit cave at full speed. It was small, barely large enough for his body to fit through. A branch covered in dead leaves hid the opening. The branch snapped in multiple places as his foot landed.
And then he was falling. 
 
 
 



 
1
 
“ONE PAIR OF khaki shorts? Check. One bag of toiletries. Check.”
Cora Watts listened as her fourteen-year-old sister went through the list of things Cora had packed for the long weekend, making sure everything in her suitcase matched the list. Of all five siblings, Maddy was, by far, the most organized. Cora sat at her desk, double-checking her reservations for the hotel. 
“Are you sure you just don’t want to wait until my classes are done, and we can all go together?” Sienna, Cora’s twenty-year-old sister, asked from the armchair in the corner of the room. Sienna sat in it sideways, eyes glued to her phone, just like it had been for every spare minute since Cora had decided to make the trip.
George, their old chocolate lab, slept in front of the armchair on the shaggy rug Cora had bought especially for him. 
“You know I have to go. The Conspiracy Convention is this weekend.”
Cora, in fact, did not want to go at all. But the Cincinnati Conspiracy Convention was one of the best and most logical places where Cora could talk to a large number of her brother’s conspiracy friends. 
Their brother Clark had been missing for the last six months. At twenty-nine-year-old, Clark had spent most of his adult life running off chasing after the conspiracy theories that he was obsessed with. Yet, he had never been gone for longer than a couple of months at most. Currently, Clark had been missing for over five months. No one had seen him since Christmas. Cora was hoping someone at the convention would have some idea of where he had gone. 
“What about Peter?” Sienna asked, not for the first time. “Why isn’t he going with you? Isn’t he worried?”
“You know Peter will not come with me. He wants me to go even less than you.”
“Some fiancé he is,” Sienna grumbled.
Cora rolled her eyes. She knew how her siblings felt about Peter. And truth be told, Cora had been a little hurt when Peter adamantly refused to accompany her this weekend. He was even angry about her going. But from the beginning of their relationship, Peter had been very clear. He was willing to be patient with her unique situation, but he was not willing to upend his life for her family. And running off to chase down her errant brother firmly fit in the latter category, as far as he was concerned. 
“One antique family heirloom slash puzzle box,” Maddy said, holding it up. “Check.”
“Maddy, put that in my bag, will you? I don’t want it in my suitcase. And don’t forget Clark’s journal.”
The puzzle box and Clark’s journal set this entire trip in motion. They had arrived in April, right after Cora’s birthday, in a box that also included some of Clark’s research into his newest favorite conspiracy - Tartaria. The box was smashed and crumbled and looked like it had arrived from the other side of the world. There was no note either. When Cora contacted the obscure shipping company, she found out that Clark had shipped the box before he visited at Christmas, adding to the mystery.
After a couple of weeks, when they still had not heard from Clark, Sienna began her own research into Tartaria and other conspiracy theories. And she had been a little paranoid ever since. Cora attributed Sienna’s worry about her trip this weekend to everything she had been reading online. 
“I mean, you don’t even know one thing about the Tartarian conspiracies,” Sienna continued to push her case.
That was by design. Cora had no desire to learn anything about Tartarian conspiracies. Or any conspiracies, for that matter. Her brother’s obsession with such things was what landed her in this situation in the first place.
“I know all about the real historical Tartary,” Cora said as she began putting away some laundry that she was not taking with her on the trip. “I know it was a broad term people used to call parts of Asia. I even know there were people called the Tartars.”
“Clark would say that all that historical information about Tartary is just a cover-up,” Max - the girls’ other brother and Maddy’s twin - informed her as he walked in and plopped down on her bed. “Can we have pizza for dinner?”
“Yes,” Cora answered. “I’ll pick it up on the way back from the shop.”
Ever since her parents died, Cora had taken over running the family’s garage door business, as well as the responsibility of raising her siblings. Luckily, she finally had an assistant manager that was more than capable of running the business while she was out of town. Max immediately stood back up to go place the order. Cora threw the novel from her nightstand into the suitcase before she zipped it up. 
“Should we go over your itinerary?” Maddy asked, holding up another piece of paper.
“Quickly,” Cora sighed, taking the spot on her bed that Max had just vacated. 
“Okay, you are leaving here at,” Maddy looked up with wide eyes, then double-checked the paper. “Two o’clock in the morning?”
“Yes, I am meeting with the detective in charge of Clark’s case at eight-thirty in Lexington. I am driving straight there.”
The detective had been rather dismissive of her concerns about her missing brother. But since her brother had a habit of disappearing for months at a time and Cora did not believe he was in any immediate danger, the detective had quickly lost any sense of urgency regarding the case. Cora was hoping to be taken more seriously in person. 
“And then you are going to Clark’s apartment?” Maddy continued.
“Yes. Since I will be in Lexington, I might as well.”
“And then you’ll check in at your hotel? How far is Lexington from Cincinnati?” Maddy asked.
“About two hours, I think,” Cora answered, not willing to look up the exact time. She knew Maddy would be triple-checking. Sienna probably would too. The girls had her phone rigged up somehow, so they could track her every movement online while she was away.
“And then you will call us as soon as you get to the hotel.” Maddy declared. It was a statement. Not a question.
“Of course,” Cora nodded. 
“I still don’t think you should go alone,” Sienna made one last attempt.
“I will be fine,” Cora said optimistically. “Who knows, maybe I will find Clark at his apartment and have him home by tomorrow night.”
That would be ideal. Because, although she had not mentioned this to her siblings, Cora was determined not to come home without him. 
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HIS PHONE CHIRPED at him, drawing him out of sleep. Each notification was paired with a small vibration. It began sporadically and then increased in tempo until the phone was buzzing all over the small table on the other side of the room. He must have left it there the night before.
Bishop opened one eye and glared at the offending electronic. With a groan, he struggled to a sitting position. As he swung his feet off the bed, the empty bottle of bourbon he had passed out with fell on the floor. He was getting too old for this shit. Luckily, this was the first day of his vacation. He officially had a week to recuperate.
Bishop pushed himself to his feet - for no other reason than to make the racket stop. As he padded across the worn carpet, his mood soured even more. Somebody better be dead. Or World War III finally started. Anything less, and he was going to be pissed. Nothing else could justify the obnoxious number of alerts coming through his phone.
By the time he made it across the room, his phone had switched tones and began ringing with an incoming call. It was a name he had not seen in a while. Regardless, the man on the other end was going to be receiving the brunt of Bishop’s dreadful mood.
“What the hell, Sam?” Bishop demanded.
“Uh… sorry,” Sam Blackwell’s hesitant voice came through after a pause. 
Bishop forced himself to take a deep breath. He recalled Sam’s allergy to any hint of confrontation. 
“I’m just waking up,” Bishop said instead of an apology. He attempted cordial but only managed this side of a growl.
“I just called to give you a heads up,” Sam’s voice came through, a little more confident. 
“Yeah, my phone’s blowing up,” Bishop said, switching on the speaker. “Is it World War III?”
“Not quite.” Same had an annoying habit of raising his voice at the end of his sentences as if everything was a question. “Truther U dropped a new video this morning. It’s going viral.”
Bishop tapped on the most recent notification, pulling up the video in question.
Shit.
The headline was catchy and written to garner as many clicks as possible.
“Bishop of Truth Lies. Part 1.”
No wonder he was getting so many notifications. He was the Bishop of Truth. At least, he had been. Bishop began quickly scrolling through the comments already collecting under the video, his mood getting darker by the second.
“I’m sure they just did it because of the conference this weekend,” Sam offered into the silence. Bishop was certain he was right.
“I’ll be in touch,” Bishop ground out.
“Are you-“ 
Bishop ended the call before Sam could get his question out. Bishop instantly pulled the video back up to watch. It was twenty-three minutes long. The video consisted of different clips strung together. They were all of him. He increased the playback speed to double-time. 
The video centered on the one topic that had dominated Bishop’s life for years. Tartaria. While his podcast had started out focusing on conspiracies in general, that quickly changed once he discovered the Tartarian conspiracy. In the process, he gained quite a following.
The video pieced clips of Bishop from the earlier years of his podcast to more recent videos from the months leading up to his channel getting deleted. His older self and newer self had different viewpoints. It seemed like the old clips were debunking the more recent clips, point for point. Predictably, quite a bit of pertinent information had been cut out. The creator had also thrown in pictures and graphs for effect. 
At minute fifteen, Bishop’s frown shifted to a scowl. He slowed the video down and studied it. He watched himself as he gave the last interview of his podcasting career. This clip showed the conversation after that interview - which was not supposed to have been recorded.
“Son of a bitch,” he whispered under his breath. 
Bishop scrolled through his contacts, selecting the name ‘Clark Watts.’ Immediately, an automated message came through the line stating that the number had been disconnected. Great, this was just getting better and better. He hung up and called Sam back.
“Sam,” Bishop said, not waiting for a greeting from the other end. “Have you heard from Silver Fox recently?” 
Silver Fox was Clark’s creator alias. 
“No. Not directly, anyway. I emailed him about a month ago for an interview. I got a reply from Silver Vixen, his scheduler or girlfriend, or whatever she is. The email said he was working on a project and to try back in a couple of months.” 
As Clark spoke, Bishop turned on the speaker and tossed the phone onto the bed.
“Is he still uploading new videos?” Bishop asked, grabbing his jeans off the floor and yanking them on. 
“As far as I know,” Sam answered. 
“Do you know if he was the one that originally posted the interview?” Bishop grabbed a plain black t-shirt from his drawer and pulled it over his shaved head.
“I don’t think so. I’m scrolling through now, and I don’t see it.”
“That part of the interview was not supposed to be recorded,” Bishop growled.
“Are you going to try to find him?” Sam asked, his voice back to hesitant.
“I don’t need to try. I know exactly where he lives.” 
Ninety minutes later, Bishop sat outside Silver Fox’s apartment. Bishop was in his truck, waiting in the parking lot. He had already knocked on the door to no answer and decided he could wait.
Soon enough, he regretted that decision. He was hungry, which was only contributing to his sour mood. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything quick nearby. And he did not want to miss Clark if he came home.
The apartment complex was an old motel that had been converted to studio and one-bedroom units on the north side of Lexington. It was located in a somewhat run-down area of the city. The complex was fairly busy, with people coming and going. Each time a car pulled in, Bishop hoped it was Clark.
After another twenty minutes, Bishop was ready to give-in to his growling stomach and go get some food. That is when he saw the shiny, newer-model sedan pull into the parking lot. It pulled into a spot right under Clark’s second-story door. The car looked completely out of place here. 
Even stranger, a large black SUV with heavily tinted glass pulled into the parking lot less than a minute later. It drove slowly by the sedan, blocking Bishop’s view briefly. As it passed, Bishop saw a woman get out of the car. 
She might have been pretty, had she not looked like the district manager of a retail chain store. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a severe bun and her face was pinched. Bishop could not tell if she was pissed or if that was her regular expression. Either way, he didn’t care. He watched her march determinedly up the steps to the second floor and stop in front of Clark’s door. A moment later, she opened it and stepped inside. 
Bingo.
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THE MEETING WITH the detective had not gone well. Cora was both angry and discouraged when she pulled into the parking lot of Clark’s apartment complex. She was so distracted, replaying the interaction in her head, that she was hardly paying attention to her surroundings.
The detective had been about as stereotypical as possible. He was dismissive and acted like her concern for her missing brother was due to female hysterics, despite the fact they had not heard from Clark in over six months. But because Clark had paid his rent for the year in advance, the detective was certain that her brother was not missing. He probably just did not want to be found. The detective even suggested that Clark may be with another missing conspiracy theorist by the name of Gary Shaw. When Cora told him she had never even heard the other man’s name, the detective abruptly ended the meeting. He informed her, in no uncertain terms, that he had better things to be doing with his time. 
It was mid-morning. The early Kentucky summer was warmer than she was used to, and Cora wished she wasn’t wearing her pantsuit. Cora had thought it made her look more professional. It obviously had not had the positive effect on the detective she was hoping for. However, she only had a camisole under her jacket, and she would not take her jacket off here. 
Cora had been to Clark’s apartment once, nearly two years prior. It was the last time she had tried to get her brother to come home. The old, renovated motel looked worse now than it had then.
As she pushed open the door to her brother’s second-floor studio apartment, a stale smell, laced with a hint of mildew, hit Cora. The small room was chaos, as if a tornado had come through. The light switch did not work, but the open door allowed enough light for her to see.
Clark did not have many possessions, but the ones he did have were scattered everywhere. He had never been much of a housekeeper, but this was a bit excessive. Luckily, there was no rotting food. It was mostly papers and various office supplies. A few pieces of clothing balanced precariously on hangers in the open closet. The rest lay scattered on the floor. 
Remembering what her sister had instructed her to do, Cora immediately pulled out her phone and began taking pictures of the room before she touched anything. Sienna wanted absolutely everything documented.
 Cora slowly spun in a circle, taking pictures as she did. She nearly jumped when she made it around in a half circle. A man stood in the open doorway. He did not look happy.
He was attractive, though he looked rather scruffy. He seemed to be about her age, but his long beard made that more difficult to determine. His jeans were ripped and stained with paint, and his ball cap looked at least as old as he was. His muscles stretched the faded black t-shirt he wore. She glanced at the tattoos on his arms and briefly wondered if she needed to be concerned.
“Can I help you?” Cora asked, assuming it was a neighbor or the landlord. 
“I’m looking for Clark Watts,” he said curtly. 
“He’s not here,” Cora said with a sigh, glancing around the small room. 
“Do you know where he is?” he demanded.
Cora was not sure if it was her irritation with the dismissive detective or the fact that she did not want to be here, but his demanding tone rubbed her the wrong way. 
“No,” she frowned, her own voice shifting to demanding. “Who are you?”
Instead of an answer, the man’s eyes narrowed. 
“Are you Silver Vixen?” he asked.
“I beg your pardon?” Cora asked, confusion replacing her ire.
The man hesitated, looking hard at her for a full minute. Finally, he frowned.
“When you see Clark, you tell him that Bishop is looking for him. And I don’t appreciate being stabbed in the back.”
The man glanced around the room one last time and then turned to leave. Cora heard him marching down the long walkway back to the staircase. She sighed and moved to the door to close it. She should probably be more careful. For all she knew, Clark owed the guy money - or worse.
Cora closed the door, shrouding the room in darkness. As she reached for the lock, her brain finally registered what he had just said. Bishop. That name had been mentioned a few times in her brother’s notes. The Bishop of Truth. Unfortunately, she and her sister could not find any of the videos that Clark’s notes had referenced. They had assumed it was referring to a church bishop. 
Cora yanked open the door. The man was already across the parking lot, headed for an old truck. 
“Wait!” she called to him over the railing. Unfortunately, he did not stop. “Bishop.”
Cora raced down the stairs and across the parking lot. He still hadn’t stopped. Cora was unsure if he had not heard her or was just ignoring her. She reached him as he pulled open the truck’s driver-side door. 
“Wait, please,” she said, a little breathless. She reached out for his arm, ignoring the fact that the muscles through his shirt felt like steel.
He turned to frown down at her. In the sunlight, Cora saw his eyes were green and intense. They flicked to a vehicle passing behind her.
“Friends of yours?” he asked.
“I’m not from around here,” Cora answered, waving her hand dismissively. She did not even turn around to see who he was referring to. “Are you Bishop?”
“I am,” Bishop’s eyes came back to her, a smirk coming to his lips. “Do you know where Clark is now?”
“No,” Cora shook her head. “I was hoping you could tell me when was the last time you saw him.”
For a moment, Bishop looked like he wasn’t going to answer her. He looked up to Clark’s apartment, where Cora had left the door open. Then those intense eyes came back to her. 
“Six months ago,” he answered curtly. “We did an interview here.”
Cora’s face fell. She had really hoped he had seen Clark more recently than that. Regardless, if he could not help her with clues about her brother, perhaps he could help her with other information.
“It has been that long since we have heard from him, too,” Cora offered. “But could I ask you some questions about Tartaria?”
His reaction was unexpected. He immediately climbed into his truck and slammed the door. He glared down at her through the open window.
“Lady, not on your life,” he snapped as he started up the truck. 
Cora opened her mouth to press her case. Bishop revved the engine, cutting off anything she might have said. He dropped the truck into drive and almost squealed the tires as he pulled away. Cora stood in the parking lot, mouth agape, watching him drive away.
Asshole. 
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THE FIRST-EVER ANNUAL Cincinnati Conspiracy Con was not quite what Cora had expected. Although it was both overwhelming and overstimulating for her, Cora could not help but think how much Clark would have loved it. In fact, a part of her was convinced that she just might see him here. But by lunch, her brain was so overloaded that if he had walked past her, she probably would not have even noticed it was him. 
Cora arrived at the convention center as the doors were opening, despite the drama of her morning. That morning at her hotel, she discovered that her rental car had two flat-tires. The rental company had said it could not get out to fix them until that afternoon, so she had to call a ride-share. 
She had her over-sized leather hobo bag strapped across her body. The bag had been her mother’s, and it was a sort of security blanket for her. She had a list of multiple people she wanted to talk to today. But she quickly forgot about them. Almost immediately, her attention was drawn to all the different booths. Every possible conspiracy was represented, both old and new.
The first booths she encountered, near the entrance doors, focused on older conspiracies. These were the ones that most people thought about when conspiracies were mentioned in everyday conversation, like speculation on the JFK assassination and Area 51. As she moved along, the booths shifted to much more intricate and far-out conspiracies. 
It was as if they had set the older conspiracy booths at the entrance to draw in the ‘normies.’ That was a new word that Cora quickly learned. She saw the word numerous times and heard various people referencing it in their conversations as she wandered by the booths. It was a word these conspiracy theorists were using to describe people like her. ‘Normal people.’
From what she gathered, most of these people called themselves ‘truthers.’ It was a term that Clark had identified himself as for the last few years. And many wore the title with pride.
There were people that thought the earth was flat and others that insisted lizards ran the world. One booth was completely dedicated to the moon landing being fake. Another touted something called the ‘Galactic Federation.’ There was even one booth that declared birds were fake. Cora remembered Clark telling the twins that one was just a parody of conspiracies that no one believed. Nevertheless, if the people behind the booth were acting, they deserved awards.
By mid-morning, Cora’s head was swimming. More and more people continued to arrive, filling up the convention center. The sounds of hundreds of conversations going on around her surrounded her. Sienna had warned her, and her sister had been right. This conspiracy world was both complex and massive. 
That said, everyone seemed incredibly nice. There were a few odd-looking people, like the couple dressed up as aliens. And quite a lot that seemed a bit socially awkward. But aside from a few heated conversations between various people, everyone was mostly polite and well-mannered. Cora might even classify the heated conversations as more passionate discussions, as the participants rarely appeared to be arguing. Instead, their voices raised in excitement over the topics they were discussing, with both parties seeming to agree on most points. No was one saying that conspiracies weren’t real. They only debated the details. 
The information on the topics was quite intriguing. Cora found herself drawn to the various booths like a moth to a flame. Some of the information was compelling, and some of it even appeared to make logical sense. She now saw how Clark had always gotten so drawn in.
She had yet to find a booth dedicated to Tartaria. However, the word was on the lips of many of the truthers. She tried to be inconspicuous as she listened to the conversations around her, attempting to get a sense of it. Cora regretted not doing the research that Sienna had done before coming here. Even the lexicon of this place was foreign to her, as if many of the people were speaking a foreign language.
“Holy shit. Are you Cora Watts?”
Cora’s head jerked to the young man in his twenties who was standing in front of her. The heavy-set man stood with a mountain of junk food balanced against his chest, nearly gawking at her. She glanced around, wondering how this stranger knew her name.
“I am,” she said slowly, taking a half-step back. “How do you know that?”
The man gave his head a little shake. “Sorry,” he said with a little laugh and a self-deprecating smile. “I’m Firebird-“ he shook his head again. “I mean, Robbie. Robbie Smith. Firebird is my creator name. I know your brother.
Cora smiled as she mentally went through the list of people she had compiled from Clark’s notes. Firebird checked out.
He quickly continued his explanation. “Clark had a picture of your family at his place. I recognize you from the photo.”
Cora felt relief flood through her. Finally, someone who knew Clark. Perhaps Robbie knew where he was. Better yet, maybe he could take her to him. Hope soared when she thought she might be able to leave this chaotic place by lunch. 
“Can you take me to him?” she asked, realizing she sounded way too eager. She didn’t care. She would even help this guy carry his concession nachos if it meant getting there faster. “Please?”
Robbie’s brow furrowed. “He’s not here. I mean, I haven’t seen him. No one has seen him in months. I thought he might be with you.”
“No. He is not with me.” Cora sighed in disappointment and slowly closed her eyes. 
When she opened them again, Robbie was still looking at her awkwardly. Cora forced a smile. At least this guy was on her list.
“Do you have a booth here, Robbie?” she asked as pleasantly as possible. 
“Yeah,” he answered quickly, smiling broadly. “Come on. I’ll show you.”
Robbie turned and began making his way through the crowd. He moved much quicker than she would have expected, weaving in and out of the throngs of people. Despite her certainty that he would run into someone, they made it to his booth without so much as a spilled chip. 
An entire section of the convention center was designated for the Tartarian conspiracies. There was an archway at the beginning of the main thoroughfare, with an enormous banner that read: ‘Tartaria.’ It was located right in the middle of the convention floor, as if the designers considered this the crown jewel of conspiracies. Given the vast number of booths and the multitude of people crammed into the section, Cora thought they might be right. 
Robbie set his snacks down at the second booth past the archway, then walked around behind the table. Cora saw a piece of paper taped to his table. There was a picture of a man in his sixties with bushy white hair and a kind smile. ‘Have you seen Gary Shaw?’ was written in bold letters. This was the man that the detective had referenced.
“Do you know this guy?” Cora asked, pointing to the picture. 
“Yeah, that’s Gary Shaw. He has been missing since New Year’s Eve,” Robbie looked sad as he looked down at the picture. Then he gave his head a little shake, as if not wanting to dwell on it. He looked back up and smiled. “I’m surprised yo see you here. Clark always said you were a normie. When did you wake up?”
Cora’s eyebrows raised as he spoke. As soon as he got the words out, understanding registered on his face. 
“Oh,” he said slowly. “You aren’t here for Conspiracy Con, are you?”
“No, Robbie,” she said, trying not to sound judgmental. “I am looking for Clark. Do you have any idea where he is?”
“He is working on some super-secret project,” Robbie shrugged. “That is what he told me the last time I talked to him. He said he would probably be gone for a while.”
“Did he say anything else?” Cora asked, glancing at a tall, thin man standing close to them. He was looking at her uncomfortably, throwing longing looks at the pile of snacks on the booth table. 
“Hey, Walter. Here’s your food.” Robbie grabbed a soda and a bag of chips and thrust them toward the man. “Have you seen Silver Fox lately?”
The socially awkward man quickly took his food, averting his eyes from Cora. “Not since he started his project at the beginning of the year.” He hurried away before Cora could ask him any questions. 
“Do you know what his ‘super-secret project’ was about?” Cora turned back to Robbie.
“Tartaria,” Robbie said. His expression implied the answer was obvious. “Not sure what exactly. But Tartaria is the only thing he has been working on for a couple of years now.”
A few people had stepped up to Robbie’s booth and were looking at some of the merchandise Robbie had placed on the table. He had Tartarian T-shirts, mugs, and stickers for sale.
“Why did you call him Silver Fox?” Cora pressed him.
“That’s his creator name for his channel,” Robbie answered, his attention now divided between her and the potential customers. 
“Clark has a video channel?” Cora asked, surprised. How did she not know that? Robbie looked like he wanted to ask her the same thing.
“He has a huge channel,” he said. 
By now, more people were approaching Robbie’s booth. He pointed across the aisle. 
“You see that guy over there in the yellow shirt?” he asked. “That is Sam Blackwell. He knows your brother, too. He might have some information. If you have any more questions, you can come back when I’m not so busy.”
“Thanks,” Cora said with a nod. 
She made her way across the wide aisle. There were even more people gathered around Sam’s booth. Given the way it was set up, Cora understood why. As she waited her turn to talk to him, Cora examined the booth behind the row of people.
The booth was nearly twice as wide as Robbie’s, focusing on the workings of Nicola Tesla, as well as something called the Electric Universe. The backdrop was covered with large posters that displayed photos of Tesla and his inventions, including diagrams of how electricity worked. The table was flanked on either side by two large screens looping videos that gave more information on each topic. 
As she stood and took it all in, Cora felt a stirring inside of her that she had not felt in a long time. Before her life had changed so drastically at twenty years old, Cora had been fascinated with history, just as Clark was. All the information on display seemed to scratch an itch she had forgotten she had.
As the people in front of her finally moved on, Cora saw that the booth’s table held an array of objects. There was a static electricity ball that created mini bolts of lightning when you touched it. The bolts stretched to her fingertips from the center and followed them as she moved. It had been one of her favorite things at the children’s museum growing up. 
The table also held models of a Jacob’s ladder, as well as a small Tesla coil. There was a graph that explained how the objects worked. It also explained the dangers associated with them. In addition, there were other various small objects that looked foreign to her. 
One, in particular, caught her eye. The plaque below it stated it was a replica of an astronomical clock. It reminded Cora of the puzzle box in her bag.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” 
Cora looked up at the man in the yellow shirt, Sam Blackwell. 
“It is,” she agreed, her eyes falling back to the model. Cora wanted to ask him about it, but she stopped herself. She reminded herself why she was there - to find Clark. Nothing more. She looked back up at him with a smile.
“Hi. I’m Cora Watts. My brother is Clark Watts…” she hesitated, then used the name that Robbie had. “Silver Fox. Robbie-“ she gestured over her shoulder. “Firebird said you know my brother.”
Sam glanced from her to Robbie across the aisle and then back. A hesitancy crept into his eyes. “I do.”
“Have you seen him, by chance?” Cora asked.
“Not for a while,” Sam shook his head. He glanced at another couple that had come up to his booth. Wanting to keep his attention, Cora pulled out the mechanical puzzle box from her bag.
“Tell me, have you ever seen anything like this?” she asked.
“Holy shit.” Sam’s eyes widened as they locked on the metal cube in her hand. “Where did you get that?”
“Family heirloom,” Cora answered. “Have you come across anything like it in your research?”
He shook his head slowly, all of his attention focused on the box. 
“May I?” He asked. He held his hand out hesitantly.
Cora did not think twice about plopping it down into his outstretched hand. Over the years, so many other people had handled the puzzle box that it did not bother her. If it was possible, his eyes widened even more at the weight of the box. His arm even went up and down as he tested it.
“This is amazing,” Sam whispered as he turned it over in his hands. 
He raised it closer to his face so he could inspect the intricate details on the sides. Cora waited patiently to see if Sam could figure out the initial phase of the puzzle. Most people did not even realize it was a puzzle at all. Sam appeared to fall into that category. 
As Sam inspected the ancient Rubik’s Cube, now oblivious to everything else, Cora became aware that the crowd of people surrounding them was also very interested in the metal box. Cora glanced around. The people on either side of her seemed to be almost enchanted by it. She told herself that was ridiculous. Nevertheless, she began to feel uneasy by all the eyes locked on it.
When Cora felt the hair begin to rise on the back of her neck, she instinctively snatched the box away from him. Sam looked startled as she tucked it back into her bag, closing the zipper and securing the flap over it.
“I can do some research about it,” Sam said quickly. “Here. Take one of my cards.” He grabbed one of his homemade business cards off the table. “Are you going to be here tomorrow?”
“I’m not sure,” Cora answered honestly, taking the card. “But I can call you either way.”
“I’ll ask around about your brother, too,” Sam added, sweetening the deal. She could tell he wanted to see the puzzle box again. Most people usually did.
“Thanks,” Cora nodded. The people around her were staring at her now, as well as her bag, making her feel uncomfortable. She felt a little claustrophobic. She took a step back.
“I’m going to look around some more. Maybe I’ll check back with you in a little while.”
