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PROLOGUE

It wasn’t there. Then it was.

Later, that was how Angela DuPre would describe the airplane—over and over, to one investigator after another—until she was told never to speak of it again.

But when she first saw the plane that night, she wasn’t thinking about mysteries or secrets. She was wondering how many mistakes she could make without getting fired, how many questions she dared ask before her supervisor, Monique, would explode, “That’s it! You’re too stupid to work at Sky Trails Air! Get out of here!” Angela had used a Post-it note to write down the code for standby passengers who’d received a seat assignment at the last minute, and she’d stuck it to her computer screen. She knew she had. But somehow, between the flight arriving from Saint Louis and the one leaving for Chicago, the Post-it had vanished. Any minute now, she thought, some standby passenger would show up at the counter asking for a boarding pass, and Angela would be forced to turn to Monique once more and mumble, “Uh, what was that code again?” And then Monique, who had perfect hair and perfect nails and a perfect tan and had probably been born knowing all the Sky Trails codes, would grit her teeth and narrow her eyes and repeat the code in that slow fake-patient voice she’d been using with Angela all night, the voice that said behind the words, I know you’re severely mentally challenged, so I will try not to speak faster than one word per minute, but you have to realize, this is a real strain for me because I am so vastly superior. . . .

Angela was not severely mentally challenged. She’d done fine in school and at the Sky Trails orientation. It was just, this was her first actual day on the job, and Monique had been nasty from the very start. Every one of Monique’s frowns and glares and insinuations kept making Angela feel more panicky and stupid.

Sighing, Angela glanced up. She needed a break from staring at the computer screen longing for a lost Post-it. She peered out at the passengers crowding the terminal: tired-looking families sprawled in seats, dark-suited businessmen sprinting down the aisle. Which one of them would be the standby flier who’d rush up to the counter and ruin Angela’s life? Generally speaking, Angela had always liked people; she wasn’t used to seeing them as threats. She forced her gaze beyond the clumps of passengers, to the huge plate glass window on the other side of the aisle. It was getting dark out, and Angela could see the runway lights twinkling in the distance.

Runway, runaway, she thought vaguely. And then—had she blinked?—suddenly the lights were gone. No, she corrected herself, blocked. Suddenly there was an airplane between Angela and the runway lights, an airplane rolling rapidly toward the terminal.

Angela gasped.

“What now?” Monique snarled, her voice thick with exasperation.

“That plane,” Angela said. “At gate 2B. I thought it—” What was she supposed to say? Wasn’t there? Appeared out of thin air?”—I thought it was going too fast and might run into the building,” she finished in a rush, because suddenly that had seemed true too. She watched as the plane pulled to a stop, neatly aligned with the jetway. “But it . . . didn’t. No worries.”

Monique whirled on Angela.

“Never,” she began, in a hushed voice full of suppressed rage, “never, ever, ever say anything like that. Weren’t you paying attention in orientation? Never say you think a plane is going to crash. Never say a plane could crash. Never even use the word crash. Do you understand?”

“Okay,” Angela whispered. “Sorry.”

But some small rebellious part of her brain was thinking, I didn’t use the word crash. Weren’t you paying attention to me? And if a plane really was going to run into the building, wouldn’t Sky Trails want its employees to warn people, to get them out of the way?

Just as rebelliously, Angela kept watching the plane parked at 2B, instead of bending her head back down to concentrate on her computer.

“Um, Monique?” she said after a few moments. “Should one of us go over there and help the passengers unload—er, I mean—deplane?” She was proud of herself for remembering to use the official airline-sanctioned word for unloading.

Beside her, Monique rolled her eyes.

“The gate agents responsible for 2B,” she said in a tight voice, “will handle deplaning there.”

Angela glanced at the 2B counter, which was silent and dark and completely unattended. There wasn’t even a message scrolling across the LCD sign behind the counter to indicate that the plane had arrived or where it’d come from.

“Nobody’s there,” Angela said stubbornly.

Frowning, Monique finally glanced up.

“Great. Just great,” she muttered. “I always have to fix everyone else’s mistakes.” She began stabbing her perfectly manicured nails at her computer keyboard. Then she stopped, mid-stab. “Wait—that can’t be right.”

“What is it?” Angela asked.

Monique was shaking her head.

“Must be pilot error,” she said, grimacing in disgust. “Some yahoo pulled up to the wrong gate. There’s not supposed to be anyone at that gate until the Cleveland flight at nine thirty.”

Angela considered telling Monique that if Sky Trails had banned crash from their employees’ vocabulary, that maybe passengers should be protected from hearing pilot error as well. But Monique was already grabbing the telephone, barking out orders.

“Yeah, Bob, major screwup,” she was saying. “You’ve got to get someone over here. . . . No, I don’t know which gate it was supposed to go to. How would I know? Do you think I’m clairvoyant? . . . No, I can’t see the numbers on the plane. Don’t you know it’s dark out?”

With her free hand, Monique was gesturing frantically at Angela.

“At least go open the door!” she hissed.

“You mean . . .”

“The door to the jetway!” Monique said, pointing. Angela hoped that some of the contempt on Monique’s face was intended for Bob, not just her. Angela imagined meeting Bob someday, sharing a laugh at Monique’s expense. Still, dutifully, she walked over to the 2B waiting area and pulled open the door to the hallway that led down to the plane.

Nobody came out.

Angela picked a piece of lint off her blue skirt and then stood at attention, her back perfectly straight, just like in the training videos. Maybe she couldn’t keep track of standby codes, but she was capable of standing up straight.

Still, nobody appeared.

Angela began to feel foolish, standing so alertly by an open door that no one was using. She bent her head and peeked down the jetway—it was deserted and turned at such an angle that she couldn’t see all the way down to the plane, to see if anyone had opened the door to the jet yet. She backed up a little and peered out the window, straight down to the cockpit of the plane. The cockpit was dark, its windows blank, and that struck Angela as odd. She’d been on the job for only five hours, and she’d been a little distracted. But she was pretty sure that when planes landed, the pilots stayed in the cockpit for a while filling out paperwork or something. She thought that they at least waited until all the passengers were off before they turned out the cockpit lights.

Angela peeked down the empty jetway once more and went back to Monique.

“Of course I’m sure there’s a plane at that gate! I can see it with my own eyes!” Monique was practically screaming into the phone. She shook her head at Angela, and for the first time it was almost in a companionable way, as if to say, At least you know there’s a plane there! Unlike the other morons I have to deal with! Monique cupped her hand over the receiver and fumed to Angela, “The incompetence around here is unbelievable! The control tower says that plane never landed, never showed up on the radar. The Sky Trails dispatcher says we’re not missing a plane—everything that was supposed to land in the past hour pulled up to the right gate, and all the other planes due to arrive within the next hour or so are accounted for. How could so many people just lose a plane?”

Or, how could we find it? Angela thought. The whole situation was beginning to seem strange to her, otherworldly. But maybe that was just a function of being new to the job, of having spent so much time concentrating on the computer and being yelled at by Monique. Maybe airports lost and found planes all the time, and that was just one of those things nobody had mentioned in the Sky Trails orientation.

“Did, uh, anybody try to contact the pilot?” Angela asked cautiously.

“Of course!” Monique said. “But there’s no answer. He must be on the wrong frequency.”

Angela thought of the dark cockpit, the way she hadn’t been able to see through the windows. She decided not to mention this.

“Should I go back and wait? . . .”

Monique nodded fiercely and went back to yelling into the phone: “What do you mean, this isn’t your responsibility? It’s not my responsibility either!”

Angela was glad to put a wide aisle and two waiting areas between herself and Monique again. She went back to the jetway door by gate 2B. The sloped hallway leading down to the plane was still empty, and the colorful travel posters lining the walls—”Sky Trails! Your ticket to the world!”—seemed jarringly bright. Angela stepped into the jetway.

I’ll just go down far enough to see if the jet door is open, she told herself. It may be a violation of protocol, but Monique won’t notice, not when she’s busy yelling at everyone else in the airport. . . .

At the bend in the ramp, Angela looked around the corner. She had a limited view, but caught a quick glimpse of a flight attendants’ little galley, with neatly stowed drink carts. Obviously, the jet door was standing wide open. She started to turn around, already beginning to debate with herself about whether she should report this information to Monique. Then she heard—what? A whimper? A cry?

Angela couldn’t exactly identify the sound, but it was enough to pull her on down the jetway.

New Sky Trails employee saves passenger on first day on job, she thought to herself, imagining the praise and congratulations—and maybe the raise—she’d be sure to receive if what she was visualizing was real. She’d learned CPR in the orientation session. She knew basic first aid. She knew where every emergency phone in the airport was located. She started walking faster, then running.

On the side of the jet, she was surprised to see a strange insignia: TACHYON TRAVEL, it said, some airline Angela had never heard of. Was that a private charter company maybe? And then, while she was staring at it, the words suddenly changed into the familiar wing-in-the-clouds symbol of Sky Trails.

Angela blinked.

That couldn’t have happened, she told herself. It was just an optical illusion, just because I was running, just because I’m worried about whoever made that cry or whimper. . . .

Angela stepped onto the plane. She turned her head first to the left, looking into the cockpit. Its door also stood open, but the small space was empty, the instruments dark.

“Hello?” Angela called, looking to the right now, expecting to see some flight attendant with perfectly applied makeup—or maybe some flight attendant and a pilot bent over a prone passenger, maybe an old man suddenly struck down by a heart attack or a stroke. Or, at the very least, passengers crowding the aisle, clutching laptops and stuffed animals brought from faraway grandparents’ homes, overtired toddlers crying, fragile old women calling out to taller men, “Could you pull my luggage down from the overhead for me? It’s that red suitcase over there. . . .”

But the aisle of this airplane was as empty and silent as its cockpit. Angela could see all the way to the back of the plane, and not a single person stood in her view, not a single voice answered her.

Only then did Angela drop her gaze to the passenger seats. They stretched back twelve rows, with two seats per row on the left side of the aisle and one each on the right. She stepped forward, peering at all of them. Thirty-six seats on this plane, and every single one of them was full.

Each seat contained a baby.


THIRTEEN YEARS LATER


ONE

“You don’t look much like your sister,” Chip said, bouncing the basketball low against the driveway.

Jonah waited to answer until he’d darted his hand in and stolen the basketball away.

“Adopted,” he said, shooting the ball toward the backboard. But the angle was wrong, and the ball bounced off the hoop.

“Really? You or her? Or both?” Chip asked, snagging the rebound.

“Me,” Jonah said. “Just me.” Then he sneaked a glance at Chip, to see if this made a difference. It didn’t to Jonah—he’d always known he was adopted, and as far as he was concerned, it wasn’t much more of a deal than his liking mint chocolate-chip ice cream while Katherine liked orange sherbet. But sometimes other people got weird about it.

Chip had one eyebrow raised, like he was still processing the information. This gave Jonah a chance to grab the ball again.

“Hey, if you’re not, like, related by blood or anything, does that mean you could date her?” Chip asked.

Jonah almost dropped the ball.

“Yuck—no!” he said. “That’s sick!”

“Why?” Chip asked.

“Because she’s my sister! Ugh!” If Chip had asked him that question a few years ago, Jonah would have added, “And she’s got cooties!” But Jonah was in seventh grade now, and seventh graders didn’t talk about cooties. Anyhow Jonah hadn’t known Chip a few years ago—Chip had moved into the neighborhood just three months ago, in the summertime. It was kind of a new thing for Chip to come over and play basketball.

Carefully, Jonah began bouncing the ball again.

“If you think me and Katherine don’t look alike, you should see my cousin Mia,” he said.

“Why?” Chip asked. “Is she even cuter than Katherine?”

Jonah made a face.

“She’s only four years old!” he said. “And she’s Chinese. My aunt and uncle had to go to Beijing to adopt her.”

He could remember, the whole time Aunt Joan and Uncle Brad were arranging to adopt Mia—filling out the paperwork, sending away for the visas, crossing dates off calendars, and then buying new calendars to cross off new dates—his own mom and dad had spent a lot of time hugging him and exclaiming, “We were so lucky, getting you! Such a miracle!”

Katherine had been jealous.

Jonah could just picture her standing in the kitchen at age five or six, wispy blond pigtails sticking out on both sides of her head, a scowl on her face, complaining, “Weren’t you lucky to get me, too? Aren’t I a miracle?”

Mom had bent down and kissed her.

“Of course you’re a miracle too,” she said. “A big miracle. But we had nine months to know you were coming. With Jonah, we thought it would be years and years and years before we’d get a baby, and then that call came out of the blue—”

“The week before Christmas—” Dad added.

“And they said we could have him right away, and he was so cute, with his big eyes and his dimples and all that brown hair—”

“And then a year later, lovely Katherine came along—” Dad reached over and put his arm around her waist, pulling her close, until she giggled. “And we had a boy and a girl, and we were so happy because we had everything we wanted.”

Jonah’s parents could be so sappy. He didn’t have too many gripes about them—as parents went, they were pretty decent. But they told that story way too often about how excited they’d been, getting that call out of the blue, getting Jonah.

Also, if he was listing grievances, he often wished that they’d had the sense not to name him after a guy who got swallowed up by a whale. But that was kind of a minor thing.

Now he aimed carefully and sent the ball whooshing through the net. It went through cleanly—the perfect shot.

Chip flopped down onto the grass beside the driveway.

“Man,” he said. “You’re going to make the basketball team for sure.”

Jonah caught the ball as it fell through the net.

“Who says I’m trying out?”

Chip leaned forward.

“Well, aren’t you?” he asked. “You’ve got to! That’s, like, what everyone wants! The basketball players get all the chicks!”

This sounded so ridiculous coming out of Chip’s mouth that Jonah fell into the grass laughing. After a moment, Chip started laughing too. It was like being a little kid again, rolling around in the grass laughing, not caring at all about who might see you.

Jonah stopped laughing and sat up. He peered up and down the street—fortunately, nobody was around to see them. He whacked Chip on the arm.

“So,” he said. “Do you have a crush on my sister?”

Chip shrugged, which might mean, “Yes,” or “Would I tell you if I did?” or “I haven’t decided yet.” Jonah wasn’t sure he wanted to know anyway. He and Chip weren’t really good friends yet, but Chip having a crush on Katherine could make everything very weird.

Chip lay back in the grass, staring up at the back of the basketball hoop.

“Do you ever wonder what’s going to happen?” he asked. “I mean, I really, really want to make the basketball team. But even if I make it in seventh and eighth grades, then there’s high school to deal with. Whoa. And then there’s college, and being a grown-up. . . . It’s all pretty scary, don’t you think?”

“You forgot about planning your funeral,” Jonah said.

“What?”

“You know. If you’re going to get all worried about being a grown-up, you might as well figure out what’s going to happen when you’re ninety years old and you die,” Jonah said. Personally, Jonah didn’t like to plan anything. Sometimes, at the breakfast table, his mom would ask the whole family what they wanted for dinner. Even that was way too much planning for Jonah.

Chip opened his mouth to answer, then shut it abruptly and stared hard at the front door of Jonah’s house. The door was opening slowly. Then Katherine stuck her head out.

“Hey, Jo-No,” she called, using the nickname she knew would annoy him. “Mom says to get the mail.”

Jonah tried to remember if he’d seen the mail truck gliding through the neighborhood. Maybe when he and Chip were concentrating on shooting hoops? He hoped it wasn’t when they were rolling around in the grass laughing and making fools of themselves. But he obediently jumped up and went over to the mailbox, pulling out a small stack of letters and ads. He carried the mail up to Katherine.

“You can take it on in to Mom, can’t you?” he asked mockingly. “Or is that too much work for Princess Katherine?”

After what he and Chip had been talking about, it was a little hard to look her in the eye. When he thought about the name Katherine, he still pictured her as she’d been a few years ago, with pudgy cheeks and those goofy-looking pigtails. Now that she was in sixth grade, she’d . . . changed. She’d slimmed down and shot up and started worrying about clothes. Her hair had gotten thicker and turned more of a golden color, and she spent a lot of time in her room with the door shut, straightening her hair or curling it or something. Right now she was even wearing makeup: a tiny smear of brown over her eyes, black on her eyelashes, a smudge of red on her cheeks.

Weird, weird, weird.

“Hey, Jo-no-brain, can’t you read?” Katherine asked, as annoying as ever. “This one’s for you.”

She pulled a white envelope off the top of the stack of mail and shoved it back into his hands. It did indeed say Jonah Skidmore on the address label, but it wasn’t the type of mail he usually got. Usually if he got mail, it was just postcards or brochures, reminding him about school events or basketball leagues or Boy Scout camp-outs. This envelope looked very formal and official, like an important notice.

“Who’s it from?” Katherine asked.

“It doesn’t say.” That was strange too. He flipped the envelope over and ripped open the flap. He pulled out one thin sheet of paper.

“Let me see,” Katherine said, jostling against him and knocking the letter out of his hand.

The letter fluttered slowly down toward the threshold of the door, but Jonah had already read every single word on the page.

There were only six:

YOU ARE ONE OF THE MISSING.


TWO

Katherine snorted.

“Missing link, maybe,” she said.

Jonah reached down and picked up the letter. By the time he’d straightened up again, Chip had joined him on the porch, either because he was curious about the letter too, or because he really did have a crush on Katherine.

“What’s that?” Chip asked.

Jonah shrugged.

“Just a prank, I guess,” he said. Seventh grade was all about pranks. You could always tell when someone in the neighborhood was having a sleepover, because then the kids who weren’t invited suddenly had gobs of toilet paper in all the trees in their yards. Or their cell phones rang at midnight: “I’m watching you. . . .” followed by gales of laughter.

“Pranks are supposed to be funny,” Katherine objected. “What’s funny about that?”

“Nothing,” Chip said. Jonah noticed that Chip was smiling at Katherine, not looking at the letter.

“Now, maybe if it said, ‘It’s ten o’clock—do you know where your brain is?’ or ‘Missing: one brain cell. Please return to Jonah Skidmore. It’s all I’ve got’—maybe that would be funny,” Katherine said. She yanked the letter out of Jonah’s hand. “Give me a few minutes. I could turn this into a really good prank.”

Jonah snatched the letter back.

“That’s okay,” he said, and crammed the letter into his jeans pocket.

He knew it was just a prank—it had to be—but for just a second, staring at those words, You are one of the missing, he’d almost believed them. Especially since he’d just been telling Chip about being adopted. . . . What if somebody really was missing him? He didn’t know anything about his birth parents; all the adoption records had been sealed. He’d had such trouble understanding that when he was a little kid. He’d been a little obsessed with animals back then, so first he’d pictured elephant seals waddling on top of official-looking papers. Then, when his parents explained it a little better, he pictured crates in locked rooms, the doors covered with Easter Seals.

He’d been a pretty strange little kid.

In fact—his face burned a little at the memory—he’d even given a report in second grade on all the different uses of the word seal, from Arctic ice seals to Navy Seals to sealed adoption records. The report had included the line, “And so, that’s why it’s interesting that I’m adopted, because it makes me unique.” His parents had helped him with that one.

Wait a minute—Tony McGilicuddy had been in his second-grade class, and so had Jacob Hanes and Dustin Cravers. . . . What if they remembered too? What if they’d sent this letter because of that?

Jonah narrowed his eyes at Katherine, who took a step back under the intensity of his gaze.

“You know what?” he said, glaring at her. “You’re right. This isn’t funny at all.” He pulled the letter back out of his pocket and ripped it into shreds. He dropped the shreds into Katherine’s hand. “Throw that away for me, okay?”

“Um . . . okay,” she said, apparently too surprised to think of a smart-alecky comeback.

“Want to come out and play basketball with us when you’re done?” Chip asked, as she started to close the door.

Katherine tilted her head to the side, considering. Jonah figured she was adding up all the possibilities: seventh grader acting interested plus a chance to tick off older brother plus a chance to show off. (For a girl, Katherine was pretty good at basketball.) It seemed like a no-brainer to Jonah. But Katherine shook her head.

“No, thanks. I just did my nails,” she said, and pulled the door all the way shut.

Chip groaned.

“She’s your sister,” he said. “Tell me—is she playing hard to get?”

“Who knows?” Jonah said, but he wasn’t thinking about Katherine.

By dinnertime Jonah had convinced himself that Tony McGilicuddy and Jacob Hanes and Dustin Cravers were a bunch of idiots, and he didn’t really care what they thought or did. They could send him stupid letters all they wanted; it didn’t matter to him. He stabbed his fork into his mashed potatoes and savored the sound of the metal tines hitting the plate. He didn’t pay much attention to what Mom and Dad and Katherine were talking about—something about some brand of jeans that all the popular girls in sixth grade owned.

“But, honey, you’re popular, and you don’t have those jeans, so you can’t be right about all the popular girls having them,” Mom argued.

“Mo-om,” Katherine said.

Then the doorbell rang.

For a moment, everybody froze, Dad and Jonah with forkfuls of food halfway to their mouths, Mom and Katherine in mid-argument. The doorbell rang again, one urgent peal after another.

“I’ll get it,” Jonah said, standing up.

“Whoever it is, tell them to come back later. It’s dinnertime,” Mom said. Mom always made a big deal about family dinners. The way that certain other parents made their kids go to church, Jonah’s parents made him and Katherine sit down at the dinner table with them just about every night. (And they usually had to go to church, too.)

Jonah realized he was still holding his fork, so he stuck it into his mouth as he walked to the door—no point in wasting perfectly good mashed potatoes. It didn’t take him long to gulp them down, lick the fork one last time, and then transfer the fork to his other hand so he could grab the doorknob. But the doorbell rang three more times before he yanked the door back.

It was Chip standing on the porch. At first he didn’t even seem to notice that the door was open, he was so focused on pounding his hand against the doorbell.

“Hey,” Jonah said.

Finally Chip stopped hitting the doorbell. The chimes kept ringing behind Jonah for a few extra seconds.

“I’ve got to talk to you,” Chip said.

He was breathing hard, like he’d run all the way from his house, six driveways down the street. He shoved his hands through his curly blond hair—maybe trying to wipe away sweat, maybe trying to restore some order to the mess. It didn’t help. The curls stuck out in all directions. And Chip kept darting his eyes around, like he couldn’t keep them trained on any one thing for more than an instant.

“Okay,” Jonah said. “We’re eating right now, but later on—”

Chip clutched Jonah’s T-shirt.

“I can’t wait,” he said. “You’ve got to help me. Please.”

Jonah peeled Chip’s fingers off the shirt.

“Um, sure,” Jonah said. “Calm down. What do you want to talk about?”

Chip’s darting eyes took in the houses on either side of Jonah’s. He peered down the long hallway to the kitchen, where he could probably see just the edge of the dinner table.

“Not here,” Chip said, lowering his voice. “We’ve got to talk privately. Somewhere no one will hear us.”

Jonah glanced back over his shoulder. He could see the perfectly crisped fried chicken leg lying on his plate beside his half-eaten potatoes. He could also see Katherine, peering curiously around the corner at him.

“All right,” Jonah said. “Wait here for just a second.”

He went back to the table.

“Mom, Dad, may I be excused?” he asked.

“No clean plate club for you,” Katherine taunted, which was really stupid. Mom and Dad had stopped making a big deal about clean plates years ago, after Mom read some article about childhood obesity.

“I’ll put everything in the refrigerator and eat it later,” Jonah said, picking up his plate.

“I’ll take care of that,” Mom said quietly, taking the plate and fork from him. “Go on and help Chip.”

Jonah cast one last longing glance at the chicken and went back to the front door. He’d kind of wanted Mom and Dad to say no, he wasn’t allowed to leave the table. He didn’t know what anyone thought he could do to help Chip. The way Chip was acting, it was like he was going to confess a murder. Or maybe it was something like, he just found out that his parents were splitting up and he had to decide which one to live with. Jonah knew a kid that had happened to. It was awful. But Jonah couldn’t give advice about anything like that.

Chip practically had his face pressed against the glass of the front door, watching Jonah come back.

“Come on,” Jonah said. “Let’s go to my room.”

This was strange too because Chip had never been in Jonah’s room before. They were play-basketball-in-the-driveway-and-maybe-come-into-the-kitchen-for-a-drink-of-water friends, not let’s-go-hang-out-in-my-room friends. Jonah held the front door open for Chip, and then Chip followed him up the stairs. Chip didn’t even glance around when they got to Jonah’s room. Which was good—maybe he wouldn’t notice that along with his sports posters, Jonah still had one up from third grade that showed a LEGO roller coaster.

Jonah shut the door and sat down on the bed. Chip sank into the desk chair.

“I got one, too,” Chip said. He was clutching his face now, almost like that kid in the Home Alone movie.

“One what?” Jonah asked.

“One of those letters. About being missing.”

Chip pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. Jonah could tell that Chip had already folded and unfolded it many times: the creases were beginning to fray. Chip unfolded it once more, and Jonah could see that it was just like the letter he’d gotten, six typewritten words on an otherwise blank sheet of paper:

YOU ARE ONE OF THE MISSING.

“Chip, it’s a prank,” Jonah said. “A joke that’s not even funny.” But he was thinking, Chip wasn’t in that second grade class with Dustin and Jacob and Tony. He’s not adopted, I don’t think. So this is really stupid. Jonah leaned back against the wall, more relaxed than he’d been in hours. “It’s nothing,” he told Chip.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Chip said. “You know what the worst thing is? I was even kind of happy when I pulled this out of the mailbox. Like, ‘Hey, I’m not just the new kid anymore. Somebody’s actually noticed me enough to try to play a prank on me. A stupid prank, but still.’”

Jonah shrugged.

“So, stay happy,” he said. “Congratulations. You got a prank letter.”

Chip bolted forward, his face suddenly hard.

“No,” he said. “No. ‘Cause, see, then I went inside. And my dad was standing there, and I was like, ‘Look, Dad, I got this prank letter.’ And then I’m telling him all about it, about how you got the same letter, and you’d just told me about being adopted, and I could tell you were kind of mad about this letter, and I thought it might be because you’re sensitive about the whole adoption thing—”

“No, I’m not!” Jonah said.

Chip ignored him.

“And you ripped up the letter and threw the pieces in your sister’s face—”

“I did not! Not in her face!”

Chip kept talking, as if Jonah hadn’t said a word.

“And I’m just going on and on, about how obviously the letter had nothing to do with you being adopted because I got the same letter and I’m not adopted and—and—I don’t know what I was thinking, because then I said, ‘Right, Dad? I’m not adopted, am I, Dad?’ And then my dad said . . . my dad said . . .”

Chip’s mouth kept moving, but no sound came out. It was like he’d run out of words. Or at least run out of words he wanted to say.

Jonah froze, sitting very precisely in the center of his bed.

“What did your dad say?” he asked very carefully.

Chip was staring straight ahead, his eyes vacant.

“Are you adopted?” Jonah whispered.

Wordlessly, Chip nodded.


THREE

“Well, why didn’t you tell me that this afternoon?” Jonah asked. He felt kind of silly. It was like when he was on the swim team and some of his friends had hidden his clothes, so he had to walk through the rec center lobby wearing nothing but a Speedo while everyone else was fully clothed. “I told you I was adopted—why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know!” Chip exploded. His whole face was red. “Mom and Dad never told me anything! All this time I thought my parents were my real parents—”

“They’re still your real parents,” Jonah corrected automatically.

“They are not!” Chip said furiously. “They’re total strangers to me now! How could they not tell me?”

