Chapter 2 

As the months rolled by, Eli became accustomed to the delightful chaos of the physics lab. If he were to admit it, he relished the frenzied atmosphere. Leaning against the doorframe, broom firmly gripped in hand, he watched as the team whirled around a large, ominous machine dominating the center of the room. 

It appeared that each time he stepped inside, the discussions grew more frenetic than the experiments themselves—dangerously so, especially whenever Marcus added his usual flair to the mix. 

“Okay, so hear me out,” Marcus declared, gesturing grandly towards the smoldering wreckage of their latest endeavor. “If this contraption actually works as intended, we could potentially open a portal to another dimension. Can you imagine?” 

“Let me guess,” Sarah interjected, her eyes glued to her tablet, “it’s something nerdy.” 

Marcus couldn’t hide his grin. “Naturally! I’m talking about the Planes of Existence, you know, like in D&D. Picture us winding up in the Shadowfell or, even better, Sigil! Eli, you’d be all in—” 

“The City of Doors,” Eli interjected smoothly, continuing to sweep debris into his dustpan. 

“Ruled by the Lady of Pain. It’s all rather chaotic-neutral, but it differs depending on who you ask.” 

Silence fell over the lab. Marcus froze, mouth agape as if someone had snatched the very breath from his body. “Wait. Hold up. You know about Sigil?” 

Eli shrugged, tossing the dustpan’s contents into the trash. “Why wouldn’t I?” 

“Why wouldn’t you?” Marcus echoed, voice incrementally rising. “Dude, you just casually referenced the Lady of Pain like someone would bring up Goku. That’s some hardcore D&D lore!” 

“I don’t think that’s the reference you were aiming for. If you’d mentioned Tony Stark, I’m sure your point would’ve been clearer,” Kelly murmured. 

Heads turned toward her in stunned silence. “That might be the longest sentence she’s ever uttered,” Raj said, blinked in disbelief. 

Sam, perching against a cluttered counter, shook his head, his thoughts scrambling. “Eli, you play D&D?” 

His broom paused mid-sweep, and an unexpected softness crossed Eli’s features, the hint of a smile flickering. “I used to, every weekend, in fact.” 

“No way,” Marcus burst forth, practically bouncing with excitement. “What was your character? A fighter? Paladin? Wait—don’t tell me you played a rogue, right?” 

“Wizard,” Eli replied simply. 

Marcus’s jaw fell even further. “What was his name?” 

Eli chuckled, resting on his broom. “Varandor the Bold. A half-elf wizard who excelled at melodramatic speeches, abysmal at spell selection.” 

Sam squinted, curiosity piqued. “Wait, like… how terrible was it?” 

Eli shrugged again. “If there was a wrong spell for the situation, I’d cast it. Fireball in a crowded room? Check.” 

“Sleep spell on an already unconscious enemy? Check.” 

“And we can’t forget the speeches,” Eli added with a smirk. “Varandor wouldn’t dart into battle without delivering a stirring monologue on heroism or destiny first.” 

Sam grinned. “So basically, you were ‘that’ guy at the table—the one who drove everyone nuts but somehow emerged as the unsung hero?” 

“Usually, saved from my own blunders,” Eli acknowledged. “Though if you’d asked my dad, he’d insist I nearly got the party killed more times than he could count.” 

“Wait, you played D&D with your dad?” Sam blurted out. 

“Used to,” Eli murmured. “Every Saturday.” He leaned against his broom thoughtfully. 

“Just him, his best friend Miles, and a few of Miles’s buddies. Always at Miles’s place where my dad wore the Dungeon Master hat.” 

A soft chuckle escaped him as he shook his head. “He ran the most ludicrous campaigns—classic save-the-world adventures, but with the zaniest NPCs. He was genuinely great at it—knew how to keep everyone’s rapt attention.” 

Marcus whistled, visibly impressed. “Man, I’d kill to play with someone who knows how to DM. Our campaigns crash and burn because Raj won’t stop attempting to rob every shopkeeper we encounter.” 

“I don’t try,” Raj countered from across the room. “I succeed.” 

Marcus brushed him aside. “So what happened? Why’d you stop playing?” 

Eli’s gaze fell to the floor, laughter fading from his expression. “Just… life,” he finally replied, his voice lowering. 

“Things change.” 