“Please, do,” Sam said with a nod. 
Cora pushed her way through the crowd. Once back in the middle of the aisle, she could finally breathe freely again. Shaking her head to clear it, she told herself she was imagining things. Again, she refocused her attention. She needed to talk to the people on her list. She needed to find some relevant information about Clark. There had to be someone that had seen him more recently than six months ago.
She stepped back and turned to look at the wide aisle that stretched toward the back of the convention center. It was like a conspiracy promenade centered on this place called Tartaria.
And Cora got sucked right in. 
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BISHOP HAD ONE objective. Find the Truther U weasels and make them take down their video. Then he could get back to forgetting all about Tartaria and the conspiracy world as a whole. 
His buddies were less than thrilled when they showed up that morning to begin their vacation. The three of them had planned a week-long camping and spelunking trip in Mammoth Caves. They all had been looking forward to it for months. 
“You ready for the trip of a lifetime?” Casey called out of his window as he pulled up the driveway. Freddie, his brother, gave a whoop from the passenger seat.
“You have no idea,” Bishop said, throwing some of his gear in the back of his truck. He had a flat-top cover over the bed to secure it all. “But I have to meet you down there.”
“What about breakfast at Betty’s?” Casey asked. Betty’s was a small, hole-in-the-wall diner they had found on one of their previous trips. It was amazing food, and Casey had a crush on one of the waitresses. Breakfast at Betty’s had become a staple part of their trips when they went spelunking. 
“You two will have to romance the ladies without me,” Bishop said, checking one of his packs.
“But they don’t like us as much as they like you,” Freddie pointed out.
“Where are you going?” Casey asked. “Do you have a job to finish up?”
“I have to go up to Conspiracy Con,” Bishop answered, pulling down the flat top and locking it.
“You are going all the way up to Cincinnati?”
“It won’t take long,” Bishop had assured them. “I should be at the campsite by dinner. We will be down in the caves first thing in the morning.”
And I better be, Bishop thought to himself as he pulled into a small lot a couple of blocks from the convention center. 
Bishop had discovered this private little parking lot when he had lived in Cincinnati a few years prior. He had no intention of using the parking garage. His plan was to get in and get out of the convention as quickly as possible. 
There were a lot more people than Bishop had expected. The last time he was at a conspiracy convention like this, it had only been a fraction of this crowd size. But that was a couple of years ago. He was very aware that the interest in conspiracies had grown considerably since then. 
Bishop had to stand in line to buy a ticket since he obviously had not pre-purchased one online. Almost immediately, he noticed that he was getting noticed. Even though his beard was long now, and he sported a shaved head under his baseball cap, he was getting looks. Not by everyone, but enough people were whispering between each other and eying him. 
Great.
Even the guy who sold him the ticket recognized him. His eyes widened in surprise. His mouth opened as if he wanted to say something to Bishop, but then it just hung open as the guy searched for the words. Bishop snatched his ticket and stormed off before he could. 
Just great.
Bishop marched by the first booths, eyes forward. He did not want to make eye-contact with anyone. He spotted the huge Tartaria banner in the middle of the maze of vendor booths. He beelined for the section, working his way through the crowds of people.
Bishop felt a strange sensation as he stood at the entrance of the Tartaria section. It was packed full of people, and there were more booths than he could see from his vantage point, despite his height. He imagined what it would have been like to attend a convention like this when he was deep in the conspiracy world- before everything changed. He wondered if things would have turned out differently. 
To his right, he noticed Robbie Smith, aka Firebird. It got his feet moving. He had nothing against Robbie. But he had no desire for conversation at the moment. Unfortunately, the crowd was packed even tighter in this section. Bishop did not want to waste anytime wondering around looking for the Truther U booth. So, when he saw Sam Blackwell farther down on the other side of the aisle, Bishop went straight for him.
Sam’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as Bishop walked up to the side of the booth. His look was almost comical, and Bishop could not help smiling. 
“I’m not here,” Bishop told him.
“Are you sure? Because I think you have been spotted.” It was true. Sam glanced around at the random people who were noticing Bishop.
“I’m just here to talk to Blake and Alan,” Bishop assured him. “Do you know where they are?”
Unfortunately, Sam was not reassured by Bishop’s statement. He rolled his eyes.
“C’mon, man. Do you really want to start a fight here? You are going to ruin it for the rest of us.”
“I’m not here to fight,” Bishop told him. “I just was to have a calm, friendly conversation about taking the video down.”
“Yeah, right,” Sam sighed, the corners of his mouth turning down. He gestured down the aisle. “They are down near the end of this row.”
Bishop straightened to get a look. He did not see Truther U. However, he did see someone else of interest. It was the woman from Clark’s apartment. Her hair was no longer in a bun, and she had lost her business suit. She wore jeans and a white t-shirt, and her auburn hair fell to her shoulders in loose waves. She stood about halfway down the row, speaking with a vendor that Bishop recognized. 
Her transformation was remarkable. Bishop felt his interest piqued. And he could not help but remember the way she smelled. It had been intoxicating, even looking like a mousy schoolmarm as she had.
“Hey,” Bishop asked Sam, his eyes remaining focused on the woman. “Is that the Silver Vixen?”
“Who?” Sam asked, craning his neck. 
“That woman speaking to Marcus,” Bishop answered. 
Suddenly, as if she sensed him, she raised her eyes to his. Even this far away, her bright blue eyes drew him in. Just as they had the day before. Almost immediately, she looked away. She said something to Marcus and then moved away, disappearing into the crowd. Bishop instantly wanted to follow her.
“No,” Sam answered. “That’s Clark Watt’s sister, Cora.”
“What?” Bishop said, his eyes swinging back to Sam in shock. 
“Yeah, she is here looking for her brother. She’s a total normie, though.”
“Shit,” Bishop sighed. The interaction with her the day before made a lot more sense, given this new piece of information. He now felt like a total ass for the way he had acted the day before. 
“Have you seen her box?”
Bishop’s eyes snapped back to Sam. This time, it was Bishop’s eyebrows that shot up.
“Not like that,” Sam said, rolling his eyes again. “She has this crazy metal box that looks like it is some type of artifact. Either that or a prop straight out of a steampunk movie.”
“No,” Bishop said with a sly smile. “I have not seen her box. But I’ll keep you posted. And let me know if you hear from Clark.”
“Try not to cause a scene,” Sam called after him as Bishop backed away.
Bishop’s arms went out at his sides in a shrug. “Just a friendly conversation,” he repeated, and then disappeared into the crowd. 
In spite of himself, Bishop searched the crown for the face of Cora Watts. He rationalized he should at least apologize. Though if he was being honest, that was not the reason he wanted to see her again. Unfortunately, he had not even caught a glimpse of her by the time he made it to the end of the row. Oh well. That was probably for the best, anyway.
The Truther U booth was the largest at the convention. It took up the space of three vendor booths, every inch packed with information about Tartaria. There were enlarged photos of old buildings, the World’s Fairs, ancient maps, and a cardboard cutout of a giant. Where Sam had two smaller screens playing informational videos, Truther U had one giant screen playing their most recent video - all about Bishop.
Bishop frowned. Obviously, they were not going to make this easy.
Alan saw him first and immediately looked nervous. He leaned over quickly and whispered something to his partner. As Blake turned his head to look at Bishop, a smug smirk spread across Blake’s face.
Bishop walked up to the booth. The only thing that separated them was a table. Bishop had to refrain from punching the smirk right off Blake’s self-righteous face.
“Take it down,” Bishop said simply.
“Freedom of speech,” Blake shrugged. 
“My ass,” Bishop said, feeling his anger rising. 
“I’m only trying to help the truther community watch out for grifters,” Blake said nonchalantly.
Bishop’s jaw clenched at the implication he was a grifter. The video on the screen had reached the point of his post-interview conversation with Clark, which was not supposed to have been recorded, much less published.
“Where did you get that?” Bishop asked.
“I can’t reveal my sources,” Blake said innocently.
“And what if I make a video that shows all the parts that you cut out?” Bishop demanded. “I can easily show who the real grifter is here.”
Blake chuckled. “And how are you going to do that? Your channel got deleted.”
Without thinking, Bishop reached forward, grabbed Blake by the shirt, and yanked his upper body over the table. Bishop’s face was inches from his.
“Then how about I just kick the shit out of you right here?” Bishop said, his voice low and dangerous.
Blake’s hands went out to the side, and the innocent look returned. “I don’t want any trouble,” he said loud enough for everyone. Then his voice dropped to a whisper so only Bishop could hear. “Go ahead. I dare you.”
Bishop glanced around and realized the crowd was staring at them, some with genuine fear on their faces. As good as it would feel about teaching this asshat a lesson, he did not want to spend the rest of his vacation in jail. He let Blake go and deliberately took a step back.
“You aren’t the only one who can upload videos,” Bishop told him. “And don’t forget, I’m the one with truth on my side.”
“We’ll see about that,” Blake called after him as he turned and stormed away. Enough of the crowd had seen the interaction that they cut a path for him, at least for about twenty feet. After that, he was able to disappear again into the throngs of people. 
He probably shouldn't have come. He should have known he could not sway Blake to take it down. Alan, yes, but Blake, no. The most frustrating part was that Bishop could make a video discrediting the Truther U video and exposing them for the frauds they were. 
Unfortunately, that would require him to dive back into the conspiracy world he had walked away from six months ago. He had vowed then not to let the drama of the truther community suck him in again. And in all honesty, after a week or two, no one would care about the Truther U video. They would move on to something else, as they always did.
Bishop reminded himself that he was done with Tartaria. He just did not know why that decision seemed like such a mistake at the moment.
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FROM WHAT SHE could gather, the Tartarian Conspiracy was based on the belief that an ancient, global civilization had once dominated the earth. Yet, it was not like the ancient alien conspiracies that she had seen on television. This was much more recent, as far as these conspiracy theorists were concerned. Most of them put the timeline of the destruction of Tartaria during the 1800s. In that, there seemed to be agreement within the conspiracy community. 
According to most of them, sometime in the nineteenth century, a worldwide cataclysm destroyed the Tartarian civilization. However, that is where the theories diverged. Some vendors had references to a great Mud Flood, the origins of which were debatable, that wiped the Great Tartaria out. Then, somehow, all evidence of this civilization was erased from history. Other vendors made connections between Tartaria and the World’s Fairs and great fires in the major cities of the world, as well as old-world architecture, lost technologies, and even Orphan Trains. 
Before long, Cora’s head was spinning. She slowly made her way down the wide aisle, moving back and forth between the throngs of people. She was determined to ask every vendor there if they had seen her brother anytime recently. Each one said no. The vendors that knew Clark had not seen him for at least six months, just like everyone else. But it was the people that did not know him that surprised her the most.
Everyone told her how much they loved Clark’s content and how much they respected his work. Most of them told her how much they were looking forward to the project he was working on. They wanted to know if she knew when it was coming out. Of course, she didn’t. She had not known he even had a channel before that morning. 
Cora was forced to continually re-focus on the task at hand. She kept getting distracted. The displays at the booths were fascinating. Most of them looked more credible than she would have ever imagined. The longer she stayed, the more she understood how her brother had become so enamored with the Tartaria. Despite her best efforts, there was an unexpected part of her that wanted to believe it was all real as well. 
As she moved through the crowd, Cora began picking up on conversations happening around her. Apparently, the Bishop of Truth was here at the convention. The news of his arrival swept through the crowd like wildfire. Evidently, his presence was quite unexpected. One man spoke of how he had sold out. Several others were certain he was a grifter. One woman was sure he was something that she called ‘controlled opposition.’ Given how much of a jerk he had been to her, Cora was inclined to agree with the negative comments.
Cora had only made it about halfway down the row of vendors when she felt as if someone was watching her. She was speaking with a nice older man by the name of Marcus. As she turned her head, she was startled when her eyes locked with a set of intense green ones. Bishop was staring at her over the crowd. She could not read his expression, but he looked as if he might try to come over and speak with her.
Cora quickly looked away. She thanked Marcus and beelined to the other side of the aisle. She had no intention of having another interaction with Bishop. She could barely think straight at this point; there was so much crazy information rattling around in her brain. Plus, she was discouraged that not one person had seen or heard from Clark recently. The last thing she needed was to deal with Bishop again.
Cora realized it was probably time for her to go get some food. Hopefully, Bishop would be gone by the time she got back. Or at least she would have the mental fortitude to handle a conversation if she happened to run into him again. She fell in behind a small group of people making their way to the entrance. She breathed a sigh of relief when she finally made it to the doors without running into him.
Unfortunately, the doorway was not the main one. She did not realize it until she was outside, and she found herself at the backside the large convention center. Regardless, she took a deep breath of fresh air. She hadn’t realized how claustrophobic it was inside. Since she did not want concession food anyway, she checked her phone for a nearby restaurant. She saw she had missed a call from Sienna, so she called her back.
“How’s it going?” Sienna asked. 
“Not well,” Cora said. Despite the disappointment of her investigation thus far, the warm sun felt amazing. She turned her face up and soaked it in. “No one has seen Clark since the first of the year.”
“How is the convention? Lots of tin foil hats?” Sienna asked with a smile in her voice.
Cora chuckled at her sister’s joke. “Actually, aside from a few weird people, everyone seems pretty normal. They just think that everything we have been taught about the world is a lie.”
“So, besides that,” Sienna said.
“I’m starving, though. The crazy amount of information has my head spinning. I’m on my way to find some lunch. I’m starting to get a little hangry,” Cora said, glancing up and down the street. There was not a restaurant in sight on this side of the building. She began walking around toward the front of the large convention center. Her bag was extra heavy with the puzzle box inside, and she was beginning to regret bringing it. 
“Hey, did you know Clark has a video channel?” Cora continued. 
“He mentioned something about it at Christmas. But I didn’t find anything with his name on it when I was doing the research.”
“Check out Silver Fox,” Cora told her. “Apparently, that is his creator name.” She hesitated, remembering what Bishop had said the day before. “Also, look for any content by Silver Vixen.”
“Will do,” Sienna said. “Did you run into the Bishop of Assholes?”
“He is the reason I left the convention and am going to find some lunch,” Cora admitted. “I really do not want to run into him again. As far as I can gather, there is some conspiracy drama surrounding him. I’m hoping he is gone by this afternoon. Nobody seems to really want him here.”
“I don’t blame them, especially after the way he acted with you,” Sienna said. “Are you going back to the hotel?”
“No, there is a Greek place a couple of blocks away,” Cora told her. “The hotel is farther away than I thought. Plus, you will never believe what happened. I had two flat tires this morning, so I had to take a ride-share here.”
“Wait. You had two flat tires this morning? That is a little sus, don’t you think?”
“You sound like Clark,” Cora told her sister. “What I think is that I ran over a broken bottle in Clark’s neighborhood yesterday, and I was lucky I didn’t have a blow-out on the drive up here from Lexington.”
“Just be careful,” Sienna said, sounding like the big sister. 
“I’ll be fine,” Cora assured her. “Just so long as I can find some food.”
“I’m sure you have a granola bar or fruit snacks somewhere in the bottom of that suitcase you carry around on your shoulder,” Sienna said. “It might be five years old, but I’m sure there is one in there.”
Sienna was right. Cora always had something in her bag for the twins, a habit she picked up when they were younger. She had made it to a crosswalk and decided to cross here on a side street rather than the busier intersection at the front of the convention center. The white stick man on the digital display let her know it was safe.
“Alright, I’ll call you when I get back to the hotel later today,” Cora said as she began rooting in the hobo bag. 
“If they are selling souvenir tin foil hats, I want one,” Sienna said with a laugh before the line disconnected.
Cora chuckled as she dropped the phone in her bag, stretching it open farther in search of a snack. She did not hear the revving engine until she was halfway across the street. Her head snapped up. And then her heart fell to the asphalt as she realized she had no time. The grill of the speeding car was only feet from her and closing the distance too fast for her to react.
Time crawled to a standstill as her thirty-three years flashed before her eyes. Cora thought of the twins first, but was secure in the knowledge that they would be okay with Sienna. She thought of Clark and was saddened that she had not been able to see him one last time. And then she thought of her parents. A peace came over her when she realized she would be seeing them soon. 
As if in a tunnel, she heard someone call her name.
He hit her hard, tackling her from the side. They flew through the air as the car plowed by them. She landed hard on top of him. But they did not stop. The inertia tumbled them over the asphalt. Cora cried out as the metal puzzle box in her bag dug into her side as they rolled. 
They came to a stop next to the other curb. Cora was on her back. She heard tires screeching, and she craned her neck. The navy sedan had slammed on its brakes. It waited a few moments, and then the tires screeched again as it sped off. 
Finally, Cora looked back at the man who had saved her and was currently lying on top of her. Intense green eyes stared down at her. For the first time, she saw his lips raise in a half smile.
“Hi,” Bishop said. 
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“HI,” CORA BREATHED. 
“Are you alright?” Bishop asked her, his eyes searching her face. 
She didn’t answer right away, and Bishop felt his blood pressure spike. 
“Are you hurt?” Bishop asked, his voice more insistent.
“I don’t think so,” Cora said told him.
Bishop stood and then took her hands, slowly pulling her to her feet. She winced but managed to get to a standing position without any issues. 
“Careful,” he told her, looking her up and down for any blood or gaping wounds. “Do you want me to call an ambulance?”
“No,” Cora shook her head. She glanced back at the crosswalk where she had almost died, seeming a bit dazed. Then she looked back up at him. “Thank you,” she said, attempting a small smile. “I… I thought I had the right of way. I should have been paying better attention.”
Bishop frowned down at her. “You did have the right of way,” he assured her. He pulled out his phone. “I’m calling the police.”
“No,” Cora told him, shaking her head again. She seemed not to have heard what he had just said. “I’m just not used to the big city. I’m sure it was my fault somehow.” 
Bishop continued to frown down at her. He was seriously debating making the emergency call. 
“I’m fine,” she assured him, forcing a smile. “Thanks to you. But you don’t need to call anyone. I just want to go back to my hotel.” 
Cora glanced around again. Even though there were tons of people at the convention, the side street they were on was empty. The office buildings that made up this section of the city were closed up for the weekend. She pulled out her phone. 
“Let me walk you back to the convention,” Bishop offered, still looking at her with concern. She looked like she was in shock. Understandably.
“No,” Cora said a third time. She looked up from her phone, which now had a huge crack across the screen. Luckily, it was still functioning. “I’m okay. I just need to call for a ride.”
“I can take you,” he offered. In all honesty, he would feel better making sure she didn’t pass out - or worse - on the way back to her hotel. Sending her off in a ride-share by herself did not sit well with him. 
Cora hesitated. He wondered if she was thinking about the way he had acted the day before. Or if she was still processing what had just happened. There was a chance she had a concussion. However, he didn’t think she had hit her head as it was him that she had landed on. He also realized she did not know that he knew who she was.
“By the way, I’m sorry about yesterday,” he told her, attempting to put her at ease. “I talked to Sam Blackwell. He told me who you are and that you are looking for your brother. I shouldn’t have been such a dick. But I thought you were someone else.”
 She hesitated again as if considering her options. Finally, she nodded.
“My truck is a couple of blocks this way,” Bishop gestured in the opposite direction of the convention center. “Can you walk?”
She stepped up onto the sidewalk.
“Here. Let me carry that for you.” As they moved towards the truck, Bishop took her large bag from her. His eyebrows went up in surprise at the weight of it. “Have you got bricks in here?”
“Several,” she said, her face deadpan. “They are for self-defense.”
Bishop was not sure how to take that comment. And then she smiled, and he realized she was being sarcastic. He smiled back. A sense of humor was a good sign at this point. Cora showed no outward sides of injury as they walked back to his truck. Another good sign. She winced again as she climbed up into the passenger side, causing him to frown.
“I rolled onto the bricks,” she told him, settling herself. He handed her the bag, and she placed it on the floorboards at her feet. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to see a doctor?”
“No,” she told him. “I’m fine. Really.”
As Bishop pulled out of the parking lot, Cora gave him the name of the hotel she was staying at. Bishop knew the place. It was a nicer hotel located in a small town north of the city, nearly twenty-five to thirty minutes away. 
Her delicious scent filled the cab of his truck. He had never smelled perfume like that before. It was a sweet mix of exotic magic, and it was intoxicating. He cracked the window and focused on the road. 
Bishop glanced over at her. Cora was quiet and stared out the window as Bishop pulled onto the freeway. He wondered if he should keep her talking to make sure she wasn’t slurring her words or passing out.
“Do you like your hotel?” he asked, thinking it was a neutral topic. 
“It’s a little pretentious,” she said with a shrug. “But my fiancé picked it out.”
Bishop was surprised by his gut reaction to that statement. Why should he care if she was engaged? He reasoned it must be the magic perfume she was wearing.
“Is he there now?” Bishop asked, unable to help himself.
“No, he is back home working.”
Bishop hid a frown. What man let his fiancée come to search for her brother alone? He gave his head a little shake, quite done with this topic of conversation.
“So, what happened to your car?” he picked another topic he considered the equivalent of small talk.
 “I had two flat tires this morning.” She glanced over at him. “It’s been an eventful day.”
Bishop’s eyes widened, and then his brow furrowed. Yet again, her unexpected answer surprised him. This time, she noticed his look.
“What?” she asked.
“You really are a normie, aren’t you?” he asked, wondering if she was completely oblivious to the world around her.
“What does that mean?” Cora asked, her tone slightly offended.
“Your brother has been missing for six months. His apartment was ransacked. You have two flat tires. And you were almost mowed over in the street,” Bishop ticked off the litany of strange occurrences that he was aware of only having just met her. 
“You sound as paranoid as my brother. And there are perfectly logical explanations,” Cora sighed, then ticked off her own explanations. “There is a very good chance that my brother is on a beach in Fiji at the moment. He has a tendency to chase conspiracy theories and forget everyone back in the real world. And he has always been a slob. His bedroom looked ‘ransacked’ every day through his high school years. I’m pretty sure I ran over a broken bottle on the way back from his apartment, causing the flat tires. And that driver today was probably just texting and driving.”
“Wow,” Bishop said, acting impressed. “I’ve never heard anyone rationalize as well as you.”
Cora’s lips turned down as she rolled her eyes. “It sounds a lot more logical than Clark is missing because of his Tartarian investigations, and now someone is after me.”
“I didn’t say that,” Bishop said, glancing in the side mirror as he changed lanes. There was a lot of traffic today.
“What did you mean, then?” 
“I’m just saying there is a lot of weird stuff happening to you.”
Up ahead, the traffic was slowing down. They saw brake lights on every vehicle. Cora craned her neck to try to see what was going on. Bishop didn’t bother. He knew there was a dangerous section of highway a few miles ahead and assumed there was an accident. He maneuvered over several lanes and exited the freeway before they got caught in it.
“Where are you going?” Cora asked. 
“I know a back way. I used to live here.”
“Should I be worried about you?” She asked, giving him the side-eye.
“No,” he smiled. “But I’m glad you are finally learning. You should be more wary of your surroundings.”
“The negatives of growing up in a small town,” she said, reaching forward and pulling her bag onto her lap. She looked over at him.
“What did Clark do to stab you in the back?” she asked, quoting Bishop’s words from the day before back to him.
“Right before he left, we did an interview for his channel. After we were done, we kept the conversation going - off the record. But he secretly recorded it. And that video ended up online yesterday morning.”
“Ah,” Cora raised her chin in understanding. “Is that the video that people were talking about today at the convention?” 
“I assume so,” Bishop said.
Cora stuck her hand in her bag and began rustling around. The bag was so large that her entire arm nearly disappeared. Finally, she pulled out what he assumed was a granola bar. The wrapper looked ancient, and it was flat. Regardless, she had a triumphant look on her face. She wasted no time in tearing it open, cupping her hands as chunks of the dry granola fell off.
“You want some?” she asked as she took a bite. Her expression looked like she had just bitten into the most delicious meal she had ever eaten.
“I’ll pass,” Bishop told her, eying the snack skeptically. Was she always this odd? Or had she actually hit her head?
Cora’s boutique hotel was technically in one of the smaller towns surrounding Cincinnati, northwest of the city. The country highway wound through some of the smaller communities as they left the city. As they neared the town of Milfred, her phone chimed to signal she had an incoming message. 
When she looked down, Bishop glanced in the rearview mirror. His eyes narrowed. Three cars back, he thought he saw the same black SUV from Clark’s apartment the night before. He felt the paranoia she had mentioned start to creep up.
Suddenly she gasped. Her eyes locked on an old brick house up on a hill. The grounds were grown over, and the front gate of the driveway was falling off its hinges. It looked condemned. And probably haunted.
“Can we stop?” she asked unexpectedly as they passed the house. 
When he didn’t slow down, she craned her neck and turned in the seat to study it more through the back window. Bishop felt his paranoia spike again. Another glance in the rearview mirror confirmed the black SUV was still there. 
“No.”
Turning back in the seat, Cora quickly tapped her phone. He saw she had marked the area on her maps app with a pin. The house was a building that any newbie Tartarian conspiracy theorist would consider old-world architecture. 
What was she playing at? Was this some sort of setup? Was she meant to lure him to the abandoned property so he could be ambushed by a Truther U camera crew? Or worse?
Bishop shook his head. Twenty-four hours back into the truther community, and he was already becoming overly paranoid.
They rode the rest of the way in silence. Her hotel had been built in the mid-twentieth century to look like an old plantation house. The old white building was two stories and had wrap-around porches on both floors. It sat on a hill overlooking manicured lawns and rolling hills. The hotel had an attached fine-dining restaurant that was well known throughout the area.
“Can I buy you dinner?” Cora asked as he pulled into a parking spot next to Cora’s rental. The tires were still flat. “It’s the least I can do.”
Bishop had lost sight of the SUV by now. However, he was still suspicious. That said, he was curious to see this play out. And that damn perfume was like a siren’s call. 
“I’m a little under-dressed,” he said, glancing down at his jeans and t-shirt. Even though he wasn’t wearing his work clothes, he probably would not be allowed into the hotel’s restaurant. If he remembered correctly, he needed a jacket just to get in. 
“There is a pub a few miles down the road,” she said. “The front desk people said it was good. I just need to change.”
“Alright,” Bishop nodded. A part of him said he should leave immediately. Instead, he got out of the truck. 
This time, Cora insisted she could carry her bag. Bishop followed her up the outside staircase and down the second-floor covered porch. He tried not to look at her ass, as appealing as it was. 
Cora flipped on the light to the room as she pushed open the door. The room was a one-bedroom suite. She took a few steps into the living room area and tossed her bag onto one of the two armchairs. Bishop glanced back down at the parking lot to his truck. That is when he saw the black SUV slowly driving by.
Alarm bells went off in Bishop’s head. He quickly shut the door. 
“Make yourself at home. I’ll only be a couple of minutes,” she told him as she moved to walk back by him.
Bishop did not let her. He grabbed hold of her and pulled her forward. Careful not to hurt her, he spun them both and pushed her back against the door. She sucked in her breath as she stared up at him in surprise. 
“Who are you really?” he growled. 
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“I’M CORA WATTS,” Cora answered slowly. 
She briefly wondered if he had hit his head on the pavement when he tackled her. Did he have some delayed amnesia? He had not hurt her when he pinned her against the door, but she was now completely immobilized. 
“Who is following you?” he demanded, his eyes holding hers. 
“No one,” she said, shaking his head.
“There was a black SUV outside Clark’s apartment yesterday morning. I thought I saw it tailing us here. And now that same SUV is in the parking lot.”
Cora felt fingers of fear begin to trickle down her spine. Not because she was being followed by an imaginary stalker. But because Bishop was beginning to sound way too paranoid. 
“Why would anyone want to follow me?” she asked.
“You either know something. Or you have something.” Bishop’s eyes shifted to her bag in the chair. 
As if he was a ballroom dancer, he swung them both around and walked her back until her knees hit the back of the couch. 
“Sit,” he told her. “Stay.”