That wasn’t a question Jonah could answer. After a certain point, he’d stopped reading all the kid-approved “Isn’t adoption wonderful!” books his parents had bought for him and had started sneaking peeks at some of the books on their bookshelves: Raising the Well-Adjusted Adopted Child, What to Tell Your Adopted and Foster Children, Adoption Without Secrets. All the adoptive-parents books Jonah had ever seen acted like there was one commandment Moses had forgotten to bring down from Mount Sinai: tell adopted kids the truth.

Chip was running his hands violently through his hair again. If he kept that up, he’d end up pulling it all out.

“Stop that,” Jonah said. “Your parents probably thought they were doing the right thing.”

Chip laughed bitterly.

“Yeah—the right thing for them.” He stood up abruptly, knocking the desk chair over backward. “This is just like them. They always want to pretend that everything’s normal, that everything’s fine: ‘No, Chip, you didn’t hear anyone yelling last night. Your father and I never fight—’”

“Adoption is normal,” Jonah said stiffly. “It’s been part of human society for centuries.”

Chip shot him a “get real” look and began pacing. When he reached Jonah’s door, he pounded his fists on the wood. Then he lowered his forehead onto his fists and just stood there.

“Uh, Chip?” Jonah said nervously. “Are you okay?”

“You know what’s funny?” Chip said in a strangled voice, without lifting his head. “It’s kind of a relief . . . not being related to them. I don’t want to be like Mom and Dad, anyhow. But who am I for real? Who are my real parents?”

“Birth parents,” Jonah said quietly. “They’re called birth parents.”

Chip rolled his head to the side.

“Would you stop that?” he said. “It’s like you’re brainwashed or something.”

“What?” Jonah said defensively. “Those are the correct terms. Birth parents are the people who give birth to you. Real parents are the ones who change your diapers and get up in the middle of the night when you’re a baby and show you how to ride a bike without training wheels and, and. . . .” He stopped because he thought maybe he was quoting directly from What to Tell Your Adopted and Foster Children.

Chip slid down to the floor, crumpling like one of those rag dolls Katherine used to drag around by the feet.

“My parents didn’t show me how to ride a bike,” he said. “They left that to the babysitter.”

Jonah thought for a moment.

“Well, at least they were the ones who paid the babysitter.”

Chip groaned. He balled his hands into fists again and pressed them against his eye sockets.

“Why?” he whispered. “Why did my real parents give me up?”

This time, Jonah didn’t bother correcting Chip out loud, though his brain translated, You mean, your birth mother set up an adoption plan. . . .

“You know, there are lots of reasons people can’t take care of their own kids,” Jonah said cautiously. “Maybe your birth parents died. Maybe you’re adopted from Russia or someplace like that, where things are different.” He waited a second. Chip didn’t move. “Maybe . . . maybe now that you know you’re adopted, your mom and dad might tell you more about your story, if they know it. Sometimes, even if the records are sealed at the time of the adoption, people change their minds and decide they want to be more open. . . .”

Okay, now Jonah was almost certain that he was quoting directly from one of his parents’ books.

Chip began shaking his head again, so hard it rattled the door behind him. Then he glared over at Jonah, his eyes burning.

“My dad said—” Chip choked, swallowed hard, tried again, “—my dad said I didn’t need to know anything else. He said he never wanted to talk about this again.”

And then Jonah felt the anger boiling up inside of him. Jonah didn’t get mad often. He’d never met Chip’s dad, just seen him drive by. (He drove a nice car—a BMW.) Jonah probably couldn’t have picked Chip’s dad out in a line-up. But right now Jonah wanted to stalk over to Chip’s house, swing his best punch, and hit Chip’s dad right in the mouth. He wanted to hit him a couple of times.

Jonah clenched his fists. Chip was still staring up at him, but his expression had slipped over into helplessness now—helplessness and hopelessness.

“What can I do?” Chip asked.

“When you’re a grown-up,” Jonah said, “you can try to find your birth parents. You won’t need your mom and dad’s permission for anything then. And until then—until then, I swear, I’ll do everything I can to help you.”


FOUR

“Try 10-28-66,” Chip whispered.

“Why?” Jonah asked.

“That’s Dad’s birthday,” Chip said. “He’s so conceited and stupid, he’d use his own birthday as the code.”

It’d been two days since Jonah and Chip had each gotten their “YOU ARE ONE OF THE MISSING” letters, and Chip was acting crazier than ever. Today, coming home on the school bus, Chip had gotten obsessed with the idea that he had to see his birth certificate, that it would tell him everything he needed to know. So now the two boys were crouched beside a wall safe in Chip’s basement.

Jonah paused with his fingers poised over the digital keypad.

“Really,” he said, “even if your birth certificate’s in here, it’s not going to help. Like I told you—like it said on the Internet—when a kid’s adopted, they issue a new certificate and lock all the old papers away. Your original birth certificate’s not going to be in here unless it was an open adoption and somehow, I don’t think, if your parents won’t even talk about you being adopted—”

“Just try the code,” Chip insisted. “My hand’s shaking too bad.”

Jonah glanced over at his friend, who did indeed look shaky. Even in the dim light of the basement, Jonah could tell that Chip had a panicky sheen of sweat on his face. Chip’s curly hair was mashed down because he kept clutching his head, like he had to work hard to hold himself together. He seemed about one step away from being one of those loony types who mumbled to themselves on the street downtown.

Jonah sighed and began punching in numbers: 1 0 2 8 6 6.

Nothing happened.

“When’s your birthday?” Jonah asked.

“Mine?” Chip said. “September nineteenth.”

“And you’re thirteen?”

“Yeah, why?”

Jonah didn’t answer, just began punching in a new combination: 0 9 1 9 . . .

The safe beeped, then there was audible click. The safe door sprang open, just a crack.

“Bingo!” Jonah said. He kind of wished his own mom or dad were there just then, because they would be able to tell Chip, “See? Your parents must care about you some, if they use your birthday as the code to their safe.” But Jonah couldn’t say anything that goopy himself.

“Go ahead and open it,” Chip said. “I can’t look.”

He had his shaking hand over his eyes, but he kept lifting it to peek out.

Jonah gripped the door to the partly open safe.

“Are you sure you want me to do this?” he asked. “This is like breaking and entering or something.”

Chip scowled at him.

“You’re in my house,” he said. “I asked you to open the safe.”

“But your parents—”

“What they want doesn’t count,” Chip said harshly.

There was some saying Jonah’s mom always quoted—usually to Katherine—about how eavesdroppers never heard anything good about themselves. Jonah wondered if that also applied to boys opening locked safes and looking at secret papers. But that was something else he couldn’t say to Chip. He jerked on the door, swinging it completely open, and reached in to take out the first few sheets of paper on top of the stack.

“This is just stuff about buying your house,” Jonah said, leafing quickly through the papers. “Real estate settlements, title insurance . . .”

Chip moved his hand away from his eyes and squinted at the papers.

“Maybe that’s connected too,” he said slowly. “My dad says they got a really sweet deal for this house. Maybe I was supposed to meet you, so that I’d find out about being adopted. . . .”

Jonah carefully put the house papers in a stack on the floor.

“About four out of every one hundred Americans are adopted,” Jonah said. “I think you could have met someone who was adopted in any neighborhood you might have moved to. Now you’re sounding really crazy, like those conspiracy theorists who think the moon landing never happened, or that the government has a bunch of aliens locked up on some military base in New Mexico.”

“But they do,” Chip said. “Those aliens are real.”

“You really believe that?”

Chip slugged him in the arm.

“No. Fooled you!”

Jonah was glad that Chip could still show some sense of humor, that he hadn’t totally crossed the line into insanity. Jonah reached into the safe again and pulled out more papers. He was careful to keep them in order as he sorted through them.

Three-fourths of the way down into the stack, he let out a low whistle.

“Here it is.”

He held up a document labeled, BIRTH CERTIFICATE—Cook County, Illinois.

Chip evidently forgot that he was too stressed out to look. He crowded against Jonah’s shoulder.

“Charles Haddingford Winston the third, huh?” Jonah teased.

Chip grimaced.

“Crazy, isn’t it?” he said bitterly. “I’m Charles Winston the third, and I’m not even related. They just had to have some kid to stick that name on.”

“Chip, you are related. Or, as good as related. They’ve raised you,” Jonah said.

“Not very well,” Chip said.

Jonah took one look at Chip’s face and decided not to argue.

He rifled through the rest of the papers. Beside him, Chip groaned.

“‘Happy Family Adoption Agency’?” Chip muttered. “You have got to be kidding.”

Something slipped out of the stack of papers Jonah was holding against one knee, while he braced his other knee against the floor. Trying to catch the one sliding paper, Jonah lost his balance and fell over sideways. The whole stack cascaded down to the carpet, skidding toward the wall.

“Sorry,” Jonah said. “If things are out of order, your dad’s going to be able to tell—”

“I don’t care,” Chip said acidly.

Jonah frowned and began gathering up the papers. He thought he’d gotten everything until he saw a scrap of yellow sticking out from under a chair a few feet away.

“That’s what started this whole mess,” he muttered. He reached under the chair and pulled out a yellow Post-it note. It said, James Reardon, (513) 555-0192. He held the note up so Chip could see it too.

“Was this with the adoption papers or the house stuff?” Jonah asked.

Chip narrowed his eyes.

“I know how to find out,” he said.

He took the Post-it note from Jonah’s hand and walked to the other side of the basement, where couches and chairs clustered around a huge entertainment center. He reached into a cabinet of the entertainment center and pulled out a cordless phone.

“Here—I’ll put it on speakerphone so you can hear too,” Chip said.

“Chip, I don’t think—” Jonah stopped, because he couldn’t explain why this suddenly seemed like such a bad idea to him.

Chip was already punching in numbers, each digital beep adding to Jonah’s sense of apprehension. Jonah rushed over to Chip’s side, as if being able to see the phone as well as hear it would make everything easier.

The phone clicked, making the connection, and then smoothly flowed into ringing. It rang once, twice. . . . Another click. Then a gruff voice boomed out of the phone: “Federal Bureau of Investigations. Reardon speaking.”

Jonah stabbed his finger at the button to break the connection.
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“What’d you do that for?” Chip demanded.

“I—I don’t think this is the right way to do this,” Jonah said. “Sneaking around, looking at papers your parents don’t want you to see, calling people . . . I know you’re really mad at your parents right now—okay, fine. I don’t blame you. But this isn’t going to help. Calm down; let them calm down; wait until you can all sit down and talk about it. . . .”

Chip shoved hard against Jonah’s chest, pushing him away. The phone fell to the floor between them.

“I don’t know what your parents are like,” Chip said harshly. “But if my dad says he doesn’t want to talk about something, he . . . doesn’t . . . talk!” He grabbed the phone and began punching numbers again.

Okay, so maybe family therapist was out as a future career option for Jonah.

“Maybe you should talk to one of the counselors at school or something,” Jonah said.

Chip kept punching numbers, stabbing them even harder now.

“I’m not crazy!” he insisted.

“I never said you were,” Jonah countered. He guessed Chip had hit about five of the seven numbers for James Reardon now. “But tell me—what do you think the FBI has to do with your adoption?”

Chip stopped hitting numbers.

Jonah eased the phone out of Chip’s hands. He pressed the button to hang up.

“Think about it,” Jonah said. “This Reardon guy probably doesn’t have anything to do with you. That Post-it must have been on some other paper in there. Maybe . . . Is your dad a spy or something?”

“He’s a stockbroker,” Chip muttered. He cleared his throat. “If he was a spy, he’d probably be on the terrorists’ side.”

“Maybe he’s secretly working for the government,” Jonah said. “Maybe he’s like a double agent, and he’s pretending to launder money for some terrorists, but really he’s reporting everything to the government. And maybe if you call this number and blow his cover, like, five years of secret-agent work will go to waste, and they’ll have to start all over again. And it will all be your fault.”

Jonah had seen a movie once where something like that happened.

“You think my dad’s a hero?” Chip asked. “Fat chance.”

But he didn’t grab the phone back to begin dialing again. He just stood there, looking lost.

“I just want to know who I really am,” Chip said. His words came out as a whimper, the kind of sound no self-respecting thirteen-year-old boy would want anyone to hear him making.

Jonah decided not to make fun of him for it.

“I do, too,” Jonah said.

“You do?” Chip asked, and this, too, came out sounding pitiful.

Jonah nodded.

“Well, yeah. I mean, my parents are okay, and I guess it’d be possible to have a worse sister than Katherine. But sometimes I wonder . . . who do I look like? Are my birth parents good people who just kind of made a mistake? Or are they druggies, alcoholics, criminals . . . are they in jail? Mental hospitals? Did they have any other kids besides me? Did they—did they keep the other kids?”

Sometimes Jonah’s mom would say things like, “You have such great dimples and such beautiful eyes—do you suppose those came from your birth mother or your birth father?” Or, “You’re so good at math—wonder who you inherited that from?” It annoyed him, because he knew those lines came straight out of the adoption books. And, generally, people whose lives were going great—NFL quarterbacks, rock stars, famous actors and actresses, genius scientists—generally, they didn’t give up their kids for adoption. What bad things had he inherited along with the eyes and the dimples and the ability to glide through seventh-grade math?

Chip was nodding.

“Monday morning,” he said in a hoarse voice. “When I walked into school, I kept looking around thinking, ‘I could have a brother or sister here, and I wouldn’t even know it.’ So I stared at everyone, looking for curly hair and long skinny legs and nostrils that flare out a little. . . .”

“Is that why you walked into that wall, on the way to lunch?” Jonah asked.

“Uh, yeah,” Chip said. He sounded embarrassed.

Jonah eased the Post-it note out of Chip’s hand. He waved it slightly in front of Chip’s eyes.

“This isn’t any good,” Jonah said. “No matter what, you’re always going to have more questions.”

“How do you know?” Chip challenged him. “Have you ever tried to get your questions answered?”


SIX

It was Cincinnati chili night. Mom liked to have themed dinners every so often, and lately she’d been on a geographic kick: spicy New Orleans jambalaya one week, thick New England clam chowder the next, authentic (she said) Mexican hot tamales the next. At least Cincinnati chili was fairly normal, though Jonah failed to see the point of putting chili on top of spaghetti, when Ragú worked just as well.

“Do you think . . . ,” he started to say, but everyone was passing around the containers of shredded cheese and chopped onions, and no one seemed to hear him.

A few minutes later, while Katherine was chewing and actually had her mouth shut for once, he tried again.

“You know how you always said that if . . .”

Katherine finished chewing.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” she exploded. “Guess who says she’s trying out for cheerleader next year?”

“Do you mind?” Jonah asked. “I was talking first.”

Katherine took a gulp of milk.

“Okay, okay, go on,” she said. “But hurry up, because this is really funny!”

“All right,” Jonah said with injured dignity. “What I was saying was . . . I mean . . .” He swallowed hard.

“Would you just spit it out?” Katherine demanded.

Jonah glared at his sister. He could hear Chip’s question echoing in his head: Have you ever tried to get your questions answered?

“What was the name of the adoption agency where you, you know, got me?” he blurted.

For a moment, it felt like he’d thrown a grenade out into the center of the table. Even Katherine was speechless for once. Then Mom smiled.

“We’ve told you that before, but I guess you forgot,” she said. “It was called ‘Hope for Children.’ Awfully schmaltzy, I know, but it felt right to us then, because we had so much hope—and that was all we had. Until—”

“Okay,” Jonah said quickly, because he could tell she was about to launch into the miracle story (the call out of the blue . . . the week before Christmas . . . everything we ever wanted . . .). He didn’t have the patience for that right now, not when he had so much to think about. Hope for Children was a stupid name, but he was relieved, somehow, that it wasn’t the Happy Family Adoption Agency, the same one that Chip’s family had dealt with. This made the matching letters about being one of the missing seem more like a coincidence, more like an ordinary seventh-grade prank.

Dad was wiping his mouth with his napkin.

“Was there anything else you wanted to know, Jonah?” he asked in a voice that was trying way too hard to sound casual. It was almost as bad as the time Dad had said, on a fishing trip, “You know you can ask me anything you want about puberty.”

“Um . . . ,” Jonah couldn’t decide.

“Can we talk about something that isn’t ancient history?” Katherine interrupted.

“Katherine, wait your turn,” Mom said. “Jonah?”

Across the table, Katherine crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue. Jonah looked down at his plate.

“Well, I kind of wondered, now that I’m older, if there’s any more information they could give us about, uh, my birth parents,” Jonah said. “I mean, not that it really matters. I’m just curious, like—did either of them have dimples? Like me?”

“Dimples!” Katherine snorted indignantly.

Mom shot her one of those looks that said, as clear as day, If I hear one more word out of you, young lady, before you have permission to speak, I will cover your mouth with duct tape for the rest of the night. Of course, Mom had never done anything like that, but her looks always made you believe that she might.

Dad very, very carefully laid his fork on his plate.

“I can certainly call the agency and see if there’s any more information available,” he said. “But I have to warn you, it’s not likely. They weren’t even willing to give us a medical history.”

“Not that we minded,” Mom added quickly. “We were just happy to get you!”

Now Mom and Dad were both beaming at him, stereo smiles. Jonah kicked Katherine under the table.

“Tell your stupid cheerleader story,” he muttered.

Later that night, while Jonah was sitting at his desk doing his social studies homework, Katherine shoved her way into his room.

“Don’t do this,” she said, standing dramatically in his doorway.

“What? Social studies?”

Katherine cast a glance over her shoulder. She stepped aside and eased the door shut behind her. Then—almost cautiously, for her—she sat down on the edge of his bed.

“No, you know,” she said. “That whole adopted-kid search-for-identity thing.”

Jonah pressed his pencil down too hard on the sapiens part of homo sapiens, and the lead snapped. He dropped the pencil and whirled around.

“What’s it to you?” he asked.

“Hey, I’m part of this family too,” Katherine said.

“No, duh.” He thought about snarling, Of course you are. You’re actually related by blood. You belong more than I do. But that wasn’t a very Jonah thing to say. It was like all those cruel things Chip had been saying about his dad all afternoon, that were just Chip being mad and surely couldn’t be true. He decided to stick with “No, duh,” as his best comeback.

Katherine rolled her eyes.

“Look,” she said. “It makes them mental, every time you bring up the adoption, or your birth parents, or anything like that. They start pussyfooting around and being so careful, like, ‘Now, Jonah . . .’” She’d dropped her voice an octave, in a pretty decent imitation of Dad. “’. . . I can certainly call the agency. . . . We’ll do anything we can. . . . We would never want your adoption to impede your self-actualization. . . .’”

Whoa—where had Katherine learned a term like self-actualization?

“So what?” Jonah said. “And why’s it my fault? They’re the ones who always bring up the story of how they got me. ‘Blah, blah, blah, call out of the blue . . . blah, blah, blah, blinding rainstorm the night we picked you up . . .’”

Katherine giggled. Then she leaned forward, her eyes round and earnest.

“Yeah, but see, that’s the past,” she said. “That’s the beginning of the story of them having kids. It’s their story with you. It’s like them telling about giving me Barbie stickers to get me potty-trained. Or telling about the time I threw up into Mom’s purse.”

Jonah snorted, remembering. That had been funny.

Katherine eyed him suspiciously.

“You haven’t told anybody at school those stories, have you?” she asked.

“No—why would I? Who cares?”

Katherine nodded approvingly.

“You better not,” she said. She glanced toward the door once more. “When you start talking about wanting to know more about your birth parents, that’s different. You know what they’re doing down there right now, don’t you? They’re reading those books again.” Jonah didn’t have to ask which ones she meant. “They’re trying to figure out what they’re supposed to say so you don’t start acting out and using drugs and flunking out as your cry for help.”

Jonah realized that Katherine had probably read Raising the Well-Adjusted Adopted Child and Adoption Without Secrets too.

“I’m not going to do any of that stuff,” Jonah said. “That’s crazy.”

“Yeah, well, so’s getting all worried about your birth parents. Because, Jonah”—Now she was leaning so far forward, she was only inches from falling off the bed—“your birth parents don’t matter. You’re Jonah. They could have dimples or they could have three eyes apiece and six fingers on every hand, and it doesn’t change a thing about you.”

Jonah kind of thought that might be impossible—twelve-fingered, three-eyed parents having a ten-fingered, two-eyed kid—but he wasn’t sure. Genetics had never been a big interest for him.

“That’s easy for you to say,” he muttered in a huff. “You can look in a mirror and know exactly where everything came from. Eyes—brown like Mom’s. Nose—ski slope, like Dad’s.”

“I do not have a ski-slope nose!” Katherine protested. “It’s . . . classical.”

She turned sideways, as if modeling.

“Classical ski slope maybe,” Jonah said.

“It is not! Er—never mind.” Katherine waved her hands in front of her face, like she was trying to erase the nose debate. This was a miracle—Katherine backing away from an argument? “What I meant to say is, that doesn’t matter either. If you’re going through some adolescent ‘Who am I?’ phase, it’s not because you’re adopted. Everyone goes through that. I don’t know who I am either.”

Jonah reached out and tapped her on the arm.

“Katherine Marie Skidmore, remember?” he said. “Daughter of Michael and Linda. Granddaughter of—”

“No, no, who am I really?” Katherine interrupted. “Like, next year when we can try out for things, do I want to be a cheerleader or a basketball player? Do I want people to think, ‘Katherine Skidmore, airhead, but what a hottie,’ or, ‘Katherine Skidmore, what a jock!’?”

Jonah was torn. He wanted to tease, Regardless, it’ll be, ‘airhead, definitely not a hottie.’ But he also kind of wanted to offer some profound big-brotherly advice along the lines of, Katherine, you idiot, it’s what you are that matters, not what people think you are. He was saved from making a decision because someone knocked on his door just then. Both he and Katherine jumped guiltily.

“Is this a private party, or are adults allowed too?” Mom called from the hallway.

Katherine shot Jonah a glance that said, See, I told you they’re acting mental.

Jonah frowned back at her and called out, “Come in” to his mother.

Mom pushed open the door, but still stood there a little hesitantly.

“That Cincinnati chili took so long to make—chopping all those onions!—I totally forgot . . . you got some mail today, Jonah,” she said, holding out a white envelope.

Jonah felt a nervous twitch in his stomach.

Mom walked across the room and laid the envelope on his desk, beside his social studies book. Once again, there was no return address. It was just a plain ordinary unmarked letter addressed to Jonah.

“If that’s an invitation to a birthday party or some other event you want to go to, let me know so I can put it on the calendar,” Mom said, still in that unnatural, careful voice she’d used at dinner.

“Okay. I will,” Jonah said.

He made no move to open the letter. He didn’t even touch it. He bent his head over his social studies book like the most dedicated student in the world—Look, Mom! I’m not in any danger of flunking out!—but he could feel Mom and Katherine both staring at him. He sighed.

“I’ll look at it later, okay? I’ve really got to finish this social studies. We’ve got a test tomorrow, and I haven’t even done the whole study sheet yet,” Jonah hinted.

“Oh! All right. Come on, Katherine, we’re being kicked out,” Mom said. “Jonah, let me know if you want any help reviewing later.”

Jonah waited until they were both gone, and the door was firmly latched. He picked up the envelope and went over to sit on the floor with his back pressed against the door, so he’d have some warning if anyone tried to come in. Carefully, he eased his finger under the flap of the envelope and gently lifted it.

He could tell even before he pulled the letter out that most of it was blank. He fumbled unfolding it, one edge of the paper getting stuck against the other side. And then it was open. He flattened the paper against the floor, so he could see every word all at once.

There were seven this time:

BEWARE! THEY’RE COMING BACK TO GET YOU.
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“You didn’t tell anyone?” Chip asked.

“I just told you, didn’t I?” Jonah said.

“No, I mean, like, a grown-up. Your parents.”

Jonah shrugged miserably. They were at the bus stop, but standing apart from the other kids, out of the glow of the streetlight. It was the next morning, and he’d just quietly filled Chip in on the contents of his latest letter.

“What am I supposed to say?” Jonah asked, twisting his face into an imitation of a terrified little kid and making his voice come out high and squeaky: “Oooh, Mommy, Daddy, that piece of paper scared me.” He dropped his voice back to its normal register. “Katherine thinks they’re freaking out anyhow, just ‘cause I asked a few questions last night.”

Chip glanced away, and Jonah followed his gaze. In the darkness, the other kids were mostly miscellaneous blobs, but Jonah could pick out Katherine’s bright orange jacket in the middle of a huge cluster of kids. It sounded like she was competing with her friends Emma and Rachel to see who could squeal the loudest.

“Maybe Katherine’s the one who sent that letter,” Chip said. “I didn’t get one. Maybe she’s just playing a trick on you—remember, she wanted to rewrite that letter on Saturday, to make it a better prank.”

Jonah thought about how serious Katherine had looked the night before, commanding, “Don’t do this,” how desperately she seemed to want him and his parents to just act normal.

“No,” he said curtly. “It’s not Katherine.”

“Well, then . . . what did the letter say again, exactly?” Chip asked.

“Beware! They’re coming back to get you,” Jonah recited tonelessly. It took no effort to remember; he’d stared at the words for so long the night before that it seemed like they were imprinted on his eyeballs.

“‘Coming back to get you,’ huh? Maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with your, uh, adoption,” Chip said. Jonah noticed Chip was still having trouble making himself say the word. “Maybe it’s a revenge thing. Have you made anybody mad lately?”

You, Jonah thought, but didn’t say. He couldn’t blame Chip any more than he blamed Katherine.

“I’m sure it’s just another prank,” Jonah said, but he wasn’t sure. If anything, he was almost sure that it wasn’t.

The school bus appeared out of the early-morning darkness just then, and he and Chip crammed themselves into the screaming, squealing line of kids jabbering about how Spencer Patton was going to sneak his iPod into math class today and how Kelly Jefferson had just broken up with Jordan Cowan and, “Did you hear—six kids got sick from eating the cafeteria pizza yesterday! Do you think they’ll finally fire the lunch ladies?” Jonah hoped that no one could tell that he felt like he was walking around in a bubble. Even as he climbed up the bus steps, walked down the crowded aisle, and collapsed into the first vacant seat, he felt like he was in a completely different dimension from kids who cared about iPods and math class and breakups and cafeteria pizza.

Two stupid letters—thirteen stupid words, total—and I’m freaking out? I’m as bad as Mom and Dad!

First period was study center, and he forced himself to look over his social studies notes. He studied so hard that, second period, the test was a breeze. He filled in the meaningless words—Homo erectus, Homo habilis, Homo sapiens, Neanderthal—with great relief. These, at least, were questions he could answer. He turned in his paper feeling confident that he’d gotten everything right, even the bonuses.

See, Katherine, I am not going to flunk out as a cry for help! he thought. That’s going to be my best test grade all year!

Some of the other kids evidently weren’t so happy.

“Come on, Mr. Vincent,” Spencer Patton said. “Even you’ve got to admit this stuff is stupid. Why do we have to study history anyway?”

“So you know where you come from,” Mr. Vincent said.

I wish, Jonah thought.

“And—Oh! I know!—it’ll help if anyone ever invents a time machine,” Jeremy Evers wisecracked. “This way, when you go back in time, you can recognize people, so you’ll know who you’ve got to speak Neanderthal to, and who just uses regular caveman talk.”

“Very funny, Jeremy,” Mr. Vincent said in a tone that didn’t sound amused. “Let’s stay within the realm of reality, shall we?”

The realm of reality—Jonah liked that term. He imagined telling Mr. Vincent about the letters, and having Mr. Vincent shake his head dismissively and say, “Come on, Jonah. Stay within the realm of reality.” Reality was supposed to be social studies tests and cafeteria pizza, not strange letters and worrying that someone was going to snatch him away, worrying that he’d made a big mistake not telling Mom and Dad about the letters and having them taken to the police to be fingerprinted. . . .