An awkward silence enveloped the group, though Marcus was thankfully respectful and didn’t pry further. “Well, for what it’s worth, you’re always welcome at our table. If we survive this experiment, of course.” 

Eli snorted, relief washing over him; he appreciated not being pressured. “I will keep that in mind.” 

The tension melted away, and the group returned to their usual banter, but Eli’s thoughts drifted back to those cherished Saturday evenings. The warmth of Miles’s home, the sound of dice rattling against the table, and above all, his father’s voice conjuring worlds from thin air. 

One late Thursday night, Eli had spent the early hours tidying up following a basketball game. Calderwood took a severe beating, losing by fifty points, but that didn’t discourage the fans from turning the stands into a disaster zone. Once he wrapped up, he nearly returned to his apartment but opted instead to check on the physics lab. 

As Eli entered the building, the cacophony of their ongoing mishap reached his ears, pulling him inside. The door swung ajar, and he was instantly struck by the lingering tension, the atmosphere buzzed with an uneasy anticipation. 

Centering the room was a giant machine, seemingly cobbled together from salvaged components, borrowed gear, and bits plucked from storage. Its ring-shaped array of superconducting coils—culled from a decommissioned MRI machine, or so Raj claimed—glowed a faint blue as liquid nitrogen vapor streamed along cooling pipes. The rhythmic hum of the coils created a steady pulse, signaling that the system was successfully maintaining its cryogenic temperatures.

Inside the ring, two plasma injectors faced each other from opposing angles, their electrodes crackling with arcs of artificial lightning, while thin copper wires snaked from the injectors to a central control unit where Liam was intensely focused on the power draw displayed on a series of flickering screens. The vacuum chamber kept an ultra-low-pressure environment, minimizing particle interference and ensuring stability for the plasma streams during injection. 

“You mean to tell me that thing is supposed to open a portal?” Eli muttered, eyeing a spark that leaped from one of the electrodes. 

Liam shot him a quick glance, distracted. “If we can generate a stable quantum field resonance, yes. The coils create a magnetic containment field while the plasma injectors inject charged particles. Theoretically, if we can achieve the necessary energy threshold and synchronize the oscillations…” 

Eli shook his head, lost amidst Liam’s scientific jargon. “So basically, yes, it’ll open a portal?” 

With a roll of his eyes, Liam returned to his work. 

Marcus, mopping the sweat from his forehead, threw Eli a grin. “Or it could act as a shortcut across the universe.” 

The machine screeched higher as Kelly tweaked the control panel, adjusting the plasma injector alignment, causing thin tendrils of ionized gas to snake through the vacuum chamber, glowing a delicate purple. 

“Pressure’s stable,” Sarah reported, her eyes darting across the monitors. “Magnetic containment is intact, but we’re reaching our power limit. If the superconductors quench…” 

Liam waved off her concern. “Then we recalibrate. The key is to maintain resonance. Once plasma density hits critical mass, we’ll introduce a harmonic frequency via the coils to induce dimensional oscillation.” 

Eli surveyed the machine with skepticism. The likelihood of them catapulting into oblivion seemed far more realistic than opening any dimensional portal. “Should I consider donning safety goggles?” he inquired, apprehensive. 

“Just don’t cross the red tape, and you’ll be fine,” Liam reassured him. 

A giant red circle enclosed the machine; however, Eli couldn’t shake the notion that such a precaution fell short of adequate safety measures. 

Meanwhile, Sarah’s focus remained resolute, her eyes glued to her tablet. “Marcus, can you double-check the input voltage? We’re not blowing another breaker tonight.” 

“I already double-checked,” Marcus retorted while crouched next to a tangled mass of wires. “It’s fine.” 

“You claimed that last time,” Sarah pointedly reminded him. “And half the lab proceeded to resemble a fireworks display.” 

“Need me to fetch the fire extinguisher?” Eli chimed in dryly. 

“Not yet,” Sarah relented, casting a wary glance at Liam. “But don’t wander too far.” 

A snap echoed as wires strained. Sarah glanced at Eli, her gaze implying, “See, I told you.” 

Nina rose from behind a panel of wires. “Let me take a look at it. Raj, come over here and pull the cable if I need more.” 

“That was Liam’s idea,” Marcus asserted, aiming a finger accusingly. “He’s the one pushing for overclocking the oscillator.” 