Bishop’s eyes remained on her as he backed over to the chair and grabbed her bag. He reached in and immediately pulled out the puzzle box. His reaction was much like everyone else that saw it.
His eyes widened, and he whistled softly. He turned the box over in his hands. It took him all of a minute before he found the first lever. One side of the box popped open into an eight-sided star. Cora could not help but be impressed. No one had ever figured that out so quickly.
“Where did you get this?” he asked, raising his eyes to hers. 
“It was my father’s,” she answered. “We have had it for years. Clark and I used to play with in when we were kids.”
“Most people would say this was a perfect example of Tartarian technology,” he countered. 
Suddenly, Cora was exhausted. She had only begun her search, and she never wanted to hear the words Tartaria again. The rabbit hole attached to the conspiracy was deep and wide. And she was already tired of the subject. She should be home, enjoying the summer with her family. 
“I don’t give a shit about Tartaria,” she told him, her aggravation coming through. “All I care about is finding my brother.”
Bishop’s eyes narrowed.
“Then why did you want to stop at that house on the way here?” he asked her suspiciously.
Cora sighed. “Hand me my bag, and I will show you.”
Out of the bottom of her bag, she pulled out Clark’s leather-bound journal. She flipped through the pages until she found the one she was looking for. One page had a hand-drawn sketch of the house. The other page had an article from an old newspaper taped to it. The article was a story about a local historical society that wanted to save the house from being condemned. 
Bishop sat down in the armchair and immediately began flipping through the journal. He kept the puzzle box near, setting it on the arm of the chair. He seemed to instantly forget she was there.
“Can I get up now?” Cora asked, not waiting for an answer. 
“Yeah,” he said after she was already standing. Although he did not say he was sorry, his apologetic look conveyed his sincerity. 
Cora watched him for another minute as he returned to studying the journal. Surprisingly, she really had no fear of this man, even with his moodiness and paranoia. She had initially thought that Bishop reminded her of Clark. But more than that, he reminded Cora of her father. 
Aiden Watts had been an amateur archaeologist. Ancient history fascinated him. He was obsessed with searching for what he called ‘lost histories.’ He had a tendency to get fixated on certain topics during her childhood. It was not all the time. But at least a few times a year, her father would discover something that piqued his interest. When he found it, he was like a dog with a bone. It would take her mother to pull him out of his trance. She would give him a few weeks, and then she would bring him back to reality.
Unfortunately, Clark did not have a wife to temper those qualities in him. And since their parents had died, he did not have them. And once he dropped out of college and got his first taste of adventure, Clark did not listen to Cora either. 
Ironically, at one point, Cora had those same qualities. She loved history as much as her father and brother. Cora was fascinated by more recent history, though. She even accepted the fact that there was a ton of lost history. But instead of believing that it had been deliberately hidden, Cora believed it was just obscured by time. Unfortunately, after her parents died, Cora no longer had the luxury of studying history or pretending to be Indiana Jones. She had siblings to raise.
“I’m going to order room service,” she said. “What do you want?”
Bishop’s head came up, looking surprised by her question. But he answered quickly enough. “A cheeseburger and fries.”
Cora placed the order. Since she was starving, she ended up ordering way too much for herself. Chicken piccata, nachos, onion rings, a chef salad, a loaded baked potato, and three different desserts. She realized she sounded like she was stoned with the munchies and did not care. She also ordered a bottle of wine and a large bucket of ice.
Bishop did not look up from the journal the entire time. Shaking her head, Cora walked to the mirror above the vanity sink in an alcove against the far wall. To her right was the door to the bathroom, and to her left was the door to the bedroom. She winced as she pulled up her shirt. A massive bruise was forming on her side. It was beginning to hurt.
Her eyes slid to Bishop’s reflection in the mirror. He had finally looked up. His face was unreadable as her eyes met his.
Suddenly, Cora had an idea. She spun around, dropping her shirt. 
“You can have the box,” she said. “If you help me find my brother.”
Bishop’s look of skepticism returned. She smiled at him, finally feeling her energy start to return. The sheer amount of information about Tartaria had been overwhelming. And she had no clear idea which way to follow. But Bishop could help with that. She pressed her case.
“You know more about all of this stuff than I ever want to,” she told him. “It might take me months to figure it all out. With your help, I can cut through all the bullshit and actually get to the important stuff.”
Unexpectedly, Bishop snapped the journal closed. He stood up and put the journal and the box on the table as if they had burned him. 
“No,” he said definitely, but his eyes lingered on the box. “I’m not getting sucked back in.”
Cora felt her anxiety tick up a notch. She thought she had found a solution to her overwhelming problem. However, he appeared to want to wipe his hands of Tartaria as much as she did. Even so, he stared at the box. The puzzle box had a way of enchanting people. 
“Wait,” she said. 
Cora walked over and picked up the box. The eight points of the star were still open on one side. She pushed two of the star points back and then rotated it clockwise. A small drawer popped out of the side. She reached her finger into the drawer, and the bottom of the box dropped down. She set the box back down and pressed another of the star’s points. And the box began to spin.
Judging by the look on his face, Cora knew she had at least earned herself a conversation. 
“Tell me what you know,” Bishop said. 
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THE DELICIOUS SMELLS coming from the room service cart set off a chain reaction in her body. Her mouth started salivating, and her stomach began growling incessantly. She moved the spinning puzzle box to the side table. She quickly began transferring the plates from the cart to the table. She lifted one of the silver domes and snagged a nacho. It was delicious. Her stomach only got louder. 
As Bishop sat down across from her, her phone began to ring from inside her bag on the couch. Her ring tone for incoming calls was the actual sound of a telephone ringing. Cora sighed in sheer disappointment and rolled her eyes. 
“Just let it go to voicemail,” Bishop made the obvious suggestion.
After five rings, the phone went silent. Almost immediately, it started up again. Cora stared across the table at Bishop, willing the phone to stop permanently. She knew it wouldn’t, though. 
When the third call came through, Cora’s sigh was much more frustrated as she pushed herself up from the table.
“Your fiancé?” Bishop asked.
“No,” Cora said, reaching into her bag. “I’m sure it’s my sister. I texted her when we were on the way here so she would not worry when she saw I came back to the hotel early.”
“How does she know that?”
“She’s tracking the location of my phone,” Cora said as she swiped her finger across her screen to connect the call.
“What happened?” Sienna asked, her voice concerned. “Are you alright? Why did you leave early?”
“I’m fine,” Cora assured her, eying the chicken piccata she had uncovered. “That’s why I texted. Can I call you back? I’m just about to eat.”
“No,” Sienna said. “Not until you tell me what happened.”
Cora sighed, then she spoke fast. “I had a minor accident. I’m okay. Bishop drove me back here, and we were about to eat. I am starving. I can tell you all about it later.”
“The Bishop of Assholes?” Sienna exclaimed. Cora winced as Bishop’s eyebrows rose. Sienna’s voice was loud enough that he could hear her clearly.
“That was a misunderstanding,” Cora told her. She was quickly losing her patience. Her stomach was one constant growl, and she was feeling lightheaded. “I swear, everything is fine.”
“I don’t believe you,” Sienna continued stubbornly. “You are acting weird, and I-“
“Pineapple!” Cora cried, her voice loud enough for her sister to stop talking. Sienna immediately fell silent. “Sienna, I am about to pass out from low blood sugar. I promise on twins’ lives, I am fine. I will call you back.”
Cora did not wait for an answer. She knew Sienna would be mollified for a little while, at least. And if her overly concerned little sister did end up calling the police for a wellness check, Cora would at least have time to eat before they arrived. 
Cora sat back down at the table with a huff. Not taking any chances, she immediately dove into her food. She ate half the chicken piccata before she came up for air.
“Pineapple?” Bishop had yet to start on his food and was watching her from across the table.
“Our code word,” Cora answered, reaching for her glass of ice water. “She wanted to make sure I could tell her I was fine. In case I got kidnapped.”
“So, your sister is like your brother in terms of paranoia, then?” Bishop asked, taking a bite of his cheeseburger.
“Not normally,” Cora said. “Not like Clark, anyway. But she is really worried about me down here by myself looking for him.”
“Well, at least there is some common sense in your family,” he said, biting a fry. “Why are you here alone?”
“My sister is taking some summer classes at the community college, so she stayed home to watch the twins.” Cora was already feeling much better with warm food in her stomach. She felt herself relaxing, and she could think clearer. 
“What about your fiancé?” Bishop asked. 
“He is working,” Cora said, pulling the small silver dome off of her baked potato. She began loading the toppings on. “He wanted me to come even less than Sienna did.”
“And how old are your kids?”
Cora paused, the fork halfway to her mouth. She set it down. A benefit to living in a small town was that everyone already knew her family story. It had been a while since she had had to explain it.
“The twins are actually my brother and sister. Our parents died when I was twenty. Sienna was seven, and the twins were almost two. Clark had just turned sixteen.”
“So, you had to take over raising your siblings?” Bishop asked, his brow furrowing.
“And taking over the family business,” Cora answered, then smiled. “We sell garage doors.”
“And let me guess, you have a golden retriever, and your fiancé sells insurance?”
“Close,” Cora said with a chuckle, waving her fork at him. “It’s a chocolate lab. And Peter is the manager of our town’s one bank.”
“Everything about you makes so much more sense now,” Bishop said.
“What?” she said, her voice taking on a teasing tone. “That I am such a normie?”
“Indeed,” he agreed, his green eyes laughing.
“Well, then, that is exactly why you should help me,” she told him. “I’m at a complete loss in your conspiracy world.”
“It is not my conspiracy world,” Bishop told her, the laughter leaving his eyes. 
Cora hesitated. Her earlier assumptions seemed to be correct. Bishop wanted to interact with the conspiracy world as much as she did. Maybe he wasn’t the best person to help her. But his eyes drifted to the puzzle box on the side table, which was still spinning. 
“Tell me about your brother,” he said.
“At this point, you probably know more about him than I do,” Cora said, sadness tinging her voice. “I didn’t even know he had a video channel. None of my family has heard from him since Christmas.” 
Cora finally started to feel full. She sat back in her chair with a sigh.
“A couple of months ago, we got a package from him. It had the puzzle box and his journal and some other things. I didn’t even know he had taken the box. I thought it was still up in the attic, to be honest. But the weirdest part was that Clark had sent the package through this obscure shipping company. The kind that has really cheap rates but takes forever. Like months. Apparently, they fill up a cargo container with all these boxes and packages, but it does not ship until the container is full. So, when I called them, they said that Clark had mailed it out of Miami before he came home for Christmas.”
“He didn’t mention it when he was home?” Bishop asked.
“No,” Cora shook her head and pulled the piece of cheesecake in front of her. “He was home less than forty-eight hours. He said he was working on some big project that he was excited about and then left in the middle of the night without saying goodbye to any of us.”
“And you haven’t heard from him since?”
Cora shook her head. “That isn’t so strange, though. Clark has a habit of disappearing for months at a time, off pretending he is Indiana Jones. But he usually tells us where he is going.”
“And what happens when we find your brother, and he isn’t too happy with you giving up the puzzle box to me?” 
“If Clark was so worried about the box,” Cora said, realizing she sounded a bit snippy. “He probably should not have mailed it to me by some random cargo shipping company and then disappeared for six months.”
“You don’t care that this could be the key to Tartaria? That this box could make you rich and famous?”
“The only thing I care about is making it home - with Clark - by the twins’ birthday. Even if I have to drag him kicking and screaming.” Despite Bishop’s skeptical look, she continued. “But I hope it leads you straight to Tartaria, or Shangri-La, or Brigadoon, or whatever magical realm you want to believe in. I would be thrilled if you actually figured out the lost history of the world. Send me some pictures. I’ll be the first in line to get your autograph.”
Despite her best efforts, she could not keep the cynicism from her voice. 
“You don’t believe that box is the key to anything, do you?” He asked. 
“No. I do not think it is the key to anything.” Cora shook her head. “I think it is an old baroque puzzle box my father found at a garage sale.”
Having finished his own meal, Bishop reached for the piece of apple pie. “So, what is your plan to find him? Are you going back to the conference tomorrow?” Bishop’s distaste at the prospect was visible.
“Nope,” Cora said. “I am going back to that abandoned house we passed on the way here.”
Instantly, Bishop’s expression fell to concern. “You shouldn’t go there alone.”
“Which is why I asked you to help me,” Cora said. She stood and walked toward the bedroom. “It would be great if you would. But I am going with or without you.” She disappeared for a moment, then reemerged with two cardboard banker’s boxes. She set them down on the couch.
“This is stuff I brought from Clark’s apartment and things that were also in the package he sent from Miami. Most of that paperwork is all copies. Sienna wanted to keep the originals at home. You can look at whatever you want.”
“Where is home?” Bishop asked, watching her grab her bag off the armchair and sling it over her shoulder. 
“Michigan,” she told him, then grabbed the bucket of ice with the wine in it. “Now, I am going to take a long bath, ice my side, and drink some wine. If you want anything else from room service, feel free to order whatever you want.” She realized she sounded a bit flippant. But she determined that there was not much more to say to convince him. He was either going to help her or not. And now that her empty stomach had been addressed, her bruised side wanted her full attention. 
Cora stopped in front of the bedroom door. She turned to face him, giving him a sincere smile.
“Thank you,” she told him. “For saving me.”
Bishop nodded silently in reply.
As she closed the door to the bedroom, Cora really hoped he would be there when she came back out. 
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CORA WOKE WITH a start. The first rays of the morning light were filtering into the room from around the curtains. She must have fallen asleep after her bath while she was icing her side. The empty garbage bag she had filled with ice was now full of water. Luckily, she had not rolled over on it and popped it. It remained safely secured.
Her side felt better, though still sore. The rest of her body was a bit sore as well. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It was a little after seven in the morning. She had slept for nearly ten hours. 
Thankfully, she had spoken to Sienna before she fell asleep, or her sister probably would have called in the national guard. She had also talked to Peter briefly. He was at his own convention this weekend in Grand Rapids and was headed out for a late business dinner. 
She bit her lip as she pulled the bedroom door open. She assumed that Bishop was long gone. She had had every intention of coming back out to talk to him last night after icing. For a brief moment, she felt a pang of alarm. What if he had taken the puzzle box and journal with him?
Cora was relieved when she saw that the box - and Bishop - were still there. Bishop had ordered coffee and breakfast. He sat at the table, his head buried in Clark’s journal. There were papers and maps laid out everywhere.
“Nice jammies,” Bishop said with a smile. “Coffee?”
Cora glanced down at her pajama set, dotted with sheep in sleeping caps. They were a present from Madeline when she was ten, and they were Cora’s favorite pair.
“They are, in fact, incredibly comfortable,” she informed him with a smile. “And yes, please.”
Bishop poured her a cup as she crossed the room. She accepted it gratefully and inhaled the delicious aroma.
“Sorry about last night,” she told him. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
“You obviously needed it,” he told her. 
“Did you sleep at all?” she asked, glancing around. 
“I got a couple of hours,” he said.
“I was afraid you would not be here this morning,” Cora bit her lip. “Does this mean you are going to help me?”
“I’ll help you go check out the abandoned house. We will see after that.”
“Thank you,” Cora beamed at him. If she was not holding a cup of coffee, she might have jumped up and down with excitement. “I’ll go get dressed.”
Cora was ready to go in record time. She traded her pajamas for dark green shorts and a plain black t-shirt. She also had on her hiking boots. She looked as close to Lara Croft as she was going to get, and it was the most appropriate clothing she had for exploring a condemned house. 
Cora grabbed her room key, her phone, and her bag. She moved to the door and looked at him expectantly. “You ready?”
Bishop looked at the box, still sitting on the side table. 
“Are you just going to leave that here?”
“Do you want to lug it around while we explore an abandoned house?” she answered his question with one of her own. “It is heavy.”
“It will be safe in the back of my truck,” Bishop told her as he picked it up. Cora shrugged as she slipped it into her bag. She didn’t care what they did with it, as long as she did not have to carry it with her all day. 
“Here. Let me take that,” he said, slipping the strap from her shoulder and hoisting it onto his. He handed her Clark’s journal. 
Even better.
Outside, Bishop unlocked the flattop on his truck bed and opened the tailgate. He set her bag inside. Cora looked curiously at his ropes and gear. 
“It’s for spelunking. Caving,” he clarified. “I’m supposed to be on vacation right now.”
“So, you rappel down and explore underground caves for fun?”
“Every chance I get,” he grinned, shutting the tailgate.
Cora shivered involuntarily. The thought alone freaked her out. Mostly, it triggered her fear of heights. “No, thank you.”
Bishop laughed as he walked around to the driver’s side door, pulling it open. “What about camping?”
“Camping is okay,” she said, climbing into the passenger seat. “I prefer glamping, if possible. But I love a good bonfire.”
“Bonfires are good,” Bishop agreed. 
“Hey, they fixed my tires,” Cora noticed while Bishop pulled the truck out. 
“They came last night around nine,” Bishop told her. 
Not wasting any time, Cora flipped open Clark’s journal to the page about the house. She reread the newspaper article. There was very little about the house itself besides a brief history. The article stated that a family that had made their money in shipping had built the house in the 1840s. The family went bankrupt during the depression, and the house changed hands several times. By the 1960s, the house had fallen into disrepair. The rest of the article focused on the efforts of the local historical society trying to buy it. It also touched on other projects they were working on. 
On the following pages, Clark had written notes about the building. One phrase stood out. He had traced the words over and over, fashioning them into big block letters. It was a word she had seen multiple times at the convention the day before. 
“Okay, so, what is the Mud Flood?” she asked, glancing over at Bishop.
“Look at the picture of the house from the article,” he said. Once she had flipped the page back, he continued. “Do you see the basement? Do you see anything strange?”
Cora studied the picture. Everything looked relatively normal. But then she noticed some erosion around the back corner of the house. The dirt slopped down, exposing a basement window that was larger than the rest. However, the tops of all the other basement windows matched. She tilted her head.
“The windows?” she asked. “Are they… buried? Why would anyone make windows to bury?”
“That is the perfect example of a Tartarian-based question,” Bishop nodded. “Now do an Internet search for mud flood photos.”
Cora pulled up the search browser on her phone. Bishop continued.
“One of the Tartarian theories speculates that there was a great mud flood that covered the whole world. It is supposedly what caused the Tartarian civilization to be wiped out. People say that Tartaria was buried under the mud..”
Cora scrolled through the numerous images that had popped up on her screen. A multitude of old buildings showed various stages of basement floors being dug out in various city upgrading projects. The pictures showed basement levels that looked like they could have, at one time, been the ground floors of the buildings. A couple of them even had large doors that had been buried. They could have been main entrances at one time.
She glanced back at the newspaper article. Sure enough, the basement windows of the house looked buried. 
“What do they say caused the mud flood?”
“There are different opinions on that. Liquefaction. An astronomical event. Space lasers,” he shrugged. “Like I said, there are a lot of different theories. Basically, it was some giant cataclysm.”
“Space lasers?” Cora asked. She gave her head a little shake and continued on, not wanting to go off on a tangent. “And then what?” 
“Then the ‘powers that be’ had workers dig out the buildings that survived and claimed them as their own.”
“What about the World’s Fairs?” Cora asked as the pictures in her search results started shifting. She remembered quite a few of the convention booths had displays about the World’s Fairs, mostly around the late 1800s and early 1900s.
“The Tartarian camp believes that the World’s Fairs were used to destroy evidence of the old world and cover it up. The fairs were these massive events, some stretching over hundreds of acres. Everything was constructed in roughly two years, and then after the fair, everything was torn down and destroyed.”
Cora continued to scroll, fascinated by the old photographs. 
“And what is up with the huge doors?” She asked. Another theme she had found throughout the convention.
“Giants,” Bishop told her, glancing over. 
Almost immediately, Cora switched off the screen. She deliberately put her phone down and looked out the window. Giants.
“You don’t want to hear any more?” He asked, amusement in his voice. 
“Nope,” Cora said quickly. She shook her head, her chin setting in determination. “I told you, I don’t care about Tartaria. Unless you think my brother was kidnapped by giants, I’m not interested.”
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SHE WAS SILENT the rest of the way to the abandoned house. Bishop half expected her not to be able to resist and start asking questions again. He could tell the topic interested her. At least a little, anyway. But she didn't give in. 
“You aren’t like your brother at all,” Bishop told her.
“Tell me about it,” Cora agreed.
The main drive to the house was blocked by the broken gate. The driveway itself was grown over as if the lawn was trying to reclaim the land for itself. However, there was a cleared service drive farther down that looked to be in use. 
It was evident that no one had been here to look after the grounds since winter had ended. The grass was growing tall, and some of the foliage needed clearing. But someone had clearly tended the grounds the year before.
The drive was gravel, and the sound of the tires crunching came through the open windows as Bishop slowly drove up the hill to the side of the house. While the grounds had been looked after, the house had been ignored. Windows were busted, and the wooden porch off the back of the house looked like it was about to collapse. From his vantage point, Bishop spotted a few holes in parts of the roof. The rest looked like it was just bidding its time before the whole thing came down.
“On the plus side, it isn’t quite as spooky up close,” Cora said as she peered up through the windshield.
“No,” Bishop commented, climbing out of the truck. “But it does look more dangerous.”
Bishop went around the back of the truck. He grabbed two small flashlights, and Cora put Clark’s journal back in the bag. He locked the back. 
They walked around to the front porch. Wide cement steps led up to a solid concrete porch. The roof looked newer as if it had been replaced right before the house fell into disrepair. The front entrance was a massive double door made from oak. One of them slanted to the side, wedged permanently open. 
“Ladies first?” Bishop asked innocently. Cora’s mouth turned down at the sides, and he laughed. “I’m just kidding.”
The front entryway was dark and full of leaves and debris. The rest of the house was full of junk, as if the last owners had just up and left one day and left everything behind. Bishop was sure anything worth anything had either been taken or looted. The remaining belongings had felt the effects of decades of teenagers, squatters, and drug addicts. Spray paint covered the walls of every room. The remaining furniture had been tipped over, and most objects were broken.
“I take it back,” Cora commented. “It’s much creepier up close.”
The upstairs was much the same as the ground floor. Bishop warned Cora to stay away from the areas where the roof had caved in, as the floor could be rotted underneath. A small door in one of the bedrooms led to a small staircase to the third floor. Ironically, the attic was completely untouched and completely empty. 
“That’s weird,” Bishop commented, swinging the flashlight around. 
“Maybe everyone was too afraid to come here,” Cora shuddered. 
After a sufficient search of the top floors, they made their way down a back staircase and into a huge kitchen. The kitchen looked even worse than the rest of the house. The appliances had all been removed. The large sink had been ripped from the wall, and the cupboard doors were torn off. Newspapers, some stacked, some ripped and scattered, made up a majority of the debris lining the floor. 
“Look,” Cora said, moving towards a small hall leading to the back door. “It’s a backpack.”
Cora immediately grabbed it and pulled open the drawstring top. Bishop snatched it away from her before she could shove her hand in.
“What are you doing?” he demanded. “That could have needles or knives in it.”
He took the bag over to the large island. Old newspapers covered the top of it. Bishop turned it upside down. He shook the bag, and the contents tumbled out. Cora gasped when a journal resembling Clark’s landed with a thump. She immediately snatched it up. 
Besides that, there was nothing remarkable in the bag. A t-shirt, a small first-aid kit, a couple of science-fiction paperbacks, and a few protein bars. Another good shake and a wallet fell out. 
“It belongs to Gary Shaw,” Bishop said, flipping over the driver’s license so she could see.
“Isn’t that the other missing conspiracy theorist?”
Bishop nodded as Cora tore open the journal. Gary’s penmanship was hard to read. His random stream-of-consciousness notes were even harder to follow. She flipped through the pages until she came to one closer to the middle. A folded piece of paper marked the page like a bookmark. Her eyes widened.
“This is like one of the drawings that was in Clark’s things,” she said, setting the journal down on the newspapers so that Bishop could see it. She quickly unfolded the paper. It was a photocopy of the same drawing, only larger. While the sketch in the journal had probably been drawn by Gary, the paper was a photocopy of Clark’s. 
Bishop took the paper and studied it. It was, in fact, a photocopy of Clark’s drawings. On the page were drawn six separate boxes. Each box contained a hand-drawn picture. The Roman numeral two. A pig with a bow between its ears. An all-seeing eye. A stick man with an arrow underneath pointing right. A rat. And a steam engine.
“It’s like your brother tried to make his own hieroglyphics,” Bishop said.
“He used to do that in middle school.”
Cora’s voice was farther away, and Bishop looked up. She was in the hall by the back door.
“What are you doing?” He asked.
“Clark could have been here?” she said, pulling open a creaky door. “There is a basement.”
“Hold on a minute.”
But she had already disappeared into the dark, open doorway. By the time he made it to the top of the stairs, Cora was already halfway down. The wooden stairs creaked and strained under her steps. He took the stairs double-time. Cora had already moved farther into the basement, onto the dirt floor.
“We need better lights for this,” Bishop told her.
It was dark. The only light was coming from their small flashlights and what little outside light that could make it through the dirty windows near the top of the walls. The bottom section of the windows, now covered by dirt on the outside, were boarded up. 
It was also extremely damp. The musty smell was significant. Bishop walked farther in, swinging his flashlight. He should have brought the larger one. Regardless, he could make out the enormous old furnace and the large, empty fuel tank next to it. There was an old coal shoot that was boarded up like the windows. In the corners and along the walls, there were old boxes of various tools and more junk. The amount of dust and giant cobwebs covering everything was insane.
Cora charged ahead - as if they weren’t in a scene from a horror movie. She was acting like she might find her brother hiding behind one of the ancient pieces of equipment in a benign game of hide and seek.
Suddenly, Bishop froze. He shined the light at his feet, and he realized he was now walking on wood, not dirt. 
“Cora, stop.” Bishop’s voice was sharp. 
Whether it was his tone or her own sense of self-preservation, she stopped instantly. But as she turned back to him, the beam of her flashlight caught something against the far wall. Any sense she had flew out the window.
“It’s another bag,” she exclaimed, racing towards it.
“Cora, wait!” he yelled. 
But it was too late. His voice was drowned out by the sound of snapping wood and Cora’s scream as she plunged into darkness. 
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CORA’S SCREAM CUT off as she hit the water. It was deep. As she began to furiously kick her feet to reach the surface, her toes barely scraped the bottom. She had used up all her air screaming on the way down. Her lungs were burning as she clawed her way to the surface. 
As she broke the surface, she took in huge gulps of air. She could hear Bishop yelling her name desperately. She coughed on her first attempt to answer.
“I’m here,” she croaked. Then coughed again. “I’m here.” Louder this time.
“Fuck,” she heard him swear, relief apparent in his voice. “Are you hurt?”
“I don’t think so,” she called back, trying to take stock. Nothing hurt. The water was just really cold.
“Can you see anything?” he asked. 
Cora looked towards his voice. She had fallen about thirty feet. It seemed like a hundred from her current position. She could barely make out the light from the opening she had fallen through. She felt like she was at the bottom of some demonic wishing well. 
“Nothing,” she said, glancing around, terrified something was going to grab her from under the water and drag her down.
It was pitch black. She had dropped her flashlight, and she could see no hint of light from under the water. The cold water she was in had a soft current and pushed her toward the side of the cavern, or whatever she was in. She felt stone and a large metal grate that the water was flowing through. Cora braced herself with one hand and treaded water with the other. She fought against the current that wanted to move her, attempting to stay in one spot. She did not want to touch anything else in the dark.
Cora felt her panic rise.
“I’m in water,” Cora said. “Lots of it. It’s freezing.”
“I have to go get my gear and call for help,” Bishop called down to her.
“No!” she exclaimed, feeling her panic surge. “Don’t leave me.”
“Cora, there is no cell service down here. And I’ve got to get you out of there. I will be right back.”
“No, Bishop. Please!” Cora cried again. Silence was her answer. 
“Bishop!” she screamed his name, her voice echoing off the stone walls.