What am I thinking? Mom and Dad would laugh their heads off, me acting like they should report some seventh-grade prank to the police!

Mr. Vincent called on Jonah to answer a question, and Jonah didn’t even know what he’d asked.

The rest of Jonah’s day went like that too. In science class he dropped a test tube full of a liquid that tested as strongly acidic. (It turned out that it was only lemon juice, but his lab partner still got mad that he’d splashed it on her Abercrombie & Fitch top.) In gym class he got hit on the head with a volleyball. In band he miscounted the rests and came in at the wrong time, the only trumpet playing in a measure that was supposed to be all flutes. It was like he’d used up all his focus on the social studies test. He was glad when school was finally over, so he’d be able to go home and plop down in front of the TV, and nobody would notice that he wasn’t paying attention.

But as Jonah stepped down from the school bus that afternoon, the last one off, he heard Chip say in a tense voice, “Come with me.”

“Huh?” Jonah said, feeling dazed. He hadn’t even noticed that Chip was right in front of him. Had he accidentally agreed to help Chip unlock more safes, sort through more records? Had he even spoken to Chip since this morning at the bus stop?

“Just to my mailbox,” Chip said.

Jonah stopped in the street and squinted at him stupidly.

“You know how you can mail two letters from the same mailbox on the same day, and they might arrive wherever they’re going on different days?” Chip asked. “Even if where they’re going is just two different mailboxes on the same street?”

Comprehension flowed over Jonah.

“You’re scared you might get the letter today,” Jonah said. “The same letter I got yesterday.”

“Not scared,” Chip corrected quickly. “I mean, if you’re busy, I can get the mail by myself. It’s just—you’re used to being adopted, and you laugh things off, but this is all new to me, you know?”

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. This day’s been a bundle of laughs. But he silently turned and followed Chip toward the mailbox at the end of Chip’s driveway.

The Winstons’ mailbox was one of the fancier ones on the block. Instead of being on a wooden post, it was on a brick column; at the top, the bricks encircled the entire box in a graceful arc. Dimly, Jonah wondered how the builder had done that, how the flimsy metal mailbox wasn’t crushed by the heavy bricks and mortar.

Chip reached into the mailbox and pulled out a thick stack of letters and flyers.

“Bill, bill, ad . . . ,” Chip flipped through the stack, sounding more relieved with each letter that wasn’t a plain envelope addressed to him, without a return address. Jonah noticed that some of the Winstons’ letters had those yellow forwarding stickers the post office used when people moved, covering an old address with the new one.

“Wait a minute,” Jonah said. “When you got that letter on Saturday, was it forwarded from your old address, or was it this address?”

“I don’t know.” Chip looked up from his sorting for a moment. “This address, I guess. Why?”

“Oh, good,” Jonah said. “That means it could just be kids from school, fooling around. They wouldn’t know your old address.”

Maybe most of the seventh grade had gotten weird letters like his and Chip’s. He should have surveyed everyone he knew, instead of wandering around in a daze.

“But how did they know I was adopted—when I didn’t even know?” Chip asked, his voice breaking. He bent his head down over the mail again.

“Missing doesn’t necessarily mean ‘adopted,’” Jonah argued. “Or, maybe there’s some list in the school office of which kids are adopted, and somebody hacked into the computer system, and they think it’s really funny to . . .”

He stopped because Chip didn’t seem to be listening anymore. Chip’s face had suddenly gone deathly pale. Slowly, he held up three letters, all of them plain envelopes without return addresses. All of them were addressed to Chip; two of the letters had yellow forwarding labels. One of the labels was peeled back a little, and Jonah could see the words, “Winnetka, Illinois” below.

Winnetka was where Chip used to live.

“You open them,” Chip said. “I can’t.”

Jonah took a deep breath and took the letters from Chip. He ripped them open quickly, the same way he took off Band-Aids.

“You are one of the missing,” he read from the first letter. Then, “Beware! They’re coming back to get you.” And the next one, again, “Beware! They’re coming back to get you.”

Someone had sent Chip two copies of each letter, one to his old address and one to his new.

“Wow,” Jonah said. “Whoever sent these letters really wanted to make sure you got them.”

Chip opened his mouth, but it didn’t seem like he had anything to say—it was more like he’d lost the power to control his jaw.

“JO-NAH!” someone shouted far down the block, from the direction of Jonah’s house. It was Katherine.

“What?” Jonah shouted back.

“There’s a message on the answering machine,” Katherine hollered. “Dad wants you to call him right away.”

Jonah didn’t care about Katherine’s big identity crisis—cheerleader versus basketball player?—but, he reflected, she certainly had the lungs of a cheerleader.

And it was such a relief to think that, to think about something ordinary and pointless and annoying, like Katherine.

“Okay!” he yelled back, sounding completely normal.

Chip grabbed Jonah’s arm.

“You can use my cell,” he said. “Dad just doubled the number of minutes I’m allowed to use. It’s a bribe, I guess. Like that’s going to make up for keeping a secret for thirteen years? Like it even matters? Like minutes can make up for years? I’m going to go over the limit anyhow. If you don’t use my cell phone, I’m just going to have to call some recorded message, leave the phone on for hours. . . .”

Jonah wondered if Chip was going into shock. It seemed a little irresponsible to leave him alone, babbling like that, so he took the cell phone Chip offered him. He punched in Dad’s work number.

“Hey, Jonah buddy,” Dad said, too heartily, as soon as Jonah said hello. “Did you have a good day at school?”

“I think I got an A on the social studies test,” Jonah said, trying to sound however he would normally sound on a normal day.

“Great!” Dad said with way too much enthusiasm.

Neither of them said anything for a moment.

“Well,” Dad said. “I called the adoption agency today, just like I promised.”

He paused. Jonah could tell he was supposed to say, “Oh, thanks, Dad,” or “Really, Dad, you didn’t have to do that,” or even just, “Yeah?” But Jonah found that his mouth was suddenly too dry to say anything.

“Eva, the social worker who helped us—such a great lady—she’s not there anymore,” Dad said. “But I talked to another woman, who looked up your file, and . . . Jonah, there is new information in your case.”

Jonah pressed the cell phone more tightly against his ear. He swayed slightly.

“Oh?” he said, and it took such effort to produce that one syllable.

“A name,” Dad said. “The social worker was a little confused—she wasn’t even sure at first that she was allowed to tell me, but . . . it wasn’t one of your birth parents. It was just someone listed as having information about you. A contact person.”

“Who was it?” Jonah asked, pushing the words out through gritted teeth.

“Some guy named James Reardon,” Dad said. “And—get this—he works for the FBI.”


EIGHT

The world spun around Jonah. He clutched the cell phone tight against his ear. Normally he was a big fan of cell phones—it was so frustrating that his parents had decided to buy only one cell phone for him and Katherine to share, which meant that Katherine usually had the cell phone and he got nothing. But right now he wanted something a lot more substantial than a cell phone to hold on to: a phone rooted in concrete, maybe.

He settled for grabbing the Winstons’ brick-encased mailbox.

“James . . . Reardon?” he repeated numbly.

“Yeah—have you heard of him?” Dad said, puzzlement creeping into his voice.

Was his name written on a Post-it note stuck to my file? Jonah wanted to ask. A yellow Post-it note just like the one that was in Chip’s family’s safe, probably stuck on his adoption records? Identical Post-it notes, even though Chip was adopted through a different agency and lived in Illinois his whole life until now?

Jonah felt so dizzy, even solid brick was barely enough to hold him up.

“Jonah?” Dad said, sounding worried now.

Jonah realized he’d probably let a lot of time pass, not answering Dad’s question, trying to make his vision stop spinning.

“I’m here,” Jonah said. “The phone must have cut out for a minute.” If in doubt, blame the technology. He gulped and tightened his grip on the bricks. “This guy . . . what does he know about me?”

“I’m not sure,” Dad said. “The social worker said it was highly unusual, the way the name was entered in your file. . . .”

Post-it note, for sure, Jonah thought.

“She offered to call him for us, but she was so scattered I thought it might be better if we met with him ourselves.”

Jonah glanced over at Chip, who looked as shell-shocked as Jonah felt. And Chip had heard only Jonah’s end of the conversation.

“Would you like me to arrange that, Jonah?” Dad asked, in the same super-patient, super-careful voice that he’d used when Katherine was a toddler throwing temper tantrums.

No, Jonah wanted to say. Tell him to keep his information to himself. Tell him, if he’s not busy hunting down terrorists right now, I’d appreciate him taking care of whoever’s sending strange letters to thirteen-year-old boys. Tell him . . .

“Yes,” Jonah said.


NINE

Jonah sat in a molded plastic chair. Mom sat in the chair to his right and Dad in the chair to his left, and Jonah knew that if he gave either of them so much as a flicker of encouragement, they would both start clutching his hands and holding on to him just like they had when they’d walked him to his first day of kindergarten.

Jonah was very careful to keep his hands in his lap, as far as possible from his parents’ hands. He kept his eyes trained straight ahead, hoping that the FBI had no way of knowing that he’d once hung up on the man he was waiting to see.

By rights, Jonah thought, Chip should be with Jonah too, waiting in this bland government office to meet with James Reardon. Whatever James Reardon knew about Jonah, he probably knew the same information about Chip. It’d be . . . kinder . . . if they could both get their facts at the same time.

Information . . . facts . . . I just want to know who I am, Jonah thought. And why I’ve been getting those letters. Does James Reardon know that? Does he know who Chip is?

Chip was not sitting in any of the molded plastic chairs near Jonah. Jonah had not been able to figure out any way to convince his parents that his new friend, whom he’d barely known for three months, should be included in this intimate, private moment, when Jonah might be about to learn deep dark secrets about his past.

“Maybe you should just tell them the truth,” Chip had suggested, as a last resort, in desperation.

Jonah had considered this for a millisecond.

Telling his parents the truth would require informing them that he’d been involved in breaking into somebody else’s safe. And that their new neighbors—whom Mom had taken fresh-baked banana bread to and heartily welcomed to the neighborhood—those same neighbors had been lying to their only son for his entire life. And he’d have to tell them that he was receiving threatening letters, and he believed somebody wanted to kidnap him.

If he told them all that, he wouldn’t get to take Chip with him to meet James Reardon. He wouldn’t get to go himself. He’d be locked up, either to punish or protect him.

“No,” he’d told Chip. “I can’t. But I promise, I’ll tell you everything this guy says. And then you can get your parents to—”

“My parents aren’t talking to me about the adoption, remember?” Chip said harshly. “If they won’t even talk to me about it, what makes you think they’d take me to the FBI to talk about it?”

So Chip wasn’t waiting with Jonah. But there was a fourth person sitting in a molded plastic chair on the other side of Dad: Katherine.

Katherine had thrown a fit when Mom and Dad had told her about the meeting, about how she’d have to be home alone for a little bit while they were away with Jonah.

“We should be home in time for dinner,” Mom said. “But if you get hungry without us, there’s some of that leftover chili—”

“No,” Katherine said.

“Okay, if you don’t want chili, there’s always—”

“I’m not talking about food,” Katherine said irritably. “I mean, no, I’m not staying home alone. I’m going with you.”

Mom and Dad exchanged glances.

“Katherine, this doesn’t really pertain to you,” Dad said. “This is about Jonah—”

“And he’s my brother and I’m part of this family too, and doesn’t everything that affects him affect me, too?” Katherine had said, sweeping her arms out in dramatic gestures, seeming to indicating a family so broad it could be the whole world.

Funny, Jonah thought. That’s not what she said that time I broke a lamp playing Nerf football in the house.

The argument about Katherine going or not going had raged through the house for three days. And then, inexplicably, Mom and Dad had given in. Mom and Dad didn’t usually cave in to Katherine like that. Jonah wondered what she’d promised in exchange: to clean up the kitchen after dinner every single night for the rest of the school year? To do her homework without complaining ever again? To not have a boyfriend until she went to college?

Something beeped and Jonah jumped. Okay, he was overreacting. It was just Katherine playing Tetris on her cell phone. (Our cell phone, he corrected himself.) He felt the annoyance bubbling up, stronger than ever. Here he was, staring at a door that maybe hid all the secrets of his life. And Katherine was just sitting there playing a video game?

The door opened, and a man stepped out. But the man was wearing a gray sweatshirt imprinted with the words Maintenance Staff. It was a janitor.

“Hey,” he said. “Any of you want something to drink while you’re waiting? The vending machine spit out two Mountain Dews, and I only wanted one.”

“Jonah likes Mountain Dew,” Katherine said, pausing her Tetris long enough to point to her brother.

The janitor held out a green bottle to Jonah.

“You should probably call the vending company,” Mom said. “If the machine’s malfunctioning like that, maybe next time you’ll put your money in and not get anything out. And really . . .” she began fumbling in her purse “. . . we can pay for this bottle, if Jonah’s going to drink it. . . .”

“No, no, it’s all good,” the janitor said. “I’ve put in money before and gotten nothing back. So this is already paid for. I just don’t want it. You enjoy it, kid, okay?” He tossed the bottle lightly to Jonah, and Jonah caught it.

Jonah did like Mountain Dew. At his tenth birthday party, he’d drunk an entire two-liter bottle of it, all by himself, on a dare. And he was thirsty. But something about the whole exchange struck him as weird and fake, like in a soft-drink commercial, where people took one sip and were suddenly dancing and singing and hugging total strangers. Was there a secret camera rolling somewhere? Would he be expected to do a testimonial at the end?

There I was, bummed out and a little scared, wondering who I really was, when Buster gave me that Mountain Dew and, whoa, suddenly I realized, it doesn’t matter; we’re all brothers under the skin. He and the janitor would have their arms around each other’s shoulders by then, with a kick line of dancing girls behind them, and birds twittering around their heads, and the dreary waiting room transformed into a lovely meadow. . . .

The janitor disappeared back through the door. So no dancing girls and twittering birds. Mom was still pointlessly reaching into her purse—all because of that “Pay your own way” virtue she and Dad always preached. You’d think they’d want to emphasize the whole Don’t-take-candy-from-strangers message too, Jonah thought. He stared suspiciously down at the bottle. This Mountain Dew could be poisoned. It could be laced with a dangerous narcotic, and the next thing he knew, he’d be waking up in a dark room, his mouth gagged, his wrists and ankles tied together. Maybe James Reardon was a kidnapper, maybe he was the one who’d been sending Jonah and Chip those weird letters, maybe . . .

Jonah noticed that the cap of the Mountain Dew bottle had never been opened. It was still connected to the ring of plastic below it.

You are so paranoid, he told himself. The reason Mom and Dad aren’t suspicious is because there’s no reason to be suspicious. You’re thirsty; someone was nice enough to give you a Mountain Dew—drink it!

Jonah unscrewed the lid, raised the bottle to his lips, and took a huge gulp. Beside him, Dad patted his leg comfortingly.

Jonah was done with the Mountain Dew by the time the door opened again. This time a man in a suit stood framed in the doorway.

“Mr. and Mrs. Skidmore?” he asked, reaching out to shake hands. “I’m James Reardon. Come on back.”

The Skidmores followed Mr. Reardon down a long hallway. The offices on either side of the hallway were dark, with the doors shut, as if everyone else had already left for the day. Mom must have noticed this too because she said, “We really appreciate you staying late to meet with us after my husband and I got off from work. We really could have—”

“It’s no problem,” Mr. Reardon said. He showed them into the only well-lit office, a large room dominated by a huge desk. He shut the door behind them. “Please, have a seat.”

There were only three chairs lined up in front of the desk, so Jonah had to tug a fourth one over from beside a couch at the right side of the room.

Couldn’t Katherine have gotten the extra chair? Jonah fumed to himself. She’s the extra person!

He didn’t seem to have any control of his emotions suddenly: he was so mad at Katherine, so annoyed with Mom and Dad for sitting down so obediently in their low chairs and staring up at Mr. Reardon like little kids sent to the principal’s office. What he wanted to do was just blurt out, “What do you know about me?”

No, he didn’t want to do that. He was too scared about how Mr. Reardon might answer.

Mad, annoyed, scared, confused . . . , Jonah listed to himself. Want fries with that?

In spite of himself, Jonah grinned. His brain was a mixed-up, bizarre place, but at least he could amuse himself sometimes.

Mr. Reardon cleared his throat. Jonah stopped grinning.

“I thought it was important to have this meeting,” Mr. Reardon said in a smooth, silky voice, looking carefully at Mom, then Dad, then Jonah and Katherine, each in turn. “When you called, Mr. Skidmore, it became apparent to me that information had been released that was, ah, inappropriate.”

Dad leaned forward. “You mean—”

Mr. Reardon held up his hand, as if only he was allowed to talk.

“Please, let me finish,” he said. “I wanted to meet with you to assure you that we aren’t trying to hide any information that you’re entitled to. But you must understand the delicacy required in matters of national security. And—”

“Our son’s background is a matter of national security?” Mom asked incredulously.

Mr. Reardon glanced away for a second, then locked his gaze on Mom’s eyes. This reminded Jonah of a spoof he’d seen once in MAD magazine that was supposed to teach kids how to lie convincingly. “Peer deeply into your target’s eyes” had been one of the first rules on the list.

“I didn’t say that,” Mr. Reardon said soothingly, his eyes still fixed on Mom’s face. “Of course that’s ridiculous. To the best of my knowledge, his actual adoption was a very routine matter. But there were various government agencies involved . . . beforehand . . . and some of us do require a certain level of secrecy, just by the very nature of our work. So, there you have it. Really, you should never have been given my name.”

He sat back in his chair, smiling apologetically from across the vast reaches of his desk.

“Let me get this straight,” Mom said. “You’re saying that the FBI had some connection to Jonah’s life before he joined our family—and you’re not allowed to tell us what it is? You don’t think he has a right to know?”

Some of the politeness had gone out of Mom’s voice. “Let me get this straight” was the phrase that she always used with Jonah and Katherine when she thought they were stretching the truth a bit. (“Let me get this straight—you started practicing the trumpet at three thirty, according to the kitchen clock, and it’s only three fifty now, but somehow I’m supposed to believe that you practiced for an entire half hour out there in the living room? How could that be?”) Normally, Jonah hated that stern tone in Mom’s voice, that steely look in her eye. But right now he felt like cheering her on.

“Now, now,” Mr. Reardon said, leaning forward again. “I can understand how this might be upsetting to you. That ‘FBI’ title frightens people sometimes. In many ways, the Immigration and Naturalization Service was more involved. But, alas, secrets are secrets. . . .”

“What are you talking about?” Dad asked. “Immigration and Naturalization . . . are you saying Jonah was born in another country?”

Was that what Immigration and Naturalization meant?

“I’m an American!” Jonah blurted out, before he could stop himself.

“Of course you are,” Mr. Reardon said. “All your paperwork’s in order. At the moment. I checked.”

He smiled, but it was a dangerous smile. Jonah couldn’t quite understand what was going on, but maybe that was because he felt so dizzy all of a sudden. And so much of his brain was drowning in thoughts like, All those times I said the Pledge of Allegiance at school—doesn’t that count for anything? And the “National Anthem”—I try to sing it at baseball games; it’s not my fault my voice doesn’t go that high. . . .

“Is Jonah—” Dad took a careful breath. “Is he a naturalized American citizen or native born?”

Mr. Reardon shrugged, still smiling.

“Why does it matter?”

“It doesn’t . . . when it comes to the love we have for our son,” Mom said.

Jonah’s stomach began to churn, to match his spinning head. If Mom was going to get all sappy right here in front of Mr. Reardon, Jonah wouldn’t be able to take it. For a few seconds, he couldn’t even listen. When he forced himself to tune back in, Mom was saying, “But it might matter to Jonah someday. If he was born in another country, he might want to go back and visit; he might want to do projects about that country’s history for school. . . .”

Mom’s voice cracked on the word school, and Jonah decided this was nothing like those times she tried to catch him or Katherine in a lie. Her voice never cracked then.

Mr. Reardon leaned closer. He laid his hands lightly on a closed laptop—the only object on his vast desk—and moved the right corner ever so slightly forward, as if that microscopic readjustment might align it perfectly with the borders of the desk.

“Let me give you a hypothetical,” Mr. Reardon said. “Let’s say there was an international baby-smuggling ring. Lots of poor people in developing countries have babies they can’t afford; lots of rich Americans want babies they can’t have. People get desperate, don’t they?”

Jonah saw his mother flinch. Mr. Reardon went on.

“It’s a bad mix, desperate rich people who want something that desperate poor people have. Laws are broken; rights are trampled; money changes hands illegally—”

“We’ve done nothing wrong,” Dad said coldly.

“I haven’t accused you of anything,” Mr. Reardon said. “Guilty conscience?”

Dad gaped at Mr. Reardon and lurched forward in his chair.

“Of course not,” he said. “Jonah was adopted through a reputable adoption agency—we had no contact with any smuggling rings! We—we didn’t pay anything! Except the regular adoption fee . . . but—but everyone pays that!”

Jonah had never before seen Dad so angry that he actually sputtered. He was usually the calmest person in the family, mild-mannered, like a Clark Kent without any secrets.

Mr. Reardon laughed, as if he thought Dad’s reaction was funny.

“We’re just talking hypotheticals, remember?”

Dad sat back, but Jonah could tell that it took great effort. Mom reached over and took Dad’s hand—Jonah could tell that they were both holding on so tightly that their knuckles turned white.

“So, hypothetically,” Mr. Reardon continued, “this smuggling ring gets greedy. They take too many risks; they get caught. They always do, in the end. It’s a big mess for all the governments involved, all the government agencies involved. Do you extradite the smugglers? Do you deport the babies? You probably should, shouldn’t you?” He was staring straight at Jonah now. “Extradite and deport both mean ‘send back,’ by the way.”

Katherine gasped.

Jonah’s stomach was still churning, his head still spinning. But Katherine’s gasp was the last straw. He was sick of sitting here listening to Mr. Reardon bully his family with all these “hypotheticals,” all these simpers and smirks, cruel smiles and humorless laughs. He hated the way Mom and Dad were clutching each other, terrified, the way even Katherine had all the color drained from her face. If there was any way Jonah could hurry this along, a sick stomach and a whirling head weren’t going to stop him.

“Which country was it?” Jonah asked.

“Pardon?” Mr. Reardon asked.

“Which country?” Jonah repeated. “I see where you’re going with all this. Some smuggling ring brought me into the United States, the government busted up the smuggling ring, you gave me to a regular adoption agency, and then Mom and Dad got me. I’m really glad you didn’t send me back, if it was one of those countries where people live on five dollars a year. But it would be nice to know where I came from. Just so—just to know.”

Jonah was amazed at how calm his voice sounded. Really, who cares? He thought. He’d always known his DNA came from strangers; did it really matter if they were strangers from Bangladesh or Ethiopia or China instead of Kansas or Kentucky or Maine?

Jonah glanced down and caught a glimpse of his arm: pale skin, light brown hairs, an occasional freckle. Okay, he guessed he couldn’t be from Bangladesh or Ethiopia or China. Which poor country had people who looked like him?

It would be nice to know.

“I’m sorry,” Mr. Reardon said. He didn’t sound sorry at all. “You’re asking me for information that I’m not authorized to provide.”

“Then—who would be?”

Mr. Reardon shrugged.

“Nobody.”

It doesn’t matter, Jonah told himself. I don’t care. But that wasn’t true. The room seemed to whirl around him—the room full of lies, Mr. Reardon’s lying words, Jonah’s lying thoughts. He shook his head dizzily. Mom reached out and placed her hand over his, just as she’d done with Dad.

Jonah didn’t shove it away.

“It seems to me,” Dad said slowly, “that my son’s question is perfectly reasonable.” Jonah was relieved to see that Dad had apparently calmed down now or at least was keeping himself under better control. “I don’t quite understand the need for all this secrecy. Don’t law enforcement agencies usually want to publicize big arrests? Aren’t smuggling busts public information?”

“Not always,” Mr. Reardon said. “Many times we have strong reasons to keep something like this secret. And I can’t tell you the reasons without giving away the secrets. Quite a quandary, isn’t it?”

Dad and Mr. Reardon seemed to be staring each other down.

“I understand,” Dad said, “that there are ways for American citizens to request information that they believe should be open to the public. My wife and I could make a Freedom of Information request. We could file a lawsuit if we had to. We would be willing to do that, on our son’s behalf.”

Dad wasn’t blinking—but neither was Mr. Reardon.

Jonah was. He was actually scrunching up his entire face, trying to understand. Was Dad threatening to sue? Mom and Dad weren’t the type to go around filing lawsuits. They were turn-the-other-cheek types.

“You could do those things,” Mr. Reardon agreed, “but you might want to consider your actions very, very carefully. Sometimes there are . . . repercussions. I think your son’s documentation is in order, but perhaps if we were forced to revisit his case, we might discover some unfortunate discrepancies. Did you hear about the Venezuelan boy who was deported recently? He was only seventeen years old, he’d spent his whole life in the U.S. except for the first three months, he didn’t even speak Spanish, but”—another careless shrug—“he wasn’t here legally. I’m sure he’ll survive in Venezuela somehow.”

“Are you threatening us?” Mom asked in a shrill, unnatural voice Jonah was sure he’d never heard her use before. Her hand pressed down on Jonah’s. Jonah thought about all those times she’d given him her hand to squeeze when he was a little kid getting shots or that time he had to have sixteen stitches in his knee. Now she was squeezing his hand just as hard. “You couldn’t take him away from us. We wouldn’t let him go. He’s our son!”

“Is he?” Mr. Reardon asked. “What if his real parents came forward, wherever they are? What if they told their story?—‘Our son, stolen away from us . . .’”

Jonah wanted to correct Mr. Reardon just as he’d corrected Chip: birth parents, you mean. My real parents are Mom and Dad. “B—” he started to say. But his churning stomach lurched; he changed his mind about what he wanted to say. “Bathroom,” he moaned, his face contorting. “Got to get to the—”

“Oh, for crying out loud!” Mr. Reardon snapped, just as Mom, with much more sympathy, gasped, “Oh, Jonah—maybe the trash can—”

Mr. Reardon reacted as if having a boy vomit in his office would be a form of torture. He sprang up, rushed to the door, flung it open. “There!” he said, pointing down the hall. “Fourth door on the right. Hurry!”

Jonah ran, clutching his stomach. The hallway seemed even longer than it had before. He had a few dry heaves. Second door. Third door. Here it is, just in time—

He stumbled into darkness, fumbled for the light, hurried into a stall. All the Mountain Dew he’d drunk came back up, along with the—never mind, Jonah told himself. Don’t even try to remember what you had for lunch.

Then he was done. He leaned his head miserably against the cool metal of the stall.

“Sorry about that,” someone said behind him. “It wasn’t supposed to make you sick.”
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Jonah spun around—or, spun as well as anyone could, three seconds after vomiting. A man in a gray maintenance-staff sweatshirt stood leaning against the tile wall, but it wasn’t the same janitor who’d given him the Mountain Dew. That guy had been older, paunchier. This guy was young and didn’t really look like a janitor somehow.

“We’ve had to do way too much planning on the fly here—we just thought, twenty ounces of Mountain Dew, at some point you’d have to leave that office and go to the bathroom,” the man said. “So we could get you alone.”

Jonah realized he was practically trapped in the bathroom stall. To get out, he’d have to walk right past the man. Hadn’t this day already been horrifying enough? He darted a quick glance down—maybe if he dived fast enough, he could roll out under the wall of the stall and make it to the door out into the hallway before the man saw what he was doing.