“Which, by the way, worked,” Liam defended himself, still hidden behind a cluttered workstation. “For a whole ten seconds—that’s progress!” 

“Progress toward what?” Raj grumbled while slipping behind the panel. “Electrocution?” 

Liam waved their concerns off. “No one’s getting electrocuted. Everything’s perfectly dialed in… this time.” 

He cast a glance at Eli. “We’re generating a stable quantum field.” 

Several nods of agreement rippled through the group. 

Eli edged further into the room, raising an eyebrow. “Stable enough that I won’t be dialing the fire department or DARPA?” 

“Relax, Janitor Supreme,” Liam retorted, his narrowed eyes meeting Eli's. “This is the culmination of months of hard work. We’re about to change the game.” 

“Or shatter it,” Sarah muttered under her breath, her reservations palpable. 

With his attention still focused on the thrumming machine, Eli wondered aloud, “Has anyone even considered whether the game wanted to be altered?” 

“So if it works…” 

“When it works…” Liam interjected, determination dripping from his words. 

“Right, so once this succeeds, Professor Barlow becomes famous?” 

“Most likely,” Sam affirmed. 

“I don’t believe anyone’s aiming for fame; our goal is to rewrite the laws of physics,” Marcus insisted, fervent enthusiasm igniting his words. 

“Exactly,” Liam agreed, radiating optimism. “Teleportation! Instantaneous travel across vast distances. One moment you’re here; the next, you’re on the opposite side of the planet in a blink.” 

“If it works,” Sarah emphasized, shooting Liam a pointed glance. “Which, mind you, it has yet to do.” 

“Oh, it will,” Liam declared with unwavering faith. “We have resolved all the kinks. This run will change everything. It’s the first step into the future.” 

“And if it fails?” Raj crossed his arms, furrowed brow indicating concern. “Because I can assure you, I can’t handle another ‘learning opportunity.’” 

“Everyone needs to stop being such pessimists,” Liam replied, growing impatient. “Groundbreaking discoveries demand great risks.” 

“That’s easy for you to say,” Nina countered softly, “You’re not the one fixing the wires every time this thing self-destructs.” As she returned to push past Raj, she added, “Input voltage holding steady.” 

“Speaking of wires,” Sarah interrupted, pointing toward Marcus. “Did you reconnect the auxiliary output to the regulator?” 

“Almost,” Marcus replied, fumbling with the tangled cables. “But if someone could let me work in peace for five seconds—” 

“Hey, tall guy!” Liam called, distracting him. “Can you grab the spare cables from the top shelf? We’re running low.” 

Eli sighed, nudging his cleaning cart to the wall as he shuffled over to retrieve the cables. 

While handing them over, he couldn’t help but observe the group. Their dynamic felt strangely familiar—their jests and arguments mimicked the camaraderie of siblings, flowing effortlessly into collaborative work. 

It reminded him of his basketball team, how they used to bicker but showed unwavering support when it truly mattered. A sharp, hollow pang settled in his chest, prompting him to look away quickly and focus on the cables instead. 

“Uh, is it supposed to hum like that?” he probed, tilting his head at the machine as it began to emit a low, resonating sound. 

“Yes,” Liam clarified, adjusting a dial with urgency. “That’s the entanglement field stabilizing.” 

“It’s fine,” Sarah declared, her undivided attention still fixed on her tablet. “As long as the power maintains consistency.” 

Eli’s eyebrows shot up. “And if it doesn’t?” 

“Best case scenario?” Sarah posited. “The field collapses, and we lose power throughout half the building.” 

“And worst case…” She trailed off, her voice faltering as if uttering it might invite disaster. 

“Think positively!” Liam encouraged, his grin growing wider. 

With an apologetic glance at Sarah, she sighed. “This is why I double-check everything. Liam’s version of preparation is plugging things in and hoping for the best. Worst case? Vacuum decay, singularity, time paradox.” She shrugged, glancing at Eli. 

“None of that is going to happen,” Liam assured them confidently. 

“Hey, risks are part of the game,” he said, conviction lacing his words. “That’s how science functions.” 

“That’s generally how lawsuits materialize,” Raj muttered under his breath. 

Kelly cleared her throat, fingers racing over the keyboard. “The synchronization’s ready, but the system detects instability in the containment field.” 