The only other thing Cora could hear was her own chaotic breathing and the blood rushing through her ears. She did her best to even out her breathing, realizing that hyperventilating in this situation would not be ideal. As both her breathing and her blood calmed, she began to hear softer noises. She could hear water dripping and the nearly inaudible sound of the water slowly flowing. 
“Cora. I’m here. Are you alright?”
“Yes.”
Bishop was not gone long, but when he said her name, Cora had never felt such relief. At least, not until the next sentence.
“I’m coming down to get you,” he called. 
At that moment, she could have cried.
“I’m throwing down some glow sticks. They will float, so you don’t have to catch them.”
“Okay,” she said. 
“Can you move over, so they don’t hit you?”
“I’m already against the side,” she said. 
“Here they come.”
Cora watched the three neon yellow glow sticks take the same path she had just taken. They were bright, their light reflecting off the wet stone walls as they fell. They splashed against the surface of the water and then bobbed back up to the top. One. Two. Three. The current of water instantly picked them up, and they started to move. 
The glow sticks were bright enough to see that the grate she was perched against was not the only one. Grates covered what looked to be a large hole from where the water was flowing in. She glanced back over at the three glow sticks as they had almost reached the grate about two feet next to hers, where most of the water was going. 
And then she screamed.
Cora saw Bishop throw himself over the side of the hole. He rappelled down at nearly free-fall speeds. He had on a headlamp, now illuminating the cavern as he kept it pointed down.
Cora launched herself at him as he lowered himself into the water. His arms came around her, and she held on to him for dear life. Finally, she turned back to what she had seen. The scene before her was even more gruesome, with Bishop’s bright headlamp illuminating it. 
The body was mostly decayed. There were patchy pieces of stretched skin that still hung to the skeleton. The body had been wedged against the grate so that the head remained above the water. Long, frizzy strands of white hair stuck out from the skin, still stretched over the skull. 
“I think we found Gary Shaw,” Bishop said. 
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THE POLICE KEPT them there for five hours. The EMTs checked them both out. Neither was hurt physically, at least. Cora was freezing but showed no signs of hypothermia. Once she got out into the sun, she began warming up immediately. And by the time they were finally released to go, their clothes were dry. 
Luckily, the water was not sewage. It came from an underground spring, as well as rainwater. They speculated the cistern-like structure had once been used as a tunnel system, most likely for smuggling. At some point, it had been boarded up and flooded.
The bag that Cora had seen was a satchel that also belonged to Gary Shaw. Not only was his name written on the tag, but a notebook with his same erratic penmanship was inside. Had Cora been able to make it to the satchel, she would have been able to see the second hole. That was the hole that Gary Shaw had fallen through.
Cora was in shock. Aside from answering direct questions, she was silent the entire time. Bishop suspected that was one reason the police kept them for so long, to ensure Cora wasn’t more injured. She downright refused to go to the hospital. She also insisted she be there when they pulled Gary out. 
Bishop reasoned that Cora was done. He was quite certain that she had had her fill of playing adventuress. He expected her to tap out at any moment.
When they were finally free to go, Bishop drove them straight back to the hotel. He parked in the spot next to her rental. Then turned off the engine.
“Are you sure you are alright?” he asked again for the millionth time.
“Yes,” she answered again, not looking at him. She slung her bag over her shoulder and trudged across the parking lot.
As soon as she got inside the hotel room, she immediately grabbed her laptop. Bishop followed slowly and watched her. She sat down at the table and called her sister through a video chat app. Sienna answered immediately, frowning at Cora through the screen.
“Why is your phone dead?” she demanded. “And why haven’t you been answering my calls? And why do you look like shit?”
“Where are the twins?” Cora asked, her voice unnervingly calm.
“They are both at friends’ houses tonight,” Sienna answered.
“Alright, Sienna. Sit down.” 
Sienna frowned but followed her sister’s instruction. Cora patiently waited while Sienna moved on the screen. Bishop continued to watch Cora silently.
“My phone is at the bottom of a well. And I look like shit because I fell in the same well.”
“What?”
“We also found the other missing conspiracy theorist, Gary Shaw. His body was also in the well.”
“What?” 
“He had one of Clark’s drawings in his journal,” Cora said.
 Carefully, she pulled the folded copy of Clark’s hieroglyphs out of her back pocket. It was still a little damp. She carefully peeled it open, holding it up so Sienna could see. Bishop was surprised. The police had taken all of Gary Shaw’s belongings and asked multiple times if he or Cora knew of anything else that was his.
“That’s it,” Sienna said. “Enough is enough. It is time to come home.”
Bishop had conflicting opinions about Cora’s sister’s statement. On the one hand, he did not want Cora to leave. Which surprised him. But he was also worried she would end up hurt. He had been absolutely terrified when she fell through the floor. Which also surprised him.
“No.”
“No? What do you mean, no?” It was apparent Sienna had not been expecting that answer. Neither had Bishop, to be honest.
“Sienna. The guy had Clark’s drawings in his journal.”
“So what?” Sienna demanded. “Clark probably photocopied them and passed them out to a ton of people. He would totally do something like that.”
“Well, then, that is something I need to find out,” Cora said, her voice reasonable but exhausted.
“Cora,” Sienna exclaimed. “You have to come home.”
“Not until I find out more.” Her words held an air of finality.
“Cora,” Sienna repeated, her voice lowering and catching. “We can’t lose you, too.”
“Sienna,” Cora tilted her head, her voice gentle and loving. “You are not going to lose me. I promise.”
“Is that Bishop guy still helping you?” Sienna sniffed.
Cora glanced up at Bishop. For the first time since that morning, she smiled.
“He saved me again today,” she said, looking back at the screen. “Listen, Sienna. I want you to stop worrying. I want you to go out with your friends tonight. And stay away from the Tartaria nonsense. It’s stressing you out too much.”
“Okay,” Sienna agreed, taking a deep breath. “Text me as soon as you get a new phone.”
“I will. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
Cora let out a ragged breath as she disconnected the app. 
“Are you sure you aren’t ready to go home?” Bishop asked her. 
“No,” Cora said with determination, standing. “In fact, I am now more determined than ever to find him. What about you? Are you going to continue to help me?
Bishop nodded, then smiled. “As long as I get to shower first.”
“That sounds like an excellent idea.”
They both went into their respective bathrooms. Bishop turned the water on as hot as he could stand it. The water felt good on his stiff muscles. When he finally turned off the water, he faintly heard another video call coming through on Cora’s computer. He assumed it was Sienna again. But when he opened the bathroom door, he heard a male voice coming from the bedroom. Cora had left the door cracked open. Bishop saw she was in her robe, perched on the bed, with the laptop in front of her.
“Cora, this is crazy. I talked to Sienna. Hell, she didn’t even want to tell me everything that has happened since you started this. It is time to come home.”
Bishop had not heard the beginning of the conversation, but the man did not even seem to be concerned with whether or not Cora was okay. He was much more interested in barking out orders. Bishop assumed this was Cora’s fiancé.
“No, Peter,” Cora said. “I am not coming home yet. I still have some leads to look into.”
“This is insanity,” Peter snapped. “You are being selfish and irresponsible. You cannot do this on your own.”
“I am not doing it alone,” Cora argued, the irritation in her voice rising. “One of Clark’s acquiescences is helping me.”
“Ah, yes. The Bishop. Sienna told me about him, too. What is this guy’s full name, anyway?”
“It’s….” Cora hesitated. 
“You don’t even know his full name?” Peter demanded. “You are putting your life into the hands of someone you know nothing about?”
“I know he has already saved me twice,” Cora said.
“That is exactly my point. Twice in the last forty-eight hours, you have put yourself in jeopardy?” Peter asked, turning the conversation back around. 
“Are you going to come down and help me, then?” Cora snapped, her frustration obviously growing. 
“Absolutely not,” Peter declared. “I told you this idea of yours was stupid from the beginning.”
Bishop frowned. This guy was a real dick. 
“And I told you when I left that I was not coming back without Clark,” Cora said, the stubborn determination back in her voice.
“And what happens if you find your dear brother at the bottom of a well, like that other guy.”
Cora sucked in her breath. Bishop’s jaw clenched. Now this jackass was just being cruel.
“Then I’ll bring his body home,” Cora said, her voice measured. 
“Is this what I get to look forward to after we get married?” Peter demanded. He realized Cora was not going to bow to his demands, and he switched tactics to get his way. “A wife that runs off to follow her whims and hair-brained ideas? I mean, I have a reputation to uphold, for Christ’s sake.”
“Peter,” Cora’s voice was tight. “I told you from the beginning that my family was the most important thing to me. That includes Clark.” 
“I picked up your ring from getting cleaned at the jeweler’s today,” Peter told her. “I think you better think long and hard on whether you want to put it back on your finger when you get home. I want you to think about what that really means.”
A noise came through the computer, signaling that Peter had disconnected after his veiled ultimatum. Cora shut the laptop with a frustrated noise. Bishop knocked softly on the door frame with his knuckle. He did not know why, but he felt the need to make her aware that he had heard the conversation.
“No offense, but your boyfriend sounds like a dick.”
“He’s just worried about me,” Cora sighed. 
Bishop wanted to ask if Peter was so worried, then why wasn’t he down here? But he stopped himself. 
“I’m going to head into the city to the convention,” he said instead. “I need to let Sam know about Gary Shaw.”
“Can I come with you?” she asked.
“Sure,” Bishop nodded. He had expected her to want to stay here and rest. “We can stop and get you a new phone, too.”
“Thank you,” Cora smiled. “Again.”
He stared at her for a moment.
“By the way, it’s Taylor,” he clarified.
“Your name is Taylor Bishop?” she asked.
“No. My name is Bishop Taylor.”
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FOR MANY REASONS, Cora considered the phone store to be one step above the hell that was the DMV. Given his body language, she guessed Bishop felt the same. She had not been in one in years, usually ordering her phones online. So, when she saw a familiar face at the store near the convention center, she considered herself lucky.
“Hey, I know that guy,” she mentioned to Bishop as they waited for their turn. 
“Yeah,” Bishop said, searching his mind to place a name with the face. “Walter Shields. He is a big Tartaria guy. He does not like me very much,” Bishop added, turning his back to look out the window.
“Do you think he will hold that against me?” Cora asked in amusement. “And sell me a shoddy phone.”
“It’s possible,” Bishop shrugged. 
Incidentally, that was not the case. Walter actually approached them with a smile. He even stuck out his hand to shake Bishop’s. Apparently, he had lost his nervousness around Cora. 
“Hey, Bishop, long time no talk.”
“Walter,” Bishop nodded as he accepted his hand. “How’s it going?”
“Pretty good. The convention has been great.” While his easy-going demeanor seemed a little forced, Walter was nowhere near as awkward as he had been the first time Cora had met him. He even attempted a joke. “Have you come to see the error of your ways regarding Tartaria?”
“No,” Bishop’s lips turned down. 
Before any new awkwardness could make itself known, Cora spoke up. “I need a new phone, please. Mine got destroyed.”
“Do you have the old one?”
“No,” Cora said, glancing at Bishop. “It is long gone. I need a brand new one.”
“Okay, we can do that for sure.”
Walter was quick and efficient. He even got her a great deal on a new plan. She was pleased when she walked out of the phone store less than an hour later. She stopped outside the window of the sandwich shop next door and waved the phone through the window. Bishop had gone over to eat while he waited. Cora had not wanted anything. In fact, the suggestion to eat made her blanch. The memory of Gary Shaw was much too fresh.
The convention was winding down for the evening by the time they arrived. Most of the vendors had already packed up and gone home. The crowds had thinned out, and the aisles were mostly empty. Sam was talking to a couple of the vendors that Cora recognized from the day before. He waved when he saw them.
“I will give you guys some privacy,” Cora said. “I’m going to walk around a little.”
Bishop nodded, though his eyes looked worried. He had been looking at her with varying degrees of concern and worry all day. He kept asking her if she was okay, and no matter how much she assured him she was fine, he was not satisfied. 
Perhaps he was convinced she was going to have a breakdown. That was possible. It wasn’t every day you went for a swim with a dead guy. And there was a solid possibility that she was not okay. 
But since Bishop had rescued her from the well, an unfamiliar calm had come over her. She was looking at everything with new, objective eyes. The emotions that she should be feeling were present. But she could not feel them. She was only aware of them on a mental level. 
She figured she was in some type of shock, but she was grateful for it. And she would not let it go to waste. Cora was now even more determined to find Clark. Her brother’s hieroglyphic drawings in Gary’s journal were like a sign. And she wanted to double her efforts in finding him. 
As she wandered by the vacated vendor booths, she began seeing the displays in a new light. She wanted to know what the draw of this conspiracy theory was. Most of the booths told the story of a Utopian civilization. Tartaria was a place with free energy for all. It was a society based on healing and uplifting humanity to its highest potential. 
One vendor still at his booth had a video going. It showed old pictures and films of the inventions at the turn of the nineteenth century of men and women utilizing this supposed free energy. There were electric vehicles, cars, delivery trucks, scooters, and trolleys. Numerous black and white pictures of cityscapes of the capitols of the world lit up by a massive amount of lights at night. The video also hypothesized that the shallow fireplaces, mostly seen in Victorian homes, were not used for fires at all. Instead, they used free energy to power some type of heating element. One and on it went, displaying evidence of technology that Cora had no idea was around and in use that far back in history. 
‘Everything is a lie.’
That was a banner on another display. The vendor was gone, having already left for the day. The display was quite extensive. It set out the ways in which the real history of the world had been hidden from the masses. The evidence laid out illustrated how the ‘powers that be’ used things like patents and trademarks to systematically cover up all the technology and inventions of the past. The display even held a few declassified documents from the US government.
Cora thought about Gary Shaw, who had lost his life following what he thought was the truth. She shuddered, remembering the terror she had felt in the pitch black when Bishop had run to get his gear. That was how that poor man died. Alone and probably terrified. 
What would drive a man to risk his life to search for these things? Was it the truth? Or was it the utopia that Tartaria appeared to offer? Was it the prospect of becoming famous? Or was he motivated by the drive to discover one’s true purpose?
At some point, Cora realized she had switched her thoughts from Gary to Clark. And in some regards, her father. She believed that both of the men in her family wanted all of those things. Despite his wayward qualities, Clark’s conspiracy motivations came from a pure heart. He believed in the goodness of people. He also believed in virtues like truth and justice. Ever since he was little, he used to fight for the underdog, even if it meant him taking a beating from a bully to defend a weaker kid. 
Cora glanced back at Bishop. Cora imagined that Bishop had a lot of those qualities as well. He was talking to the group of vendors. Most of them looked horrified. Sam looked like he was ready to cry. However, she imagined Bishop was probably the one who beat up the bully, not the one getting beat up. 
“Cora Watts?” 
Cora looked up at the man standing under a banner that said ‘Truther U.’ 
“I’m Blake Riser. I’ve worked with your brother,” a man with long black hair said.
“Hello,” Cora said cautiously. Her brain was still not engaged enough to have a conversation.
“I heard about your old-world puzzle box. I thought I could take you out to dinner and talk about it.”
Cora immediately disliked him. He held an air of unearned arrogance that irritated her. She had not seen it yet, but she was aware that this was the guy that had made the video that had upset Bishop so much. She remembered that it also had one of the last known videos of her brother.
Her brain clicked on. 
“Why don’t we talk about the interview that my brother did with Bishop,” she said. 
Blake blinked, obviously not expecting that.
“Uh, sure,” he said, averting his eyes. They darted past her. When he looked back at her, he started to fidget.
“That was the last interview my brother did. Did he send you a copy recently?”
“No. I got it a while ago. Right before he left to start work on his project.” Blake now looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here, having this conversation.
“You have had it this whole time?” Cora asked, her eyes narrowing. “Why would you put it out now?”
“I… I mean, I…” he stammered as she stared him down hard. 
Cora decided to push him farther. She didn’t like him, and she was pretty sure Clark would not have either. She had her doubts that Clark actually sent him the video, much less gave him permission to publish it. And she was certain that he was not being completely honest, based on his body language and stammering.
“Mr. Riser, did you get my brother’s permission to use that footage?” Cora asked bluntly, crossing her arms. “You are obviously aware that my brother is missing, since no one has seen him in six months. Why would you put that out now?”
“The Silver Vixen sent it to me,” Blake blurted out. “She handled a lot of his emails and scheduling, so I assumed it was legit.”
The Silver Vixen. Cora recalled that was the name Bishop had used when they had first met in Clark’s apartment. No wonder he had been so angry. He had thought Cora was the Silver Vixen.
“Where can I find this Silver Vixen? Is she here?”
“Not that I know of. She rarely comes to events like this. She mostly stays in her house, from what I’ve been told. But I know she was living in Lexington, near your brother. Everyone assumed they were dating.”
“So, she gave you permission, not Clark?” Cora nodded, implying that Blake had made a mistake. “Mr. Riser, I believe that you have waited this long to publish the video because you wanted to save it for an opportune time. Using Bishop’s reputation to try to garner publicity for the conference seems a little petty. Regardless, if you did not get explicit permission from Clark, I highly suggest you take it down. In fact, with Clark missing, I believe his estate reverts to my family and me. So, unless you want to escalate this to legal action, either prove Clark gave you the permission or take it down.”
“Of course… Yes - of course,” Blake sputtered, nodding emphatically. “You’re right. I will take it down right now.”
“Thank you, Mr. Riser,” Cora forced a sweet smile. “As for dinner? No.”
Cora unfolded her arms and turned to walk away. She nearly bumped right into Bishop. He was standing behind her, his own arms crossed over his chest, staring hard at Blake. She did not know how much he had heard, but he looked pleased.
“Well done,” he smiled down at her as they walked back towards the entrance. “Now, it is my turn to thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Cora returned the smile. She was feeling pretty proud of herself, in fact. It gave her the confidence to ask Bishop more questions on the ride back to the hotel.
“What was the conversation about? The one that you and Clark had that wasn’t supposed to be recorded.”
“I came down pretty hard on the truther community,” Bishop answered. “I was angry and feeling pretty attacked. Once I started questioning some of the findings in the Tartarian narrative, everyone turned on me. Well, most did, anyway. Clark seemed to understand. He said he had been having some of the same doubts.”
“Blake said he got the video from the Silver Vixen,” Cora said.
“I heard,” Bishop nodded. 
“I’d say she is our next lead,” Cora said determinedly. “Even though I feel like I could sleep for a week.”
“I’ll make some calls,” Bishop said. “See if I can find out where she lives. But Sam already sent me a photo he pulled from online.” 
He reached down to his phone and forwarded a message. A moment later, it came through on Cora’s phone. The photo was not very clear, but Cora could tell she was beautiful. She had Asian features and long black hair. No wonder Clark was willing to rent a shitty studio apartment just to live close to her.
The parking lot was full when they arrived back at the hotel. They had been expecting it, as they had been warned there was a wedding reception at the hotel that night. Bishop did not even bother with his regular spot. He pulled the truck up to the staircase to let her out. 
“I’ll go find a spot,” he told her. “I’ll be up in a minute.”
The parking lot and hotel’s common areas were full of wedding guests milling around. All were dressed exceptionally well. Many of them were already tipsy. All of them were joyful. Despite everything that had happened, Cora could not help but be affected for the better by the celebratory air around the whole hotel. 
She reminded herself that Clark was missing, not dead. There was still hope that she would find him. He had disappeared before, searching for treasure and looking for truth. His latest project could have him so engrossed that he would not even think about getting in touch with anyone, especially since he had already warned everyone he was going away and even paid his rent in advance. She felt sorry for Gary Shaw. But he wasn’t Clark. And now, they even had new leads to follow.
But when she opened the door and flipped on the light, she stopped short. The hotel room was completely ransacked. Every drawer was pulled out, and all the furniture was upturned. She slowly walked farther in. From her vantage point, Cora could see that the bedroom had also been trashed. The sheets had been ripped off the bed, and the mattress upended. Her belongings were strewn out everywhere. 
Cora’s scream was cut off by the gloved hand covering her mouth as arms wrapped around her. 
“Give me the bag,” a male voice growled in her ear. He did not wait for her response. He yanked the strap from her shoulder and rushed for the door. 
She should have let it go. But something in her snapped. Not only was it her mother’s bag, but, more importantly, its contents held the key to finding her brother. Cora’s hands clamped down on the strap.
“No!” she cried, digging her heels in as the man yanked her through the open door out onto the balcony walkway. Cora reached for the armchair with her other hand to prevent it. But she only came away with her jacket that had been hanging off the back. 
She could see him clearly now. He was tall and lean and dressed in full camo. He even had on a full-face ski mask. Cora felt her anger surge, and she started whipping the coat at him. 
“Let it go!” she yelled as she and the man continued their tug-of-war. “Help!” she cried, hoping someone from the wedding might assist her. 
“Hey!” She heard Bishop’s voice and saw him sprinting to the stairs in the parking lot below.
The room door next to her assailant opened, and a man in a tuxedo stepped out. “What’s going on?”
At that point, the man in the mask dropped the strap. Cora was pulling so hard that she stumbled backward, but kept her footing. She watched the man race away from her down the balcony corridor, pulling over several room service carts in his wake. They clattered to the ground. More doors opened, and people began spilling out onto the walkway.
Bishop came up behind her. One hand went to her upper arm, and the other cupped your face.
“Are you alright?” he asked quickly.
She nodded, and Bishop took off after the man. The scattered room service carts and the increasing number of hotel guests blocking the walkway hampered his efforts. 
Cora walked back into the room. Then she gasped. All of Clark’s research was gone. 
The puzzle box and the journal were safely in her bag on her shoulder. But the bankers’ boxes of papers she had brought from home and from Clark’s apartment were gone. So was Cora’s laptop.
Cora felt herself start to tremble.
Bishop appeared in the doorway. 
“You were right,” she whispered. “Clark’s apartment was ransacked, too. And I was being followed.”
“He was the same guy from outside of the convention. He drives the same navy sedan that tried to hit you.”
Cora gasped as her eyes shot to his. Her trembling morphed into shaking, and her voice pitched higher with anxiety.
“It wasn’t an accident?” She looked around, processing the new information. Her mind jumped to the conclusion that it had been primed for the last few days. “What if all the stuff about Tartaria is true, then? Why else would someone want all of Clark’s research?”
Cora felt her world tilt as the full impact of what that reality actually meant. Everything she had been told and learned up until this point was a lie. She felt the foundations on which she had built her life begin to crumble.
“Cora,” Bishop said her name gently but firmly. His hands came up to her upper arms. 
This is what he had been waiting to happen all day. He had been expecting a mental break, and he was about to get it. The events of the last several days had finally caught up with her. And now, with all her defenses down, all the information she had taken in during that time rushed in like water through a busted dam.
 This was why people risked their lives to find out the answers that they were seeking. At that moment, Cora felt like she was drowning, and the only thing that could save her was the truth. 
“Cora, look at me,” Bishop’s voice was calm, as if calling her back from the edge of a cliff. 
Cora gasped again, both hands going up to cover her mouth. “Clark was right,” she said. “Clark was right.”
Cora felt huge waves of guilt wash over her. This was how Clark had felt when he had tried to talk to her about his conspiracy theories over the years. This feeling was why he used to get so adamant and animated. He wanted her to see what he saw. 
Why hadn’t she listened to him? Why hadn’t she just entertained the ideas like he wanted? Deep down, she knew why. But it was no excuse. If she had been more open-minded, he might not have gone missing in the first place.
“Clark was right,” she repeated again. The words began to tumble out of her. “There is truth in the Tartarian conspiracies. That has to be why they want his research. That means he must have found something.” She suddenly felt sick to her stomach. 
“Everything is a lie.”
“Cora, look at me.” Bishop’s tone was sharper. She stopped talking and looked up at him. 
“Clark was not right about everything,” he told her, his green eyes holding hers. “Everything is not a lie, okay?”
Cora silently nodded. She did not know if she believed him. She did not know what to believe. But mercifully, she did not have to wrestle with the emotions anymore. She felt her numbing shock start to settle back in. Her emotions, along with her thoughts, became muted. And she no longer felt like she was plummeting into the darkness. 
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, Bishop stepped outside his front door. Cora had been holed inside his guest room since they arrived late last night. The only time he saw her was the few times she came out to go to the bathroom across the hall. She spent the whole day watching Tartaria videos, which Bishop could hear through the closed door.
After the police arrived at the hotel, they discovered that Cora’s two tires had been flattened again. Security camera footage showed that two men in the familiar black SUV were responsible for the tires and the break-in. They were professionals in that they knew where the cameras were and moved accordingly so that there was no clear picture of their faces. But there was a clear video of them slipping into Cora’s room and exiting twenty minutes later with the boxes. Other than that, they seemed to not be noticed because of all the wedding activity.
The man in the navy sedan had come separately. He also evaded the security cameras, using a hoodie and a baseball cap on the way in. Where the men in the SUV seemed like professionals, the man waiting for Cora had a much creepier vibe. It was assumed he was sent to wait for Cora to get back so he could steal the journal and the puzzle box. 
Once the police left, Cora was adamant that she still did not want to go home. Bishop offered to drive her to Michigan right then, even though it was at least six hours away. Bishop dropped the subject when she became nearly hysterical in her refusal. But she also did not want to stay where they were. And there were no other rooms available in the hotel because of the wedding. 
So, Bishop did the only thing he could think of and brought her home. His house was in a rural part of Kentucky, halfway between Lexington and a smaller town called Winchester. The drive was about two hours, and it was dark by the time they arrived.
Bishop wasn’t sure if he should be concerned about Cora or just give her some space and time. He knew what it was like to fall down the conspiracy rabbit holes. And Tartaria was a pretty deep hole. 
When she still had not come out to eat around dinner time, Bishop knew he had to do something. He didn’t want to intrude on her, thinking it might spook her. Instead, he was going to try to draw her out.
Bishop started a raging bonfire in his fire pit. He pulled out an Adirondack chair, cracked open a beer, and sat down to wait. It didn’t take long. He heard the door open soon, and then Cora made her way down to the fire. 
Silently, she sat down in the chair next to him and stared at the fire. Without a word, he pulled another beer from the cooler and offered it to her. Cora took it with a small smile. She took a deep breath before beginning to speak.
“I’m sorry,” she started. “For freaking out yesterday.”
“You don’t owe me an apology,” he told her. 
“Well, thank you, yet again,” she took a sip from the can. “For bringing me here. I don’t want to chance those guys following me back home to Michigan and putting my family in danger.”
Bishop nodded. Her reaction the day before at the prospect of going to her house made much more sense. She was protecting her family. And she was proving to be fierce when it came to that.
“You know, you're a kind of a bad ass,” he offered.
Cora looked at him as if he was teasing her. But his look was sincere. “You mean because of my nervous breakdown?”
“No,” Bishop smiled, sipping his beer. “Because you held onto your bag and tried to beat the crap out of that guy with your jacket.”
Cora smiled before taking another drink. She wasn’t quite sure how to take his compliment. But she had done that. And she had been going on pure instinct. Maybe she wasn’t quite the wimp she thought herself to be. 
“I’ve been doing some deep dives into Tartaria,” she said, her eyes on the fire.
“And have you learned anything interesting?” 
“I learned something about myself,” Cora let out a cynical laugh, raising her eyebrows. “I realized why I never let myself look into conspiracies. They are unbelievably enticing.”
Cora took another long drink of beer. Bishop stayed silent. 
“I saw it in my father when I was growing up. My mom used to call it ‘The Bug.’ She would say, ‘your father has The Bug.’” Cora raised the pitch of her voice as she imitated her mother.
“But my mom had a way of redirecting dad’s interests, so his projects usually only lasted a few weeks, at most. And then, of course, Clark has it bad. And I can see it in Maddy, too.”
“You never got ‘The Bug’?”
“Actually, I got obsessed with more mainstream history. I loved researching pirates and buccaneers and Colonial America. To be honest, I probably would have been just like Clark if my parents had not died. After they did, I had too much responsibility to give conspiracies much thought. Reality took too much of my time.”