The man caught Jonah’s glance.

“It’s not like that!” the man said, holding up his hands innocently. “I just wanted to tell you something.”

“What?” Jonah said, cautiously. Maybe he could swing the stall door into the man’s face, maybe he could jump up on the toilet and hang on to the stall’s walls to get leverage to kick, maybe—

“When you go back to Mr. Reardon’s office,” the man said, quickly, like he thought he might run out of time, “find a way to look in the file of papers on his desk. Memorize all the names you can.”

“There isn’t a file on Mr. Reardon’s desk,” Jonah said. “Just a laptop.”

He was sure of that. He could close his eyes and picture the vast expanse of the desk, almost completely empty.

“There will be when you get back,” the man said.

The man took a step toward Jonah, and Jonah tensed. But the man kept going, around the corner of the stall toward the door out into the hallway. Jonah didn’t hear the door open and close, but when he peeked out, the man was gone.

Jonah collapsed against the metal stall again. He took a deep breath. Steady . . . He found he was clearheaded enough now to remember to flush the toilet.

A pounding noise came from the hallway, somebody pounding on the door.

“Jonah! Jonah, are you all right in there?”

It was Mom, treating him like a kindergartener again.

“I’m fine!” he yelled out.

“Do you need any help?”

“No! Just give me a minute!”

He went to the sink, splashed water on his face, scooped water up into his mouth, and swallowed. His mouth still tasted gross. He leaned his forehead against the mirror.

Papers, he thought. Look into the file on Mr. Reardon’s desk. . . .

“Jonah?” Mom called from the other side of the bathroom door.

“Coming.”

Jonah wiped his face on his sleeve—okay, not good manners, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances—and left the bathroom. Mom was waiting right outside the door; Dad and Mr. Reardon were a little farther down the hall.

“Are you—” Mom started to ask, but Jonah cut her off.

“I told you, I’m okay! Let’s just get this over with.”

Mr. Reardon watched coldly as Mom and Jonah went back toward his office.

“Really,” he said, “I believe we’re done here.”

“No, no, please—Jonah’s fine now,” Mom said. “We still need to talk this out. I think we just got off on the wrong foot.”

Getting off on the wrong foot was a Mom catchphrase—that was what she’d said about Jonah and Billy Barton in second grade, when Jonah came home with a black eye. (Jonah had completely misunderstood: “No, Mom,” he’d insisted, “it was his right fist. Not his foot at all.”)

Mr. Reardon looked doubtful, but they all settled back into their chairs near Katherine, who’d evidently never bothered getting up. Jonah shot her a resentful glance, but she looked even worse than he felt: she was deathly pale, and her eyes were huge and round, as if she’d just been terrified out of her wits.

Wow, Jonah thought. I’ve never known Katherine to be that concerned about me getting sick.

“I’m fine,” he half-whispered, half-mouthed to her. But her eyes stayed huge; her skin stayed pale.

Mr. Reardon and Jonah’s parents were still talking, but Jonah tuned it out for a moment. Pretending he was just, oh, maybe trying to see if Mr. Reardon’s laptop was a Mac or a PC, he glanced toward Mr. Reardon’s desk.

There was a file there now. It was one of those thin, cheap, neutral-colored folders people used in offices.

But at the same time Jonah looked at the folder, Mr. Reardon did too. Jonah was sure he did, even though he didn’t move his head at all, and his voice didn’t waver. In fact—Jonah started watching Mr. Reardon now—Mr. Reardon kept glancing at the file surreptitiously, every few seconds. It reminded Jonah of the time that he’d broken a window playing baseball, and he’d thought that if he just didn’t mention it, maybe Mom and Dad wouldn’t notice. But when Dad came out into the backyard, no matter how hard Jonah tried, he couldn’t keep from looking toward the broken window. It was like the window was a magnet with an irresistible pull on his eyes.

The file seemed to have the same pull for Mr. Reardon.

Of course, Jonah had been only six years old then, and Mr. Reardon was a grown-up. But the more Jonah ignored what Mr. Reardon was saying (something about the greater good of the entire nation and compromises made by all Americans for the sake of security), and the more he just paid attention to the small twitches of Mr. Reardon’s eyes, the more Jonah was sure of three things:

1. Mr. Reardon was surprised and upset—no, make that furious—to see that file on his desk.

2. Mr. Reardon really, really, really didn’t want Jonah’s family to notice the file on his desk.

3. There was no way Jonah would be able to casually lean forward, open the file, then look at and memorize its contents. Not when Mr. Reardon was already alternating his nervous glances at the file with nervous glances at Jonah.

Because I was sick? Because this whole meeting’s about me? Or because he already saw me looking at the file?

“Really,” Mr. Reardon was saying. “I believe we’ve already covered this. I see no reason to continue this discussion.”

Oh, no! Mr. Reardon was about to end the conversation and kick them out of his office!

Jonah panicked. Should he fake another stomach problem? No—Mom and Dad would focus all their attention on him; it’d just give Mr. Reardon the perfect opportunity to hide the file. What then?

Jonah glanced around frantically, at the ceiling, the floor, the windows behind Mr. Reardon’s desk. He glanced back at the floor a second time, at Katherine’s red-striped shoelaces flapping out loose and dangling down beside the leg of the chair.

Hmm. Windows. Shoelaces.

Jonah pitched forward.

“Hey, Katherine,” he said loudly, “your shoelaces are untied.”

For a moment, Jonah was afraid that she wasn’t going to react—why was she acting so freaky? But then she did lean forward, at least enough so that their heads were below the level of the desk, out of sight. Then Jonah could whisper, directly into her ear, “I’m going to distract Mr. Reardon. Look inside that file on his desk. Memorize as much of it as you can.”

Katherine nodded—or, at least, Jonah thought she did. He didn’t really have time to make sure. He straightened up.

“Well,” Mom was saying, starting to stand up. “We do appreciate you meeting with us, like I said before. But—”

“What’s that?” Jonah interrupted, pointing out the window. He sincerely hoped Mr. Reardon had never been a middle-school teacher, because if he had, he’d never fall for this. But Jonah tried not to think about that. He made his voice sound innocent and stunned. “Was that, like, a ball of flame?”

He jumped up and dashed behind Mr. Reardon’s desk. This was the risky part. He spun Mr. Reardon’s chair around, to face it toward the window.

Katherine—now! He thought. But he couldn’t glance back to make sure she was following instructions. He had to think about his own part.

“Look, Mr. Reardon,” he cried. “Can you—” he tried to act as though a horrifying thought had just occurred to him. “—Can you see the airport from here?”

Mr. Reardon did stand up and peer out the window. It was getting dark outside, and the glass was tinted. The only thing Jonah could really see was parking-lot lights. But Jonah hoped it took Mr. Reardon a long time to figure that out.

Mom and Dad were clustered by the window too.

“We are awfully close to the airport,” Mom murmured. “Oh, those poor people . . .”

Thanks, Mom. Nice touch.

“I don’t see anything,” Mr. Reardon said. Was there a flicker of suspicion in his voice?

“Maybe we’re at the wrong angle,” Jonah said. He crouched down a little, pointed. “Over to the right, I think—”

“There’s nothing out there,” Mr. Reardon said, and he sounded certain now.

“Wow, that’s weird,” Jonah said. “Are you sure? From where I was sitting, it looked like . . .”

He shouldn’t have said, “where I was sitting.” Mom, Dad, and Mr. Reardon all turned around, looking toward Jonah’s chair. Fortunately, Katherine wasn’t poring over the folder at that moment; she was leaning against the edge of Mr. Reardon’s desk closest to the window, her arms behind her, her gaze fixed straight ahead—as if she, too, were engrossed in searching for Jonah’s mysterious light.

But how could she possibly have had enough time to look in the folder, memorize whatever was in there, and then position herself in front of the desk?

Jonah’s heart sank. His big act had been for nothing.

“I guess—I guess it must have just been a reflection,” he said.

Some of the disappointment must have crept into his voice, making it sound like he’d really been hoping to see a dramatic plane crash, because Mom said, a little disapprovingly, “Thank goodness that’s all it was.”

Then Mr. Reardon was showing them out, down the hallway, through the waiting area, out into the parking lot. Jonah didn’t see a single other janitor, with or without Mountain Dew. Jonah held Katherine back as they approached the car, as soon as they were out of Mr. Reardon’s view.

“Did you get to see any of those papers?” he whispered.

“Not really,” she admitted.

“Thanks a lot,” Jonah said bitterly. He knew it wasn’t really fair to be mad at her. She hadn’t had any time. Still . . .

“I did better than that.” Katherine held up the cell phone. “I got pictures!”
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“You have to admit I’m a genius,” Katherine said.

“Shh,” Jonah hissed.

Mom and Dad were right in front of them, talking in low grim voices, their shoulders hunched over in defeat and dismay.

“No, really,” Katherine persisted. “After what I saw, the fact that my brain worked at all is amazing. And then, to think of something like this—”

“Can it, will you?” Jonah interrupted the self-congratulations. “We’ll have to talk later. Right now . . .”

Already, Dad was turning around, putting his arm around Jonah’s shoulders.

“Jonah, I am so sorry about all of this,” he said. “This is not how the government is supposed to work. That man has evidently forgotten that he’s supposed to be a servant of the people, that the government is supposed to benefit us—”

“Dad, I don’t need a civics lesson, okay?” Jonah shrugged away his father’s arm.

“That Mr. Reardon needs one,” Mom said. “Ooh—I can’t remember the last time somebody made me so mad. The nerve! Threatening us . . .” Her voice shook, and she turned quickly away to dab at her eyes.

Jonah slipped into the car. He felt so strange already—the last thing he needed was to watch his parents having emotional breakdowns.

Mom and Dad were getting into the front seat.

Good, Jonah thought. Just drive away—you’ll have to face forward for that. . . .

But Dad wasn’t pushing the key into the ignition. He turned around in his seat and peered earnestly back at Jonah.

“I promise you, Jonah,” he said in a husky voice. “If you want us to pursue this, we will. That man had no right to imply that we would be punished for asking questions. You are an American citizen. He can’t take that away from you.”

“Just forget it!” Jonah said harshly. He glanced over at Katherine, on the seat beside him. She was holding out the cell phone.

Names, Jonah thought. Maybe there’s the name of a country. Maybe there’re the names of a man and a woman. My birth parents.

“You’re scared,” Dad said. “I understand. You shouldn’t make any final decisions right now. Think about it.”

“And, Jonah,” Mom began, sniffling a little, “if you ever want to just talk things out, we—”

“Can we just do that some other time?” Jonah snapped.

“Sure,” Mom said quietly.

A silence enveloped the car. Jonah saw Dad take one hand off the steering wheel and slip it into Mom’s hand. But they didn’t try to say anything else to Jonah. Dad pulled out of the parking lot and was quickly out on the highway. The streetlights and the lights of passing trucks and cars flashed intermittently into the car.

Jonah reached for the phone in Katherine’s hand.

When they’d first gotten the phone, he’d spent about an hour taking pictures of wacky things—his big toe peeking out of his holey sneakers, the dust bunnies under his bed, a close-up of his guinea pig’s eye. But he hadn’t played with the camera much since then. It seemed to take him forever to navigate from Menu to Camera to Saved Pix.

The first picture he clicked on was just a blur.

“Couldn’t you have held it steady?” he whispered to Katherine.

She took the phone away from him. “There!” she said, and handed it back.

The phone’s screen was so tiny, it was hard to read anything. But Jonah could make out one line, a title at the top of an infinitesimally small list.

The title wasn’t Birth Parents or Country of Origin.

It was Witnesses.


TWELVE

“Download it all,” Jonah said. “Hurry.”

He and Katherine were at Chip’s house, because Chip’s computer was in the basement, not right smack in the middle of the kitchen, where anyone could see. (Mom and Dad believed all those warnings about how kids shouldn’t have privacy online.) Jonah and Katherine had brought the cell phone and a cable with them, and Katherine was convinced that as soon as they got the pictures on the computer screen, everything would be big and clear and easy to read.

They were still trying to explain to Chip what they were about to show him.

“Didn’t this Reardon dude have a copier?” Chip asked. “Or a printer? Couldn’t he have printed you an extra copy, instead of making you take pictures?”

“No, no,” Jonah said. “Mr. Reardon didn’t give this to us.”

“He wouldn’t tell us squat,” Katherine agreed. “The file of papers came from a ghost.”

“What?” Jonah and Chip both said, almost exactly at the same time. Jonah glared at his sister, and added, “So help me, Katherine, this is all weird enough. If you think it’s funny to just make stuff up—to, to make fun of me—”

“I’m not making anything up!” Katherine said, her eyes wide and innocent. “Honest! That’s what I was trying to tell you before, why I was so scared. Didn’t you wonder how the file ended up on Mr. Reardon’s desk in the first place?”

Jonah hadn’t thought to wonder that. There hadn’t been time.

“Wasn’t it one of the janitors—?” he began.

“Only if the janitors there have supernatural powers.”

“Katherine!” Jonah complained.

“Really!” Katherine said. “When you went off to throw up—”

“You threw up?” Chip asked, intrigued.

“Too much Mountain Dew,” Jonah said quickly, to make it clear that it hadn’t been from nerves or anything like that.

“Anyhow,” Katherine continued, “I looked away from the hallway because I didn’t want to see anything gross. And then, right before you came back, this man just . . . appeared. He was right beside Mr. Reardon’s filing cabinet. He took out the file, put it on Mr. Reardon’s desk, and then he just . . . vanished.”

“Maybe you blinked,” Jonah said. “Twice.” There was a cruel edge to his voice. He didn’t need this. Not when he was already stressed out about what he was about to see on the computer screen.

“I didn’t blink,” Katherine said indignantly. “I know what I saw.”

“What did the ghost look like?” Chip asked. “Kind of wavery and see-through?”

Amazing. He sounded like he was taking Katherine seriously.

“Maybe a little bit,” Katherine said, tilting her head to the side thoughtfully. “I mean, I didn’t have time to look at him closely. He was wearing a gray sweatshirt and jeans but he didn’t look scruffy at all.” She giggled a little. “Really, he was kind of cute.”

“Brown hair?” Jonah asked. “Cut short? And greenish eyes, with kind of crinkles around them?”

Katherine nodded.

“That was the guy from the bathroom, then, the one who told me about the file,” Jonah said. “You just, I don’t know, missed seeing him walk into and out of the room.”

Katherine narrowed her eyes.

“Did Mom and Dad see him?” she challenged.

Jonah hadn’t thought of that.

“Give me that phone,” he said, reaching for the cell.

“It’s still downloading—here.” Chip handed Jonah the cordless phone he’d used before, to call Mr. Reardon.

Jonah began carefully dialing their home number. Mom answered.

“You and Katherine will be home soon, won’t you?” she asked anxiously. “It’s getting late.”

“Sure,” Jonah said. “Soon. We’re just working on a . . . project.” He swallowed hard. “Hey, Mom, you know, this afternoon when I was, um, throwing up? Did you see anyone walk out of the bathroom and into Mr. Reardon’s office?”

“No,” Mom said. “Except for you. Why?”

“Katherine thought that—”

Katherine glared at him. Jonah decided to try another approach.

“I thought I heard, um, footsteps,” Jonah said. “Like there was somebody else in the bathroom with me. But then when I came out of the stall, there wasn’t anybody else there.”

Incredibly, that was almost entirely the truth.

“Was there maybe another door into and out of the bathroom?” Mom asked.

“No.”

“Well, then, you must have been imagining those footsteps, because I was standing out in the hall the whole time,” Mom said. “And I didn’t see anyone come out of that bathroom besides you.”

Jonah thought about this. It didn’t make any sense.

“Did Dad see anyone?” he asked.

“Jonah, if I didn’t see anyone, how could Dad have seen anyone? There wasn’t anybody there!” Mom didn’t usually get so impatient. Jonah could tell by her tense tone of voice that she was still upset from the meeting with Mr. Reardon. “Why does it even matter?”

“Never mind,” Jonah said.

He hung up. Chip and Katherine were staring at him.

“There must have been a secret passageway or something,” he said stubbornly. “Like, underground.”

“Oh, and you think I would have missed noticing if this guy came up out of a secret underground passage?” Katherine asked sarcastically.

Jonah shrugged. He didn’t think he could have missed noticing a secret passageway in the bathroom either. But he wasn’t going to admit that to Katherine.

“The pictures are ready on the computer,” Chip announced.

Jonah was glad of the distraction.

The first photo that came up was lips.

“Oops—that’s from Rachel’s sleepover,” Katherine apologized. “Molly kissed the phone. She wanted to see what her lip print looked like.”

“Girls really do stuff like that?” Chip asked, looking stunned.

Jonah thought Chip needed a sister of his own, so he’d know how stupid and disgusting it all was.

Katherine skipped ahead through the pictures. She stopped on the first shot full of words.

“Witnesses,” it said at the top. Then, below, “Angela DuPre, 812 Stonehenge Court, (513) 555-0184 . . .”

“You only got one of the names?” Jonah complained.

“The rest is in the next shot,” Katherine said. “I was trying to follow a pattern, six shots per page, right side, then left side, then down. . . .”

Jonah supposed he really should be impressed, that Katherine could have been so methodical only moments after seeing what she thought was a ghost. But he certainly wasn’t going to tell her that.

Katherine’s angles were a little off, so she’d gotten only two shots with complete names and addresses and phone numbers, and two other witness names that could be pieced together from multiple shots.

Jonah felt a wave of disappointment.

“What good does this do?” he asked. “These people could be witnesses to anything. They probably don’t have any connection to me, except that some strange guy in a bathroom wanted to mess with my mind.”

“No,” Chip said. “Take a look at this.”

Chip had sat down at the computer and was manipulating the images, piecing several photos together like a jigsaw puzzle.

The second sheet of paper in the folder hadn’t been titled Witnesses. It’d been titled Survivors. And the last two names on the list were very familiar:

JONAH SKIDMORE

CHIP WINSTON
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“Close it down,” Jonah said.

“Wha-why?” Chip asked.

Jonah stepped back from the computer, far enough away that the words were just indistinct squiggles.

“I don’t want to know anything else,” he said.

He felt overwhelmed suddenly, everything catching up with him at once: the strange letters, Mr. Reardon implying he could lose his citizenship and be deported, Katherine claiming she’d seen a ghost, and now these lists of witnesses and survivors—with Jonah’s name right there in black and white. It made everything else seem like it might be real.

“Can’t we go back to, ‘Hey, Jonah, you gonna try out for the basketball team?’” Jonah pleaded. “Like that’s the most important thing?”

Chip and Katherine were staring at him like he’d completely lost it.

“Can’t we pretend none of this ever happened?” Jonah asked.

“My parents spent thirteen years pretending nothing ever happened,” Chip said in a hard voice.

Jonah appealed to Katherine.

“You’re the one who said I shouldn’t do this whole identity-search thing,” he said. “You wanted me to just act normal.”

Katherine looked from Jonah to Chip and back again.

“That was before I saw the ghost,” she said quietly. “Or whatever it was.”

“Aren’t you curious?” Chip asked.

Jonah shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Not at all.” He felt like he was still too close to the computer screen. His mind kept trying to turn the vague squiggles back into words and words into ideas. Survivors. I’m on the survivors list. What does that mean? He reminded himself that he didn’t care. He bent over and picked up his jacket. “Come on, Katherine. Let’s go home.”

Katherine didn’t move.

“I used to want to be you,” she said.

“Excuse me?” Jonah asked, almost dropping his jacket in surprise.

“Er—not really you,” Katherine said. “I wanted to be the one who was adopted. I thought it was so boring to have Mom and Dad as my real parents and birth parents. I used to pretend that I was adopted, and that my other parents were a king and a queen, or actors or singers, or—something exciting like that.”

“Very nice,” Jonah said sarcastically. “I’m sure that little fantasy made you very happy.” His hands shook as he pulled on his jacket. He stuffed them into his pockets. “My other parents are probably drug dealers,” he said. “Smugglers. Wanted by the FBI.”

Katherine shook her head.

“You don’t know that,” she said.

“Mr. Reardon does.” No matter how hard he tried, Jonah couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice.

“No.” Katherine was staring at him. “I don’t think so,” she said slowly. “Didn’t you see how Mr. Reardon was looking at you? It was like . . . like he was trying to figure you out. Like he doesn’t really know who you are either.”

“Thanks a lot,” Jonah said. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

Katherine put her hand dramatically on Jonah’s arm.

“Wait,” she said. “I think I just figured something out.”

Jonah waited. How stupid am I, he thought, that I’m obeying Katherine?

“Okay, okay, I really think I’m right about this,” Katherine said excitedly. “See, part of my deal with Mom and Dad, to get to go to the FBI with you, was that I wasn’t allowed to say anything while we were there.”

“They actually thought you could go three seconds without talking?” Jonah asked.

“I didn’t talk,” Katherine said indignantly.

Jonah considered this. He hadn’t noticed at the time, but now that he thought about it, he couldn’t remember Katherine saying anything in Mr. Reardon’s office. Just gasping.

“And, it’s kind of funny,” Katherine went on, “but when you’re not talking, sometimes you notice things more. And I kept thinking that Mr. Reardon was acting weird.”

“No, duh,” Jonah said.

Katherine ignored him.

“I kept thinking, why’d he agree to meet with us just to tell us he couldn’t tell us anything? And I think”—she dropped her voice low, conspiratorially—“I think it was because he wanted to find out what Mom and Dad already knew.”

“You mean, he thought your family knew something that the FBI didn’t?” Chip asked. He’d spun around from the computer screen and was staring up at Katherine as if she had all the answers.

“Maybe,” Katherine said, back to her normal voice. “Or he was afraid that we already knew some of that top-secret information he didn’t want anyone to know. Didn’t you notice how it was almost like he was trying to get Mom and Dad mad? You know how, when people are mad, sometimes they say things they don’t mean to—they reveal too much? That’s what Mr. Reardon wanted Mom and Dad to do.”

Chip was squinting at Katherine.

“How does that explain the ghost?” he asked.

“That I haven’t figured out yet,” Katherine said with a little laugh. “But I will.”

She made this whole mess sound as if it was just a challenging math problem, or as if she was working on a scheme to get Mom and Dad to let her stay up late on a school night or have nothing but ice cream for dinner. This was just an intriguing puzzle to her. It wasn’t her life.

“Whatever,” Jonah said, jerking his arm away from Katherine’s grasp. “You can stay here until you figure everything out. I’m going home.”

He half-expected Katherine to follow him out—she was his sister, after all, not Chip’s friend—but when he glanced back, they’d both turned around to huddle over the computer together.

Fine, Jonah thought. See if I care.

When he’d climbed up the stairs to the first level of Chip’s house, he could hear a TV siren blaring from the family room. A woman—presumably Chip’s mom—said unhappily, “You always have to watch the blood-and-guts shows.” Jonah thought about walking back toward the family room, poking his head in, and informing Chip’s parents, “You really ought to know what’s going on, down in your basement. Chip’s looking for a whole other identity that doesn’t involve you.” Instead he turned through the dark dining room and slipped out the front door.

Outside, a new thought occurred to him. Chip had pretty much admitted that he had a crush on Katherine—what if Katherine had a crush on Chip, too? What if that’s what this was all about?

Unaccountably, Jonah suddenly felt very lonely. He was walking down a dark street, all by himself, the trees casting eerie shadows across the sidewalk. Hey, kidnappers, he thought, you want to get me back? This would be a great time to snatch me away!

He shivered, even though it wasn’t the least bit cold for October.

I should have told Mom and Dad, he thought. About that second letter, if nothing else.

But he knew why he hadn’t. They would have made a federal case out of it, getting upset, calling the cops . . . Jonah didn’t want that. Like Katherine, he wanted Mom and Dad to stay normal. And now he really couldn’t tell them, not when they were already so freaked out by the meeting with Mr. Reardon. It would be cruel to spring this on them too.

The street curved slightly, and there was a break in the trees, so he had a full view of his own house. Mom had chrysanthemums planted along the sidewalk and along the front fence—which was actually white picket. Mom and Dad were such believers in all those cliches. The living room bay window curved out invitingly, the lights blazed . . . home looked like such a safe place. Jonah just wanted to walk in, crawl into bed, pull the covers over his face, and sleep until all the scary things in his life disappeared.

He glanced longingly up at the two second-story windows that looked into his room. The lights weren’t on in his room, but light was spilling in from the hallway, so he could make out dim shapes: his dresser, his desk, the posts of his bed. . . .

One of the shapes in his room moved.

While Jonah watched, a dark shape—no, a person—eased the door of Jonah’s room shut, blocking out the light, plunging the windows into complete darkness. But then a smaller light—a flashlight? a penlight?—clicked on, hovering over Jonah’s desk.

Jonah took off running.
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Jonah burst in through the front door.

“Mom? Dad?” he called accusingly. If they were snooping in his room, he was going to be really angry. He hadn’t started flunking out of school as a cry for help—there was no reason for them to search through his things.

Mom peeked out from the kitchen, drying her hands on a dish towel.

“Dad and I are back here,” she said.

Jonah sped around the corner, saw Dad sitting at the computer. Dad hastily clicked out of whatever he was looking at, but not before Jonah caught a glimpse of the FBI crest—Thanks, Dad, you really think you have to hide that from me? Jonah decided he didn’t have time to think about that right now.

“Then who’s in my room?” he demanded.

“No one’s in your room,” Mom said, sounding baffled.

Jonah whirled around and rushed up the stairs. He shoved open the door to his room, flipped on the light.

Nobody was there.

Jonah jerked the closet door open; he got down on his hands and knees and looked under the bed. He looked beside his desk, behind the door, all the places he’d ever used during hide-and-seek games when he was little.

“Jonah, honey, what are you doing?” Mom asked, appearing in his doorway.

“I thought I saw someone in my room,” Jonah said. “When I was outside.”

Mom peeked into the closet and under the bed.

“There’s nobody here,” she said. She took in a shaky breath. “Really, Jonah, if there’d been an intruder, we would have heard him. You know how those stairs creak.”

Maybe whoever it was didn’t use the stairs, Jonah thought. Maybe he used a ladder at the back of the house. . . .

Or maybe it was someone who could just appear and disappear at will, like Katherine’s ghost.

Jonah didn’t want to think about that. But he also didn’t go to the back of the house to look for a ladder.

Dad walked into the room and laid his hands comfortingly on Mom’s shoulders.

“Jonah, if you’d really thought there was an intruder, you shouldn’t have come rushing up here, putting yourself in danger. You should have called the police,” he said.

Jonah sat down on his bed.

“It was just my imagination, I guess,” he said sulkily. “If I’d called the police, they would have been mad.”

“But you would have been safe,” Dad said.

Mom sat down beside Jonah on the bed. She patted his shoulder.

“You’ve just had a hard day,” she said. “It’s been a little overwhelming for all of us.”

“Yeah,” Jonah said absently.

He was facing his desk, where he’d dumped the contents of his backpack after school, before they’d gone to see Mr. Reardon. Jonah hadn’t been able to concentrate on homework—not enough to do it, and certainly not enough to put it all in a tidy stack—so he had a half-finished math sheet sliding into the paper giving instructions for his next language arts paragraph sliding into a sheet announcing the school’s Halloween dance. But that wasn’t what Jonah was looking at. On top of those papers, Jonah could see another one that was half–folded up, as if it had just been removed from an envelope.

He wasn’t at the right angle to see everything written on the half-folded paper, but he could see a little bit: “Bewa—”

It was one of the mysterious letters he’d received, which he knew he’d left in the back of his top drawer, under his collection of state quarters.