“See?” Sarah pointed at the console. “What did I say?” 

Liam dismissed her with a wave, leaning over Kelly’s shoulder to scrutinize the monitor. “It’s just noise. Once we fire it up, the system will self-correct.” 

“Famous last words,” Marcus murmured softly under his breath. 

Eli drifted backward beyond the red tape, his eyes glued to the glowing machine at the center. 

The humming resonated deep within his chest, intensifying with each passing moment. “You really believe this thing is safe?” 

“Totally,” Liam declared triumphantly. 

“Probably,” Marcus added with a cheeky smirk. 

“Statistically speaking, yes,” Kelly remarked without lifting her gaze. 

Eli crossed his arms, doubt creeping higher. “That’s not precisely reassuring.” 

“Relax,” Liam insisted, flashing a bright grin. “You’re about to witness history. This is bound to work!” 

“According to the calculations,” he continued, as if more to himself than the team, “the math is flawless, the machine is pristine, and the theory is solid.” 

Liam nodded firmly at Kelly.

The room fell into an expectant silence as Kelly pressed the final key. 

The machine howled, echoing like a jet engine. The vortex within the chamber snapped into focus—an immaculate circular rift, its edges shimmering like Hawking radiation. Inside, the void refracted light, reflecting distorted glimpses of something else. 

“Holy crap,” Raj breathed, wide-eyed. “We did it. We actually—” 

Kelly’s monitor chimed. “Field stability at 98%. It’s holding!” 

Liam wiped the sweat from his brow, elation radiating from him. “I told you the exotic matter injector would—” 

Then, in an instant, the lights extinguished. 

The lab plunged into an unsettling darkness—except for the spiraling wormhole, which brightened ominously, its edges shifting from blue-white to a vibrant purple. The power readouts flatlined, an unsettling silence replaced the previous sounds. 

Emergency lighting flickered on, bathing the room in a surreal blood-red glow. 

“Shut it down!” Liam shouted, scrambling for the kill switch. 

“It is shut down! We’re at zero input,” Kelly replied urgently, her fingers dancing across the keyboard. “But the wormhole’s energy signature is… escalating—quickly!” 

The rising pitch of Kelly’s voice shattered the tension. “We’re at ninety percent! The feedback’s spiking!” 

“That doesn’t make any sense!” Sarah yelled, barely holding her composure. 

“Containment field destabilizing!” Kelly’s voice edged into panic. “The feedback loop is overloading!” 

Eli’s senses sharpened as he caught a sharp, acrid tang in the air—the bitter scent of burning wires mingling with heated steel—filling his nose and throat, making it hard to draw breath. 

Sparks erupted from a nearby console, showering the floor with orange and white embers. 

Liam remained motionless, transfixed by the core swirling with untamed energy before them. 

“Raj!” he hollered, “Release the pressure building in the machine.” Sam, lost in the chaos, pondered his next move, unsure of where to go. 

“We need to get out! Everyone move!” Sarah commanded, urgency fueling her words. 

The light from the portal pulsed erratically, flashing faster and brighter, colors cycling through vibrant greens, yellows, and an impending red. 

A force began to tug at Eli, starting as a faint pull but growing ever stronger with each pulse emitted from the portal. 

The machine shrieked—a piercing sound that sliced through the air, making Eli clamp his hands over his ears. The floor trembled underfoot, vibrations coursing through his legs, threatening to shake him apart. 

A deafening crack shattered the air, sharp enough to reverberate in his chest, reminiscent of a tree splintering. The core throbbed violently, arcs of blue electricity launching from its surface and striking the walls and equipment surrounding it. 

The acrid scent of ozone saturated the air, sharp and biting. 

“Shut it down!” Sam shouted, his voice suffocated by the pandemonium. 

“The power is shut down!” Kelly countered, desperation creeping into her tone as she furiously typed. “It’s pulling power from somewhere else!” 

Eli stumbled backward, instincts screaming at him to escape, yet his legs felt anchored, heavily rooted to the vibrating floor. His eyes remained glued to the core—a tumultuous tempest of light and shadow spiraling faster, growing brighter with each pulse. 

The magnetic pull intensified; he observed a pen hasten toward the portal before vanishing. 