“It must have been hard,” Bishop said.
“It was,” Cora nodded. “But it is what it is. I would not go back and change anything.”
“How did your parents die?”
“A plane crash, actually. My dad’s childhood friend had his own plane, a little Cessna. They were flying to the Upper Peninsula to my godparents’ cabin for vacation.”
“Wow,” Bishop whispered, finishing his beer, his eyes going back to the fire. It was funny how the world worked. Cora and her siblings lost their parents and shattered a loving, close-knit family. Meanwhile, Bishop had not seen or heard from his parents in years.
“You know, I grew up in Michigan, too.”
“You did?” Cora asked, surprised. 
“Yeah, in Northern Michigan. Close to Alpena.”
“How did you end up down here?”
“I didn’t really get along with my parents. My brother is ten years older than me. He left the house at seventeen to join the army. And I left at fifteen to raise hell,” Bishop smiled over at her. He was pleased when she smiled back. 
“This was my uncle’s land,” Bishop told her. “My mother’s uncle. I get along much better with the Kentucky side of my family. My uncle died a few years ago. But I’ve still got some aunts and uncles and cousins I see regularly.”
“And what do they think of Tartaria?”
“They don’t really care about it either way,” Bishop said, shaking his head. “They would much rather be out hunting or fishing or just sitting by a bonfire.” 
They both fell quiet, appreciating the crackling fire. 
“Bishop?” Cora asked, breaking the silence. “What do you think about Tartaria?”
Bishop stood up to throw another long on the fire. He had been careful to keep his opinions about Tartaria out of their conversations thus far. It was a fairly hated opinion in the truther community, if the reactions he had gotten were any indication. 
“I believe that there is a lost history that has been hidden. If that was deliberate, I don’t know. Honestly, there could have been a Tartaria or other ancient civilization. But there is just too much misinformation regarding the whole topic. And not many people seem to want to know the real truth. They have created this idea of this magical place in their heads, and they just can’t let go of it.”
Bishop stopped directly across the fire from her and started poking at the coals with a long stick. He flashed her a self-deprecating smile. 
“And I was one of them,” he said, shrugging. “A year ago, I would have argued about Tartaria with someone until I was blue in the face. A lot of the information that people have uncovered is pretty compelling. Not only that, when you dig a little bit deeper, Tartaria has all these tentacles that connect back to other ‘conspiracy theories’ and facts that I do believe in.”
“Like what?”
“Nicola Tesla and free energy, for one.” he came back around to sit next to her again. He grabbed another beer and handed a second to Cora. “I also believe that a lot of our history has been hidden to drive certain narratives.” He paused, then added, “Giants,” wiggling his eyebrows for effect.
Cora laughed. It was a beautiful sound. He was also glad that she had loosened up considerably.
“Then you just gave it all up?” Cora asked. “You don’t know how many times I wished that would happen with Clark. I used to daydream he would come home one day and say he was done with it all.”
“After they deleted my account, that was pretty much how I felt.”
“They deleted your account?” she asked. “You didn’t take it down?”
“Nope. And I probably never would have. I had years of videos and research posted,” he shrugged again. “I guess it was a blessing in disguise.”
“So what do you do now?” she asked. 
Bishop stood up. He reached his hand down to help her to her feet. “I’ll show you.”
He led her around to the back of his house. He had converted the detached garage into a workshop. Bishop unlocked the bay doors and swung them open. 
“Construction pays the bills,” he said. “But this has healed a part of my soul.”
He heard Cora suck in her breath as the inside became visible. The shop was full of woodworking projects he had been working on over the last year or so, from cutting boards to dressers to rocking chairs. He had a butter churner and a massive chandelier. There was so much stuff it was becoming difficult to work in here for lack of space.
“These are amazing,” she said as she inspected the pieces. She picked up a jewelry box and opened the lid.
“And you have only been doing this a year?” she asked in disbelief. 
Bishop set his bear down on the table saw. “Give or take. This is one of the things I disagree with the Tartarian truthers about. They believe that all of the old, ornate buildings around the world are Tartarian. And that our civilization could not have built them. But I have come so far in my ability in only a year just by being committed. Can you imagine a man who spent his whole life dedicated to a craft? I have seen modern-day artists do incredible things with, quote-unquote, ‘old technology.’”
Cora had made her way around the workshop. She stopped in front of him and looked up, confusion on her face.
“The Tartarian believers don’t seem to have a very high opinion of our ancestors, do they?”
“Not in less they are Tartarian ancestors.” 
Bishop swallowed. He wanted nothing more than to kiss her right then. She was beautiful as she gazed up at him. Her blue eyes were mesmerizing. And her delicious scent was irresistible.
“Do you have an idea how amazing you smell?” Bishop said, his voice dropping.
“It was my mother’s perfume. My aunt sends me a new bottle every year on my birthday from Turkey,” she said, smiling up at him. 
Before Bishop could bend down to kiss her, Cora snapped her fingers. Her eyes widened, and then she looked to the side as if searching her brain for information. As she moved, she wobbled slightly.
It was then that Bishop realized that Cora was definitely feeling the effects of the beer. She had only had two, but she hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday morning. Bishop sighed and took a deliberate step back. He reminded himself that Cora had a fiancé and took another one.
When she looked back at him, she didn’t even notice he had moved. 
“There is something in Clark’s journal about mom’s perfume,” she said, her brow furrowing. 
Bishop followed Cora back into the house. While she went to retrieve the journal, he headed for the kitchen to make her something to eat. She emerged from the bedroom twice as excited as she had gone in. She held the journal, her dark blue perfume bottle, and the small, framed map of Kentucky that sat on the bedside table in the guest room. It was old and had belonged to Bishop’s great-grandfather.
“Look at this drawing,” Cora said, laying the journal open on the counter. Clark had drawn the dark blue bottle in pencil, shading in the entire thing. The bottle was simple in design, only sporting a white crescent moon and star, resembling the flag of Turkey. However, it was backward. And the star was much farther away in the sketch. It looked like it was almost falling off the bottle.
“Now, look at the bottle,” she said, holding the small bottle next to the drawing. “The top is completely different.”
She placed the bottle to the side and grabbed the map. The size was nearly identical. Cora pushed it up the journal page like she was sliding in a puzzle piece. The drawing was identical to the outline of the top of Kentucky. With Cincinnati as the bottle cap, the drawing followed the Ohio River along the Kentucky border. Cora put her finger on the map that matched where Clark had placed the star on the bottle. It was in Western Kentucky, on the other side of the river from Indiana.
“This is where we go next,” Cora declared triumphantly. 
Bishop deliberately took two steps back again. Damn, it was hard not to kiss her. Still, he was skeptical of her suggestion.
“Are you sure?” he asked, wondering if she would change her mind once she had sobered up. It seemed like a bit of a stretch. 
Her lips turned up in a secret smile. She dramatically turned to the next page in the journal. Clark had started a brand-new section of notes. He had titled it in big, bold letters.
Star Forts. 
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IT WAS WITH the topic of star forts that the Tartarian rabbit hole began to go much deeper. In addition, the theories splintered off in various ways. It quickly became a jumbled mess of conclusions, as there were so many differing opinions regarding star forts. The different theories and tangents had a tendency to crisscross each other. Not only that, some people that believed in the star fort theories did not even believe in Tartaria.
As far as conventional history was concerned, star forts were military forts constructed to defend certain areas and waterways around the globe. They were referred to as bastions and were some of the sturdiest and most defensible structures throughout history. Some star forts were still currently used as working military bases. Many had become natural parks, museums, and historical landmarks, run and preserved by their respective counties and regions. Others had become ruins in various states of disrepair. And still, others were completely demolished.
On the other hand, the conspiracies theorists had a seemingly unending supply of opinions as to what star forts actually were. Some theories speculated that they were healing centers that used the healing energies of the earth. Others theorized they were energy generators that could harness the power of ether. Still, others propose that star forts were actually old portals to other worlds and dimensions.
Very quickly, every video that Cora tried to watch shifted to related conspiracies. For example, the theory of the changed historical timeline. Somehow, there were supposedly a thousand years added to the present timeline of the world. Another one was about the power of frequencies - from changing the structure of water to using them to heal bodies. All of which could, apparently, be proven scientifically. Other videos shifted into some new age, woo-woo topics that Cora was completely clueless about.
And that did not even touch on the separate but related topic of star cities.
Frustrated, she turned off her phone and looked over at Bishop, who was driving. They were headed to the location of Clark’s star on the map. Bishop gave her a knowing look.
“It can get pretty convoluted fairly quickly.”
“I give up,” Cora said with a shake of her head. “I don’t need to know about star forts to look for Clark. And I probably wouldn’t be able to figure it out before we get there, anyway.”
Instead, she sat back in her seat and gazed out the window. Kentucky was absolutely stunning. They drove through beautiful green rolling hills interspersed with large foothills covered in forests. At times, the road cut through large outcroppings. Signs warned of falling rocks. They went over bridges that spanned deep valleys and gullies. And Cora had never seen so many horse farms.
When they arrived at the location on the map, it was not a star fort. It was a small state park on the Ohio River. It looked like it was rarely used, but the state still maintained it. A large map showed a horseshoe-shaped hiking trail that led up to a lookout. A large sign warned not to wander off the trail, as there were pit caves within the horseshoe that hikers could fall into. 
Cora tensed. She felt her blood pressure spike, and a lump formed in her throat. Her reaction was obvious. Heights and pit caves. Could it get any worse?
“Are you okay?” Bishop glanced over at her.
Cora swallowed hard and nodded.
“We don’t have to do this,” Bishop reminded her. 
“Yes, we do,” she said, steeling herself. 
“We will be fine as long as we stay on the path,” he tried to reassure her. 
They decided to hike up one side of the trail and down the other. Luckily, the amazing scenery and the fact that she could see no visible holes in the earth from the solid hiking trail soothed Cora’s nerves. At the top of the trail, the forest opened up into a large, flat plateau. The view was breathtaking. 
On the one side, Cora could see for miles the way they had come. She could even spot the truck in the parking lot they had just come from. It looked a lot farther down than it seemed walking up here. 
On the other side, the edge of the ridge went straight down to the Ohio river below. Rocks jutted out the side of the outcropping. Or so Cora took Bishop’s word for it. She had no intention of getting anywhere near the edge. She could still see the Ohio river fanning out on either side, as well as Indiana across the wide expanse, just fine from where she was - in the center of the cleared plateau. There were no trees, but the ridge was covered with scattered boulders. 
While Bishop used his binoculars to scan the surrounding landscape, Cora focused on the plateau itself. 
“Was this a star fort?” Cora asked rhetorically, trying to find any evidence that it was. 
She pulled out her phone and looked at some of the area shots of star forts. Along with stone walls, the land that the star forts were located on mirrored the shape of the structures. She walked around, kicking at the dirt and small stones, looking for any signs that she could recognize. She was careful to stay far away from the edge.
“I don’t think it was a star fort,” Bishop said. “But it looks like it could have been something. Some ancient site for rituals or something like that.”
Cora rounded a group of huge boulders near the other side of the hiking trail. On the far side was a drop down the foothill they had just climbed. As far as Cora was concerned, it could be classified as a mountain. The slope was not a straight drop, but it was steep enough. Even though she had plenty of room between the boulders and the edge, she felt like she was walking a tightrope. She was about to turn back when something caught her eye. 
A distinct shade of worn olive green peeked out from between one boulder and a smaller rock. The color brought back waves of memories. And made her heart catch.
Forgetting all about her fear of heights, Cora scurried over to the patch of color. She grabbed hold of the familiar strap and jimmied the bag out of its hiding place. Cora sat back, dumbfounded.
It was her father’s old canvas messenger bag. When their parents had died, Cora had kept their mother’s bag. And Clark had kept their father’s. She stared at it on her lap, afraid to open it.
“Cora,” Bishop’s voice was low but emphatic. He appeared around the boulder.
Cora looked up, tears in her eye. “This is Clark’s bag,” she whispered.
“We have to go,” Bishop said in hushed tones, rushing towards her. He grabbed the bag, secured the strap across his chest, and pulled her to her feet. “The men in the black SUV are here. They are coming up the trail now.”
Cora’s sadness turned to alarm. He put his finger to his lips, signaling she should be quiet. She nodded and let him lead her out from behind the boulder by the hand. She gripped his hand for dear life. Bishop kept moving towards the other side of the U-shaped trail. 
It was a lot easier going down than coming up. But it wasn’t long before two men dressed in black appeared above them on the trail.
“Hey!” One of them yelled down at them. “Stop.”
“Run!” Bishop commanded, pulling her in front of him. 
Cora did not look back. She moved as fast as she could without losing her balance and tumbling down the trail. Bishop was right behind her. Halfway down, they hit a level part of the trail. Cora sprinted across it, rounding a slight bend. She skidded to a halt when she saw two more men coming up the trail at them. On one side of them was a solid wall of rock. On the other was the steep slope of the horseshoe interior that eventually led back to the parking lot. 
Bishop did not lose a step. He grabbed her hand and started pulling her off the trail towards the woods.
“Come on. We can lose them in there,”
Cora felt pure terror grip her. The thought of falling into one of those pit caves was too much to bear. She would rather take her chances with the scary men. She dug her heels into the ground and yanked back on her hand.
Bishop looked back in frustration. And then he saw the panic in her eyes.
“Bishop, I can’t,” she said, shaking her head emphatically. “I’m sorry. I just can’t.” She dropped his hand and took a step back. She attempted a brave smile. “You go. Save yourself.”
Bishop’s eyes swung up and down the trail at the two pairs of men. None of them looked happy.
“Ah, shit,” Bishop sighed. He handed her the bag and the keys to his truck. “Here. If you see an opening, you run.” 
He moved forward and ushered Cora back into a small alcove in the rock wall. Then he stood in front of her as the four men closed in. He would not be able to defeat them all. He briefly wondered if he should try to make it down through the woods. Perhaps he could dismantle their car to prevent them from taking her. But the thought of leaving Cora up here alone with them made him sick to his stomach.
“What do you want?” Bishop demanded. If he had to, he could probably keep them busy enough for Cora to make it back to the truck. 
“Our boss wants a word with you two,” the tallest of the men said. 
It was not the answer that either of them had expected. But it was much better than what they had imagined. 
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THREE HOURS LATER, they sat in the ballroom of a mansion on the North side of Cincinnati. The massive room had been converted into a private museum dedicated to Tartaria. And Cora was immediately fascinated.
She had lost most of her fear on the ride there. The fact that Bishop did not seem overly concerned helped. They weren’t tied up or blindfolded. They did have their possessions taken away and were forced to ride in the back of the SUV. One of the men followed in Bishop’s truck. Other than that, the most uncomfortable part of the experience was that the long ride was so boring. 
The men had walked them inside the old stone mansion with exquisite interior and dropped them off in the museum, closed the pocket doors, and left. Without a word. The French doors leading out onto a terrace were open, letting in the warm summer breeze.
“Should we try to escape?” Cora had asked, a little befuddled by the entire situation. 
“I don’t think we would get too far,” Bishop said, glancing out the open doorway. He stood at a buffet that had been laid out with a large assortment of refreshments. He took a large bite of a finger sandwich and grabbed a bottle of water.
“You don’t seem too concerned,” she commented, realizing she was hungry, too. As well as parched. 
“Neither do you,” he countered, raising an eyebrow. “But I think if they were going to hurt us, we would have never made it off that mountain.”
His reasoning was good enough for Cora, and she hurried over to grab some hors d’oeuvres, washing them down with gulps of water. After her blood sugar stabilized, one of the larger displays caught her attention. She wandered over. It was an electric scooter from the turn of the nineteenth century. At the convention, Cora had seen a black and white video of a woman in an Edwardian dress riding one just like it through city streets as she ran her errands. 
Cora felt a shift happen inside of her. The historical videos were both interesting and intriguing. But seeing the scooter up close and in person was paradigm-shifting for her. She glanced around the large room. The various displays were tangible. It was easy to be dismissive when it was just coming out of a screen. But these were real. 
She made her way farther until she came to a massive display dedicated to objects that resembled her puzzle box. There were matching jewelry boxes that displayed a mechanical bird that actually twirled and sang when a button was pushed. There was a massive wooden desk, opened to display the numerous secret hidden doors and drawers. Another piece was a large metal gyroscope that was in constant motion. 
Cora felt a mixture of excitement and awe as she made her way through the displays. She clearly understood why her father and Clark had become so enamored with searching for lost history. That feeling only increased as she continued with her self-guided tour.
She stopped in front of a display specifically designed to contrast two separate theories. One was Hollow Earth. There was an original copy of Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth under glass, as well as an old model of what a hollow earth might look like. Next to it was a display of a flat earth. There were old maps that showed the flat earth model. It also had a three-dimensional mode, showing the flat earth with a firmament and a matching dome underneath.
“Do the Tartarian believers think the Earth is hollow or flat?” Cora asked, glancing over at Bishop.
A loud voice came from the other side of the room before Bishop could answer. The voice boomed. It sounded like it was coming from one of those giants that Bishop had joked about.
“That is an excellent question, Ms. Watts.”
Cora turned toward the voice. Bishop walked over to stand next to her. However, it wasn’t a giant that emerged around a suit of armor. Instead, a short man, no taller than Cora, appeared. He was dressed in a beige suit with a blue bow tie. 
“Good afternoon. My name is Dale Nelson. Welcome to my home,” he said with a smile. His gregarious voice was odd, coming out of his small body.
“We didn’t really have a choice,” Bishop pointed out immediately.
“Yes, I apologize for that,” he nodded. “Couldn’t be helped, I’m afraid. The situation has become most dire.”
“What situation?” 
“Let’s just say I have some financial investors that have become impatient.”
“What does that have to do with us?” 
“Everything,” the old man answered cryptically, smiling again. He let out a chuckle. “In fact, I believe that you two might be the key to everything.”
Bishop’s eyebrows rose, and he and Cora exchanged glances.
“How so?” Bishop asked.
“Come,” he said, his eyes lighting up with excitement. “I will show you.”
Dale Nelson turned and led them back the way he had come in.
“Is he crazy?” Cora whispered.
“I think people like him prefer the world ‘eccentric,’” Bishop whispered back. “But yes, crazy would be my guess.”
The dining room was almost as large as the ballroom. It had an enormous table that stretched the entire length. There was seating for at least thirty people, though most of the chairs were absent. On the end of the table sat the puzzle box. It was opened and spinning. Beyond that was Cora’s bag, as well as Clark’s bag and the rest of their possessions. Next to that were the two bankers’ boxes of Clark’s research.
Inside her bag, Clark’s journal and her puzzle box were safely inside. Confused, Cora pulled out the box. 
“Is that a replica?” she asked, gesturing to the box still spinning on the end of the table.
“Indeed,” Nelson nodded. “As is the one you are holding.”
Cora frowned. “Are you saying that this box that I have been playing with since I was little was not original?” 
“No. What I am saying is that the box you are holding is not the one that you grew up with.”
Cora frowned and flipped it over in her hand. 
“Open it,” Nelson suggested. “And look at the inscription on the inside edge of the petals.”
Cora quickly opened the petals so that the eight sides popped out. She studied it carefully and was at a complete loss. And then she saw it. Sure enough, there was a tiny engraving just under the lip of one petal that was made to flip down. It said “Marks” along with a symbol she was unfamiliar with. 
“Your brother had the replica made roughly two years ago. He was kind enough to give me the artist’s name, and I was able to have one made as well.”
“Then where is the real one?” Bishop asked.
“I am assuming that Mr. Watts has it with him. Or he has hidden it somewhere.”
“You know my brother?” Cora asked.
“Indeed, I do,” Dale nodded. “I even thought we were friends. We have known each other for a few years now. That is why I hired him to find me proof of Tartaria.”
“When was this?” Cora asked, still wondering who this man was exactly.
“Last Thanksgiving. He came here and met with all the private investors. He told us he thought he had found the lock that your family’s puzzle box opened, and he was certain it was Tartarian-related. We paid him one hundred thousand dollars to bring me proof.”
Cora’s eyes widened. “Are you saying Clark owes you one hundred thousand dollars?”
“I’m saying your brother owes me Tartaria!” Nelson snapped, his demeanor slipping. He quickly sighed and gave his head a little shake. “My apologies for the outburst. It is a topic that is quite upsetting to me.”
“What does that have to do with us?” Bishop asked, refocusing the topic.
“Initially, we thought that Ms. Watts might lead us to her brother. But it has become apparent that you do not know where your brother is any more than I do.”
Bishop frowned. “So, why all the cloak and dagger nonsense? Why not just call and set up a meeting?”
“Honestly, if I had called either of you last week, would you have even given it a second thought?” Dale asked, looking at each of them pointedly. “Ms. Watts, from what I have gathered, you did not even believe in Tartaria before you began your little adventure. And Mr. Taylor, would you have even returned my call? I was under the impression that you had sworn off all conspiracies. I admit, I was originally going to offer you the opportunity before Mr. Watts, but it was then that you began changing your opinions of Tartaria. Once your channel was deleted, you effectively dropped out of the conspiracy world.”
“Why should we trust you?” Bishop asked him. “You almost had Cora killed outside the convention on Friday.”
“I assure you, Mr. Taylor, that was not me,” Dale answered emphatically. “The man in the blue car does not work for me.”
“How do you know he has a blue car?”
“Mr. Taylor,” Dale answered, his tone almost chiding, as if Bishop should already know the answer. “I have eyes everywhere.”
“Are you saying someone else is after Cora, too? Do you know who he is?”
“Unfortunately, I do not. But I have some of my men looking into it. Especially after the incident at the hotel.”
Bishop looked as if he had more questions, but Cora interrupted. She wanted to know about Clark.
“When was the last time that you saw my brother?” 
“The last time I saw him was Thanksgiving, when we made our arrangement. And then he completely ghosted me,” Dales sounded hurt. “My men tracked him down early in January and followed him up to the place where my men just found you. Where he apparently hid his bag while he disappeared.”
Cora felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. She glanced over at Bishop.
“What if Clark got trapped in one of the pit caves?” she asked softly.
Although the question had not been directed at Nelson, the old man answered anyway.
“I can assure you, Mr. Watts did not get trapped. He led my men up the trail, and by the time they got back down, his Jeep was already gone. Incidentally, that is how we knew to send two pairs of men to find you up there.”
Cora let out a small sigh of relief. She looked at Bishop. He smiled and gave her a reassuring nod.
Dale pulled out a folded piece of paper from his inside breast pocket. He handed it to Cora. 
“Ms. Watts, do you know what this is?”
It was a copy of Clark’s page of personal hieroglyphics. The Roman numeral two. The pig with the bow. The all-seeing eye. The stick man with an arrow pointing right under it. The rat. And the steam engine.
“Numerous copies were found within your brother’s research.”
“No, unfortunately not,” Cora said. 
“I believe it is the key to discovering what your brother found. Perhaps even finding him.”
“Mr. Nelson, why would I help you find my brother?”
“It is better if we find him, my dear,” Dale said. “My investors are not happy with him. They do not care about the money. They offered him much more if he could deliver on his promises. But they very much care about finding proof of Tartaria. Unfortunately, they are feeling duped and betrayed at the moment.”
“What if I find it? Whatever proof he was looking for,” Cora asked, the words coming out of her mouth before she could even think. “Would they leave Clark alone, then?”
Dale smiled widely. “That is exactly what I was hoping you would say. And yes, they certainly would no longer care about your brother. In fact, we would be willing to offer you the same amount of financing that we gave to him.”
“We don’t want your money,” Bishop spoke up before Cora could respond. She glanced at him. Did that mean he was going to continue to help her?
“Of course,” Dale said. He reached into his pocket again and pulled out a business card. “Here is my direct line. You can call me anytime, day or night.”
“There is one thing,” Cora said as she took the card. “Since you knew Clark personally. Did you ever meet The Silver Vixen?”
“Ah, yes. The beautiful Ms. Vixen. Your brother brought her here several times. She is highly intelligent but quiet. She disappeared not long after Mr. Watts. But I do know that there are videos posted on her channel regularly. Honestly, though, we have not kept tabs on her. I can give you her last known address.”
“Thank you,” Cora said. “That would be helpful.”
“If we do this,” Bishop said. “You have to call off your goons. No following us.”
Dale hesitated, obviously not liking that part of the deal. Finally, he nodded in agreement. “All right. But I need to be kept abreast of any major developments.”
“We will keep you posted.”
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“WELL, THAT WAS weird,” Bishop said as he climbed into the cab of his truck. 
After supplying them with The Silver Vixen’s address, Dale escorted them to the front door. He even had one of his men carry the bankers’ boxes to the truck. Dale said they had only wanted to make copies of Clark’s research. The truck was sitting in the driveway next to the entrance. Cora carried her bag, and Bishop carried Clark’s. They secured everything in the back.
Cora gave Bishop a sideways look from the passenger seat.
“What?” he asked, pulling down the driveway. “You don’t think that was weird?”
“No, of course. The whole thing was incredibly odd. I was just thinking about what you said in there. About us not wanting his money. Does that mean you are going to help me look for Tartaria? Even though the puzzle box isn’t even authentic.”
“Oh, so you are looking for Tartaria now, huh?” Bishop asked, teasing. “I thought you were just looking for Clark?”
Cora smiled, and a small blush rose to her cheeks. 
“The way I see it, I’m already invested at this point,” Bishop shrugged, adding with a smile. “Who knows? If we can figure out Clark’s hieroglyphics, we might be able to find it by the end of the week.” 
Huge iron gates opened automatically at the end of the long driveway to let them out. Bishop stopped the truck and pulled out his phone at the road.
“Hey, Sam, is your dad around? I need his expertise. Awesome. See you in a bit.” He disconnected the call and pulled the truck onto the road. “We need to make a stop.”
A little over thirty minutes later, Bishop pulled up in front of an old three-story row house in Newport, Kentucky. The house sat on an incline. Sam came out of the front door, followed by a man that looked exactly like him, just older. He had long white hair and a beard and looked like he had not changed his ideas of fashion since 1972. 
“Hey, Bishop, man, what’s up?” the older man asked, shaking Bishop’s hand. He sounded like a stereotypical hippie. “And who is this beautiful lady?”
Cora smiled as Sam’s father kissed the back of her hand gallantly.
“This is Cora Watts. Cora, this is Ray Blackwell, Sam’s father.”
“Nice to meet you,” she said, liking the man immediately.
“The pleasure is all mine, dear,” he said.
“I was hoping you could do a search on my truck,” Bishop said, handing over the keys.
“You think you got bugs?” Ray asked, looking excited by the prospect. 
“I hope not,” Bishop said. “But I only trust you to tell me for sure.”
“Challenge accepted,” Ray said with a sly smile. He threw Cora a wink before moseying - literally moseying - down to the truck.
“What’s he doing?” Cora asked.
“Looking for tracking devices,” Bishop answered before turning back to Sam. “I’ve got the last known address of the Silver Vixen.”
“Come on,” Sam said, walking down the stairs to their level. “Her channel just dropped another video. But I have a new theory on them.”
Sam led them around to an outside basement door. The basement wasn’t finished, but Sam had done a pretty good job of making a little apartment down there. He had a bed and a living area, as well as a space set up for a large desk with two monitors. Every spare inch of the walls were covered with posters, pictures from magazines, and pages printed from the Internet. All were related to a conspiracy theory, one way or another. The Silver Vixen’s latest video was already on the screen. Sam slid into the desk chair and hit play. 
The Silver Angel held a microphone as she did ‘man on the street’ type interviews, asking people their views about certain conspiracy theories. Most of the people she interviewed would be considered normies, having only the minimum knowledge of some of the wider known conspiracy theories. The video was dated three days prior.
Sam paused the video as she spoke with a college-aged couple. 
“Look here,” he said, pointing at the wide expanse of green grass behind them. “This is Dover Park.” 
Sam hit a button on his keyboard, and a picture popped up on the second monitor. It was the same area of Dover Park, except all the grass had been scrapped away by the bulldozer that was also in the picture. It was one giant field of dirt.