Jonah remembered the tiny light hovering over his desk that he’d seen from outside.

“Are you sure you weren’t in here a few moments ago, right before I got home?” Jonah asked his parents. Suddenly he wanted to believe that they’d been searching through his room, snooping around. It was better than any of the other possibilities.

“Jonah, we weren’t,” Dad said. “Neither one of us has been upstairs since before dinner.”

Jonah could barely remember dinner. He and Katherine had rushed through the leftover chili so they could get to Chip’s house.

Dad was peering at him with a concerned squint, worry lines ringing his eyes.

“Is something wrong?” Mom asked. “I mean, something we don’t already know about?”

Was that the opening Jonah wanted? He did want to tell Mom and Dad about the letters—let them worry, so he wouldn’t have to. But the tale of the letters now involved disappearing ghosts, and Katherine taking cell phone pictures of secret documents with Jonah’s name on them, and witnesses, as if Jonah had been involved in some crime.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Jonah said. He yawned unconvincingly. “I’m just tired.”

Mom and Dad were both still looking at him doubtfully, but it seemed like they were willing to play along.

“Maybe you should go to bed early,” Mom said. Mom was big on the curative powers of sleep. Jonah was surprised she didn’t add, “Everything will look better in the morning.” Instead she said, “I’m glad you came back from Chip’s. Was Katherine with you? I didn’t see her. . . .” She looked around as if, having acted so worried about Jonah, she now had to show the same amount of concern about her daughter.

“She’s still at Chip’s,” Jonah said.

By her face, Jonah thought he could practically see the calculation going on in Mom’s head: Goodness, there couldn’t be anything romantic going on between those two, could there? She’s only in sixth grade, but this is an older boy. . . .

“She’s got the cell phone with her, doesn’t she?” Mom asked with studied casualness. “I think I’ll give her a call, tell her to come on home. It’s almost nine o’clock.”

“I’ll go get her,” Jonah volunteered. He was still a little mad at his sister, but somehow he didn’t want her walking home alone, along the dark street with all its eerie shadows.

Which was crazy, because he was the one who’d gotten the threatening letters.

Of course, she was the one who thought she’d seen a ghost. . . .

“Would you do that?” Mom asked. “Thanks.”

Jonah waited until Mom and Dad were out of his room before he tucked the mysterious letter back in his drawer. Then he went outside. He was nearly back to Chip’s house when he saw Katherine, slipping out of the Winstons’ front door.

“Tomorrow,” she was promising Chip. “We’ll solve this. We will!”

Jonah waited until Chip had shut the door, and Katherine was stepping out onto the sidewalk. He hid behind a maple tree and then jumped out just as Katherine was passing by: “Boo!”

Katherine shrieked and then she giggled and then she pounded her fists against Jonah’s chest.

“I hate you!” she screamed, laughing. “You’re terrible!”

Jonah almost laughed too because it felt so good to treat everything like a joke, to pretend that he wasn’t worried about anything. And, fortunately, Katherine’s fists didn’t hurt at all. She wasn’t hitting very hard.

“Just for that, I’m not going to tell you what Chip and I found out,” Katherine threatened.

“Good. I don’t want to know anyhow,” Jonah said. “Remember?”

“Okay, then, just for that, I’ll tell you everything,” Katherine corrected herself. “Chip and I called every name on the witnesses list.”

Jonah thought about putting his hands over his ears and chanting, “I’m not listening! I’m not listening! La, la, la, la, la . . .” But he couldn’t quite bring himself to do that.

“Two of the people just hung up on us,” Katherine continued. “But I did get one guy to tell me that he worked as an air traffic controller. I was pretending that I was working on a career project for school, and I was supposed to call people at random and talk to them about their jobs. He was really friendly and wanted to talk and talk and talk—air traffic controllers must not get out much. But then I said, ‘Did you ever witness anything unusual, like maybe thirteen years ago or so?’ and he got really, really quiet, and then he said he had to go, he didn’t have time to talk to me. That means something, don’t you think?”

“No,” Jonah said automatically, because he didn’t want to believe that any of this meant anything.

“And then this other lady—Angela DuPre, her name was the first one on the list—she sounded perfectly normal when Chip first started talking to her. But then he laid everything on the line, about how he’d just found out that he was adopted, and he didn’t know anything about his birth parents, and he thought she might know something . . . and then she just totally freaked out. She started hyperventilating, almost, and she said, ‘I can’t talk to you. Don’t call me ever again.’ Weird, huh?”

It was all weird, Jonah thought, stepping in and out of the shadows. He wanted to find normal explanations.

“Well, maybe—maybe she gave up a baby for adoption,” he said. “Maybe it was, like, thirteen years ago, and so she thought Chip might be her son and it was just all too emotional for her. You know how some birth parents want to reunite with their kids, and some never want to have anything to do with them—they just want to pretend nothing ever happened. . . .” For the first time Jonah actually kind of understood that viewpoint. Something else struck him. “Hey, maybe she really is Chip’s birth mother. Or—or mine. Maybe that’s what witnesses really meant. Like, it’s a code word or something.”

“I don’t think so,” Katherine said.

“Why not?” Jonah challenged.

“It just didn’t seem like that,” Katherine said.

“Oh, right, you know all about these things,” Jonah scoffed. But his heart wasn’t into it, because they’d reached the point on the street where he could see into his bedroom windows—where he’d been standing when he’d seen the intruder before. He couldn’t help staring up at the windows now, but they were blank and dark and empty.

He didn’t tell Katherine about the intruder. He wouldn’t tell her or Chip, and maybe he could forget about it himself.

“Jonah,” Katherine said earnestly. “Chip and I really are going to figure all this out. And when we do, you’ll thank us. You’ll be so happy. You’ll be—at peace.”

They were at the front door now. Jonah put his hand on the doorknob. Home, which had looked like such a safe place before, was now just a place where he might see ghosts, where he had to worry about his secrets being pulled out for anyone to see, where he had to worry about Mom and Dad worrying about him. He already felt haunted.

“Katherine?” he said.

“What?” She turned to him eagerly.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
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The next few days passed uneventfully. Jonah didn’t get any more strange letters, and no one disturbed the letter he already had. He didn’t see any evidence of ghosts or intruders.

Katherine and Chip kept insisting on giving him updates on their ongoing research project, no matter how many times Jonah said, “I don’t care.” He tried to ignore them. But he knew they wanted to call every single name on the survivors list now too.

“It’d be easier if Katherine had held the camera a little steadier,” Chip told Jonah at the bus stop the third morning. “Look at this.” He took a folded-up paper out of his pocket—the printout of the photos Chip had pieced together. He pointed at one spot, where there was a gap between the words. “Right here. She got the address and phone number of this person, but I don’t know who to ask for when I call. And then, down here, right below that, she just got the name and the street address, not even a city name, so I can’t look up their phone number online. It’s frustrating.”

“Huh,” Jonah said, barely bothering to look at the paper. Then curiosity got the better of him. Since this was only Chip, not Katherine, he decided it was safe to ask at least one question.

“What are you even saying to these people when you call?”

“We ask who they are,” Chip said. “What they survived. Why their names are on a list at the FBI.”

“Do they know?” Jonah made sure he was looking away from Chip when he asked that, as if he was more concerned about watching for the bus than about hearing what Chip was saying.

“None of them know about the list. They’ve survived things like broken arms and chicken pox and minor car accidents and . . .” Chip gave Jonah a sidelong look, “. . . being adopted.”

Jonah decided not to comment on that.

“They’ll talk to you? Some stranger calling them out of the blue?” He wondered if everyone was as trusting as his parents.

“Usually not right away,” Chip said. “Until I start talking about how I just found out I was adopted, and how I got these weird, kind of scary letters—and how my name’s on that list of survivors too. Usually it’s the letter part that gets them talking.”

“They got the letters too,” Jonah said. It wasn’t a question. He could tell just from Chip’s voice.

“Katherine already told you that, didn’t she?” Chip asked. “Everyone we talked to got them.”

Jonah didn’t want to admit how hard he’d been working to tune out everything Katherine had tried to tell him. He looked around for his sister. She was in the center of the kids laughing and talking under the glow of the streetlight, but she wasn’t joining in the laughter. She was peering anxiously at him and Chip.

“It’s just been five or six people you’ve talked to, right?” Jonah said. “I think that’s what Katherine said. That’s not so many. Nothing to base any conclusions on. It’s not a”—he tried to remember the proper term—“a statistically significant sample.”

Wow—his math teacher would be really proud of him for remembering that.

“Jonah, it’s seventeen people so far,” Chip said.

Jonah remembered that Katherine hadn’t been able to help Chip out the night before, because she’d had gymnastics practice. He felt a little guilty for not helping Chip himself.

“And,” Chip continued, “every single ‘survivor’ I’ve talked to is adopted, just like us. They’re all thirteen years old, or they’ll turn thirteen within the next month. They all have fall birthdays. And all of them were about three months old when they were adopted.”

Just like me, Jonah thought.

“What are they—clones?” he asked sarcastically. “Did you ask to check their DNA?”

“Jonah, eight of them are girls. Three are Asian. Two are black. They’re not clones.”

Jonah decided to stop making jokes.

“I haven’t even told you the weirdest thing,” Chip said. “Everybody lives here in Liston or in Upper Tyson or Clarksville.” Upper Tyson and Clarksville were the two closest suburbs.

“So?” Jonah challenged. “How’s that weird? Maybe this is just the territory for the FBI office I went to.”

Chip shook his head.

“Most of the kids were adopted in other places, like me,” Chip said. “But even the ones who used to live someplace else, they’ve all moved here. All within the past six months. That’s twelve kids moving here, all since June.”

Jonah had chills suddenly. Then he thought of something.

“Wait a minute—let me see that list again.”

Chip pulled the papers back out of his pocket. Jonah yanked it out of his friend’s hands and stabbed a finger at one line of print.

“See, this person you were asking me about before, that’s an address in Ann Arbor, Michigan,” he said triumphantly. “That’s miles away, a whole different state. Maybe it’s just a coincidence that Katherine only got the complete information on people who live close by. No, wait—here’s somebody in Winnetka, Illinois. So, there are at least two people who live somewhere else—”

“Jonah, that’s me, in Winnetka,” Chip said. “I’m on the list twice, with my new address and my old one, both, just like I got two copies of each of those weird letters. . . .” His voice faltered. “Oh, I see. . . .”

“What?” Jonah thought of something new, too. “You think the FBI sent us the letters?”

“No . . . I don’t know,” Chip said distractedly. “But this person in Ann Arbor? It’s a girl, and her name’s Daniella McCarthy.”

The only thing Jonah could see above the address, 103 Destin Court, Ann Arbor, Michigan, was a little line, right above the t of Court. It might have been the loop of the y at the end of McCarthy. Or it might have been just a wrinkle in the paper, magnified and darkened by the camera.

“How do you figure that?” Jonah asked.

“I bet you anything it’s the same girl as down here, the one at 1873 Robin’s Egg Lane,” Chip said. “And I bet there’s a Robin’s Egg Lane in Liston or Upper Tyson or Clarksville. That’s the pattern on the entire list—old address, new address. . . . I bet if I call this Ann Arbor number, I’ll get one of those messages, ‘Doo-doo-doo . . . The number you are calling has been changed. The new number is . . .’” He’d made his voice robotic, just like a computerized phone message. Now he slipped back into his usual voice. “I’ll prove it.”

He pulled his cell phone out of his backpack and began dialing.

“Chip, do that later. The bus is coming,” Jonah said, because he could see the headlights swinging around the corner.

“I’m just going to get a machine,” Chip said. “Got anything to write with?”

Jonah fished a pen out of his own backpack. Chip held out his left palm.

“I’ll repeat the number back to you. You write it on my hand,” Chip said.

Chip was still talking when the phone clicked—Jonah was close enough to hear—and a decidedly noncomputerized voice said, “Hello?”

It sounded like a girl.

“Uh, hello,” Chip said awkwardly. “Uh, Daniella?”

“Yes?” She sounded impatient.

“Um . . . you still live in Ann Arbor?”

“Where else would I live?”

“Uh, Liston, Ohio? Or maybe Upper Tyson or Clarksville, but that’s not as likely—are you sure you aren’t moving or planning to move or in the process of—?”

“No,” the girl said, in a tone that very clearly said, that is such a stupid question.

“Hey, you two going to school today?” the bus driver yelled.

Jonah realized that the bus had arrived and almost all the other kids had already climbed on. He jerked on Chip’s arm, pulling him toward the bus.

“Um, sorry,” Chip was saying into the phone. “I think I have some bad information. You really don’t have another address on a Robin’s Egg Lane in another city?”

Jonah couldn’t hear what the girl said in reply, because they were stumbling up the steps. But a moment later, as they shoved their way down the aisle, Chip began pleading, “No, wait, don’t hang up—are you adopted?”

“Great pickup line, dude,” an eighth-grader muttered from his seat.

Chip lowered the phone from his ear.

“Let me guess—she hung up?” Jonah asked.

Chip nodded.

Both of them plopped into their seat as the bus pulled away from the curb.

“Wow—you really have a way with girls,” Jonah wisecracked.

Chip shook his head.

“I don’t understand. This doesn’t fit the pattern at all. And now she’s all mad at me, just for asking—really, I did a much better job with all the other calls, or I had Katherine make them—”

“So just have Katherine call this Daniella back tonight and ask things the right way,” Jonah said.

“You don’t understand,” Chip said. “I want to know everything now.”

Chip slumped in the seat, staring at the cell phone as if it had betrayed him. He looked so miserable that Jonah felt obligated to cheer him up.

“Hey,” Jonah said, jostling Chip’s arm. “You and Katherine have been hanging out together a lot. Do you still have a crush on her?”

It was strange, how talking about Chip’s liking Katherine had become the safe topic.

“I can’t think about crushes and girls and all that right now,” Chip mumbled. “Not when I don’t even know who I am.”

“You’re Chip Winston,” Jonah said firmly. He felt like he was replaying the conversation he’d had with Katherine the night he’d gotten the second letter. Except he was taking the Katherine role.

Chip didn’t answer right away. Jonah wondered if he’d even heard him. Then, so softly that Jonah had to lean in to hear him, Chip whispered, “Can I tell you something? Even before I found out I was adopted, even before I knew Mom and Dad weren’t really my parents—biological parents, I mean—I always felt like there was something wrong with me. Something different. Like I wasn’t who I was supposed to be. Like I never belonged. Not here. Not back in Winnetka. Not anywhere.”

Jonah leaned away and squinted at Chip in distress. Kids weren’t supposed to say stuff like that to other kids. What if somebody else heard him? Jonah looked around. Marcus Gladstone was drumming his fingers on the seat in front of him. Owen Rogers was doing his math homework, muttering, “Come on, come on, multiply both sides by twelve . . . carry the four. . . .” Queen Jackson was telling Nila Holcomb, “That boy is just bad news.” Jonah was pretty sure she wasn’t talking about him or Chip.

Chip hadn’t even looked up. He was still talking, his eyes trained on the seat back in front of him.

“—And it seems like, this whole adoption thing, maybe that’s my answer. Maybe once I find out everything and get an explanation, then I’ll know—”

Jonah shoved his shoulder against Chip’s shoulder.

“Hey,” he interrupted harshly. “Stop that.” He tried to remember the argument Katherine had used on him. “Weren’t you paying attention in that guidance assembly the other day? All teenagers wonder who they are. It’s part of growing up.”

Jonah couldn’t believe he’d been forced to use such a goopy line. Now he was as embarrassed for himself as he was for Chip. He hoped no one else had heard him.

“I think this is different,” Chip said quietly. He paused, as if to give Jonah a chance to say, “I know what you mean.” Or to admit, “You’re totally right. I’ve felt the same way. And not just since I turned thirteen.” When Jonah didn’t say anything, Chip went on. “And don’t you see? This is big. All these kids, and the FBI, and—and ghosts . . .”

“But it doesn’t make any sense,” Jonah said.

“I was working on a theory,” Chip said. He held up his cell phone. “Until our friend Daniella messed everything up.”

“So what was the theory?”

Before Chip could answer, the phone in his hand began to ring, blaring a Fall Out Boy tune. Quickly, Chip flipped it open and looked at the number.

“Seven-three-four area code . . . is that—” He raised the phone to his ear. “Daniella?”

“Who are you?” Daniella was evidently shouting, because this time Jonah didn’t even have to lean close to hear every word. “How did you know?”

Chip moved the phone away from his head, gave it a baffled look, then placed it back against his ear.

“I—what are you talking about?” he asked.

“We are moving!” Daniella screamed. Her voice blared from the phone. “This is so awful! My life is over!”

“I thought you said you weren’t,” Chip said cautiously.

“I didn’t know!” From the way her voice sounded, Jonah suspected that Daniella was about to cry. “My dad made this big ‘family announcement’ at breakfast—he’s taking a job transfer, and that little ‘getaway’ my parents were on was actually a house-hunting trip! They’re going to make an offer on a house today. What are you—the realtor’s kid?”

“Er, no. Actually—”

Daniella didn’t seem to hear him.

“That wasn’t funny at all, if that’s your idea of a prank,” she fumed. “Or, were you trying to talk me into thinking I was going to like the house? I won’t. My parents say it’s ‘wonderful.’” She made wonderful sound like something evil. “I bet it’s a pit!”

“Hold on,” Jonah said, struggling to catch up with all of Daniella’s fury-by-phone. “Did she say her parents are making an offer on the house today? They don’t own it already?”

Chip squinted in puzzlement.

“You’re talking about the house on Robin’s Egg Lane, right?” Chip said into the phone. He struggled to pull out the survivors list from his pocket, unfold it, and find the right number. “Um—1873 Robin’s Egg Lane? In”—he bit his lip, obviously making a guess—“Liston, Ohio?”

“Yes, yes, that’s what you asked me about. Mom and Dad saw it yesterday and just ‘fell in love with it.’” She twisted the words bitterly, so it sounded like they’d fallen into the deep fiery pits of Hades.

Jonah leaned in close and spoke into the phone: “You say they just saw the house yesterday? For the very first time?”

“Yes . . . ,” Daniella moaned. “Yesterday, for the first time. And, just like that, they’re going to try to buy it today. I think they’re having a midlife crisis. They’re insane. Why do they have to ruin my life?” Now Jonah was certain: she was crying. Her words kept dissolving into wails. “I hate Ohio! I’m going to be miserable there! I—I—” She sniffled. “I can’t talk anymore. I’m too upset.”

The next thing Jonah heard was a dial tone.

Chip slowly lowered the phone from his ear.

“She’ll call back,” he said confidently. “She didn’t give me a chance to answer any of her questions.”

“But she answered ours,” Jonah said.

“Not that she let us ask much!” Chip snorted. “I still need to know if she’s adopted, and if she got the same kind of letters we got, and if she knows what we all ‘survived,’ and . . .” Chip seemed to be working from some sort of mental checklist.

“Chip, don’t you get it? Those questions don’t matter right now.” Jonah eased the survivors list out of Chip’s hand and held it up. “I got this list three days ago, with Daniella McCarthy’s address on Robin’s Egg Lane. Her parents didn’t even see the house until yesterday. They haven’t made an offer on it yet, but they’re going to today. So”—he shook the list in Chip’s face—”how did the FBI know the future?”

“They couldn’t have,” Chip said.

Seconds passed while both of them stared hard at the list, the three-day-old list from the FBI that contained information no one should have been able to know until today. Jonah knew that they were almost at school, that the bus around them was filled with kids laughing and flirting and teasing and griping and even—here and there—singing. But Jonah couldn’t focus on anything except the survivors list. That and Chip’s voice, saying slowly, “Unless . . .”

“Unless what?” Jonah asked.

“Unless they’re the ones making her move.”
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“That’s ridiculous,” Jonah said. “Impossible.”

“Why?” Chip asked.

Jonah barely stopped himself from giving an answer that would have sounded like his dad: “Because the government is set up to serve the people. Not to ruin kids’ lives by making them move.” Instead he mumbled, “Why would they care where Daniella McCarthy lives? How could it matter to them? And to direct her family to that exact house—”

“Maybe one of Daniella’s parents is a top-secret scientist,” Chip said, “and some enemy is about to drop a bomb on their house, and so the FBI is moving them for their own safety. . . .”

Jonah frowned at Chip and rolled his eyes.

“It’s Daniella’s name on the list,” Jonah said. “Not her parents’.”

“Maybe that’s just some sort of code,” Chip argued.

“What about all the other thirteen-year-olds on the list? Are all of our names some kind of code?” Jonah asked. “My parents aren’t top-secret scientists, I can tell you that. And nobody’s ever tried to make us move.” Still, Jonah felt a knot of anxiety in his stomach at the thought of moving. He’d lived his whole life in the same house—well, his whole life since he’d been adopted. “My mom would never agree to leave our house, not even if the president himself begged her to,” he said. “She’s spent too much time babying that rhododendron bush in our backyard. And her roses and her grapevines and everything else . . .”

Jonah had never cared that much about the rhododendron bush; he’d always thought Mom made way too much of a fuss about “those gorgeous blooms” and “Do you think they’re a little smaller than usual? Should I test the soil acidity again?” But now he pictured Mom clutching the trunk of the bush while some official-looking government types tried to pull her away: them arguing, “But you have to go!” while she countered, “I’ll never leave! Never!”

The image was strangely comforting.

“Hey!”

Jonah looked up to see the bus driver in the aisle in front of them. He was glowering.

“Let me explain something to you two,” he growled. “I pull up to your bus stop, you get on the bus. I pull up to your school, you get off. It’s not that complicated.”

Jonah realized that they were at school now; he and Chip were the only kids still on the bus.

“Oh, sorry!” he said, jumping up, grabbing his backpack.

“Maybe you want to go to the elementary school instead?” the bus driver asked. He seemed amused now. “That’s my next run. This is the day when all the little kids stay on the bus extra-long, to learn bus safety. Maybe you need that, just to learn to get on and off?”

“No, no, that’s okay,” Chip mumbled, scrambling up behind Jonah.

The bus driver stepped back between two of the seats to let them past him in the aisle. He was laughing at them.

“What a jerk,” Jonah muttered, as soon as they were out on the sidewalk. Other kids from other buses streamed past them, into the school. He tried to blend into the crowd. At least no one else had been on the bus to hear the driver making fun of them.

Chip grabbed Jonah’s arm.

“After school I’m going to call Daniella back,” Chip said. “Maybe she’ll have calmed down by then. And I want to call back the other kids on the list, to ask why they moved. You’ll help now, won’t you? Remember what you promised me? ‘I’ll do everything I can to help you.’”

Chip’s imitation of Jonah’s voice was frighteningly accurate.

I didn’t know what I was promising, Jonah wanted to argue. That was last week. I thought I’d just have to quote from What to Tell Your Adopted and Foster Children. Not solve mysteries. Not see ghosts. Not call strangers. Not figure out the FBI. Not . . . worry about my own past.

Chip’s blue eyes were pleading and desperate.

“Katherine’s all right and everything, but she’s too . . . cheerful about all of this,” Chip said. “She’s thinks it’s fun.”

What’s wrong with fun? Jonah wanted to ask. But he knew exactly what Chip meant.

“All right,” Jonah said reluctantly. “After school.”

The day dragged. Jonah couldn’t concentrate on any of his classes. More than once, his teachers noticed and said, “Jonah? Are you with us?” or “Jonah? Didn’t you hear me the first five times I asked everyone to open their books?”

On the bus ride home, Jonah made sure he and Chip didn’t get too distracted. They were the first ones off the bus when it reached their stop.

Katherine bounced up eagerly behind them.

“How many names do you want to call today?” she asked. “I don’t have gymnastics tonight, and I did all my homework in study center, so I am ready to start dialing!”

Chip and Jonah exchanged glances.

“Well, see, I’ve got to get the mail first,” Chip said weakly. “And then . . .”

“No problem. I can wait,” Katherine said, grinning.

She followed the boys to the Winstons’ brick mailbox. Chip took his time about reaching in, drawing out the stacks of letters and magazines and junk mail. Jonah felt like telling him, Look, if you think Katherine is going to get bored and leave, forget it. Once she’s into something, she never gives up.

Chip was so completely into his act, trying to get rid of Katherine, that he just stood there, staring at the stack of letters.

Maybe it wasn’t an act.

“Chip?” Jonah asked cautiously. “Is something wrong?”

Jonah remembered that lists and ghosts and the FBI weren’t all they had to worry about. He remembered that letters had been the first signs of strangeness.

“Chip?” Jonah repeated.

Chip held up a letter.

“It’s addressed to me, and there’s no return address,” he said. “But it’s not like the others.”

He was right. This letter was in a smaller envelope, the kind used for invitations. And Chip’s address wasn’t typed but written—in firm grown-up handwriting, like a teacher’s.

“Open it!” Katherine said excitedly. “Let’s see what this one says!”

Jonah turned to glare at his sister—what was wrong with her? Wasn’t she scared at all? How could she act so thrilled when he felt almost paralyzed with dread?

Katherine missed his glare because she was snatching the envelope out of Chip’s hand, ripping the letter open.

“Whoa,” she breathed.

“What is it?” Jonah asked. He discovered he wasn’t completely paralyzed. He could crane his neck and peer over Katherine’s shoulder.

The letter was on a piece of generic white paper. Unfolded, it said:

You contacted me at 8:35 p.m. on Monday, October 2. I was not at liberty to discuss anything with you over the phone. If you call back, I will deny that I sent this letter. I will refuse to tell you anything more. But if it is safe, I will meet you in conference room B at the Liston Public Library at 3:00 p.m. on Saturday, October 7. Then we can talk.

Do not attempt to contact me otherwise. This is the only way.

There was no signature.
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“Angela DuPre,” Katherine said.

“Wh-what?” Jonah stammered.

“That’s who this is from,” Katherine said confidently, waving the letter in Jonah’s face. “Remember, Chip, she was the only one from the witnesses list who seemed kind of, I don’t know, regretful about hanging up on us. Is regretful a word?”

Jonah didn’t care about words right now.

“Well, it could have been—what was that other woman’s name?—Monique Waters?” Chip suggested.

“Oh, no,” Katherine said. “That woman loved hanging up on us. She was cold.”

“And the air traffic controller talked to you, not me,” Chip said, “so he wouldn’t send me a letter—”

“And this is definitely a woman’s handwriting. Definitely,” Katherine said.

Jonah was getting annoyed with their little junior detective routine.

“So are you going?” he asked. “On Saturday?”

Chip and Katherine both stopped talking. Both of them froze with their mouths hanging open. It wasn’t a good look for either of them.

Then Katherine laughed.

“Of course,” she said. “We have to!”

“This is a complete stranger,” Jonah said. “She won’t even sign her name. She won’t talk to you on the telephone. She sounds crazy. This is how people end up getting kidnapped.”

“But she’s got information,” Chip said. “She might know who I am.”

Chip sounded so plaintive, Jonah couldn’t argue anymore.

“If you’re going to kidnap someone, you wouldn’t ask to meet at the library,” Katherine said. “That conference room B—that’s where we used to have Brownie meetings when I was a little kid. It’s, like, glass on three sides. And you have to walk through the whole library to get to it. It’s safe.”

Jonah shrugged. He felt strangely dizzy, just like he had that time in Florida when he’d gotten caught in a riptide, and the flimsy little flutter kick he’d learned at the Liston Pool had been no match for the forces carrying him out to sea.

Jonah’s dad had jumped in and saved him that time.