In a heartbeat, Eli caught a glimpse of a purplish light not inside the rift but on the other side. The atmosphere twisted, and the room erupted into a maelstrom—papers, tools, and frantic students spiraled into chaos. 

“I don’t understand!” Kelly yelled, straining against the force lifting her off the ground. “It’s being powered by something else!” 

Eli gripped the leg of a table as his feet began to rise. Around him, others fought desperately to anchor themselves. Raj, securing Nina by her arms, wrapped his legs around a table leg—but the table itself inched closer to the portal. 

The last image burned into Eli’s mind: the core flaring brilliant and brighter than the sun—a blinding burst, swallowing the entire room in a scalding heat. It felt as if his skin would sear off, even as he squeezed his eyes shut. He glimpsed a scattering of chaos—the students being swept straight into the portal. 

As the blinding light of the experiment engulfed him, another haunting memory surged forth—sharp, unyielding. 

Rain battered the windshield, each drop magnified by the headlights of an oncoming car as they navigated down State Route 97. The wipers fought valiantly against the storm, swiping at the glass, while the warmth of his parents’ voices filled the small space, a stark contrast to the violent weather outside. 

“You’re going to have to make a choice sooner or later,” his dad said, calm yet impatient. 

During the first forty-five minutes, Eli let his earbuds border on playing music, half-listening to his mom talk about how the facilities were top-notch. 

Arthur’s hands clutched the steering wheel, his unwavering gaze fixed on the slick road ahead. 

“Putting it off doesn’t do anyone any favors, Eli. Least of all you.” 

Leaning back against the seat, Eli watched raindrops race against one another across the window, reluctantly pulling out his earbuds. 

“I’m aware, Dad. I’m just… pondering.” 

[bookmark: _GoBack]His mom, seated in the passenger seat, turned back to him, her familiar calming smile gracing her lips. 

“It doesn’t matter where you play, sweetheart,” Emma murmured gently. “You’ll excel at whichever school you choose. We just want you to find the place that resonates with you.” 

“Your mom’s correct,” Arthur added after a moment, a long sigh escaping him as he relaxed his grip on the wheel. “I want you to go where you aspire to go. Be where you’ve always dreamt. That’s all, Eli.” 

His gaze moved fleetingly to meet his dad’s eyes in the rearview mirror; the sincerity imbued in Arthur’s voice struck him harder than he anticipated. 

“I understand, Dad. Thank you.” 

“You know,” Arthur said, glancing back at Eli in the mirror, “what about Calderwood? They could use your talents.” 

Eli met his mom’s eyes; she rolled her own with amusement barely concealed, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. 

“Dad,” Eli groaned, dragging the word out like a burdensome task, “they haven’t won more than ten games since you left. Are they still even Division II?” 

“That hurts,” Arthur grinned, feigning injury as he clutched his chest. “You ought to know, we were once the pride of the conference.” 

Emma snorted, hand covering her mouth as laughter bubbled up. 

“Used to be. Arthur, that was over twenty years ago. Might be time to let that dream go.” 

Eli couldn’t suppress his laughter; it blended with his mother’s in the warm car. 

Arthur let out an exaggerated sigh, shaking his head like a man who’d suffered deep betrayal. “No respect for history,” he muttered, although his smile betrayed him. 

“Fine. Go to a smaller school like UNC and bask in your mother’s shadow,” he bemoaned loudly enough for both to hear. 

Another wave of laughter erupted, this time even drawing a chuckle from Arthur. 

In that moment, the car became a bubble of light and joy amidst the raging storm. 

However, headlights suddenly appeared ahead, rounding a bend. 

They weren’t positioned on the correct side of the road. 

The lights were blinding—growing closer, and fast. 

Eli felt gravity pulling the two vehicles together. 

“Arthur!” Emma’s scream shattered their laughter, raw with panic. 

“Hold on!” Arthur shouted, his voice sharp and decisive. His hands clung to the wheel, yanking it hard to the right as he fought against a head-on collision. 

The tires skidded against the slick surface, the rain intensifying. 

The lights swelled impossibly bright. 

Metal screamed, crumpling inwards. 

Glass shattered. 

The world twisted, flipping mercilessly—time blurring, rolling over and over. 

Amidst the chaos, Eli thought he caught flickers of his mother and father’s voices. 

And then—nothing.