“This is Dover Park as of last month. They started construction on a new pavilion and sports park. I think the Silver Vixen’s video was actually made last summer.”
“Why would she date the video for a few days ago?” Cora asked, clearly missing something.
“I think the Silver Vixen is long gone,” Sam said. “No one at the convention has heard from her in months. I think that she made all these videos ahead of time and scheduled them to be published.”
“What if she just made a mistake?” Bishop asked.
“No,” Sam shook his head. “She was always too detail oriented for that. There was never so much as a typo in her older content. And she has more inconsistencies in her other recent videos, too.”
“Thanks, Sam,” Bishop said. “We are going to check out the address Nelson gave us, but we won’t waste too much time trying to track her down.”
“Nelson? As in Dale Nelson?”
“Yeah. Do you know him?”
“He was big in the local conspiracy community when I was growing up. I would see him when dad would take me to some meetings. But I haven’t seen him in years. I heard he became a sort of a recluse and got a lot of guards. He was odd and always wore a bow tie.”
“Yes, to all of those things,” Bishop confirmed.
“The extermination is complete,” Ray called down the staircase from the outside door. 
“Coming, Dad,” Sam called back, then to Bishop. “I’ll keep looking into Silver Vixen and let you know if I find anything.”
Back outside, Ray held out his open palm. He held four small black rectangles. 
“Four trackers,” he said. “Two on the truck and one in each of the bags.”
Cora’s mouth dropped open.
“Those are courtesy of Dale Nelson and his goons,” Bishop informed him. “I heard you know him.”
“That old coot.” After a moment, Ray’s lips widened in a sneaky smile. “Do you want me to have a little fun with them?”
“I would expect nothing less,” Bishop laughed. 
“Ooo, this will be fun. I’ll take them on a wild goose chase.”
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE he put trackers on our stuff,” Cora said, not for the first time on their ride south. 
“I would have been surprised if he didn’t.”
“So, how did Ray get so good at finding tracking devices?”
“Sam’s dad has been a conspiracy theorist his whole life. Originally, he was pretty normal, besides a general interest. But Ray went a little crazy after Sam’s mom died, and he completely dove into learning things like that.”
Cora’s phone rang. She hesitated before answering. It was Peter. She had not called him since he gave her the semi-ultimatum. Given that, Cora did not think that this conversation was going to go any better. Sighing, she pushed the talk button.
“Hello,” she said.
“Cora, I thought I made myself clear the last time we spoke,” Peter said instantly. No hi. No, how are you? Cora felt her irritation rise.
“And I thought I did as well,” she said, glancing at Bishop. She did not want to have this conversation now.
“Cora, I am really beginning to lose my patience.”
“Peter,” she tried to stay calm. “I can’t do this right now.”
“Why do you want to throw away years of a good thing on some whim?” he demanded. 
“Peter, I am not the one talking about throwing anything away,” Cora said, aggravation slipping into her voice. This was quickly going past unreasonable into irrational. 
“Cora, I have waited years for you to get through raising your bratty little brothers and sisters-“
“Peter!” Cora exclaimed. He kept talking as if she hadn’t said anything.
“How much longer are you going to make me wait?”
“Peter,” Cora repeated his name. But this time, her voice was deathly calm. “Let me make this clear in no uncertain terms. I am not coming home without the oldest of my ‘bratty little brothers.’”
Cora disconnected the call. She let out a frustrated sigh. 
“Sorry,” she told Bishop.
He looked over at her.
“You know, we haven’t known each other very long, but as protective as you are about your brothers and sisters, I can’t imagine what you see in that guy.”
“He has never acted like this,” Cora said with some exasperation. 
“Have you ever told him no?”
Cora opened her mouth to answer and then stopped herself. She thought about it for a moment.
“Actually, no. We have always been pretty good at making out a schedule that worked. Except when it came to the kids - if they got sick or there was an emergency. Other than that, we have always done things his way.”
Cora turned back to the window as she considered the revelation. She had given up all of her own thoughts and ideas when it came to her relationship with Peter. Somehow, she thought that was necessary, as he was so patient with her responsibilities with the kids. 
She thought about a few times she had wanted to pick the activities they did together. He always had an excuse. He hated nature because of his allergies and refused to go hiking or go to the lake. He absolutely abhorred having bonfires in Cora’s backyard fire pit. If he wasn’t complaining about the mosquitoes, he was lamenting the smell of smoke and how it was ruining his clothes. He liked to go out to fancy restaurants and cultural events. He preferred to be home by nine o’clock for a quiet evening at home. 
Cora shook her head to clear it. She was just angry and focused on the bad things. Peter was kind and sensitive and treated her like a princess. More importantly, he had been patient through the years of Cora struggling to raise her siblings. He was stable and predictable, which she had considered a good thing for the kids. It had certainly helped her sanity. And he did make an effort to find things they would both enjoy. Cora loved all the museums that he had taken her to over the years. 
She had told herself that was what she had to do to be the girlfriend, and eventually wife, of a man like Peter. He was well known in the community. Sure, she found his obscene number of business dinners boring. But she would put on her best dress and a smile and play the part of the perfect fiancée. She complemented him well. That was what she was supposed to do, wasn’t it?
Bishop’s voice broke her thoughts. They were coming upon a part of the highway that split. One way led to Lexington. The other led to Bishop’s home. 
“Do you want to go check out the Silver Vixen’s address? Or do you just want to go back to the house?”
Cora was exhausted. A part of her wanted to crawl into a bed and sleep for three days. But her mind was wired. She knew she would not be able to stop thinking about it all night.
“The Vixen,” she said. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the thoughts of Peter from her mind. 
The Silver Vixen’s address was located close to the center of Lexington. It was on the north side of the main road, running to the city center. The creep of gentrification was apparent in the area. Half of the old historical buildings and homes had been redone, while the other half looked sad and dilapidated. The Vixen’s apartment was one of the former. 
Bishop pulled his truck to a stop on the tree-lined street. The vintage-looking street lamps and the porch lights of the houses illuminated the neighborhood in soft light. A tall, wrought-iron fence surrounded a well-kept lawn. It was beautifully landscaped with hedges, bushes, and large planters of flowers. The old house that had been turned into apartments was massive. 
A hand-painted wooden sign in the front had an arrow pointing around the back of the house for apartments one through three. They were located on the lowest level of the building. A large door had been propped open to the basement hallway. 
They stopped in front of apartment number two. Loud Italian music poured through the closed door. Bishop knocked loudly. The door burst open almost immediately, as if the man on the other side had been waiting. 
“Who are you?” he slurred his loud words as he glanced between Cora and Bishop. He reeked of alcohol. He looked Italian with his dark hair to his expensive clothes. He held a half-full glass of red wine. But his accent was definitely American.
“We are looking for The Silver Vixen,” Bishop raised his voice to be heard over the music. 
The man’s face instantly crumbled. He looked like he was about to cry.
“She left me!” he wailed. “She stole my heart and then threw it to the ground and stomped on it!”
Cora could not help but feel excited at the prospect that they were about to get a solid lead. 
“How long ago did she leave?” Cora asked, trying not to show her eagerness.
“Six months!” he cried. “Six long months, my heart has been shredded into a million little pieces. No. Wait.” He seemed to think long and hard. Then he crumbled a second time. This time, he did start crying. “It’s been seven months!”
Cora was speechless. She thought this man’s distress was because the breakup had been recent. Bishop attempted another question.
“That sucks, man,” he said. “Do you know where she went?”
“Do you think if I knew where she was, I would be here?” he demanded, his demeanor implying Bishop was the one acting crazy.
“Fair point,” Bishop said carefully. “You wouldn’t happen to know what her real name is, would you?”
“She was always my Silver Vixen,” his voice lowered, and he was nearly sobbing. “Vixen, for short.”
“So, it was true love, then?” Bishop asked. Fortunately, the man was too drunk to pick up on the sarcasm.
“She was my soul mate,” he insisted, his bloodshot eyes intense.
“She didn’t deserve you,” Cora said matter-of-factly. The poor man needed to be encouraged. He obviously had been pining for the Silver Vixen for far too long. Plus, Cora was still irritated the bitch had sent his brother’s files to Truther U. “She didn’t realize how good she had it. You deserve someone who loves you as much as you love her.”
Suddenly, the man’s eyes turned hopeful. “You really think so?”
“Absolutely,” Cora said. “I mean, look at you. You are handsome, and you obviously have excellent taste in all things…. Italian.”
His drunken mind processed what she had said, and he stood up straighter. “You might be right.”
“Of course I am,” Cora said, nodding. “Now, go sleep it off and get out there first thing in the morning and find yourself a woman that will appreciate you.”
For the third time, the man’s face crashed. He nodded as fresh tears started falling. “I will.” Before either of them could react, he stepped forward and wrapped his hands around Cora in a drunken embrace. “Thank you. You are an angel. I love you, man.”
“Okay,” Cora said, awkwardly patting him on the back. She threw a glance at Bishop, but he was too busy laughing at her to be of much help. 
The man leaned back and then rotated his body toward Bishop.
“I love you too, man,” he said, going in for the hug. Bishop’s hands came up quickly, palms out, to stop him. Once he had stopped completely, Bishop stuck out a hand to shake.
“You are going to find the right one,” Bishop told him. “Uh, what’s your name?”
“Jimmy,” he sniffed. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate you guys.”
Jimmy went in for a second hug for Cora. This time, Bishop stopped him. He pulled Cora back by the hand as he clapped Jimmy on the shoulder and directed him back inside his doorway. 
“You guys want some wine?”
“Thank you, but we have to go,” Cora declined cordially.
“Alright,” he nodded. “Come back anytime.”
Jimmy shut the door as they walked back outside. 
“Do you think he will even remember us in the morning?” Cora asked as they started down the sidewalk.
“Nope,” Bishop said with a laugh.
Cora’s mood suddenly dissolved.
“All the leads so far have been dead ends,” she sighed.
“On the plus side, at least we are checking things off the list,” Bishop tried to impart a silver lining.
Cora saw the navy sedan at the same moment she felt Bishop’s hand on hers. It was driving slowly past the front of the building. Bishop yanked her off the sidewalk and pulled her behind the cement staircase that led to the second floor. He pushed her up against the wall, his body close.
Cora’s body instantly reacted to his proximity. Even without cologne, Bishop smelled amazing. She could feel his hard body against hers, and it was a heady experience. She stared up at his face, which was turned toward the corner of the property. His eyes were locked on the blue car. 
Suddenly, his green eyes dropped to hers. 
“It was the navy sedan,” he said softly as an excuse as to why he had just manhandled her.
“I saw it,” she whispered back, her whole body tingling with anticipation. 
When his eyes dropped to her lips, Cora felt time stop. 
Suddenly, she wrenched her head to the side to look in the car’s direction. She felt guilt wash over her. She was engaged. Even if she and Peter were fighting, that was no excuse. It wasn’t fair to either of them. And she was not a cheater.
“Is it gone?” she asked.
Her reaction was enough for Bishop to push himself away from the wall and her. He looked again at the property line.
“Yeah, it’s gone.”
“How did he know we were here?” Cora asked, taking the opportunity to slide off the wall and step back onto the sidewalk. Had she stayed there any longer, she would have said to hell with it and done some manhandling of her own. Having distance between them was much safer. “Do you think Ray missed a tracker?”
“I don’t know,” Bishop shook his head. “But we can have him do another search in the morning.”
Bishop was alert as they walked back to the truck. He did a cursory look around the truck to make sure it had not been tampered with. They both climbed inside, each avoiding looking at the other. They rode all the way back to Bishop’s house in awkward silence.
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FOR MOST OF the next day, Cora and Bishop spent their time avoiding each other. She stayed in the guest room, attempting to try to decipher Clark’s hieroglyphics. Bishop spent the day in his workshop. 
Unfortunately, there was nothing significant in Clark’s bag. There was some survival gear and another journal. The journal was smaller and contained less information. But it all seemed to be a repeat of the information and notes in his larger journal that Clark had shipped home.
Cora tried to call Peter several times, but he did not answer. Sienna was in class all day. She emailed the copy of the hieroglyphics to Max and Maddy to see if they could figure it out but did not expect a response. So, she was surprised when she got a video call from Max.
“Hey, little man,” Cora smiled, genuinely happy to see his face.
“Hi,” he said quickly. “Maddy’s here with me.” He turned the phone quickly so Cora could see her sister.
“Hey, sweetie,” she said. “How are you guys?”
“We are good,” Max told her quickly. “We are on our way to the pool, so we don’t have much time.”
“That’s okay,” Cora said. She reminded herself that she had not even been gone a week. Although it seemed like a lifetime for her, her fourteen-year-old siblings probably weren’t even missing her yet. “I’m a little frustrated, anyway. None of Clark’s clues lead to anything concrete. They are all just dead ends.”
“Isn’t that the Bishop of Truth’s point in his videos?” Max asked.
“Have you been watching his old videos?” Cora asked.
Maddy stuck her face in front of her brothers. “He has been watching old videos nonstop. Bishop’s. Clark’s. Everyone’s.” Max yanked the phone back, out of reach of his twin.
“Oh, really?” Cora asked, intrigued. Of all her siblings, Max was the most skeptical. That said, he was as skeptical of the conspiracy theories as he was of the mainstream narratives. “Have you learned anything exciting?”
“Not from the videos,” Max said. “But-“
“We figured out part of Clark’s code,” Maddy called from the other side of the room.
“You did?” 
“Yeah, Cora,” Max answered her. “And we are wondering how you missed it.”
“Okay, explain it to me. Because I have no idea.”
“Well, the first square is the number two.”
“Yes, I got that one.”
“And the next one is the female pig.”
“Yes. And?”
“Cora,” Max rolled his eyes. “What’s another name for a pig?”
“A hog. A sow,” she thought again and then inhaled sharply as she made the connection. “A boar.”
“Ding ding,” Max said, imitating a bell. “And what was Clark’s nickname for you growing up?”
“Boara,” Cora answered softly.
“Max, stop being a jerk. You thought it was a piglet at first,” Maddy scolded him, taking his phone. “We think the message was written for you, Cora. We can’t figure out the rest, but we’re sure it is something only you would know, since Clark directed it to you.”
Her face turned away from the camera. Cora heard a car horn in the background. 
“Our rides here. Be careful. We love you.”
“I love y-“ The call ended before Cora could finish. 
Cora set the phone down and picked up the copy of Clark’s coded message. She was a little dumbfounded. How had she not seen that? She made her way outside, excited to show Bishop.
He was on the porch firing up the grill. Shirtless.
Holy shit. He was getting hotter and sexier by the day. Cora immediately averted her eyes. 
“It’s safe now,” he told her, amusement in his voice, after he pulled on his t-shirt that had been hanging out of his back pocket. 
“Look at this,” Cora showed him the paper. “Max and Maddy figured out the first two boxes. ‘To Boara.’ That’s me. Clark used to say I was boring because I never really wanted to play video games with him. He called me Cora the Bore. Which morphed into Boara once he started middle school.”
“That is awesome,” Bishop smiled. 
“The twins think that the message is something that only I would know.”
“Why don’t you sit by the fire and have a beer,” Bishop said. He tugged at his shirt. He and his clothes were covered in sawdust and wood shavings. “I’m going to go get cleaned up. And then steaks for dinner. Sound good?”
Cora nodded and smiled. Besides the fact that Bishop was becoming more appealing eye candy by the minute, everything seemed to be back to normal. Cora was glad. She did not want there to be any awkwardness between them.
The fire was small, and the chairs were set back from the pit as the June evening was still warm. Nevertheless, the crackling of the wood was melodic. Cora stared down at Clark’s code. 
She had been using the Tartarian research to try to find clues. Instead, she needed to use her own history as a reference. The problem was, it felt like that was even more difficult. Cora was so engrossed in the code that she did not even hear Bishop return until he was sitting down next to her. 
“Can I see that, please?” 
When Cora handed him the code, he handed her a beer. Then he promptly folded up the paper. 
“Why don’t you tell me about your brother?” he suggested, cracking a beer.
“What do you want to know?” 
Bishop thought for a moment. “What is one of your favorite childhood memories with your brother?”
“When we were really young, our parents used to take us on these outings,” Cora smiled. “I think I was like seven, so that would have made Clark three. We would drive around to garage sales or antique shops in the morning. Mom would pack a lunch, and then we would spend the rest of the day in the park. Mom would paint, and Dad would nap. And Clark and I would pretend we were on grand adventures, searching for artifacts in exotic locations. Once my dad bought the business from his old boss, we didn’t get to go as much.”
Bishop was patient while Cora relished the memory, a smile on her lips. Her words continued as random memories started to filter through her mind.
“Clark had trouble with pronouncing words. He was super smart and would get so frustrated. He went through a phase where he was just kind of like, ‘fuck it,’ and made up his own language. Like his own code. He really began to focus on his code writing when he was older, and he learned about the Navajo code talkers during World War II. But my father always thought he started when he was a toddler.”
“Did he ever make a decoding key?”
“Not that I know of,” Cora shook her head. “That was the most frustrating part for the rest of us. Half the time, no one could figure out what he was talking about. And the more confused we were, the more satisfied he was. He stopped writing his codes after mom and dad died, though.”
“How old was he when your parents died?”
“Sixteen,” Cora said. “It was really hard for him. I tried to make things as normal for him as possible, but it was hard for all of us. And I was so busy, between taking over the business and trying to give Sienna and the twins some sense of normalcy. Clark was kind of left to his own devices. He didn’t want to play sports anymore, and kind of withdrew from his friends. That is when he became focused on all of Dad’s research.”
Cora shrugged. “After graduating, he did one semester down here at the University of Kentucky. He signed up for a major in archeology. But he dropped out in the middle of his second semester. He said he wanted ‘real-world’ experience. And he was convinced that he would not find the answers that he was looking for in academia. We all got a small trust fund from our parents’ life insurance policy. Clark has been living cheaply off that for the last decade, searching for the truth, I guess.”
“What were some of his code words when he was a baby?”
“Oh, silly things,” Cora let out a nostalgic laugh. “He couldn’t say basketball, so he said basement ball. And instead of oceans, he would say onions. He pronounced iron, ‘I run- “
Cora stopped short, sitting up straighter. 
“What?” Bishop asked. It was obvious something significant had occurred to her. 
“Let me see the code,” Cora said, reaching out her hand.
Cora pointed to the second two squares on the page. The all-seeing eye. And a stick man with an arrow pointing to the right.
“I run,” Cora said, pointing to the fifth picture. “This isn’t a rat. It is a mouse.”
“I run mouse train?” Bishop said, tilting his head to study the page as well.
Cora looked up at him and smiled.
“Iron Mountain.”
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ALTHOUGH CORA COULD honestly say it was good to be home, the Michigan potholes were ten times more annoying than she remembered. Luckily, Bishop was a good driver and missed most of them. 
They pulled into her driveway at ten thirty on Wednesday morning. The large Victorian house sat on a corner lot in their small town that had only recently been upgraded from ‘village’ status. Apparently, Sienna saw them from the front window because she came out of the front door squealing. George was on her heels, barking to let the neighbor know that Cora was home. 
“You’re home! You’re home!” Sienna flung herself at Cora, nearly knocking her back into the truck. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming.”
“We only found out late last night,” Cora beamed, hugging her sister tight. As she leaned back, she hesitated to tell Sienna the next bit of information. Her sister knew her well enough to guess by Cora’s expression.
“You aren’t staying, are you?” Sienna asked, her excitement deflating. 
While the sisters reunited, Bishop grabbed Cora’s suitcase out of the back of the truck.
“Sienna, this is Bishop,” Cora introduced them. She grabbed her bag and swung her arm around Sienna’s shoulders. “Let’s go inside, and we’ll tell you everything.”
The twins were less enthusiastic about Cora’s arrival, but they were still happy to see her. Everyone sat down at the large dining room table so Cora could show them what they had discovered. And so she could explain her and Bishop’s plan.
“Clark’s code is ‘I run mouse train,’” Cora said as she pointed to the corresponding images. 
“Iron mountain?” Sienna clarified. 
“Does he mean the city or the cabin?” Max asked. 
“The cabin,” Cora responded matter-of-factly. She was certain of it. 
The cabin that Max was referring to was her godparents’ cabin near the Michigan city of Iron Mountain. That was the cabin that her parents were headed to the day of the plane crash. It was a place that Cora and Clark had visited a lot as children, though the family had only been up there a handful of times since their parents’ death. 
When they were little, there was a small adventure park located between the cabin and the city. It was one of Clark’s favorite places, mostly because it had a small train as a kid’s ride. For several years, he referred to the cabin as ‘I run mouse train’ instead of Iron Mountain. 
Her siblings needed no more clarification, as they already knew the family lore. Cora had explained it to Bishop on the drive up. 
“You think he hid more clues at the cabin?” Maddy asked. 
“Unless he found a wardrobe that is a doorway to Tartaria, yes,” Cora answered. “Regardless, that is going to be our first stop.”
“So, you really are just here to get the keys to the cabin and clean clothes, huh?” The disappointment in Sienna’s voice was obvious.
“And to see Peter,” Cora added, ignoring her sister as Sienna rolled her eyes. 
“Now,” she addressed all of her siblings. “Does anyone know where the keys to the cabin are?”
“They are in the middle drawer of the desk in the study,” Maddy said, snatching an apple from the bowl on the table and taking a bite. 
Cora leaned over and kissed her sister on the cheek. Maddy had a memory like a steel trap. She was also the most organized person Cora had ever met.
“Brilliant,” she said with a grin. “I knew you would know.”
“You’re staying for lunch, at least, right?” Sienna asked. 
“Sure,” Cora said, glancing at Bishop. 
“I could eat,” Bishop nodded.
“Let’s order out,” Max said. “I want some pizza.”
While Cora went upstairs to the study, Max collected everyone’s order. Sure enough, the keys were right where Maddy said. Even though the cabin belonged to their godparents, their family had had a spare set of keys since she was little. They were allowed to use it any time they wanted. As Cora closed the drawer, Sienna stepped into the open doorway. 
“You’ve got The Bug, don’t you?” her sister asked unexpectedly.
Cora paused. She had thought this feeling pushing her forward had been the need to find Clark. But the more clues they discovered and the closer they were getting, the more it felt like something else.
“Maybe,” Cora said, her lips spreading in a secret smile. “But once I find Clark, I promise I will come home.”
Cora had not told Sienna about Dale Nelson and his one hundred thousand dollars. But Cora reasoned that if she could find what Clark was searching for, she would probably find him. And vice versa. So, it would not be an issue. And she did not want her sister to worry any more than she already had.
“Maybe you shouldn’t,” Sienna spoke as if the words pained her. 
“You trying to get rid of me?” Cora said with a laugh. When Sienna’s expression did not change, Cora’s turned to confusion. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, there is a difference in you, Cora. For the better. I didn’t want to admit it when you were down in Kentucky, but I can totally see it now. All of us can.”
“Sienna?” Cora let out a little laugh. Part of her still thought Sienna was pulling her leg. Her sister remained serious. 
“You gave up your entire life for us, Cora,” Sienna said. “Maybe this is your chance at a little adventure. What if Clark has sent you on this wild goose chase so you can re-discover The Bug for yourself?”
“Is that what you think?” Cora asked, shaking her head in confusion.
“That is what the twins think,” Sienna admitted. She forced a smile as tears puddled in her eyes. “I think that is why I was so scared when you first left.”
“Well, that is just silly,” Cora admonished, gathering Sienna into her arms. “I have a life here. I have a fiancé, for heaven’s sake. I’m not giving all that up to chase myths and legends.”
Nevertheless, Cora could not get her sister’s words out of her head. Lunch with her family was amazing. She had missed them all so much. It felt good to be home. Yet, she could not help feeling a sense of urgency to get back on the road. She was eager to know what Clark had left at the cabin.
The thoughts followed her as she drove across town to Peter’s house. Every weekday, Peter would come home every day from twelve-thirty to one-thirty for lunch. Cora realized it was a little unfair to just show up at his place unannounced, but she was still a little angry with him. And he still had yet to return her call.
Although she had a key, Cora rang the doorbell. When he didn’t answer at first, she rang it again. However, it was not Peter that answered the door. It was Lorna, the librarian. She was naked beside the sheet wrapped around her. Surprised, her mouth dropped open, and her lips rounded into a silent “oh.”
Cora was just as surprised as Lorna. Had Sienna been right this whole time? Glancing past the naked librarian, Cora saw a box of her belongings set on the floor in front of the hall closet. Had Peter broken up with her and just forgotten to call and let her know? Cora wasn’t sure if she should be mad that Peter was cheating on her or sad that their relationship was over.
Unexpectedly, she felt neither. Instead, she felt an overwhelming sense of relief.
“I’ll go get him,” Lorna said awkwardly, indicating with her index finger the direction she was headed. 
Once she was gone, Cora took the opportunity to grab the box of her stuff. She did not have much here. Peter had never really wanted her to keep her things at his house until they were properly married. She had an extra set of clothes, a jacket, and some toiletries. However, a sealed envelope she did not recognize sat on top. It had her name written on the outside - in Clark’s handwriting.
Cora dropped the box and tore open the envelope. It was heavy, obviously holding more than paper. A small key dropped into her palm as she tipped it up. Besides the key, there was a handwritten note. 
 
Have you forgotten about Fairyland, too?
 
Instantly, a conversation between herself and Clark came rushing back. It was years ago, when Clark wanted to drop out of college. And she knew exactly where they had to go.
“I see you have come to your senses and come home. Have you finally come to apologize?” 
Cora’s eyes snapped up at Peter’s voice. At least he was wearing clothes. But his messed-up hair and the lipstick stains all over his face made it apparent that he had not been for long. Cora would have laughed in his face had she not been so dumbfounded. Apologize? Her shock quickly gave way to anger. 
“What is this?” Cora demanded, holding up the envelope. Her eyes narrowed dangerously.
The corners of Peter’s mouth turned down. He fidgeted a little.
“Your brother gave me that at Christmas,” Peter said. “He told me to keep it until your birthday.”
“My birthday was in April, Peter,” Cora ground out. Which was also about the same time the puzzle box and journal had arrived, too. 
“I was trying to protect you,” Peter said defensively. “Your brother is a bad influence on you. Just look at how you have been acting this last week?”
“And how have you been acting, Peter?” Cora asked, looking pointedly past him at Lorna, who stood in the hallway behind him, eavesdropping. “You had no right to keep this from me.” 
Cora had the overwhelming urge to smack him. She quickly bent over and snatched up her box of belongings. Lorna chose that time to defend her new man.
“He was only looking out for you,” she called. “You should have been grateful for a man as protective as him.”
“To be honest, Lorna, he was more controlling than protective. But he is all yours now,” Cora said, forcing a tight smile. “And Peter, just to be clear. Had you given me this envelope when you were supposed to, I would not have had to go down to the convention. This letter tells me exactly where I need to go.”
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BISHOP TRIED NOT to be grouchy on the ride to Iron Mountain. Cora had not told him what happened with Peter, but he could have guessed. They had no doubt made up and probably had themselves a nice afternoon delight. The idea made his mood sour substantially.
The fact that Cora was happier than he had ever seen her did not help any. Every time she grinned over at him, he would scowl and look back at the road. He needed to get a handle on this jealousy. But the thought of Cora and that asshat pissed him off, especially after talking to Cora’s siblings.
After Cora had left, Bishop tried to ferret out information about Peter from Sienna and the twins. Maddy and Max both sat at the table with their respective laptops while Sienna began making cookies. Bishop sat at the table as well, pretending to look at his phone.
“So, Peter must be a great guy for your sister to date him, huh?” he asked, attempting to be as nonchalant as possible. 
“He’s a dick,” Max said without looking up from his screen. 
“Yeah, none of us like him.” Sienna looked up as she sifted the flour.
“We have been trying to get her to dump him for years,” Maddy added. 
“Why doesn’t she?” Bishop couldn’t help asking. He had heard how that jerk had spoken to her on the phone. He didn’t know why she put up with it.