He can’t save me now, Jonah thought despairingly. We can’t tell Mom and Dad anything about this. Can’t tell them we’re meeting a stranger. Can’t tell them we’ve been calling strangers. Can’t tell them we took pictures of a secret file . . .

“Besides,” Katherine was saying. “There’ll be three of us together, and no one adult could kidnap three kids.”

“How can you be so sure that she won’t bring anybody with her?” Jonah asked, at the same time that Chip said, “What if seeing all three of us scares her off? She sounds a little paranoid—I think it has to be just me.”

“Well, we’re all going,” Katherine said. “There’s no question about that!”

They didn’t get a chance to call any of the kids on the survivors list that afternoon—or the next—because they were so busy debating their strategy for meeting with Angela DuPre (if that was really who’d written the letter). Saturday morning, Jonah had a soccer game and Katherine had a piano lesson, but by two o’clock they were both in Chip’s driveway, on their bikes, waiting. Jonah focused on balancing carefully, lifting his toes from the concrete on first the left side, then the right. He could straddle the bike for seconds at a time without touching the ground.

As long as he concentrated on that little game, he didn’t have to think about the fact that he and Katherine and Chip were about to do something incredibly stupid and probably dangerous as well.

“You didn’t really leave a note, did you?” Katherine asked, breaking Jonah’s concentration and forcing him to slam his right foot down to the ground to keep from falling.

“I did,” Jonah said.

Katherine rolled her eyes.

The note was Jonah’s attempt at caution. They’d told Mom and Dad only that they were riding their bikes to the library. But in his desk drawer, Jonah had left a detailed note—a letter, really—explaining that they were meeting a woman named Angela DuPre (or possibly Monique Waters) and if for some reason they didn’t come back, someone should track her down. All the information about possible kidnappers would be on Chip Winston’s computer.

Katherine and Chip thought he was crazy for being so careful.

Katherine sighed, blowing the air out in a way that ruffled the hair on her forehead.

“Wish Mom could have driven us,” she said. “Nobody rides bikes anymore.”

“I do,” Jonah said.

“Girls, I mean,” Katherine said. “All my friends think bikes are babyish. No one had better see me.”

She looked around anxiously. The street was deserted.

Riding bikes versus being driven had caused a huge debate. Chip thought if they had a parent drive them, they’d have to explain why they had to be at the library exactly at three o’clock, rather than after their moms got through at the grocery store, or before their dads started watching the football game. And Jonah thought that if they had to make a quick getaway, it’d be ridiculous to stand there in the library lobby calling a parent, “Uh, yeah, I’m ready to be picked up. Do you mind not waiting until halftime? There’s kind of a murderous psychopath chasing me. . . .”

“What do you really think is going to happen?” Katherine asked.

Jonah shrugged. She’d been asking him that question for two days. And he’d never been able to explain that, exactly, even to himself. He didn’t truly believe that they were about to face a murderous psychopath. He just had a horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach that wouldn’t go away.

The garage door of Chip’s house began rising, revealing Chip and his bike. Chip was grinning.

“Time for some answers!” he proclaimed. Jonah thought maybe Chip was trying to sound like the donkey from Shrek—carefree, glib, and full of wisecracks even in the face of danger. But it wasn’t a very good imitation, because his voice cracked.

“First we’ve got to ride all the way over there,” Katherine complained. “What is it—two miles? Three?”

“We don’t have to go,” Jonah said.

“Of course we do,” Chip said, pushing off and sailing out into the street.

Jonah let Katherine follow Chip, and then he sighed and brought up the rear. It was weird how responsible he felt for the other two: plaintive, pitiful, confused Chip; naïve, gung-ho, enthusiastic Katherine. He and Chip were both equally tall and gangly—it wasn’t like Jonah had any extra muscles for fighting off attackers.

There’s strength in numbers, he told himself, peddling hard to catch up.

They passed the BP station where the high-school band boosters were having a car-wash fund-raiser; the grocery store where Mom was right now buying peanut butter and milk and bread, like it was any Saturday afternoon; the neighborhood that, according to a quick Google search they’d done, contained the Robin’s Egg Lane where Daniella McCarthy’s family would soon be moving. They got to the library by two thirty.

Chip was looking at his watch before he even slipped off his bike.

“I’ve still got to wait another half hour?” he said. “I thought the ride would take longer than that.”

“This will give us a chance to case the joint,” Katherine said. Jonah knew she’d gotten that line from a movie. “And enough time to man our stations.”

Deciding how many of them should be in conference room B at three o’clock had sparked their longest and bitterest debate. They’d eventually reached a compromise: Chip would be the only one actually in the conference room. But he’d secretly have his cell phone set on speaker phone in his lap, and he’d call Katherine, who’d be hiding out in the magazine section. She’d hold the cell phone up to both her ear and a walkie-talkie, broadcasting to the other walkie-talkie in Jonah’s hand. Jonah would be in the nonfiction section, near the conference room. He’d be pretending to read, facing away from the conference room, but he’d secretly have a mirror hidden in his book, directed over his shoulder, so he could see what was happening to Chip every single minute. The walkie-talkie–phone combo would let him hear everything that was going on in the conference room. So at the first hint of danger, he’d be able to storm in and save Chip.

They’d planned everything. None of them, even once, had said, “This is ridiculous! Walkie-talkies? Mirrors hidden in books? We’ll look like fools!” Jonah thought maybe that was proof that, underneath it all, the other two were every bit as scared as he was.

They leaned their bikes against the bike rack and tiptoed into the library. They peeked into conference room B—no one was there—and tested out the cell phone–walkie-talkie setup.

“Spy One to Spy Two,” Katherine said, giggling into the walkie-talkie. “Over.”

Jonah switched the walkie-talkie function to SEND.

“Katherine, it works, but, so help me, you’ve got to remember—you’re not supposed to do any of the talking!”

At two fifty-five, Jonah flipped the hood of his sweatshirt up so it covered the walkie-talkie pressed against his ear. He pulled a book off a nonfiction shelf at random—it was something about tax codes. He positioned Katherine’s makeup mirror in the book, angled it just so . . . yep, there was Chip’s face, anxious and pale on the other side of the conference room’s glass wall. Jonah moved the mirror up and down and side to side, scanning the whole room. He switched the walkie-talkie to SEND again.

“Katherine, tell Chip to stop fiddling with the cell phone,” he whispered urgently. “He’ll give us away.”

Seconds later, in the mirror, Chip jerked upright. He put his hands flat on the conference room table, on top of the printouts of the survivors and witnesses lists he’d brought from home. He raised an eyebrow at Jonah. Over his shoulder, Jonah gave him the thumbs-up signal.

Katherine’s giggle sounded in Jonah’s ear again.

“Remember your theory about this woman actually being Chip’s birth mother?” she whispered. “You can cross that one off your list!”

Jonah started to say, “Why?” but then he remembered that he needed to be silent too. Over the walkie-talkie, he heard a static-y version of Chip’s voice: “Oh, hello. Are you the person who reserved this conference room for three o’clock? The one who’s willing to talk?”

Frantically, Jonah angled the mirror, turning his tax code book almost sideways. There. A woman, walking into the conference room. Oh. A tall, statuesque, well-dressed black woman. Very dark-skinned—definitely not Chip’s birth mother.

“Chip Winston?” the woman was saying.

“Yes,” Chip said cautiously. “And you are—?”

The woman stopped in the conference room doorway and looked back over her shoulder. Her eyes seemed to meet Jonah’s in the mirror. She laughed.

“Before we begin, I’ll have to ask you to turn that cell phone off,” she said. “And tell your friends to turn off the walkie-talkies. I appreciate their ingenuity, but they might as well come on in and listen in person.”

“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Chip stammered.

“You’re not a very good liar, are you?” the woman said. “I’ll have to remember that. I’m talking about the girl in the magazine section, in the purple shirt, and the boy in the tax section, reading Your Guide to the IRS upside down.”

Jonah blushed. He started to turn the book around, then realized that that made him look even more guilty. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Katherine standing up, rushing toward the conference room. He waved his arms at her, trying to send a telepathic message, No, no, go back! Pretend you’ve got nothing to do with me or Chip! Act normal! Don’t give anything away!

Katherine ignored him. She reached the door into the conference room and began shaking the woman’s hand.

“Katherine Skidmore,” she introduced herself. “Nice to meet you. Thanks for letting me join you.”

Katherine made it sound like they were going to be sitting around eating sugar cookies and drinking lemonade.

“Come on, Jonah,” Katherine said. “She’s got us figured out.”

Jonah whirled around.

“But I don’t have to go in there, do I?” he muttered through gritted teeth. “I can stay out here if I want to. So I can run for help if anything happens.”

Jonah was surprised to see that the woman’s dark eyes were sympathetic.

“You’re the one I want guarding the door, then,” she said. “Watching out for trouble. You can watch from the outside or watch from the inside. I don’t care.”

She looked around, scanning the rows of bookshelves around them. No one was in sight.

“I’m Angela DuPre,” the woman said, holding out her hand to Jonah. “You can call me Angela.”

Hesitantly, Jonah moved forward to shake her hand. He stepped in through the glass door behind Katherine and Angela, and pulled the door shut. But he didn’t sit down at the table when the others did. He stayed by the door. Angela nodded respectfully at him, as if she approved of that choice.

“A little advice,” Angela said, a hint of laughter in her voice. “The next time you do a stake-out, don’t enter the building together.” It was Jonah she looked at now. “I got here at two. I’ve been watching the three of you for the past half hour.”

Jonah’s face burned.

“I guess the walkie-talkies were a stupid idea,” he mumbled.

“Oh, it was creative,” Angela said. “I would have left you to your spy games if it weren’t for the range on those things—I didn’t want our conversation broadcast to every trucker passing by on the highway. Or . . . others who might want to listen.”

She no longer sounded amused. Her eyes looked haunted.

Katherine was glaring at Angela.

“Oh, that’s right,” Katherine said, almost in the same snarly cat-fight voice she used when she was mad at her friends. “You’re afraid to even talk on the phone.”

“I have my reasons,” Angela said softly, and somehow that shut Katherine up.

“But it’s safe to talk now?” Chip asked eagerly, leaning forward. “You can give us answers?”

Angela gave another cautious look around, through the glass walls into the library, then through the windows into the parking lot. Jonah realized for the first time that Angela had taken the one seat in the room that backed up to a solid brick wall. Even if Jonah weren’t guarding the door, she’d made sure that nobody could sneak up on her.

“You’re curious about your adoption, right?” Angela said. “What makes you think that I know anything about it?”

Quickly, Chip explained about the list of survivors and the list of witnesses, shoving the papers over to her so she could look for herself.

“See, Jonah’s name is on the list of survivors too,” Katherine chimed in. “Mine isn’t. I’m not adopted, but I’m the one who took the pictures.”

Oh, good for you! Braggart! Jonah thought. Angela glanced at him just then, and Jonah could swear she knew what he was thinking. She smiled at him.

“I can tell you what I witnessed thirteen years ago,” she said. “Even though I’m not supposed to discuss it with anyone. You’ll probably think I’m crazy, anyhow.”

Chip was leaning so far forward now that Jonah was afraid he might fall out of his chair.

“You know where I came from?” Chip asked. “Where we came from?”

Angela was shaking her head, frowning ruefully.

“Not where, exactly,” she said apologetically. “But I think I might have a pretty good guess about when.”
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“When?” Chip repeated numbly.

Jonah was thinking that maybe English wasn’t his native language, after all. Maybe he’d spent his first few months of life hearing some other language, and maybe that was why he couldn’t make Angela’s words make sense in his head.

Katherine started laughing.

“Oh, thanks,” she said sarcastically. “That makes everything as clear as mud.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “We already know the ‘when.’ Chip and Jonah were both adopted thirteen years ago.”

“Twelve years, ten months and, uh, four days, to be exact,” Chip said.

Angela narrowed her eyes, looking at Katherine.

“Perhaps you’d like to hear my story before you dismiss it?” Angela asked.

“Please,” Jonah said, and he was proud of himself, that he’d managed to say that much when he was feeling so jangly and strange.

Angela looked down at the table, and it occurred to Jonah that maybe she was nervous too. Nervous, talking to a couple of kids? That didn’t make sense either.

“Thirteen years ago,” Angela began softly, “I worked exactly one day at Sky Trails Airlines.”

Katherine opened her mouth, and Jonah could tell she was about to say something snarky and mean, like, “Wow—did you get fired after one day? Or were you just too lazy to go back for day two?”

Jonah glared at his sister; he pressed his thumb and forefinger together and drew them across his lips, the universal sign for Shut up! He hoped the full force of his glare plus the gesture would let her know, If you say one more nasty thing, I will throw you out. And Chip and I won’t tell you a single word that Angela says, so you won’t know a thing. . . .

Katherine coughed.

“Um—Sky Trails?” she said weakly.

“It’s an old airline—probably none of you have heard of it, because it went out of business about ten years ago,” Angela said. “It went bankrupt, didn’t pay any of its creditors. But I still get a disability check from Sky Trails, every single month.”

Disability? Jonah thought. That was for people who couldn’t work anymore because they were too sick or, well, disabled. Angela looked as if she could run a marathon—even in those funky high heels she was wearing. And, anyhow, Jonah had had some vague notion that disability checks came from the government, not private businesses.

Angela was looking around—from Katherine to Jonah to Chip—as if she expected one of them to ask another question. No one said anything. Angela sighed.

“That one day at Sky Trails changed my life,” she said. “What I saw—well, you won’t believe me, and nobody else will back up my story. But I know what I saw. I’m not crazy!”

Oh, Jonah thought. Can people maybe get disability checks for being crazy, too?

Angela shrugged.

“I can tell by your eyes you’re already starting to doubt me,” she said in a voice that was strangely choked. Jonah wondered: why would it matter to Angela whether three kids believed her?

“But,” Angela continued, “I’m going to tell you this anyway. I think I have to.”

“Okay,” Chip said.

Angela clasped her hands together on the table, seeming to steel herself for the story ahead.

“During my one day as a gate agent at Sky Trails, an unidentified plane arrived at the airport,” Angela said. “It was an unscheduled landing, completely unexpected. Depending on who you believe, either the radar was out of order briefly while it was landing—or it just appeared. Out of nowhere.”

Jonah saw Katherine stiffen.

“I was evidently the only person who saw it appear,” Angela said. “The only person who was looking.”

“Did it disappear, too?” Katherine asked in a small voice.

Angela shot her a surprised look.

“I wasn’t planning to get to that part until later,” Angela said. “But . . . yes.”

“I saw something like that happen once too,” Katherine admitted. “Not a whole plane appearing and disappearing, but a person. A man.”

“So you know what it’s like,” Angela said slowly. “Knowing exactly what you saw, but thinking that it couldn’t possibly have happened like that. Second-guessing yourself. Having other people make fun of you because you won’t say, ‘Oh, I must have made a mistake.’”

“Exactly,” Katherine said, nodding eagerly.

Any second now, they’d be throwing themselves into hugs, sobbing onto each other’s shoulders, proclaiming, “Nobody understands me but you!”

“Can we get back to the story?” Chip interrupted. “That plane—was I on it? Was Jonah? Did it crash—is that why we’re listed as survivors? I’ll want to look at the records and find out where it came from, maybe talk to the pilot. . . .”

Angela snorted.

“It didn’t crash,” she said. “But good luck finding any records. Or the pilot.”

“But—but—” Chip sputtered.

Angela’s look was sympathetic again.

“I’m willing to bet that you two were on that plane,” she said. “There were lots of babies. And if I was listed as a witness and you were listed as survivors—that’s the only thing I’ve ever witnessed where government agents got involved like that.”

“But—why were government agents involved?” Jonah asked. “A plane landed, it didn’t crash—big deal.”

Somehow, he could gloss over the whole appearing/disappearing part of the story, just as he’d glossed over it when Katherine was telling about the vanishing man in Mr. Reardon’s office. He believed in ignoring unpleasant facts, in hopes that they’d go away.

“An unauthorized plane landed,” Angela corrected him. “That’s supposed to set off an alert for the entire airport. There’s a whole protocol to be followed in those situations that I, being new, forgot about. But when I heard the first baby crying . . .”

Me? Jonah thought. Was I crying?

“Wasn’t the baby with its parents?” Chip asked. “Or some adult?”

Angela looked him straight in the eye.

“The plane was full of babies. Thirty-six of them,” she said. “But there wasn’t a single adult aboard.”

Chip laughed, a bitter sound in the sudden silence.

“What—babies were flying the plane? You expect me to believe that? ‘Goo-goo, gaa-gaa, air traffic control, this is baby plane one, over,’” he mocked. “It sounds like something out of a diaper commercial.”

Angela fixed him with a steely look.

“The FBI’s theory was that there had been a pilot, a co-pilot, a whole flight crew, but they escaped somehow. Even though there were security cameras at the gate, and none of them showed anyone leaving the plane before I stepped on.”

“So maybe there was a secret door somewhere, out of the camera’s view,” Jonah said. “Or maybe it was an experimental high-tech plane that worked on autopilot.” He was still looking for realistic explanations. But if “experimental high-tech . . . autopilot” was the best he could do, he was really getting desperate.

“You think the pilot and flight crew just vanished into thin air,” Katherine said, her voice ringing with confidence.

“Possibly,” Angela said. “Or . . .”

She stopped. That one word hung in midair, tantalizingly.

“Or?” Jonah prompted.

Angela shook her head.

“I’ll work up to that one,” she said dryly. “Chip will just start laughing at me again.”

“I’m sorry,” Chip said, though he didn’t really sound like he meant it. “You’re making this all Twilight Zoneish, but it just seems like—well, what Mr. Reardon told Jonah and Katherine sounds about right. There was some sort of baby-smuggling ring, and they were forced to land—maybe the police were shooting them down; maybe they just ran out of gas or oil or whatever planes use. But anyhow, the people ran away and left the babies behind, because they didn’t want to get caught. So, really, as long as the FBI or INS or whoever looked at the plane, if they looked at, I don’t know, the instruction book in the cockpit, to see what language it was written in—then there should have been lots of clues about where we came from. And surely they have all that in their records and—”

“You forgot what I said,” Angela said in a steely voice. “The plane disappeared.”

“Maybe it didn’t disappear exactly,” Chip said. “Maybe they just towed it away and you thought—er . . .”

His voice trailed off because both Angela and Katherine were glaring at him, full force.

“I told you you wouldn’t believe me,” Angela said, and she sounded so sad that Jonah felt guilty on Chip’s behalf. Jonah wasn’t sure what to make of Angela’s story either, but he wasn’t going to tell her that.

“Shall I continue?” Angela asked.

Meekly, all three kids nodded.

“Before I knew what was going on, there were FBI agents there and police and airport officials and airlines officials and all sorts of other officials I couldn’t even identify,” Angela said. “They were treating the whole airplane like a crime scene. A mystery to solve. But, you know, there were all those babies, and when one started crying, they all started crying. And you could just tell, it was driving those official types crazy. So they organized this baby brigade, and we had all these people carrying the babies off the plane—we were supposed to pay close attention to which seat each baby had come from, in case that was important. We didn’t have carriers or strollers or anything like that, so we just closed off the entire gate area and lined the babies up on the floor. We were just lucky none of them was old enough to be crawling yet. . . .”

Jonah had been to the airport a couple of times: once when he was in third grade, and his Cub Scout troop had taken a field trip to learn about planes, and once when his family had gone to Disney World, and Dad hadn’t wanted to drive. Jonah could just imagine the chaos of thirty-six babies being taken off a plane at once. But surely it would have been chaos—surely lots of people would have seen.

Angela was still talking.

“The moment we had all the babies off the plane—and all the agents and officials and airline personnel were off the plane too, because they were trying to get the babies sorted out—at that moment, I looked back. And I could see the plane, just like normal, just like I could see the carpet under my feet or the rubber lining around the door or my hand in front of my own face. It was there! And then it was gone, there was nothing there except air, and I could see straight out to the runway lights and the satellite dishes and the highway. . . .”

Even now, thirteen years later, Angela’s voice was full of wonderment. It was like she was still amazed, still stunned.

“And, once again, you were the only one to see this?” Chip asked, making no effort to keep the skepticism out of his voice.

Angela turned her head sharply.

“No,” she said. “Monique saw the plane disappear—Monique Waters, my boss. But later, when Monique saw how things were going, she denied it all. She was the one who filled out the disability papers, saying I was delusional and prone to hallucinations and unfit to work at Sky Trails.”

“How do you know she saw it disappear?” Chip asked.

“Because she screamed out, ‘Holy crap! Where’d that plane go?’” Angela said, grinning slightly.

Jonah was trying to absorb this. He sort of wanted to believe Angela—he was sure that she believed what she was telling them. But it was too incredible.

“What about the other people?” Katherine began. “Didn’t any of them—?”

“It was dark out,” Angela said. “We were all carrying babies—you try to take care of thirty-six infants and still manage to think clearly! I think some of the other people might have seen the plane vanish, but then this one guy, James Reardon—”

“The one we talked to,” Katherine interrupted.

Angela nodded.

“He started running around, taking charge, telling people, ‘All right, my agency has the plane towed away now; we’ll handle it from here. We’ll advise you if we discover anything that’s relevant to your department. Thanks for your help.’ And later I kind of wondered, maybe some of those people had seen weird things like that before and had decided to pretend that they didn’t exist. To be able to keep their jobs. It was close to Christmastime; they were happy to be sent home—of course none of them had seen the plane appear from nowhere and vanish into nothing, both, so they could believe the official story more easily. . . .”

“Nobody went to the news media?” Chip asked. “Nobody put it out on the Internet? Not that the plane vanished, even, but just that there was this mysterious bunch of babies . . . Didn’t we make CNN?”

His voice sounded mocking, but when Jonah glanced his way, Chip’s face was deadly serious.

Angela shrugged.

“The Internet wasn’t the big deal it is today,” she said. “And we weren’t supposed to contact any newspapers or TV stations. James Reardon wanted us all to sign confidentiality statements. But I . . . refused.”

“Is that why you lost your job?” Jonah asked.

“Pretty much,” Angela said. “Monique told me not to come back until I was ready to sign. I was never ready. I did talk to a newspaper reporter, I did call a TV station—but when everyone else said I was crazy, what good did it do?” She held her hands out, a gesture of helplessness.

Jonah tried to imagine being like Angela, standing up for the truth. He didn’t think he could be so brave.

“Why did it matter so much to you?” Chip asked.

“I know what I saw,” Angela said fiercely. “I trust my own eyes. And I wasn’t going to lie because—because I thought it might be important. I thought the babies might be important. I thought we should really investigate, not just pretend nothing ever happened.”

“So you’ve investigated, haven’t you?” Katherine said, jumping ahead. Her eyes were glowing, like she’d found a new hero.

“That’s one way of looking at it,” Angela agreed. “The more common view would be that I’ve become a total crackpot, totally obsessed. My own family thinks I’m crazy now, because I tell them that my phone is tapped, that the government’s watching me. But, you know, sometimes paranoia is justified. I get paid for doing nothing—even though I’ve called many times and said I don’t deserve disability pay. So I decided to use the money to do research, to study physics. . . .”

“Physics?” Katherine repeated. Clearly, that wasn’t what she’d expected.

“Well, yeah . . .” Angela looked down at her hands. Jonah noticed she had her fingers knotted together, like she was suddenly very tense. “Look, you’re not going to believe me anyhow, so maybe I shouldn’t even tell you this part. I’ve been working on this for thirteen years, and it’s gotten me nothing but scorn and mockery. And I’ve gotten no confirmation—no sign that what I believe is true. At least, not since that first day. So maybe I should just pat your heads, and tell you to run off and be good little children for your parents, and don’t worry about where you came from. Don’t be like me, obsessed and paranoid and—”

“We already are,” Chip said firmly. “It’s too late.”

Speak for yourself! Jonah thought. But he was dying to hear Angela’s theory too. He couldn’t walk away now either.

Angela took a deep breath.

“Okay, then,” she said. “One thing I saw that nobody else did—though I did report it when I was debriefed, before they began talking about confidentiality statements—was an insignia on the plane. By the time everyone else saw the plane, it looked like any other Sky Trails regional jet. But when I first saw it, the plane’s door said, TACHYON TRAVEL. Tachyon—T-A-C-H-Y-O-N. You’re all too young, probably, to have studied much physics—and anyway, this is very theoretical physics—”

“So what’s a tachyon?” Katherine asked. She always hated being talked down to or told that she was too young for something.

“Tachyons are particles that travel faster than the speed of light,” Angela said.

The speed of light? Jonah thought. What’s that got to do with anything?

“I thought nothing could travel faster than light,” Katherine said, acting proud that she knew that.

“Nobody knows really,” Angela said. She was speaking very carefully now, watching for their reactions. “At least, nobody knows yet. The theories are that if anything could go faster than light, all sorts of weird things would happen. Time and space would have a different relationship. Aging would be different. And, if a plane could travel that fast, it’d become . . . a time machine.”

Everyone stared at her.

Chip was already shaking his head.

“Who’d send a bunch of babies in a time machine?” he asked scornfully. “What would be the point?”

“I don’t think anyone sent a bunch of babies in a time machine,” Angela said, speaking very precisely. “I think a bunch of adults got into a time machine. I think it was an experiment, one of the first attempts at time travel. They didn’t understand all the effects. So they didn’t realize what would happen when they arrived in our time.” She paused, letting that sink in.

“You mean—” Katherine asked.

Jonah couldn’t tell if she really understood or if she was just prompting Angela.

“I mean that Chip and Jonah used to be much older than they are now,” Angela said. “I think they were changed by traveling through time. I think they—and all the other babies—came from the future.”
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Silence. Dead silence.

Jonah wasn’t really even thinking about what Angela had said, because it was too bizarre and incredible to consider. It was like his brain shut down, rejecting her theory so completely. After a few moments, he thought to look at Chip and Katherine to see how they were reacting—mostly he was concerned that they’d be all rude and mocking and mean to Angela, when clearly she was just a nutcase. Oh, sure, she’d seemed fairly reasonable at first, except for being scared to talk on the telephone. But believing in time travel? And babies aging backward? Insanity.

Chip and Katherine both had their mouths open already, though Chip’s might have just been hanging open in shock.

“Well, thanks for meeting with us,” Jonah said quickly, hoping he could get everyone away from Angela before Katherine had a chance to speak. “Your ideas are, um, very interesting.” He was struggling for words, trying to think of a polite excuse to leave. Could he carry off, Oh, my, look at the time!?

Suddenly something slammed into the glass door next to Jonah.

Instinctively, Jonah grabbed for the door handle, but it was too late. A man was wedging his heavily booted foot between the door and the glass wall. The rest of the man’s body was sprawled out on the ground, because another man appeared to have tackled him.

“You can’t do this!” the tackler was screaming. No, not exactly screaming. He was keeping his voice down, barely above a whisper, but his words still echoed with fury. “Not here. Not now. You’ll make a scene. Do you want to ruin time completely?”

Jonah shoved against the man’s boot; he drove his shoulder against the door, trying to shut it against the man’s ankle. He couldn’t see the man’s face, because the tackler blocked his view. Then the tackler turned, and Jonah could at least see him clearly. A jolt of recognition flowed through his body; he was so stunned he almost let go of the door.

The tackler was the “janitor” from the FBI, the one who’d told Jonah to look at the file on Mr. Reardon’s desk.

“Jonah! Chip! Run!” the tackler called urgently, struggling with the man in the boots.

What good was that? There was nowhere to run to, except out the door where the men were fighting. The booted man reared up, almost breaking the tackler’s grip.

Katherine shrieked.