“Because she’s a martyr,” Max piped up again.
“Max,” Maddy scolded.
“Because she is loyal to a fault,” Sienna had spoken up then, emphasizing the word and arching her eyebrow at her brother. “Peter was nice and patient with our family situation when they first started dating, but that was only because he couldn’t get a woman as good as Cora.”
“He is just so boring,” Maddy said dramatically. “And he sucks the life right out of her.”
“And she let him do it,” Max had grumbled. “Clark told me that Cora lost her spark and passion after Mom and Dad died, and she virtually became an old woman overnight. And I think he is right. She needs to rediscover herself.” The teenager’s eyes came up over his screen, and he stared hard at Bishop. “And that means she does not need another boyfriend.”
“Max!” Both of his sisters had exclaimed his name in unison.
Bishop had been surprised - and somewhat encouraged - by their answers. Despite Max staring daggers at him. But when Cora had shown up, happy as a lark, she said nothing about it. She hurried up to her room with Sienna and then was back down with a duffel bag in less than ten minutes. Had something bad happened between Cora and Peter, Bishop assumed Cora would be upset.
Not only was he aggravated that he did not know. He was irritated with himself that he wanted to know so badly. He should not care. From what he had gleaned for himself over the last several days, Cora needed a new relationship like she needed a hole in her shoe. Everything about what he was feeling was a disaster waiting to happen.
Why did she have to wear magic perfume?
Frowning, Bishop rolled down his window. On top of everything, Bishop was almost sure he had spotted the navy sedan a few times. However, he wasn’t certain. He didn’t tell Cora. He didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily. Even though he was irritated by the reason for it, he enjoyed her smile more than he cared to admit.
They opted to go through the drive-thru for dinner to save time. As long as they stayed on track, they could make it to the cabin while there was still a little light in the sky. The long days leading up to the summer solstice were even longer the farther north one went. And Cora was eager to get there.
After Bishop was unusually grumpy with the cashier, Cora finally said something.
“Are you alright?” she asked. A text message came through, and she put down her chicken sandwich to answer it.
“Is that your fiancé?”

Damn it! He couldn’t help it. At least he sounded somewhat nonchalant.
“Sienna,” Cora corrected as she sent the text. Then she answered, almost as an afterthought, “I don’t have a fiancé anymore.”
Bishop would never have guessed how that one sentence could change his entire demeanor. 
“Oh, really?” Again, nonchalant. “You don’t seem too upset.”
“I know, right?” Cora sighed, thinking about it a little. “I should be more upset. I might be if I hadn’t caught him in the middle of fucking the town librarian.”
Bishop choked on the lemonade he was drinking.
“Or if I wasn’t so pissed at him.”
“For cheating?” Bishop coughed to clear his lungs of the beverage.
“No, for keeping a letter from me that Clark had given him at Christmas. Asshole,” Cora took a bite of her sandwich angrily.
“Was the letter another clue?”
“It is the clue,” Cora said, smiling again. “I know exactly where we need to look.”
“Very good,” Bishop said, returning her smile as he merged back onto the highway. And it was. Bishop felt like a brand-new man.
The rest of the trip was smooth until they reached the outskirts of the city of Iron Mountain. A large group of protesters was trying to block Main Street. Bishop was forced to stop in a line of cars as the local police began clearing the protesters.
“What are they protesting, exactly?” Cora asked, unsure of their message. 
“I’m not sure,” Bishop said, watching with interest.
In spite of all that, it was, in fact, still light out when they arrived at the cabin. A good-sized log cabin sat on a small hill overlooking a private lake. The driveway curved as it wound up the hill, blocking the view from the road. Although the cabin looked a bit weathered, the grounds were well taken care of.
“This is my godparents’ cabin,” Cora told him. “They live in Europe now. I don’t think anyone has been here in, like, five years. But I know they have people come every spring to open it up and every fall to winterize it. And they still pay for the lawn care weekly.”
“It’s nice,” Bishop glanced around the property and the cabin.
Cora jiggled the key in the lock. It had always been finicky. The door squeaked as she pushed it open. They immediately saw that the cabin had been ransacked, just like her hotel room and Clark’s apartment. Bishop grabbed Cora’s hand and pulled her behind him. His aggravation from before came rushing back.
Who the hell was this guy following them?
A quick check of the cabin proved that there was no one there. Cora appeared much less perturbed than he did. The window on the back door had been broken out to allow entry.
“Look,” she pointed out. “There are leaves everywhere inside the kitchen and water damage on the floor. I bet this happened a while ago.”
Bishop nodded, though he was not convinced. The fact that they were being followed by some unknown stalker was really beginning to piss him off. But he put it out of his mind when Cora came out of the bedroom in long pants and a jacket.
“Where are we going?” Bishop asked.
“Fairyland.” Cora smiled at him cryptically, wiggling her eyebrows.
The cabin was well stocked with supplies for surviving out in the wilderness. A small wardrobe by the front door held everything one might need for hiking. Cora grabbed a bottle of insect repellent and stepped out onto the front porch. She squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath as she saturated herself in a fog of bug spray.
“You are going to want this,” she told him, handing him the can. 
“We are going hiking?” Bishop asked, glancing at the quickly setting sun. The tall evergreens surrounding the cabin blocked most of the disappearing light, throwing much of the surrounding wooded area into the shadows. 
“Just a quick one,” she said. “It’s not too far.”
“Don’t we need to worry about bears or wolves?” he asked skeptically. “Or moose?”
“That is why we have this,” she said, stringing a necklace of bells around her neck. Then she did the same with a bottle of bear spray on a rope. “And this.”
“Are you sure we shouldn’t wait until the morning?”
“No way,” Cora shook her head as she grabbed two flashlights. She handed him one, her tone turning into a dare. “You can stay here if you're scared.”
Bishop grabbed the flashlight and rolled his eyes. He followed Cora around the back. She headed straight back to a trail. Or, at least, what had once been a trail. Apparently, the lawn service did not keep up with the hiking trails. The mosquitoes resembled a biblical plague, but the toxic insect repellent did its job of keeping them at bay.
“So, do you remember when I told you that Clark and I used to play make-believe? We could pretend we were adventurers searching for treasure in magical places?”
“Yes,” Bishop said, then swore as a branch slapped him in the face. 
“Well, ‘Fairyland’ was one we made up for here,” Cora informed him. 
“Your parents let you two run around out here in the woods?” Bishop's voice was disbelieving.
“This used to be a lot more cleared out.”
They climbed up an incline. Cora stopped when the trail ended at a large boulder. She shined the flashlight to the left. Then she marched straight into the thick brush to the right. She only went about ten feet before she stopped in front of an immense oak tree. 
“We’re here,” she whispered, excitement in her voice. She hurried around to the backside of the tree. She pointed the flashlight at a huge, natural hollow at the base of the tree. Then she dropped to her knees.
Bishop directed the beam of his flashlight into the hollow. Cora dug and clawed at the ground with her bare hands. Bishop marveled at how different she seemed now from the woman he had met a week ago. She showed no fear, only excited anticipation.
Maybe her brother had been right.
“Ah-ha,” Cora said. She curled her fingers into the ground at the back of the hollow and then used her body as leverage. As she leaned back, she pulled up a large flat rock that had been covering a hole at the bottom of the hollow. 
“I’ll be damned,” Bishop said softly as Cora pulled out a dirty metal box by the handle. 
“Fairyland,” she said, her voice nearly a giggle. 
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THE BOX WAS heavy. And appeared old. They stood at the kitchen table and stared at it. It looked like a box that a pirate would store his treasure in. Cora would have expected nothing less from Clark. However, the key was relatively new, so she knew the box was not an antique.
The key worked perfectly. The hinges squeaked softly as she carefully lifted the top. And then sucked in her breath. The box was filled with cash. Lots of cash.
“I think we found Nelson’s hundred grand,” Bishop remarked with a soft whistle. 
On top of the stacks of money, there was a piece of paper. It had the name and address of a local mine. Jasper Mine. Under that was a man’s name, Jamie Meskill, as well as a phone number. 
Cora pulled out her phone and tried the phone number. It went straight to voicemail. She hung up before leaving a message.
“I know this mine,” Cora said, her eyes dancing. “It isn’t far from here. Do you want to go check it out?”
“Now?” Bishop asked. It was almost ten o’clock, and night had officially fallen. 
“They have a public lookout,” Cora insisted. “At least, they used to. We can go just go and scope it out.”
“Is this ‘The Bug’ your family talks about?” Bishop said, glancing at her sideways. 
“More than likely,” Cora admitted. However, she did not care. She was wired from the Fairyland discovery. And she had never felt more alive.
“Okay,” Bishop shrugged. “I’m game.”
He reached down and re-locked the treasure box.
“Where should we hide it?” Cora asked, glancing around.
“This is coming with us,” Bishop said matter-of-factly, tucking it under his arm. “I certainly don’t trust leaving it here.”
“We could hide it back in Fairyland,” she suggested.
“No.”
Jasper Mine was a thirty-minute drive from the cabin. High fences surrounded the mine. There was a security guard station at the front entrance. However, Cora was right. Large signs directed them up a separate road to a public lookout. The one-lane dirt road climbed high before leveling out at the top.
The mine itself was a small, open-pit iron ore mine. It was much smaller than other open pit mines Cora had seen before on television, but it looked larger than she remembered it. The lookout was far enough away that it was not located on the property of the mine. But it gave a clear view of the mine below. Even this late, Cora and Bishop could see large vehicles moving along the angled steppes of the mine. Massive lights illuminated the equipment, churning along as the dirt and iron were collected out of the ground. Even from where they sat, they could hear the noise of the machinery below.
“We used to bring the twins up here when they were little,” Cora said. “Max loved the big machinery.”
“It’s impressive,” Bishop agreed. “What do you think it has to do with Tartaria?”
“Maybe it was a Tartarian mine?” Cora speculated with some amusement. 
However, when she glanced over, Cora saw that Bishop was not laughing. He was staring hard in the rearview mirror. She looked down into the side mirror - and saw the navy sedan not fifteen feet behind them. 
“Put on your seatbelt,” Bishop told her, not taking his eyes off the mirror.
Alarmed by his tone, Cora re-buckled herself in. “What are you going to do?”
He did not answer. He acted.
Bishop threw the truck into reverse and stomped on the gas. Cora’s body lurched forward. The truck raced backward. Cora grabbed onto the door handle as Bishop swung the steering wheel, turning the truck back and forth. The car was slow to respond, making Bishop’s maneuvers perfect for what he intended. Watching in the side mirror, Cora saw that he had masterfully trapped the car against a stone outcropping and several large trees. 
Bishop slammed on the brakes and threw the truck into park. 
“Stay here,” he barked, already leaping from the truck. 
His tone implied that he expected her to stay where she was. To be honest, she really would have. Even with her newfound freedom and sense of adventure, she had not thrown off her doormat personality overnight. Not even close. But she saw something that she did not think Bishop was aware of. 
The rear lights of the truck illuminated the sedan, now pinned behind them. The car was the identical make and model of the old navy sedan that had nearly run her down and been following them ever since. However, the car behind them now was black.
She jumped out of the truck to stop him. At the same time, Bishop yanked open the car’s driver’s side door. 
“What are you doing?” Bishop demanded, looking like he was about to reach in and haul the driver out. Then he stopped short. 
Cora saw the inside dome light from the car now clearly illuminated the black paint on the outside. Inside, two young adults stared up at him in terror. 
“We’re just smoking, man,” the young man in the driver’s seat exclaimed, holding up a burning joint. 
“Please,” the girl in the passenger seat cried. “We didn’t mean anything.”
Realizing his mistake, Bishop stepped back. Glancing over at Cora, he rolled his head as he turned and walked several paces away.
“We are so sorry,” Cora hurried to take his place. She tried to sound reassuring to the young couple, who looked like they were going to be ill. “We were being followed by a guy in a car like yours. We thought you we him.”
“No,” the driver said, his breathing heavy. He looked between Cora and Bishop as if they were crazy. “We just come up here to chill.”
"Again, so sorry,” Cora said. She dug into her pockets and pulled out the change for a fifty she had after their dinner on the way there. She shoved it at him through the open door. “Let us buy you dinner. Or weed. Or whatever you need.”
“What the hell?” the driver demanded, staring down at the bills, confused.
His girlfriend was less so. She reached over and snatched up the money. Behind Cora, Bishop was already in the truck, moving it forward to where they had been previously sitting. 
“You guys are crazy,” the driver exclaimed before slamming his door. 
Cora stepped out of the way as the sedan pulled forward. 
The car made a large circle around her and the truck. Once clear, the kid slammed the gas and shot gravel out from under the tires. Bishop stepped behind the truck as they sped away.
“Holy shit,” Bishop swore, visibly shaken. He started pacing, his boots crunching on the gravel. His body was tense, and she could see the guilty look on his face from the rear lights of the truck.
Suddenly, Cora saw the absurdity of the situation. The adrenaline and the tension of the last week began to bubble up inside of her. She briefly wondered if she should feel guilty as well. Either way, she could not stop her reaction.
“Did you see those poor kids’ faces?” she asked as the laughter came.
Bishop stopped to look at her strangely. But her laughter became contagious, and he smiled. 
It was not long before Cora’s laughter filled the night. The fear and uncertainty she had been feeling for so long melted away. The release of pent-up emotions was wonderful. When Bishop started to laugh with her, it set off a whole new round for her. Cora laughed until her sides hurt, and tears fell from her eyes.
Finally, she let out a deep breath, controlling the uncontrollable. She wiped her eyes as they both climbed back into the truck and grinned at him.
“Let’s go back to the cabin.”
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CORA SLEPT BETTER than she had in weeks. Months even. The smell of coffee coming from the kitchen woke her. The morning light filtering in through the bedroom window roused her from the bed. She padded out into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. 
Although the cabin had no food, there was still coffee. Cora poured herself a cup. She noticed that Bishop had cleaned up the broken glass from the back door and boarded it up with some cardboard. Smiling, she headed out to the front porch. Bishop had pulled two chairs outside. He was watching the antics of two squirrels in a tree in the front yard.
“Morning,” he said, looking up at her in the open doorway.
“Good morning,” Cora smiled. “Did you sleep well?”
Cora had given Bishop the master bedroom. She preferred to sleep in the bed that she had when she was growing up. He smiled back at her.
“Better than my bed at home,” he said.
Before Cora could sit, she heard her phone ringing from inside. She thought about ignoring it and finishing her coffee first. But it was probably Sienna, who would be worried if she did not answer.
She had left her phone charging on the kitchen counter the night before. However, it wasn’t Siena. It was the phone number she had called the night before. The one from Clark’s treasure box.
“Hello?” 
“Who is this?” the voice on the other end sounded suspicious. 
“Hi, is this Jamie Meskill? My name is Cora Watts, Clark’s sister.”
Hearing Jamie’s name, Bishop stood up and leaned on the door frame. Cora switched the phone to speaker so he could hear as well. 
There was a pause, and then Jamie's voice turned angry. 
“Your brother has got a lot of nerve having you call me,” Jamie said. “He really screwed me over. And then just ghosted me.”
Cora glanced at Bishop, unsure how to respond.
“My brother has been missing for the last six months,” she said. “He didn’t tell me to call you. I found your name and number in his things. I was hoping you could tell me if you knew anything.”
Another long pause.
“Your brother offered me a…” Jamie hesitated. “A reward for helping him.”
“You mean the hundred grand?” Cora guessed. 
“We shouldn’t be discussing this over the phone,” Jamie said in a rush. 
“Can we meet?” She glanced at Bishop, who nodded in approval. “Some place public.”
Yet another pause.
“Meet me in an hour at The Cracked Egg. It’s a diner in Iron Mountain.”
“How will I know who you are?”
“I’ll have on a red cap and a blue jacket.”
“Got it,” Cora said, adding. “I will be with my partner.”
Cora was not sure if Jamie had heard her last statement as the call ended abruptly. She grinned at Bishop, feeling excitement begin to course through her. 
“We should probably call Dale,” she suggested, biting her lower lip.
“I was thinking the same thing.”
Cora had already programmed Dale Nelson’s phone number into her contacts. She kept the speaker on. Dale answered on the second ring.
“Hello, Ms. Watts,” he answered. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.”
“You mean after we found your tracking devices?” Bishop spoke up.
“Indeed, Mr. Taylor,” Dale said. Cora could not determine if he sounded irritated or amused. “Your friend had my men driving all over Northern Kentucky trying to find you.”
“Good,” Bishop smiled. “We told you to call off your goons.”
“I assure you that I only sent them for your protection.”
Bishop bit his tongue and rolled his eyes.
“Mr. Nelson,” Cora continued. “We found your money.”
“Really?” Dale’s tone became interested. “Did you find your brother as well?”
“No, unfortunately not. However, we know what Clark intended to use it for. He was going to pay off a man for information.”
“What kind of information?”
“Honestly, we’re not sure. We are meeting him in an hour. But I am assuming it is something big if Clark was going to pay him so much.”
“Where are you?” Dale asked.
Cora hesitated, glancing at Bishop. After a minute, he nodded.
“We are in Iron Mountain,” she answered. 
“California?” Dale sounded confused.
“Michigan,” Cora corrected him. 
“Ah,” he said in understanding.
“Mr. Nelson, my question is, do you want us to buy the information with your money? Or should we just bring the money back to you?” 
Cora actually held her breath. She didn’t want to admit how much she wanted Jamie Meskill’s information. But if it meant getting Clark off the hook, she would happily drive the money straight back to Kentucky.
“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course, pay the man. As long as you think it is a good tip. I already told you, money is not the issue in this situation.”
“Alright then,” Cora smiled wide. “We will be in touch.”
 
 
 



 
25
 
AN HOUR LATER, Cora and Bishop were sitting in a booth at the back of the small diner. They were lucky to get a table, as the place was packed. The protesters were back again in full force today, and Cora was still unclear about exactly what they were protesting.
The bell above the door jingled as Jamie Meskill walked in. Cora raised her hand and waved to him. He made his way over, glaring at the people milling around and blocking the way.
“Jamie?” she asked as he slid into the booth facing them. He nodded. “I’m Cora, and this is Bishop.” 
Just then, a man tried to squeeze past a group of people. He was forced to lean into the booth. His jacket caught Jamie’s hat and nearly knocked it off.
“These damn protesters,” Jamie growled, giving the guy a dirty look. “I wish they would just leave already.”
“What are they protesting?” Cora asked.
“The Jasper Mining company,” Jamie frowned. “There is an old abandoned mine near their open-pit mine. The company wants to cave it in and expand the mining pit. But the protesters are up in arms.”
A waitress came by their table and set a coffee mug down in front of Jamie. She wore a big smile as she poured him a cup. 
“You want the regular, Jamie?” she asked as she refilled Cora’s and Bishop’s mugs. 
“No thanks, Bridgette,” he said, forcing a smile for her sake. “We won’t be here long.”
When the waitress walked away, Jamie leaned forward and picked up where he had left off.
“The environmentalists are worried about the wildlife. The historians want it to be preserved, like the one here in town. They want it made into a museum or something. Plus, there is a question of who actually owns the land.” Jamie waved his hand. “It’s all one big mess. The problem is, most of these people aren’t even from here.”
“Do you work for the mining company?” Cora asked. The question agitated him further.
“I used to,” he hissed. “Before I told my boss to shove it,” he leaned in farther. His voice dropped to a mere whisper. “Because your brother promised to pay me for the information I have.” 
Cora leaned forward and whispered as well. “What information is that?”
Jamie looked from side to side to make sure no one was listening. “On the original schematics of the old mine, there was a drift-“ Jamie stopped himself, correcting his use of the mining jargon. “A tunnel - to nowhere. Your brother was awfully interested in whatever was at the end of that tunnel. Unfortunately, the tunnel is blocked off, and you can’t get there from the main shaft.”
“How do you know?” Bishop asked.
“Because I snuck Clark in one night. The main shaft of the old mine is near the pit. The company fenced it in when all these protesters started showing up. We went down the shaft and scoped it out.”
“So, it’s boarded up? Or caved it.”
Jamie shook his head. “No, it’s weird. It is solid rock. It’s like the tunnel was never fully connected.”
“Then why was my brother going to give you the money?” Cora asked.
Jamie looked around again. Bishop answered before he did.
“You know a back way to the tunnel, don’t you?”
“Shhh,” Jamie hissed.
“Why does it matter if anyone hears?” Bishop asked, obliging him by lowing his voice to a whisper.
“Because if these protesters find out about the tunnel, it will probably push back the mining company’s plans indefinitely. They will want to inspect it and research it. And you do not want to piss off the people at the mining company.”
“Will you take us to the place you were going to take Clark?” Cora asked, trying to make her tone neutral.
“Absolutely not,” Jamie sat back, shaking his head. “Besides, it’s too dangerous now. The mining company has been doing random blasting every couple of days. I suspect they are just trying to piss off the protesters. But that tunnel could be caved in by now.”
“What if we could offer you the same deal as Clark?” Bishop asked.
That piqued his interest real quick. Jamie glanced at Cora, then back at Bishop.
“It’s dangerous, even without the recent blasting,” he said. “You are going to need rappelling gear.”
“That’s not a problem,” Bishop said with a smile.
“Alright,” Jamie said with a determined nod. He finished his coffee and set the mug down with an audible thunk. “You can follow me out there.”
Forty-five minutes later, Bishop pulled his truck onto an old access drive. Jamie had led them a back way, so they did not pass the main entrance of the mine. Cora was turned around, but Bishop pointed to her right. 
“We are close to the backside of the pit mine,” he told her.
 In front of them, Jamie got out of his own truck to open the gate. They slowly took the road up a steep incline. It was grown over. Cora had to roll up her window as the long branches of the surrounding trees pulled and scratched the truck. The road opened up to a small level turnaround, which is where Jamie parked. 
“How do I know you aren’t going to cheat me like your brother?” Jamie asked as Bishop pulled out his caving gear. 
Cora was too excited at their possible discovery that she did not even register the reality of what Bishop was doing. She grabbed the metal box out of the back of the truck and quickly unlocked it. Jamie’s eyes widened, and he looked to be almost salivating.
“Where are the schematics?” Bishop asked. 
Jamie pulled a weathered piece of paper out of his back pocket, his eyes never leaving the money. Bishop unfolded it and placed it on the tailgate. 
“Where is the cave opening?” 
“I’ve never been down there, but I assume it is here,” Jamie put his finger on the tailgate, off to the side of the paper. 
“If you’ve never been down there, how do you know that it connects?” Cora asked.
“I don’t, for sure,” Jamie answered. “I just heard stories when I was growing up about it. But your brother was sure it did.”
“How far is the hike to the opening?” Bishop asked, securing a bundle of rope across his chest.
“About half a mile,” Jamie said.
Bishop handed Cora a backpack. She took it without question, more interested in looking at the old mine schematics. Bishop put on his own backpack and grabbed the box of money. He turned to Jamie.
“Lead on,” he said.
They had not gone a hundred feet when they heard an explosion off in the distance. Jamie immediately looked nervous.
“See?” he said. “This might be a bad idea.”
Bishop glanced at Cora. She looked as excited as a kid at Christmas. 
“We can at least go and check it out,” Bishop told him, and Jamie continued leading them into the woods. 
Jamie led them to a massive cave mouth on the backside of a ridge. Cora thought it looked like a large, natural amphitheater. It was beautiful. As they walked farther back into it, the ground turned to rock, matching the cave walls. She studied the backside to see where the cave led.
Whether Cora had been lying to herself or she just did not consider exactly what Jamie had been saying, she could not say for sure. She was much too excited about the prospect of finding out whatever Clark had been so interested in. However, the reality of the situation quickly hit her.
There was no opening at the back side of the amphitheater. Instead, there was a giant hole in the ground. The natural light shone down a couple of feet, illuminating the sides of the hole. Beyond that, it was pure blackness.
Cora stopped short. Her fear came rushing back. She felt her hands begin to sweat, and her heart rate rose significantly. Bishop stepped right up to the edge and looked in. While Bishop studied the mouth of the pit cave, she deliberately took several steps back. 
Bishop looked back at her. Her expression could not have been any clearer as she shook her head.
“Nope.”
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“ALRIGHT, WELL, MY part is done here,” Jamie said, eying the box of money again.
“The box goes in with us,” Bishop shook his head. “You can have it when we get back out.”
“No way. That wasn’t the deal.” Jamie exclaimed. “What if you don’t even come back out?”
Cora visibly paled at the suggestion. 
“Alright,” Bishop sighed. He walked over and handed the box to Jamie and then the key. “But just know this. If you are lying to us, you are going to have to deal with our backers. And if you think the mining company people are scary, I promise they will seem like kittens compared to the people we work with.”
“I’m not lying,” Jamie insisted defensively. “This is exactly the spot that Clark wanted me to bring him to before he disappeared.” He looked between Bishop and Cora. “Good luck,” he said before taking off the way they had come.
Bishop calmly began unpacking his gear. Next, he took the backpack from Cora and began unpacking that as well. Cora stared at the hole. She was having an argument with herself in her head. Every time she thought she had talked herself into going into that dark, black cave, she quickly talked herself right back out. 
Finally, she brought the argument out in the open.
“How are we going to get down?” she asked him. “I don’t have any idea how to rappel.”
“We can tandem rappel. You won’t have to do anything.”
“Well, then, how are we going to get back out?” she asked, her voice rising an octave.
“I will get you out,” Bishop answered with confidence, unwrapping some rope. 
Cora shook her hands out in front of her. She began to pace back and forth. He was too confident. Granted, in this situation, that was what a normal person would want. But her panic made her think he should at least be somewhat concerned. 
“What if something happens? What if one of us gets hurt? What if a beaver comes and chews through the rope?” She knew she was spiraling and that her questions were becoming ridiculous, but she couldn’t help it.
Bishop walked over to her, forcing her to stop her pacing. He took her sweaty hands in his. His were warm and dry and not shaking at all.
“Do you trust me?” he asked, looking her directly in the eye.
Shit. 
She did not want to admit it - at least not in this situation. But she did trust him. He had already saved her life more than once. Cora nodded. 
“You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” he told her, squeezing her hands for reassurance. “But I’ve got you.”
“But what if we don’t come back out?” she whispered, repeating what Jamie had said.
“I’ve already texted my buddies and your sister. If we don’t contact them in three hours, they will send re-enforcements.”
“Okay,” she said, nodding again. “Let’s do it.”
Bishop worked quickly then, no doubt worried she would change her mind again. He helped her into the harness. She braced her hands on his shoulders. She held him tighter, feeling like she was going to lose her footing. Strangely, she was no longer worried about the scary hole.
His muscles rippled under her hands as he moved. She breathed in his delicious, clean, masculine scent. As he checked her harness, his lips were so close that all she had to do was turn her head….
Abruptly, Bishop cinched up the harness. 
“Whoa!” she cried and then let out a little laugh as she felt like he might actually be trying to give her a wedgie.
“That’s the hardest part,” he told her with a smile. 
Cora took a few steps, getting used to the awkward feel of it.
Bishop led her closer to the cave mouth. He began securing her harness to his with multiple hooks and knots. He rotated her body so that she stood perpendicular in front of him. 
“Okay, sit down,” he told her.
She was confused, but she did what he said. However, she did not make it to the ground. Instead, she hung halfway down his body, gently swinging.
“This is how you are going to ride down,” he told her. “Just like a swing at the playground.”
“Not even close,” Cora told him. 
Bishop laughed. He began to connect himself to one of the ropes that he had secured around a massive bolder near the cave mouth. 
“What is the other rope for?” she asked. He had sent down a rope with more gear tied to the end.
“Just in case,” he told her. Once he was satisfied they were sufficiently strapped in, he looked at her.
“Okay, we are going to walk together back to the mouth of the cave. Once we clear it, you are going to be hanging. It’s about a two-hundred feet vertical drop. All you have to do is relax. Easy, peasy.”
The ‘two-hundred feet’ spiked her heartbeat.
“What is the deepest you have ever done?” she asked quickly,hopeful the answer might make her feel better. It did not.
“About fifteen hundred feet,” he said. “Ready?”
Cora swallowed hard and nodded. She was afraid if she said anything more, she was going to throw up. She could do this. 
It was one of the scariest things she had ever done on purpose. They slowly backed over the edge. Bishop sat back in his harness. Cora was almost in his lap. She felt his body behind hers, and it was the only reason she didn’t pass out.
“Breathe.” Cora heard his calm voice in her ear. She intentionally inhaled and realized she had been holding her breath.
She tried her best to be silent. But as Bishop pushed them away from the wall and slowly lowered them past the edge, Cora let out a highly concerned “woooooo.” It echoed throughout the cave. And suddenly, she was swinging in front of him.
It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. As Bishop slowly free-rappelled straight down, Cora’s fear melted away. The cave was incredible. It was massive. Light filtered down from the opening and showed the cave was almost as big as the amphitheater on the top side of the ground. 
“Oh, Bishop,” she whispered, now realizing why he did this. “It’s beautiful.”
Regardless of her newfound appreciation, Cora felt much better once her feet touched the ground. 
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BISHOP WAS DISAPPOINTED when they reached the cave floor. He would have preferred at least another couple hundred feet with her so near. He liked that Cora appreciated the natural beauty of the cave. He liked, even more, her hands on his shoulders as he unhooked her harness from his. Without being consciously aware, it took him longer than usual to complete the task. 
Bishop grabbed the other pack he had sent down on the first line. He grabbed the flashlights and the headlamps out of it and then secured it across his chest. He handed a flashlight to Cora, and they began to explore.
The light from the cave mouth illuminated the middle of the cave. To the left and right were two huge caverns that disappeared into the darkness. Straight ahead was a circular opening. It looked like it had been carved into the rock ages ago, but it was probably just natural. During his years of caving, Bishop had seen many things that were made by nature that looked man-made.
Given where the Jasper Mine was located, as well as the old schematics, the circular opening was their best option. They started down the long passageway. Cora stayed close behind him. The passage was at least twenty feet tall. It circled around them, reminding Bishop of an enormous lava tube. He would have also guessed the tunnel was man-made as well. But the sides were smooth as glass as if water had shaped it at one point ages before. 
“Why aren’t there any bats?” Cora asked suddenly. “Does that mean there is something in here the bats might be scared of?”
“Like a Yeti?” Bishop asked with amusement. 
“Or a Chupacabra,” Cora retorted without missing a beat. Bishop laughed out loud, the sound echoing off the smooth rock. 
The passage continued on for another hundred yards before opening up into another cavern. This one was much smaller than the pit cave but was still at least a hundred feet tall, as well as wide. Directly across from them was another round opening. 
“Look at this,” Cora hurried to the other side, her flashlight pointed to the rock wall next to the opening. Carved into the smooth rock was an eight-pointed star. 
Bishop quickly pulled the metal puzzle box out of his pack. He handed it to Cora so she could open it. When she had the eight petals opened on the top, she turned it sideways and placed it into the carving. 
It fit perfectly. It did not engage because it was a replica. But the petals were far enough back that it almost looked like they would spin behind the rock itself. Cora looked over at the round opening. If the puzzle box was a key, it had already been used to open the passage.
“Are these doorways?” she asked, her headlamp shining on the sides of the opening. She put her flashlight in her back pocket to feel the sides of the opening with her fingers. “What if there are huge stone slabs in there, like pocket doors that roll out with the key?”
Bishop stepped through the circular opening into a cavern nearly double the size of the first one. The immense space seemed to eat up the lights of the headlamp and his flashlight. He took another couple of steps, arching his head to look up at the ceiling.
He should have been looking down.
He heard the sharp ‘click’ an instant before his foot sunk into the ground. He pointed his flashlight down. This floor was covered in what looked like stone tiles. The one he had just stepped on had lowered at least three inches.
“What is that?” Cora asked. 
Before he could answer, they heard more clicking sounds. The clicks began to get louder. 
“Cora. Don’t move.”
“Is that a booby trap?” The anxiety in her voice was palpable. 
Suddenly, noises began to erupt from all angles of the cavern. They echoed off of the walls, making them even louder. It sounded like giant gears turning. Bishop heard the blood rushing through his ears. He did not know if he should run or stay where he was. 
Without warning, everything went silent. A bright light flashed to his right, along the wall near the ceiling. It split and began to shoot out in either direction. The light emanated from a crevice in the wall. Whatever was making the light was hidden. The light moved fast, like liquid, circling the entire room. When the two beams met at the wall on the other end of the room, it created one continuous beam of light. Like some kind of ancient track lighting, it lit up the entire space.
Bishop and Cora stared at the room in amazement. Cora took off her headlamp and dropped it next to the puzzle box. She no longer needed it. The room was basically an enormous dome. The bottom of the walls were smooth, like the tunnel they had come through. But the dome was covered in intricate, carved designs.
Gently, Bishop raised his foot. The tile returned to its original position. When no spears came flying out of the walls to impale him, he reasoned the tile was some ancient light switch.
“Is this the free energy the Tartarian people were talking about?” Cora asked as she walked closer to the wall. The source of the light was hidden behind the stone fixture that circled the entire room. It was almost twenty feet up, closer to the dome. 
“It could be,” Bishop said, his eyes searching for some type of power source. 
Four massive pillars sat in the four directions of the room. Across the expanse of the room sat another circle opening. However, this door had been blocked by stone and rubble. There was no damage to the dome to indicate that it had collapsed. The top of the circle doorway was still intact. The ruble must have been brought in to block the way.
Bishop pulled out his phone to take some pictures. He frowned down at it. It was completely dead, even though they had both made sure their phones were charged on the way here from The Cracked Egg. 
“Is your phone working?” he asked.
Cora pulled hers out and shook her head. Hers was dead, too.
Bishop crossed the room. He tested the sturdiness of the rubble pile, then slowly climbed up. Curious, Cora followed him up. He turned and offered his hand to help her. They went far enough to see through the opening at the top. The hole was probably about three feet in diameter. Bishop shined his light. It looked like it was another arched passageway, except this one angled down - steeply. Farther down, he thought he could see a dim light.
Cora quickly scrambled back down the rubble pile to the solid ground. She appeared to breathe better when she was away from the opening.
“I can’t do that one, Bishop,” she told him honestly.
“No,” he agreed as he unwound his rope. “You are not going down there.”
“Totally on board with that plan,” she said with a nod. And then she realized he was prepping his gear. “Wait, you are going down there?” 
“We need to see what’s down there, don’t we?” he asked, tying his rope to one of the pillars.
“No,” she answered immediately. “No, we do not.”
Bishop hesitated, confused. “You don’t want to know what else is down there?”
“Not if it means sending you down into that,” she pointed at the opening, the anxiety kicking up in her voice. “We are in an ancient, free-energy cavern right now. I’m sure that is quite enough proof for Dale and his backers and everybody else. We should go back.”
Bishop paused. The truth was, he wanted to see what was down there. In his wildest dreams, he never would have guessed that they would have found anything like this. He felt the excitement he had experienced when he first discovered the possibility of Tartaria years ago. And that was just on the screen. This was a reality he could not have imagined. 
No, he didn’t want to see. He needed to see. 
“Just please be careful,” she said, then tried to make a joke. “I can’t make it out of this stupid cave without you.”
Bishop stared at her. Before he could overthink it, his long stride closed the space between them. He wrapped his arm around her back and pulled her against him. Bishop saw the anticipation on her face before he lowered his lips to hers. 
She felt amazing in his arms. And she tasted even better than that. He kissed her with the passion he had been holding back since he had met her. And she responded in kind, grabbing him by the back of the neck and pulling him down closer. 
When he pulled away, they were both breathless. She clung to him, her blue eyes clouded with passion. Bishop was loath to let her go. If he had any sense, he would leave right now and take her back to the cabin and make love to her all day and night. But the draw of what was on the other side of that pile of rubble was too much. 
Bishop grabbed the rope and secured himself to it. He hurried up the pile of rocks to the hole and then slowly lowered his legs through it. He leaned back into the familiar feeling of nothingness. Bishop looked up at her one last time.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said.
“You better,” she said with a smile. 
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CORA’S STOMACH WAS in her throat as she watched Bishop's ball-capped head disappear behind the pile of rubble. She stood frozen to the spot, chewing her still tingling bottom lip, waiting for… she did not know what. Not long after, she heard his voice come through the opening.
“Cora,” he called. She hurried forward, gingerly climbing a couple of steps up the rubble pile. 
“Yes, I’m here.” She called back.
“Stay away from the opening. There is a huge chasm down here. I don’t know how deep it goes.”
Cora immediately scurried back down. 
“I am totally on board with that plan,” she raised her voice to make up for the new distance.
Movement caught Cora’s eye, and she looked toward the circle doorway they had come through, still shrouded in darkness. She inhaled sharply as a figure stepped forward into the light. He was holding a gun. And a… machete? And Cora was pretty sure she was hallucinating. 
She randomly thought of the Oracle of Delphi and the gas vapors that were said to have caused the visions. Was she high on some sort of vapor? How else could she be seeing who she was seeing?
“Walter?” she asked.
“I’m surprised you even remember me.” He took a few steps toward her.
“Of course I do,” she said, still wondering if she was talking to a figment of her imagination. “You sold me my phone less than a week ago…” Cora’s voice trailed off as everything suddenly clicked into place.
“It was you,” she said softly. “In the navy sedan. And you’ve been tracking me through my phone.”
“Well done, Nancy Drew,” Walter sneered. 
“What are you doing here?” Cora asked, taken aback by his nasty demeanor.
“Where is the puzzle box?” he demanded, waving his gun at her for effect.
“It’s right behind you,” she said. She pointed at where she had placed the box while she inspected the side of the doorway, next to her headlamp. 
Walter turned and saw the puzzle box on the floor. “I was right. You don’t deserve this.” He dropped the machete and picked it up. Cora watched him struggle to put it in the messenger bag at his side with one hand. “You just leave it on the floor like it is nothing.”
“What are you talking about?”
“This is a key to Tartaria,” Walter said, excitement in his voice. “You didn’t even know Tartaria existed a week ago. And Bishop spent most of last year trying to disprove it. This belongs in the hands of someone who appreciates it. Someone who can really use it.”
“Walter,” Cora said, a bit dumbfounded. “Look where we are standing.” She pointed to the lights. “Those are powered by free energy up there. This whole place is proof of some lost history.”
“You’re so small-minded,” he jeered. “If anything, this is some random outpost of the Tartarian empire. There are so many better places you could be looking. And I am sure that is why your brother gave up on this place, too.”
Or Walter was letting his fear cloud his judgment. Cora saw it in his eyes as he looked past her to the opening on top of the rubble heap. He was even more terrified than she was of whatever was on the other side of that pile of rocks. Did he know something that they did not? Either way, she was not going to argue with this unstable man. The more he spoke, the more he waved the gun around.
“Walter, the puzzle box isn't even the original. It’s a replica.”
“Liar,” he hissed.
“Whatever, Walter,” Cora told him. “You can take the box. No problem.”
“Oh, but it is a problem, Ms. Know-it-all. Now you know that it was me, so you can turn me in.”
Cora felt tendrils of fear trail down her spine.
“I won’t tell anyone.”
“Nice try,” Walter said, waving the gun toward the hole. “Get up there.”
Cora glanced up at the hole and then back at him. Her fear of the dark void superseded her fear of a crazy man with a gun. She slowly shook her head.
“Or I can just shoot you,” he snapped impatiently, swinging the gun in a wide arc. 
Deep down, Cora did not really think he was going to shoot her. She dove for the pillar, anyway. Of course, she could not have dodged a bullet. But she moved before he even had the gun pointed at her. And his aim was terrible. 
The gun went off, the bullet bouncing off the wall behind her.
“Cora!” She heard Bishop’s voice, far away, coming up from the hole. 
She saw the rope begin to move back and forth as Bishop climbed back up. And so did Walter. Without another thought, he walked straight over to the pillar it was tied to and brought his machete down hard.
“No!” Cora cried as the machete sliced through the rope. 
She raced for the pile of rubble, desperate to catch the end rope before it disappeared through the hole. Miraculously, she was able to grab it. But it was only the last two feet. She squeezed with all her might. But neither her hands nor her arms were strong enough. The rope ripped through her hands, burning the skin off of her palms. 
Cora watched in horror as the frayed end of the rope zipped to the top of the rubble pile and disappeared over it. She clambered to the top, ignoring the pain in her hands and the Bishop’s earlier warning. 
“Bishop!” she screamed, craning her head over the top to look down the hole. 
She did not hear an answer before she was shoved violently from behind. Part of the rocks gave way. Suddenly, she was on the back side of the rubble heap, being carried by an avalanche of gravel - head first. And for the second time that week, she was falling into darkness. 
 
 
 



 
29
 
CORA SCREAMED THE moment she felt Walter’s hands on her back. She kept screaming as she fell down the slope, part of the heap falling with her. If she was going to fall to her death, she was going to scream the entire way down.
There was nothing to stop her. She reached for the side of the tunnel, but it was as smooth as the tunnels they had come through earlier. She could not grab the rocks beneath her because they were moving with her. Or at least the top layer.
She saw a dim light below her, and she briefly wondered if she was already dead. The light was getting brighter, while the end of the sloped tunnel was getting larger. And still, she screamed.
Cora felt Bishop’s hand a millisecond before she shot out of the tunnel. His hand grasped her around the wrist, and she squeezed as hard as she could. The pain in her hand had all but vanished now that it was her only salvation. 
She flew out over an infinite void of darkness underneath her. Bishop had called it a ‘chasm.’ It was more like a black hole. Using the inertia of her body, he swung her in a wide arc. She was literally flying.
She hit the bottom of the ledge hard. Bishop’s arms came up around her. He rolled them several times until they hit a solid wall of rock. They were as far away from the edge as possible. 
They stopped with Cora on top of him. She looked up at him to convince herself they were both alive. And then she buried her face in his chest. Bishop dropped his head back with a sigh. Cora felt his heart pounding, and she moved up and down with his ragged breathing.
“What happened?”
“Walter,” Cora looked up at Bishop, the disbelief apparent in her voice.
“Who?”
“Walter Shields, the conspiracy guy. And the one who sold me my phone. He is one from the navy sedan?”
“What?” 
“He wanted the puzzle box.”
“What the hell?” Bishop whispered. “Did he hurt you?”
“Besides shoving me into the abyss?” Cora asked dryly. “Are you okay? When he cut your rope…” Her voice trailed off, unwilling to say it out loud. Especially since they were now on a ledge at the top of an underground Grand Canyon. One that she did not even want to look at yet.
Cora frowned as she looked down at Bishop. How was she seeing his face right now? She did not have her headlamp. And his was turned off. And the only way that she had seen the dark of the void was because there was light to contrast it. She slowly turned her head to the source of that light.
“Oh, my,” she barely breathed at what she saw.
Across the massive chasm, a large, ancient building sat high above it. It looked to be carved out of the rock that it sat on. Giant rock formations, just as tall, like enormous stalagmites reaching for the sky, surrounded it. However, it wasn’t the sky. It was rock above as well. 
But it glowed. A blueish-grey light emanated from the rock sky, as if the top of the mountain was translucent, allowing light from the outside world in. It illuminated the ancient building, as well as allowed Cora to see Bishop’s face. She looked at him now.
“Tartaria,” he whispered. 
Cora’s eyes were drawn back to the impossible sight. It was incredible. It was beautiful. She could have stared at it for hours.
There was no possible way over the huge black abyss. Based on the path leading up to the building on the other side, Cora guessed there used to be a bridge. But there certainly wasn’t one now. 
Suddenly, a deep thunder rumbled. It came from all around them and echoed against the stone walls, the noise continuing on and on.
“Explosives,” they said in unison.
Quickly, Bishop grabbed the rope that he was still connected to and secured her harness to it. Carefully and hugging the wall as much as possible, Cora climbed off of Bishop. The ledge they were on was only about six feet wide. Way too narrow for her liking.
“How are we going to get out of here?” Cora asked, feeling some of her fear return. There was no way they were getting back up the way they came. 
“Look down to your right,” he told her.
There was a hole, smaller than the one on top of the rubble heap. It was located about a foot above the ledge itself.
“What is that?” Cora asked, alarmed.
“Our way out,” he told her. 
“How do you know?”
Another round of thunder commenced. This time, it felt like the entire ledge shook.
“It’s our only option,” he told her. 
Bishop took off his knife and cut off the excess rope. Now they were only tied to each other. That way, they would not get tangled on anything as they crawled through the passage.
“What if we get stuck?”
Bishop stepped in front of her to move past her. He momentarily pinned her against the wall. He held her gaze with his. The blueish-grey light softened his features.
“I’m going to lead you out,” he told her calmly. “If I can get through, you can get through.”
Cora nodded, realizing there was no other way. 
The thunder rolled again, followed by a loud crack. Bishop turned his head, and they both watched a huge chunk of the rock sky break off and crash into the ancient building. Cora winced. They needed to get out of there to stop the mining company from blasting. They were going to destroy it. 
Bishop bent over and disappeared into the passage. There were only about five feet of rope between them. As Bishop moved, it grew taunt. Sending up a silent prayer, Cora crawled in after him. 
“Wait,” she called up to Bishop. Cora turned back for one last look. It really was incredible. She wished their phones were working so they could take pictures. She wished Clark was here. She wished her father could have seen this. 
The thunder rumbled again. Inside the small passage, it was deafening. 
“Cora! Move!” 
The drill sergeant nature of Bishop’s voice had her moving. His strong yank on the rope attached to her harness helped. Together, his voice and the yank were almost more motivating than Cora watching a massive chunk of rock the size of Bishop’s truck free-falling just beyond the small opening. A jagged edge of the rock caught the ledge they had just been on. The ledge shattered into a million pieces and followed the massive stone into the abyss.
Cora scrambled after Bishop on her hands and knees. She ignored the shooting pain coming from them. She focused her eyes on the light ahead of her coming from Bishop’s headlamp. It was the only light she could see.
The tunnel weaved back and forth. A few times, she could not see the light from Bishop’s lamp when he turned a sharp corner. Those moments were some of the scariest of her life - trapped underground in complete darkness. The rope attaching her to Bishop became her lifeline, both physically and mentally. 
The thunder came again. Three in rapid succession.
Boom! Boom! Boom!
Cora screamed as she felt dirt and gravel falling on her legs.
“It’s collapsing!” 
“We are almost there!” Bishop yelled. 
Cora could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. It propelled her faster. This mouth of the tunnel was smaller than the opening they entered through. In fact, it looked horrifyingly tiny.
BOOM!
A final blast rocked her entire foundation. Her knee slipped, and she stumbled, falling flat. She looked up. She saw the gavel begin to fall between her and Bishop as the tunnel began to finally give way. 
She wasn't going to make it.
Bishop dove out of the opening. The weight of his body over the edge yanked the rope hard. Cora’s harness jerked a split second before she was launched from the mouth of the tunnel. She flew out of the opening on a plume of dust and gravel as the tunnel collapsed. Somehow, she had turned over, so she was looking up at the beautiful blue sky. For a split second, she felt like she was floating. 
Cora slammed into the ground flat on her back. She had fallen straight down almost three feet. It knocked the wind from her lungs. 
Before she could try to inhale, she began to slide. She was on a steep incline. The dead leaves and undergrowth served as a toboggan, racing her down the slope before she even knew what was happening. And she was speeding up.
Her harness jerked again. Cora’s body wrenched.
But mercifully, she had stopped moving. And she could breathe again.
Cora looked up. Bishop held onto a tree growing at an angle out of the inclined ground. The five feet of rope connecting them was what had stopped her. 
They were alive. They were outside. They had made it. 
And they had found Tartaria.
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ONE WEEK LATER
 
It was gone. All of it.
After a week of no sleep and searching the mountain from top to bottom, Bishop had finally accepted that fact. There was no trace of what he and Cora had seen in the cave. He had never felt as discouraged and dejected as he did now. The worst part was that none of it made any sense whatsoever. In fact, it was unimaginable. But that was where things stood now. Unless there was a massive cover-up happening, the impossible had happened.
Bishop stood on Cora’s doorstep. He had not seen her all week. And he missed her. But he was also worried that this was going to be their last meeting. 
Cora opened the door, and he drank in the sight of her. She walked straight into his arms, her head resting on his chest and her arms squeezing his sides. 
Bishop wrapped his arms around her and felt the tension leave his body. He was careful not to hug her too tightly. He did not want to hurt her. Miraculously, she had not been too injured during their harrowing escape, but she had been pretty banged up. The few times he had spoken with her the past week, she assured him she was healing well. But he was still cautious. 
She stepped back out of his arms and smiled up at him. He wanted to hold her longer. He wanted to kiss her. But he was pretty sure that opportunity was long gone. 
“I take it your meeting did not go well?” she said, tilting her head.
Bishop shook his head, the disappointment clear on his face. 
“Do you think they are lying?” she asked. 
For some reason, she showed no signs of disappointment or discouragement. On the contrary, she seemed happy, well-rested, and relaxed. Bishop reminded himself that it was never about finding Tartaria for her. It was always about finding her brother. 
Nevertheless, her reaction was a little odd. Maybe she had convinced herself that it wasn’t real. She had told him that she had thought she was hallucinating when Walter showed up in the cave. She mentioned the Oracle of Delphi and gas vapors. Perhaps she thought she had imagined everything.
To be honest, he could not blame her if she did. Twenty-four hours after they had discovered Tartaria, swarms of people descended upon the cabin. Dale Nelson and his backers quickly contacted the mining company to cease any additional blasting. They hired a large team of researchers that showed up at six o’clock in the morning. They wanted testimony from him and Cora. They immediately sent people down into the cave. The blasting had caused the entire passage to the free-energy room to collapse. There was no way in. 
Not only did Dale Nelson’s people show up. Casey and Freddie, Bishop’s buddies, whom he had texted when they went down into the cave as a backup if they did not come out - arrived by lunch. Cora was immediately overwhelmed. She was banged up and bruised and hid in the master bedroom until her siblings got there. 
Sienna quickly whisked her away, saying that she was taking her sister home. She gave Bishop permission to use the cabin for however long he wanted. And he had not seen Cora since. They had spoken a few times on the phone. Bishop updated her on the progress of the ‘investigation.’ But their conversations had been brief. 
“I honestly don’t know if they are lying or not,” Bishop said. “I saw the images myself. There is no sign of that building. Hell, there isn’t even evidence that the chasm existed.”
It pained him to actually say it out loud. The research team did extensive mapping of the interior of the mountain, using state-of-the-art ground-penetrating radar equipment. The final images came back the day before. There was no sign that what Bishop and Cora had seen was actually real. 
“Could the collapse have filled it up?” Cora asked.
“Not without the top of the mountain falling in on itself.” Bishop shook his head. “It was much too deep.”
Cora realized they were still in the doorway and stepped back. “Come in. I have something that might make you feel better.”
Bishop smiled as he stepped into the house. He was already feeling better. Cora led him back to the dining room, which had been transformed into a Watts family research center. George barked once in greeting, then made his way over to Bishop. Bishop absently scratched the chocolate lab behind the ear as he took in the scene in front of him. 
Piles of papers covered the large table. Bishop saw Clark’s research, but there were many more journals and paperwork. Old cardboard boxes were stacked against the walls, most filled with random antiques and some packed with items that looked like junk. Cora’s siblings all sat around the table, each with their respective faces focused on their laptop screens.
“Have you heard anything about The Creep yet?” Sienna asked as soon as he walked in.
 Sienna had dubbed Walter Shields ‘The Creep’ and was now adamant about finding him. The day after she brought Cora home, Sienna had an alarm system installed. She was also seriously researching self-defense training and acquiring protection dogs, according to Cora.
 “I’m afraid not,” Bishop told her. There was no sign of Walter, despite both the police and Dale Nelson’s men searching for him. 
“I doubt we will ever see him again,” Cora assured her sister, not for the first time.
“What is all this?” Bishop asked, looking closer at all of the random gadgets in the dining room. He pulled an antique pocket watch out of the nearest box and turned it over in his hand. It did not work. “Did you rob an auction house?”
“We brought all our dad’s stuff down from the attic,” Maddy informed him, barely looking up from her computer. A small jewelry box sat next to her laptop. She studied the bottom and then typed something on the keyboard. “I am cataloging everything.”
“Of course you are,” Bishop nodded, glancing at Cora. She flashed him a secret smile.
To be perfectly honest, Bishop was beyond confused. He had expected to find Cora as demoralized as he was that their evidence for Tartaria had seemingly vanished into thin air. Instead, she was happy and focused and almost excited.
Perhaps she really had not processed what he had told her. Bishop had moved through the emotional stages over the last week, but maybe she was still in the denial phase. He studied her closely. 
Or maybe her mind had cracked, and she had gone crazy. Bishop looked around at her siblings. Were they all working under the assumption that the old-world building was just buried when the truth of the matter was that it was gone?
“Cora,” he said carefully. “Can I talk to you privately for a minute?”
Cora led him into the kitchen and closed the swinging door to give them some privacy. Bishop hesitated, not quite sure how to broach the subject. 
“I am afraid that you have not understood what I have been telling you,” he started. “Everything that we saw down there is gone. I don’t know how it is possible. But it has literally vanished without a trace.”
Still, she smiled. “I know.”
Bishop was at a loss. 
“Are you ready for the surprise yet?” she asked.
“Sure,” Bishop nodded. “Why not?”
He followed her back through the house to the living room. Bishop saw it across the room before she even got there. It sat on the mantel over the cold fireplace in a perpetual spin.
“You can’t keep it yet,” she informed him. “Because we still haven’t found Clark.”
“Is this Dale’s replica?” Bishop asked as he studied the spinning puzzle box. 
But he already knew the answer. This box differed from the one they had carried around two weeks ago. The one that Walter had stolen. This box spun as if it was powered by something other than gears and mechanics. It even seemed to have a subtle energy coming off of it. 
“That is the original,” Cora said from behind him. “It has been up in the attic, where it always was, this whole time. In with my father’s things. Clark must have put it back right after he had the replica made.”
Bishop turned and looked back at Cora. She was still smiling her secret smile. For the first time in days, Bishop felt something other than discouragement and misery. But he checked himself. It had been an emotional roller coaster for the last two weeks. By now, he was ready to give up Tartaria again. Forever. 
But he wasn’t ready to give up on her.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“So, Max has a theory,” Cora started. “And I think he may be correct. I think we were following the wrong clues to find Tartaria.”
Bishop frowned, thinking his suspicions about her might be correct. She was either crazy or in denial.
“But we saw it,” Bishop said softly, telling himself that he was not the crazy one.
“What if it was a hologram?” Cora asked.
Bishop hesitated. He had not considered anything like that. To be perfectly honest, that could have been the case for the building. But not the abyss.
“That chasm was real, Cora,” he told her.
“I agree,” she said. “So, what of that inner chamber with the free energy was some sort of portal?”
“A portal?” 
“Max has been doing some deep research into star forts, specifically the theory that they were once used as portals. What if Clark was looking for a portal on the horseshoe lookout in Kentucky that he thought was a star fort?”
Bishop’s initial reaction was to deny the possibility of a portal. But he knew what they had seen was real. And the fact that there was now no trace of it lent itself to the explanation. Given everything he had experienced over the last two weeks, a portal did not seem all that crazy of an idea.
“You said we were following the wrong notes,” he wanted to clarify. He felt his excitement building but was wary of it still. “What did you mean?”
“To find Tartaria, we should not be using Clark’s research. We should use the research that he was following.”
“What’s that?”
“My father’s research,” she said, her smile widening. “My father had his own journals. Many of them.”
“Do they mention star forts and portals?”
“That. And so much more,” she told him. “The only question I have is, are you coming with me on the next adventure?”
Bishop hesitated only a moment. There really was only one answer. He smiled. 
“Where are we headed?”
“Miami.” 
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