“The window!” Angela said.

She rushed over to the outer wall and began tugging on the window handle. Chip jumped up and helped her. The window opened inward, making a narrow V with the wall. Chip dived out through the small space, barely missing landing in a holly bush.

Katherine followed him quickly, executing a gymnastic-like move at the end, when she flipped over onto her feet.

“Jonah, come on!” she yelled in through the open window.

Jonah looked back at the men struggling on the ground. What would happen if he stopped holding the door?

“Go!” the tackler called over his shoulder.

Jonah ran for the window, skirting the table. He looked back once and saw that the men had rolled into the conference room. He still couldn’t see the booted man’s face, but he had a general impression of bulk, of muscles. He wasn’t sure the tackler could hold him.

“You go first, Angela,” Jonah said.

The name seemed to trigger a reaction in the tackler. He jerked his head back, looking over the top of the conference table.

“Angela DuPre,” he called. “We have wronged you in time. We owe you—”

The tackler’s head suddenly disappeared beneath the table. The booted man must have pulled him down. There was a sound like someone’s head clunking against the floor, and the table lurched sideways.

“Angela?” Jonah urged.

He held out his hand to help her out of the window. She was wearing a skirt; she probably wouldn’t want to go headfirst.

Angela drew back.

“You go on,” she said. “I’ve been waiting thirteen years for something like this. I’m going to stick around and get some answers.”

“But they’re dangerous!” Jonah protested. He couldn’t see the men at all now, but he could hear them, grunting and punching and slamming into the chairs and the table.

“Probably. That’s why you need to get out of here,” Angela said. She pushed him toward the window. He grabbed on to the frame, spreading his fingers against the glass to brace himself as he slid his feet out.

“Go, Jonah!” the tackler called from beneath the table. “Hurry! And Jonah—I saw your note! You have to be careful! Careful where you leave anything that could be seen later . . . anything that could be monitored—”

That was all Jonah heard, because he was out the window now, and the tackler was still using that low voice of hushed urgency. Jonah looked back, and he could see the tackler clearly now, under the table. He had one hand pressed into the other man’s hair, holding his head down. With his other hand, the tackler was frantically waving Jonah away. His mouth formed the words, “Go! Go! Now!” But Jonah couldn’t really hear him.

Jonah spun around and ran. He quickly caught up with Chip and Katherine. Without even speaking, all three of them ran for the bike rack, scooped up their bikes, and took off, pedaling furiously.

They were halfway down the bike path before Jonah’s mind kicked into gear, letting him think again instead of just acting on reflex.

He immediately slammed on his brakes.
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Katherine was the first to notice that Jonah wasn’t keeping up, that he wasn’t pedaling hysterically toward home alongside her and Chip.

“Jonah!” she called over her shoulder from several bike-lengths ahead. “What are you doing?”

“I have to go back!” he yelled. “We can’t just leave Angela like that!”

“But—she’s a grown-up! She told us to go!” This was Chip arguing now.

“She—”

Jonah decided he didn’t have time to stand there and argue. He whirled around and began pedaling back toward the library just as desperately as he’d been pedaling away from it.

Grown-ups can get kidnapped too, he thought. And she’s a little nutty, she’d probably trust anyone who pretended to believe her crazy theories. . . . Her theories are just craziness, aren’t they?

Jonah couldn’t think about that right now. He focused on trying to pedal faster. By the time he reached the library, his legs were aching and he was gasping for air. He dropped his bike on the sidewalk and slipped in the door just ahead of a mother pushing a baby stroller and holding a toddler’s hand and taking infuriatingly slow steps, with a play-by-play commentary: “That’s right, you push the button for the automatic door opener and then the door will open, and . . .”

Jonah dashed through the lobby, past the check-out desk.

“Young man! No running in the library!”

It was a librarian, one of the women his mom always said hello to when she stopped in. Jonah thought maybe this librarian had been in charge of story hour when he and Katherine were preschoolers.

“I just—the conference room—men fighting—danger—”

That was all Jonah could manage, with his lungs threatening to burst.

To her credit, the librarian stopped yelling and sprang into action.

“Show me,” she said.

She rushed along behind Jonah, practically running herself.

They dashed through the stacks, past the magazine section where Katherine had hidden before, past the nonfiction shelves with all the thick books about taxes. Then, finally, Jonah could see into the conference room and—

It was empty.

“Angela?” Jonah called.

He pushed his way into the conference room. Not only was the room empty, but all the chairs were lined up perfectly around the table. And the table was exactly centered in the room, as if it had never been knocked off-kilter by struggling men. The window was closed. The only sign that anything had happened here was a smudge on the glass wall—probably Jonah’s own fingerprints, smeared against the glass when he’d scrambled out a window.

“Just what did you think was going on in here?” the librarian asked. She had her eyebrows raised doubtfully.

Just then Jonah saw a movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head to peer out the window, and there was Angela. She was walking briskly through the far end of the parking lot.

“That’s the woman!” Jonah exclaimed. “The one who was in danger—”

While Jonah was watching, Angela stepped into the cluster of pine trees on the other side of the parking lot. She turned and lifted her hand in a way that might have been a wave at Jonah. And then she just . . . vanished.

Jonah hadn’t known that it would look like that. He’d heard Katherine’s description of the janitor appearing and disappearing; he’d heard Angela’s description of the plane doing the same thing. But he hadn’t understood how strange it would be, how it would set every nerve in his body on edge and make him question all sorts of basic tenets about how the world worked. Could gravity be tampered with too? Could . . . time?

Jonah blinked and stared and stammered, “But—but—” and then he at least had the sense to shut his mouth, because the librarian was looking at him oddly. Already his brain was trying to supply explanations for him—She just stepped behind a tree. . . . You just blinked and thought you saw something odd—the same kind of explanations he’d tried to use to account for Katherine’s story, for Angela’s. The kind of explanation anyone else, casually glancing out a window, would have accepted without a second thought. But his glance hadn’t been casual: he knew he hadn’t blinked, not while Angela was disappearing. He understood now what Angela had meant when she had said, “I know what I saw. I trust my own eyes.” The scene had been clear and distinct, and he really had seen Angela vanish into thin air.

“Where is this woman?” the librarian asked. “I don’t quite see—”

“She’s gone.”

The librarian narrowed her eyes at him and tilted her head suspiciously.

“So, what was this?” she asked. “A dare? Your audition for drama club? If so, I heartily recommend you for whatever part you’re trying out for, because you really had me convinced—you had me running through the library.”

“I wasn’t lying!” Jonah protested. “There really were two men in here fighting, and they seemed dangerous, and—”

The librarian tapped her chin, her eyes narrowing further.

“How did you see what was going on in this conference room before you ran in the front door?” she asked.

“Um, through the glass? From outside?” Jonah said, which did have a grain of truth to it. Still, his words came out sounding like a question.

“Someone did mention that they thought they heard a girl scream back here, but we thought it was just one of those computer games. . . .” The librarian seemed to be talking mostly to herself. She reached out and grabbed Jonah’s arm. “Come with me. We’ll do a search through the library and you tell me if you see either of those men.”

Meekly, Jonah let himself be led back through the magazine section, past the row of computers, past the reference desk, through the little-kid section where the mother with the toddler was asking with exaggerated patience, “What will it be? Curious George or The Cat in the Hat?”

In the YA section, some kids from school were playing on the computers, and they pointed and giggled when they saw Jonah being paraded around, his arm trapped in the librarian’s grip.

“I don’t see either of the men now,” Jonah said, his face burning with shame. He just wanted to get out of the library, away from the librarian. He could see Chip and Katherine standing hesitantly by the front door, as if they weren’t sure if they needed to come and rescue him or not.

The librarian let go of his arm.

“I think you did see something,” she muttered. “You really were looking carefully for those men.”

And Jonah had been. Even when the kids from school had been laughing at him, he’d made sure that he peered down every aisle between the bookshelves, every nook of the little-kid reading area.

The men were nowhere in sight.

“Oh, well,” Jonah said, trying very hard to keep his voice from shaking. “Nothing’s wrong now. Can I just go?”

The librarian regarded him thoughtfully.

“Go on, then,” she said.

Jonah could feel her eyes on him as he went to join Chip and Katherine. Walking out the door, he felt robotic, because his body was doing something so normal—one foot stepping in front of the other, hands held out to shove against the door—while his mind was zipping and zooming and alighting on one strange thought after the other.

“What happened?” Katherine asked. “Is Angela okay?”

“Angela . . .” Jonah had to struggle so hard to focus his mind, to concentrate on the one precise moment of memory that his brain kept trying to transform into something normal and acceptable, something that would fit with everything else he already knew about the world. He wouldn’t let his brain do that; he wouldn’t stop trusting his own eyes.

“I saw Angela,” Jonah said. “I don’t know if she’s okay or not. I think she went into a time warp.”
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“Not you, too!” Chip complained.

“I’m sorry!” Jonah said. He bent over, bracing his hands against his knees, trying to pull more air into his lungs, a delayed reaction to all his frantic pedaling and running. As soon as he could, he looked back up at Chip. “I’m not sure that’s what happened. I’m not sure of anything anymore. But I think that’s what happened, because it makes the most sense.”

“The most sense?” Chip repeated in amazement. “That’s the best explanation you can come up with? A time warp?”

“You didn’t see what I saw,” Jonah said. The edges of his vision were a little blurry even now, but this was a normal feeling. Oxygen deprivation, his mind automatically labeled it. He felt the way he did after he’d played an entire soccer game as midfielder, running up and down the field for a solid hour. He’d felt this way after the soccer game this morning.

Oh, jeez, he thought. I played that soccer game and then I rode my bike like a maniac—no wonder I feel so dead. No wonder I’m seeing things. I mean, not seeing things. Seeing someone vanish. Or, wait . . . maybe she wasn’t really there in the first place?

His thoughts got so tangled that his mind gave up trying to revise his memory of seeing Angela vanish. It had happened. Period.

“Katherine,” he gasped. “When you said you saw the janitor disappear—I shouldn’t have made fun of you. I didn’t know. . . .”

“You believe me now?” Katherine asked. “Why?” Comprehension dawned on her face. “Angela disappeared, didn’t she? And you saw it. . . .”

Jonah nodded.

“I’ll show you.”

He started to stumble over something—it was his own bike, where he’d dropped it in the middle of the sidewalk. He picked it up, and then it was nice to have the handlebars to lean on as he led Chip and Katherine through the parking lot, over to the cluster of pine trees. He dropped his bike again by the curb.

“She was right here,” he said, stepping into the pine needles. “I saw her. And then she took one step forward”—he took a step—“and she was gone.”

Jonah rocked back on his heels, stepped forward again. He felt nothing different in either place. There was no temperature change, no wind howling furiously around some time portal. In both spots—before his step and after—he felt just a gentle breeze, the sunshine warm on the back of his neck, the pine needles soft beneath his feet.

“Guess the time warp only wanted Angela, not you,” Chip said mockingly, but there was an edge of fear in his voice.

“Or—someone’s protecting you,” Katherine said.

Jonah looked at his sister. She was in the middle of pulling her hair back, capturing it in a ponytail. Jonah was surprised to see how red her face was. She had a ring of sweat where her bike helmet had pressed against her head, and the sweat was trickling down her cheeks. He was amazed that she was willing to be seen in public like this.

“Didn’t you notice,” she began in an oddly strangled voice, “how, when those men were fighting, the cute janitor guy yelled out, ‘Jonah! Chip! Run!’? He didn’t say my name. He didn’t say Angela’s.”

“You think those guys were fighting over us?” Chip asked. “Why not you, too?”

“You’re the babies from the plane,” Katherine said. “I’m not.”

Jonah thought about this. The fight and the fleeing had happened so fast, all he had were jumbled images in his head. But the janitor/tackler had seemed to be trying to protect them.

“How did he know our names?” he asked. “Mine, I guess from Mr. Reardon’s office, but—Chip’s?” He remembered something else. “And he did recognize Angela. I don’t know if you two heard, because you were out the window already, but he called her Angela DuPre. And he said—he said—” It was such a struggle to remember, “—something like, ‘We have wronged you.’ No, ‘We have wronged you in time. We owe you.’”

“’In time’?” Chip whispered.

Katherine sat down on the curb, her elbows propped on her knees, her face caught in her hands.

“That whole plane thing did kind of ruin Angela’s life,” she said. “I mean, refusing to talk on the telephone? Having everyone think she’s crazy?”

Chip sat down beside Katherine.

“What does the janitor guy have to do with the plane?” he asked. “And who was the guy he was fighting with? What did he want to do to us?”

Jonah stiffened.

“Beware,” he quoted. “They’re coming back to get you. That’s what the letter said. That’s who they were warning us about!”

He looked around frantically. What if the man tried again, sometime when no one was around to protect them?

Katherine shook her head, her ponytail flipping back and forth.

“Really,” she said disgustedly, “if the cute janitor wanted to warn you, he should have provided a few more details. Names, dates—something you could go to the police with.”

“The police would never believe this,” Chip groaned. “I don’t even believe it!”

Jonah could feel the sweat rolling down his back. But it wasn’t leftover sweat from all his biking and running. It was new sweat, panicky sweat, proof that his body thought he should be completely terrified.

“Well, here’s what we need to do,” Katherine said, tossing her head emphatically, her ponytail whipping out behind her. “We need to call all the other kids on the survivors list again and see if they’ve had any experiences with some guy trying to catch them or some other guy trying to protect them. We need to gather some data—see if any of them have ever seen someone just vanish into thin air. And we need to warn them, to let them know what we know.”

“But we don’t know anything,” Chip said.

“We know about the plane,” Katherine said. “We know where Angela thinks the plane came from. We know what janitor boy looks like. We know what one of your letters means.”

Tallied up that way, Katherine’s plan almost sounded reasonable. She sounded as calm as Mom always did, dealing with a crisis. One time, when Jonah was little, he’d dropped a glass and it had shattered on the kitchen floor. And Mom had been there immediately, telling him in her most soothing voice, “Yes, Jonah, I see that there’s glass all over the floor and I see that you’re barefoot, and that is a little bit scary. But if you just stand there like a statue, I’ll pick you up and you’ll be fine and then I’ll sweep up all the glass. . . .”

Jonah had escaped without a single cut. If Katherine could master that same voice now, he was willing to let her take control.

“All right,” he said.

Chip shrugged. “Whatever.”

All three of them retrieved their bikes and began walking them back toward the bike path. Chip and Katherine hadn’t played a soccer game or pedaled quite as frantically as Jonah had earlier, but neither of them seemed any more eager than he was to speed home. They rode slowly, each of them stopping at various points to say, “If there really is such a thing as time travel . . .” or “if we really are from the future . . .” or “if that plane was a time machine . . .”

None of them seemed capable of making a complete sentence, of following any of the “ifs” to a logical conclusion.

That’s because there aren’t any logical conclusions, Jonah told himself. He’d read time-travel books, he’d seen time-travel movies, and they’d always seemed wrong to him. Couldn’t the people just keep going back again and again and again, keep changing time until it turned out the way they wanted it to? And there was some paradox he remembered hearing about, something about a grandmother—oh, yeah, time travel had to be impossible because, otherwise, you could go back in time and kill your own grandmother. But if you killed your own grandmother, then you wouldn’t exist, so you couldn’t go back in time, so your grandmother would be alive again, but then you would also exist again, so you could go back and kill your grandmother, but then you would never be born. . . .

Jonah’s head hurt just thinking about it.

They reached Chip’s house and actually parked their bikes neatly in the driveway. Even though they’d ridden slowly, Jonah was still drenched with sweat.

“Hey, I’m really rank,” he said. “Unless you want me stinking up your whole basement, I’d better take a shower before we start calling people.”

Katherine sniffed.

“Uh, me too,” she said. She didn’t have Mom’s authoritative voice anymore; she just sounded embarrassed.

“Okay,” Chip said. “But hurry back.”

He sounded like he didn’t want to be left alone, but he was too ashamed to say so.

Jonah and Katherine took their bikes back to their own garage.

“You can have the shower in Mom and Dad’s bathroom,” Katherine said, not quite looking at him. This was a gift on her part—probably a sign that she felt sorry for him—because Mom and Dad’s bathroom was bigger and nicer than the one between his and Katherine’s rooms. Usually she’d dash into the better bathroom ahead of him, slamming the door shut, jabbing the lock, and shrieking, “Ha, ha, ha! Beat you! You snooze, you lose!”

“Thanks,” Jonah mumbled.

He didn’t care about where he took his shower right now.

In the shower he stood under the pounding spray for a long time after he’d soaped and rinsed off. The hot water felt good, even though Mom and Dad were always nagging about not wasting water and energy.

“You kids should be concerned about the future,” Mom always said, “because you’re going to have to live there. . . .”

“Oh, no,” Jonah moaned. Was that what this was about? In so many of the time-travel books and movies he’d seen, people came back from the future to warn about global warming or stuff like that. What if he and Jonah and the other kids were supposed to deliver some message about how people needed to make big changes now to save the world in the future?

“Lots of people are already talking about global warming,” he said aloud, even though he wasn’t sure whom he was talking to. “Nobody’s going to listen to me.”

Also, if this was an environmental thing, what were the two sides fighting over? Did the janitor just want him to stay here to deliver his message? Did the other guy want the world to end?

Jonah wasn’t enjoying his shower anymore. He shut off the water, stepped out, and pulled a towel from the rack. Distantly, he heard the phone ringing. Then it stopped ringing—Dad must have gotten up from watching the Ohio State game to answer it. Jonah knew Katherine would still be in the shower because she always took forever. Then she always had to spend another eternity drying her hair—she’d be doing well to make it back to Chip’s house before midnight.

“Jonah?” It was Dad, shouting up the stairs. “Chip’s on the phone. He says it’s urgent. Can you get the phone up there?”

“Sure,” Jonah said.

He wrapped the towel around his waist and went for the phone in his parents’ bedroom.

“Got it, Dad,” Jonah yelled. He heard the click that meant Dad had hung up downstairs. “Hello?”

“They’re gone,” Chip said, his voice cracking.

“What’s gone?”

“The lists on my computer—the survivors list, the witnesses list, the files where Katherine and I were keeping checklists about who said what—it all disappeared. But the rest of the computer is fine. How could that be?” Chip’s voice arced toward hysteria.

“Calm down,” Jonah said. “Maybe you just deleted something by mistake. Did you check in the Delete file?”

“Not there.”

“Didn’t you have everything backed up?”

Silence. Evidently Chip didn’t.

“But you made printouts,” Jonah reminded him.

“I left them at the library,” Chip groaned. “I didn’t get them back from Angela before we climbed out the window—did you pick them up? Did Katherine?”

Jonah thought about this. He could remember the papers lying on the table in front of Angela, right before the first man slammed against the door. What had happened to the lists after that? When he’d run around the table to get to the window, had the breeze lifted the pages slightly into the air? After he’d climbed out the window and glanced back, had the papers been sliding across the table, as the fighting men jolted it from below? Why hadn’t he paid more attention? And why hadn’t he simply grabbed the papers as he ran?

“There wasn’t time!” Jonah said, his voice unnecessarily surly.

“Maybe if I call the library,” Chip said desperately, “maybe somebody found them—”

“Don’t bother,” Jonah said. “They weren’t there when I went back.” He was sure of that detail.

“Do you think Angela took them?” Chip asked.

Jonah shrugged, forgetting that Chip couldn’t see him.

“What good does that do us?” Jonah said. He didn’t want to speculate about where Angela might have gone with the papers. A new thought occurred to him. “Doesn’t Katherine still have all the pictures stored on her cell phone?”

“She deleted them after we downloaded everything,” Chip moaned. “She said they took up too much space, and she was worried that your parents might see them, because sometimes your mom borrows that phone. . . .”

This was true. Mom had been having trouble with her own phone battery.

Some of Chip’s despair was beginning to infect Jonah.

“Then we don’t have anything left from those lists at all?” Jonah asked, his own voice edging toward panic. “Nothing?”

“I still have Daniella McCarthy’s phone number on my cell,” Chip offered.

“But no one else’s?”

“I used our home phone for everyone else,” Chip said. “Katherine told me I was being mean, trying to rack up all those minutes on my cell.”

And you actually listened to her? Jonah wanted to scream. Instead he squeezed his eyes shut. Stay calm, he ordered himself.

“Your parents,” he began slowly. “If they don’t want to talk about you being adopted—do you think they might have deleted those files? Do you think if maybe you go ask them—?”

“My parents never look at my computer,” Chip said bitterly. “They don’t care. The only people who knew about those files were you and Katherine and me. And I didn’t tell anyone. Did you? Did Katherine?”

“No,” Jonah said automatically. But he still had his eyes squeezed shut, and it was as if he had his memory displayed on the backs of his eyelids: he could see his own hand sweeping across a page, writing out, “All the information is on Chip’s computer, in the basement at his house.”

“Oh, no,” Jonah said. His eyes sprang open again, and he caught a glimpse of his own stricken expression in his parents’ dresser mirror. “The note. The note I left for my parents when we went to the library, just in case something happened . . .”

“Did they read it?” Chip asked, horrified. “You think they came over and erased my computer files? Would they do that?”

“No. . . .” But Jonah took the phone and rushed down the hall to his own room. The note was still hidden in the top drawer of his desk, right beside the mysterious letter, Beware! They’re coming back to get you. He thought about the casual way Dad had shouted up the stairs about the phone call—Dad hadn’t seen this note. And Mom was still out running errands. She hadn’t seen it either.

Then he remembered the man at the library, struggling under the table as Jonah scrambled out the window.

Go, Jonah! Hurry! And Jonah—I saw your note! You have to be careful! Careful where you leave anything that could be seen later . . . anything that could be monitored—

“Oh, no,” Jonah moaned. “It was one of them.”

“Them who?”

But Jonah was peering suspiciously around his room. It looked like usual, the NBA poster a little crooked on the wall, the blue bedspread slightly rumpled, the closet door open a crack with his shoes half-in and half-out. It was all so familiar. But it had been invaded at least twice now, that he knew of. The very air seemed to crackle with danger.

Except—was it really dangerous right this minute? If people could just appear anywhere they wanted (and he was still trying to get his mind around that idea), why didn’t someone just grab him now? Why hadn’t they taken him back with the plane, or during any one of the thousands of seconds of his life since then?

Maybe time travel wasn’t so easy.

Be careful! Careful where you leave anything that could be seen later . . . anything that could be monitored—

Seen later. Monitored . . . Maybe the next word after that would have been later too. Maybe, if time travel even existed, there were limits to it. Maybe it was something about the rotation of the earth, or sunspots, or something bizarre like that. So anything written down was dangerous, because it could be seen at any time. And other things, things that could be monitored were cell phone pictures, and computer hard drives, and . . .

Jonah gasped.

“Chip, I can’t tell you anything right now. Not over the phone.”

“Why not?” Chip demanded. “This is crazy—you’re starting to sound like Angela.”

“What if Angela’s right?”
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Jonah, Chip, and Katherine slumped in various chairs in Chip’s basement.

“Is this safe?” Katherine asked. “Talking together here now?”

“I don’t know,” Jonah said miserably. “How long do sound waves stay in the air?”

“I can check online,” Chip said. He turned around to the computer and began to type in, How long do . . .

“Chip, someone could check your search record, find out that you asked that question,” Jonah objected.

“So what? I could just be doing science homework,” Chip said. But he stopped typing. The words How long do stayed on the computer screen.

How long do we have to figure everything out? Jonah wondered. How long do we have before someone appears out of nowhere and carries us away?

He’d finally told Chip and Katherine about seeing an intruder in his room, the night they’d first gotten the lists of witnesses and survivors. Then he’d explained his theory about how someone—the janitor? The janitor’s enemy?—had found out about Chip’s computer files from the note in Jonah’s desk. And how, if he—whoever “he” was—could find Jonah’s note and Chip’s computer files, then that person could just as easily tap their phones. For all Jonah knew, someone could have gone back in time to tap their phones ten years ago, but was listening to their conversations fifty years in the future.

Jonah was beginning to feel hopeless. How could you resist someone with that kind of power?

“All right,” Katherine said briskly. “Let’s assume that talking is safe because, if it isn’t, we can’t do anything. Chip, do you have any paper?”

“Katherine, I told you—they can read anything we write down!”

Katherine rolled her eyes and reached down to pull a sheet of paper out of Chip’s printer. She snagged a pen out of the middle of a stack of computer games and dodged Jonah’s hands when he tried to pull the pen away from her.

“I know, I know,” she said impatiently. “I’ll destroy the evidence as soon as I’m done. I’ll eat the paper if I have to. But we have to get organized!”

She bent over the computer desk and wrote two headings on the top of her paper: What we know and What we think. She drew a line down the middle of the page, dividing the two topics. Under What we know, she wrote, JB gave us witnesses/survivors lists. And then under What we think, she added, So JB’s probably not the one who took them away.

“JB?” Chip asked.

“Janitor boy,” Katherine said. “I would have called him CJB for ‘cute janitor boy,’ but that’s just my opinion, and probably not how you and Jonah think about him, so—”

“Katherine!” Jonah growled through gritted teeth. He pointed to the list. “Focus!”

Katherine grinned triumphantly, not looking chastised at all. Dimly, Jonah realized that she may have been trying to aggravate him, to jolt him out of his gloom. She shook her wet hair gleefully, sending out drops of water all over the paper.

Wait a minute—had Katherine really agreed to come down here to Chip’s without blow-drying her hair first? Jonah hadn’t noticed before, because he’d been so freaked out. But this undoubtedly meant that Katherine didn’t have a crush on Chip. Or, if she did, she thought this mystery was more important . . .

Jonah decided to apply his brainpower to Katherine’s list instead of her love interests.

“JB was trying to protect us from E,” he said, pointing to the What we know column. “And E stands for enemy.”

Nobody argued with him.

“Okay,” Katherine said after a pause, and wrote it down.

“We need another category,” Chip said. “What we don’t know—why was JB protecting us? What did E want to do with us?”

He pulled out another sheet and handed it to Katherine. None of them commented on the fact that What we don’t know got a whole sheet of paper, while What we know and What we think got only a half sheet apiece.

JB tried to warn Jonah went into the know category, but they all agreed that the phones are tapped only qualified for What we think.

“Angela vanished into thin air,” Jonah said. “Know.”

He was glad that Chip didn’t challenge that one.

Without asking, Katherine added into a time warp? and with our lists under What we think.

“And then under What we don’t know, you can add about a billion questions,” Chip said. “How? Why? How did she know the time warp was there? How did she go through it today when she’d been studying time travel for thirteen years and hadn’t gotten anywhere?”

Katherine chewed on the pen thoughtfully.

“I bet JB helped her,” she said.

“But Jonah would have seen JB if he’d been there with her,” Chip objected.

“Maybe he told her how the time warp worked,” Katherine said. “Or . . . maybe he was invisible.”

Invisible? Jonah thought. We’ve got to worry about invisible people too?

“Angela didn’t look upset or anything,” Jonah said. On the contrary, when he pictured her stepping into nothingness, re-living that moment he’d already re-lived so many times already, he thought she’d had an excited expression on her face. Or . . . determined. “But—maybe we should call her. Just to make sure. And to see if she has our lists.”

“Call her?” Chip asked. “Fifteen minutes ago, you wouldn’t even talk to me on the phone!”

“I know, but if we’re careful about what we say, just kind of hint that we want to meet with her again, to find out what happened, to see if she has our lists. . . . Hand me the cell phone, Katherine,” Jonah said.

Katherine dug the phone out of her pocket and handed it over.

“We don’t have her phone number anymore, remember?” Chip said.

“I’ll call information,” Jonah said. He was already starting to punch in numbers.

Katherine scrunched up her face, like she was thinking hard.

“She lives on Stonehenge,” she said. “Stonehenge Court or Street or something like that—I remember thinking that someone involved in a mystery should have a mysterious address like that.”

“Thanks,” Jonah said. To the operator, he said, “I need the number for an Angela or A. DuPre on Stonehenge—DuPre—D-U-P-R-E.”

“Thank you,” the operator said. And then, a second later, “I don’t have a listing for any A. or Angela DuPre anywhere in the city.”

“But I know she’s there!” Jonah protested.

“Maybe her number’s unlisted,” the operator said. “Or she just uses a cell phone. Lots of people are doing that now, and they’re not in the directory.”

It would be like Angela to have an unlisted number, Jonah thought.

“Thanks anyway,” he said, and cut off the call.

Chip and Katherine were staring, like they were worried about him now.

“It doesn’t matter,” Chip joked. “She’s probably not back from the time warp anyhow.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Katherine said. “You could go through a time warp, and stay in the other time for thirty years, and then return just a split second after you left.”

“I was still watching a split second after she left,” Jonah said grumpily. “She didn’t come back.”

Not being able to find Angela’s number bothered him more than it should have. It was like he didn’t have control over anything.

“Okay, then,” Katherine said, with forced cheer. “How about all the stuff Angela told us about the plane and the babies? And—her theory about you two being from the future?”

“That’s all impossible,” Chip said. “Isn’t it?”

And yet, they’d sort of begun treating it like it was real, like they believed it.

“Why would anyone come back from the future to now?” Jonah asked. “What’s happening now that matters? And here—in Ohio?”

“Yeah,” Katherine said. “If you’re going to go back in time, you save Abraham Lincoln from being assassinated. Or John F. Kennedy. Or, you keep the Titanic from sinking. Or you stop 9/11. Or—I know—you assassinate Hitler before he has a chance to start World War II.”

“Or you bet on who’s going to win the World Series, which you already know because—duh!—you’re from the future,” Chip said. “Or you invest in Microsoft stock before anybody’s ever heard of Microsoft.”

Jonah shrugged.

“Maybe there’s something big that’s about to happen here that we don’t know about,” he said. He saw Katherine trying to suppress a shiver. “What I don’t get is why there are two sides fighting over us.” He looked down at Katherine’s list, which was full of JB’s and E’s. “What do they want from us?”

“And how can we find out before it’s too late?” Katherine asked.
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They were stymied.

For the next week, practically every day, one of them had a brainstorm.

On Monday, Katherine thought of actually walking or riding their bikes to visit every single kid in Liston they remembered being on their list. But they couldn’t remember very many street names, and the ones they remembered turned out to be way over on the other side of the highway, too far away.

On Tuesday, Jonah thought of calling other DuPres to ask them if they knew Angela, and, if so, if she was all right.

“JB and E already know that we know Angela,” he argued with Chip and Katherine. “They saw us talking to her. What could it hurt if they find out that we’re looking for her again?”

His arguments didn’t matter—the only DuPre he could find from directory assistance had just moved from Louisiana and had never heard of Angela.

On Wednesday, Chip said, “That’s it. I’m calling Daniella McCarthy back. I don’t care who hears me.”

But her phone rang and rang and rang, and then a computerized message clicked on: “This phone has been disconnected.” There was no other number given.

“Ergh!” Chip kicked his desk chair, and sent it spiraling across the basement floor. “They probably canceled their landline and went down to just cell phones during the move. That’s what we did—oh, why didn’t I call her back last week?” He pounded his fists on the desk.

On Thursday, Katherine thought of riding their bikes slowly down Robin’s Egg Lane, looking for FOR SALE or SOLD signs or—if they got really lucky—moving vans. They did find a McCoy Realty sign stuck in the yard at 1873, which sounded right to Jonah and Chip. But when they knocked at the door, the sound echoed vacantly. All the windows were covered with blinds, so they couldn’t see in.

A woman stepped out on the porch across the street.

“Nobody’s going to buy your band’s candy or raffle tickets or whatever it is you’re trying to sell there,” she said. “That house has been empty for months. And while we’re at it, I don’t want to buy anything either.”

“Oh, we’re not selling anything,” Katherine said quickly.

Jonah jabbed his elbow into her ribs, because what if the woman jumped to a worse conclusion? What if she thought they were planning to break in?

Katherine ignored him.

“We’re just from the, uh, middle school Welcome Wagon,” she said. “We had information that a thirteen-year-old girl was moving in here, and we came to make sure that she feels comfortable in Liston. Do we have our dates wrong? Do you know when the McCarthys are moving in?”

“Well, I wouldn’t know anything about that,” the woman said. “I do seem to remember hearing something about the paperwork on that house being messed up, delaying everything—but, of course, it’s none of my business.” She gave them a sharp look. “Or yours.”

Friday afternoon, Jonah shoved aside his math homework and wrote on a clean sheet of paper:

JB,

We could use a little help here. Hints? Clues? Can’t you tell us anything?

Then he tore the paper into pieces and threw it in the trash can beside his desk, because how would JB know that they called him JB? And what if E found the note instead?

It was a good thing that he’d destroyed the evidence so quickly, because a few moments later his mom poked her head in his door.

“Jonah, I didn’t want to bring this up in front of Katherine, but we got this flyer in the mail today.” She held out a glossy sheet of paper. Halfway across the room, Jonah could read the title: Adoptees on the Cusp of Their Teen Years . . . a Conference for Adolescents and Their Parents.

“It’s part of a series put on by the county department of social services,” she said. “This conference is just for families in Liston and Clarksville and Upper Tyson, so it probably wouldn’t be a huge crowd. You’ve just been acting so . . . disturbed lately, ever since we met with Mr. Reardon. Not that I blame you—I was disturbed by that man too! But even before that, you were asking questions about your adoption. . . . All the books say the teen years are when a lot of adoptees begin struggling with their identities. I think we should go to this. You and Dad and me.”

Liston and Clarksville and Upper Tyson, Jonah thought. Perfect.

“Okay,” Jonah said, trying very hard to hide his eagerness. He needed to sound reluctant, put-upon—maybe even still disturbed. He tried to sound as if something new had just occurred to him, as if he didn’t much care: “Oh—could we make a copy of that? I think Chip and his parents will want to go too.”
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        “What if it’s a trap?” Katherine asked.

        “How could it be a trap?” Jonah asked. “It’s
            sponsored by the county.”

        The two of them were rather listlessly playing basketball in the driveway.
            Mom had shooed them outside—”Go! Get some fresh air! You’ve both been
            so mopey lately. I don’t think you’re getting enough exercise!” So
            they were standing under the hoop, but they kept forgetting to bounce the ball, to shoot
            it.

        Chip was at a dentist’s appointment, so they hadn’t been able
            to share the news about the conference with him yet.

        “The county,” Katherine snorted, giving the ball a hard shove
            toward Jonah. “Yeah, and we got the list of survivors and witnesses from the FBI,
            which is also the government. How do you
            know that E didn’t set this whole thing up?”

        How do we know that the government’s not involved
                in everything? Jonah thought. How do we know that they
                didn’t help E tap our phones? How do we know that the time travelers—JB
                or E or both of them—can’t manipulate the government however they want
                to? How do we know that anything’s safe?

        He didn’t care anymore. He was going to the conference, no matter
            what. He was sick of feeling stymied.

        What he said to Katherine was, “I went back and looked at the county
            Web site—the conference has been on their schedule for more than a year.
            It’d be hard to set that up as a trap.”

        “The county Web site?” Katherine’s eyes bugged out a
            little. “So you left a trail on our computer. . . .”

        “Don’t worry, I went back in and cleared the browsing
            history,” Jonah said. “A kid at school showed me how to do that.”

        He shot the ball with exaggerated swagger, false confidence. The ball
            sailed through the hoop, but Jonah had the feeling that it could just as easily have
            bounced off.

        Just as the conference could be a trap.

        “I don’t like it,” Katherine said, grabbing the rebound.
            “It just seems too convenient that it’s for Liston and Clarksville and Upper
            Tyson, and those are the same places where all the kids on the survivors list
            moved.”

        “But it will be a perfect opportunity to talk
            to some of the kids from the list—I’m sure at least some of them will be
            there. You do remember the names, don’t you?” Jonah said.

        “Sure,” Katherine said. “Andrea Crowell. Haley Rivers.
            Michael Kostoff.” She began bouncing the ball in time with the names. “Sarah
            Puchini. Josh Hart. Rusty Devorall. Anthony Solbers. Uh—” The ball landed on
            her foot and began rolling down the driveway. She waited while Jonah chased the ball out
            into the street. “Chip probably remembers the other names, or we’d remember
            them if we heard them.”

        “Wait a minute,” Jonah said, running back. He bounced the ball
            back to Katherine, a little harder than necessary. “What do you mean,
            ‘we’?”

        Katherine took a shot. The ball swished cleanly through the net. She
            didn’t even look surprised.

        “I mean, I’m going too, of course,” she said, grabbing
            her own rebound and holding on to it. “You and Chip will have to pretend to be
            paying attention to—what are some of the sessions called?—’Identity
            Issues for Teen Adoptees’? Or whatever. So you’ll need me there too to get a
            chance to talk to all the other kids.”

        Jonah didn’t want to admit it, but what she said made sense.

        “How are we going to explain this to Mom and
            Dad?”

        “Easy,” Katherine said. She bounced the ball without looking
            at it. “You tell them you want me to come.”

        Jonah tried to steal the ball from her, but she saw him coming and jerked
            it out of reach.

        “Now, how am I going to get them to believe that?” Jonah
            asked.

        “You’ll figure something out,” Katherine said. She
            smiled sweetly. “That librarian thought you were a good actor.”

        When Jonah went back into the house, he saw that Mom had already written
                9–3, adoption conference in the October 28 square on
            the kitchen calendar. Quickly he grabbed a pen and began inking over the words. He
            hadn’t thought he’d have to worry about Mom and Dad’s writing
            something that JB or E might see.

        Mom came around the corner just as he’d managed to obliterate the
            last e of conference.

        “Jonah—what are you doing?” she said, startled.

        “I just, uh, started doodling,” Jonah said. “Guess it
            got a little out of hand.”

        Mom looked completely bewildered.

        “Even when you were a toddler, you didn’t do things like
            that,” she said.

        “Mom, duh,” Katherine said from across the kitchen, where she
            was pulling a Gatorade bottle from the refrigerator. Both Jonah and
            Mom turned to look at her. Somehow Katherine managed to roll her eyes and gulp down
            Gatorade at the same time. She lowered the bottle. “Think about it. If
            Jonah’s suddenly all confused and worried about his identity, the last thing he
            needs is to have you write adoption conference in a public
            place like that.”

        “This isn’t a public place,” Mom said. “It’s
            our kitchen.”

        “Yeah, but Rachel and Molly are in here all the time, and Chip, and
            all Jonah’s other friends, and my other friends, and your friends, and Dad’s
            friends. . . .” Katherine made it sound like thousands of people
            trooped through their kitchen every day.

        “There’s nothing wrong with the word adoption,” Mom said defensively. “Or with being
            adopted.”

        “Yeah, but Jonah doesn’t want it advertised,” Katherine said. “Show some sensitivity.
            Jeez.”

        Mom turned her gaze from Katherine to Jonah and back again.

        “I really thought Jonah was capable of speaking for himself,”
            Mom said, suspicion creeping into her voice.

        “Oh, he is,” Katherine said sweetly. “Jonah,
            didn’t you have something you wanted to ask Mom about the conference?”

        Jonah shot Katherine a look that very clearly said, I’m going to kill you when all this is over. To Mom, he said,
            “Uh, yeah. I was just thinking, since Katherine seems to be
            having so many issues with not being adopted, that maybe she
            should go to the conference too. So she can find out what horrors she avoided by getting
            birth parents who were crazy enough to want to keep her.”

        “Oh, Jonah, that’s not the way to look at this,” Mom
            protested, at the same time that Katherine said, “Oh, could I go to the conference
            with you? That’d be great!”

        Mom squinted at Jonah.

        “Are you serious?” she asked.

        It was really hard for Jonah to keep a straight face as he assured her,
            “Yep. Katherine wants to go to the conference, and I want her to go
            too.”

        “Could I? Please?” Katherine begged.

        Mom frowned.

        “Some days I can’t figure out the two of you at all,”
            she said.

        Behind Mom’s back, Katherine jerked her head at Jonah, as if to say,
                Your turn. Close the deal!

        “So, can she come to the conference with us?” Jonah asked,
            trying to keep his eyes wide, his expression innocent.

        “I suppose,” Mom said. “Though I really don’t
            understand why either of you wants this.”

        Katherine threw her arms around Mom’s shoulders.

        “Thanks, Mom,” she said. “Just think—next year
            I’ll be a teenager too, and then we’ll really confuse you!”
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The next few weeks seemed to crawl by. Neither Chip nor Jonah got any more mysterious letters. Neither they nor Katherine saw anyone else appear out of nowhere or disappear into thin air. In fact, if it weren’t for the butterflies that seemed to multiply in Jonah’s stomach as October 28 approached, Jonah almost could have believed that his life had gone back to normal. He took another social studies test, about Mesopotamia and Babylon this time. He attended an informational meeting to find out about seventh-grade basketball tryouts. He went on a Boy Scout camp-out where it rained all weekend and two kids came down with bronchitis and coughed all night long, until the Scout leader gave in and called their parents at 5:00 a.m.

Katherine and Chip stayed obsessed.

“I figured out why you and Chip were adopted in different states,” Katherine announced one night as Jonah was brushing his teeth.

“Why?” Jonah said, through a mouthful of Crest.

“Think about it,” Katherine said, loitering outside the bathroom. She spoke in a low voice, as if she were afraid that Mom and Dad might hear her from downstairs. “There were thirty-six babies. If Mr. Reardon had dumped you all on one adoption agency—or even several adoption agencies, all in the same city—there would have been a lot of talk. But you send one baby to Michigan, one or two to Chicago, one or two to Indianapolis . . . that’s not so noticeable. There could be that many abandoned babies in each city at once.”

Jonah spit into the sink, bending low so she didn’t see how the word abandoned stabbed at him.

I wasn’t abandoned, he reminded himself. I was sent. On a plane.

But was that better or worse than being abandoned?

“So do you think Mr. Reardon knows why we’re all being gathered together again?” he asked, mostly to distract himself from his own thoughts. “Is he doing the gathering? Is JB? Is E? Mr. Reardon had all the kids’ new addresses in Liston and Clarksville and Upper Tyson—was he the one who wanted to force poor Daniella McCarthy to live on Robin’s Egg Lane?”

“I don’t know,” Katherine asked, fiddling with a strand of her hair. “I’m not even sure Mr. Reardon knew about the survivors list.”

“It was on his desk,” Jonah said.

“But JB put it there,” Katherine said. “Not Mr. Reardon. Maybe he was just worried about us seeing the witnesses list.”

Jonah jerked his toothbrush back and forth across his teeth with unusual force. He spit again.

“Katherine, it’s all a big mystery, okay?” he said. “Maybe we’ll never find out all the answers.”

“Or maybe we should figure out as much as we can now, so all the final pieces will fall into place at the conference,” Katherine retorted.

Jonah frowned at Katherine’s reflection in the bathroom mirror. The concentration in her gaze made her look like Sherlock Holmes about to solve his biggest case.

Meanwhile, the toothpaste on his lips made it look like he was foaming at the mouth.

Who’s the crazy one? Jonah wondered. Her or me?

For his part, Chip kept finding excuses to ride past 1873 Robin’s Egg Lane. The house there stayed closed-up and empty.

Chip also tried talking his parents into attending the conference. Embarrassingly, Jonah heard one of his attempts, because Jonah had just stepped onto the Winstons’ front porch, ready to ring the doorbell and ask Chip over to play basketball.

“For the last time, no!” a man’s voice shouted from inside the house. “I’ve got a golf date that morning, and your mother’s got a spa appointment. We don’t have six hours to waste on some namby-pamby, touchy-feely types, who are just going to try to make us feel guilty for not being the perfect parents! Subject closed!”

Jonah stabbed the doorbell.

“You can go with us,” he told Chip, as soon as he opened the door. “I’ll make my parents take you.”

Chip just nodded.

October 28 dawned clear and crisp, the perfect autumn day. Jonah woke up earlier than he usually did on a Saturday, probably because Katherine was already up and banging around in the bathroom. He heard her turning the water on and off, switching the fan from low to high, jerking her towel off the towel rack in a way that rattled the rack against the tile of the wall. He stumbled out into the hall.

“Today’s the day!” Katherine announced brightly, as she dodged him to head back to her room, her hair wrapped in a towel.

“Let’s go, team,” Jonah muttered under his breath, because the tone of Katherine’s words made them sound like they should be accompanied by cartwheels and splits and arms thrown victoriously up in the air.

“Ah, jeez,” he whispered, leaning against the bathroom sink. “She really is a cheerleader.” And it seemed suddenly that this was true—not because she was an airhead or a hottie or a nonjock, but because she could throw herself so wholeheartedly into someone else’s cause, because she could care so much and try so hard from the sidelines.

How could he understand so much about his sister’s identity and so little about his own?

Three hours later the whole family—plus Chip—were all loaded into their minivan, headed toward Clarksville Valley High School.

“The weather’s so nice, it looks like they’ll be able to do some of your sessions outdoors,” Mom said, turning around to talk to Katherine, in the middle seat, and Jonah and Chip, in the far back.

“Yeah, I’m really looking forward to the hike and outdoor confidence-building exercises,” Katherine said.

A baffled look spread over Mom’s face once again.

“Katherine, those teen sessions really aren’t intended for siblings of adoptees,” she said. “It’s not too late to turn around and drop you off at home, or at a friend’s house, so you’re not a . . . a distraction for Jonah and Chip.”

Katherine turned around and raised her eyebrow at Jonah, as if to say, You have to deal with this one.

“She won’t be a distraction, Mom,” Jonah said. “Chip and I want her along. Right, Chip?”

“That’s right, Mrs. Skidmore,” Chip said.

Mom still looked skeptical, as if she knew something was going on. But she turned around and began reading Dad the directions for getting to the school.

Jonah had never been to Clarksville Valley High School. It was a huge new building backing up to a nature preserve, on the very edge of the city. The street leading up to the school was lined with new subdivisions, with houses in various states of completion.

Dad whistled.

“These neighborhoods are so new, you can almost smell the paint drying, can’t you?” he said. “Nice houses, huh?”

“We’re not moving!” Jonah shouted up from the backseat.

Both his parents stared back at him.

“Who said anything about moving?” Mom asked.

“Never mind,” Jonah muttered.

Act normal, he reminded himself.

They parked close to the front door of the school and joined a line of parents and kids waiting to register at a table in the lobby.

“What did you do, adopt triplets?” the woman in front of them asked when she glanced back.

Katherine glowed at the suggestion that she might be the same age as Jonah and Chip.

“No,” Mom said, sounding a little reluctant to explain. “This is our son, Jonah, and his friend Chip, whose parents couldn’t come today; and our daughter, Katherine, who’s not adopted but wanted to be here to, uh, support her brother.”

“Well, isn’t that nice,” the woman said.

“Mom, can we go sit down while you’re registering?” Jonah asked, because he didn’t want to hear any more of this conversation. And he could see people already filing into an auditorium. If they could just scout out some of the other kids, see if any of them were the ones named on the survivors list, then they’d have an advantage when they broke up into groups later.

“Okay,” Mom said.

“Wait—you should get your name tags first,” the woman in front of them said. “Here.”

She passed back a stack of blank name tags and markers. Jonah’s hand shook as he carefully wrote his name, Jonah Skidmore. His name had never looked so strange to him before, so alien, as if it didn’t really belong to him.

What if I really am supposed to have some other identity? he wondered. The identity of a boy who’s . . . missing? Or from the future? Would I want to know that or not?

“Hurry up!” Katherine muttered beside him, jabbing her elbow into his side. “We’re going to run out of time!”

Jonah put the cap back on the marker, peeled the backing off the name tag, and slapped it on his chest.

“I’m ready,” he said, though he didn’t feel ready.

The three of them drifted through the crowd, peering at other kids’ name tags. Sam Bentree? Nope. Allison Myers? Nope. Dalton Sullivan?

“There was a Dalton on the list, but the last name and the address and phone number were cut off,” Chip whispered excitedly. “That could be right.”

“Let’s see if we can find anyone we’re sure about, before we try to talk to Dalton,” Katherine said. “We can get back to him at the end.”

They headed on into the auditorium. Right inside the door they saw a group of kids who were laughing and talking together, as if they had known each other for years. They wore ripped jeans and dark sweatshirts and glared when Jonah stepped close, trying to read their name tags.

“What are you looking at?” one of the guys jeered.

“Oh!” Katherine giggled flirtatiously. “Sorry. We’re just looking for some kids we met online, in an adoption chat room. We know their names, but not what they look like. And”—she glanced around, lowered her voice conspiratorially—“our parents don’t know we visit those chat rooms!”

“Only dorks visit chat rooms,” one of the girls said, looping her arm around the jeering guy’s elbow.

“Um,” Jonah said. “Okay. Thanks anyway. We’ll leave you alone now.”

He pulled Katherine away.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “Trying to get beat up?”

“Oh, please,” Katherine said. “We have to have some cover story.”

“That girl thought you were hitting on her boyfriend!”

“So what?” Katherine put her hands on her hips and stared defiantly at Jonah.

Jonah’s head swam. Didn’t Katherine understand anything? What if he hadn’t been there to protect her?

Chip tugged on Katherine’s arm and Jonah’s sweatshirt.

“Come on, you two,” Chip said. “Cut that out. Let’s keep looking.”

But Mom and Dad came through the doorway just then. At the front of the auditorium, a man stepped toward a podium on the stage.

“Take your seats, please,” he said into the microphone. “We’ve got a full slate of activities for the day, and I’m sure you’re all eager to get started!”

Everyone began sitting down, even the group of tough-looking kids in the back.

Jonah got a seat right on the aisle, so he could peer over sideways at the kids in the next section of seats. The man at the microphone began talking excitedly about what a great turnout they had, what a great program they had planned, how well the county department of social services worked. . . . Jonah tuned him out. There was a Bryce Johnson in the aisle seat across from him, a Ryan—or was that Bryan?—Crockett one row up. Jonah wondered if he could write those names down, pass them along to Chip and Katherine, and get them to shake their heads yes or no without Mom or Dad’s noticing. He felt a little guilty that he’d never studied the survivors list the way they had, that he hadn’t made a single phone call to any of the other kids.

Jonah turned his head farther, so he could see the girl behind Ryan/Bryan Crockett. She had long blond hair covering her name tag, but she chose that exact moment to flip the hair over her shoulder.

Her name tag said Sar—. She flexed her shoulders, stretching in her seat and revealing the rest of the name tag: Sarah Puchini.

Sarah Puchini. Yes!

Jonah remembered that name. It was one Katherine had told him when they were in the driveway, playing basketball. So there was at least one other kid at the conference who’d received the mysterious letters, whose name was on the survivors list, who might want to hear what Jonah, Katherine, and Chip knew—and who might have information to share with them, too.

Jonah turned to Chip beside him.

“Sarah Puchini,” he whispered in Chip’s ear. “One row back.”

Chip’s face lit up.

On the other side of Chip, Katherine was already standing up.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Jonah muttered.

Katherine looked at him blankly.

“They just said for all the kids to go back out to the lobby, to start our activities,” she said. “Weren’t you listening?”

“Oh,” Jonah mumbled.

Mom leaned over the seats.

“It sounds like you guys will be eating your lunch out there on your hike. So we’ll just meet you back here at three, okay?”

“Sure,” Jonah said.

Dad raised his hand from his armrest in a miniature good-bye wave and mouthed something that might have been, “Have fun.”

Jonah whirled around, hoping he could catch up with Sarah Puchini in the aisle, but her blond head was already disappearing through the door back out into the lobby.

Jonah joined the stream of kids flowing toward the lobby. Chip and Katherine were right behind him. The three of them rushed through the doors together.

“Where is she?” Chip asked, as the crowd came to a stop near the table where everyone had signed in. Jonah could see a woman quietly closing the door to the auditorium behind them, probably to keep the noisy cluster of kids from interrupting the adults’ program.

“Don’t know,” Jonah said, trying to stand on his tiptoes, to get a better look. There was a blond head right up front near the table. No, wait—was that Sarah over toward the side?

“How many kids do you think are here, altogether?” Chip asked.

“Fifty?” Jonah guessed. “Sixty?”

“Angela said there were thirty-six babies on the plane,” Chip whispered. “We only had eighteen names to start with. Nineteen, if you count Dalton without a last name.”

Did Chip think they should start interviewing all the kids around them? Jonah could just imagine it: Gotten any strange mail lately? Ever seen anyone disappear? Know anything about time travel? He didn’t think that would go over very well with the tough-looking crowd they’d already annoyed. Those kids were standing in a clump off to the side—now that he was behind them, Jonah could see that their sweatshirts all had skulls on the back.

Nice.

“All right!” a short enthusiastic man with wiry hair called as he dashed halfway up a stairway behind the registration table. He spun around to face the crowd. “Can everyone see and hear me now?”

Mumbles. “Yeah.” “Sure.” Someone—Jonah thought it was a kid in the skull group—muttered, “Why would we want to?”

“Great!” the man enthused, ignoring or not hearing the surlier comments. “I’m Grant Hodge, a caseworker at the county department of children’s services. There are soooo many of you—which is absolutely wonderful; I’m not complaining at all—but we’ve decided to break you up into two groups for our activities today. One group will come with me, and the other group will go with Carol Malveaux, over there by the door.” He pointed. “Wave at everyone, Carol.”

A woman with short dark hair lifted her arm and waved vigorously.

“One of us has got to get in the same group as Sarah Puchini,” Chip whispered in Jonah’s ear.

“I know,” Jonah said grimly.

Mr. Hodge was pulling a list out of a folder.

“When I call your name, come stand behind the table if you’re with me, or go over by the door if you’re with Carol. Got it?” Mr. Hodge was saying. “I’ll call my group first.”

“Listen to all the names!” Katherine hissed at Jonah and Chip. “We’ve got to pay very close attention!”

Jonah missed hearing the first name because of Katherine.

“Shh!” He glared at her.

“Jason Ardul,” Mr. Hodge said. “Andrea Crowell.”

Katherine grabbed Jonah’s arm and squeezed hard as a girl with light brown hair quietly slipped around the table at the front.

Jonah and Chip both nodded and mouthed the words, “I know,” at Katherine. Andrea Crowell was a name they all recognized. Jonah stared at the girl, to make sure he’d recognize her later on too. She had her hair pulled back in two braids—the style seemed to suit her, though Katherine would probably say it wasn’t very fashionable. Andrea was gazing down at her shoes, as if she was too shy to look out at the rest of the crowd.

“Maria Cutler,” Mr. Hodge continued. “Gavin Danes.”

Another squeeze from Katherine, this one a surprise. Jonah hadn’t remembered any Gavin.

Jonah got eight more squeezes before Mr. Hodge reached the middle of the alphabet. Katherine looked so excited she might burst, like a Miss America contestant waiting to hear her own name called.

“Daniella McCarthy,” Mr. Hodge said.

Another squeeze, practically breaking Jonah’s wrist this time. Jonah winced, squeezed Katherine’s arm back even harder, and glanced around, because Daniella McCarthy was someone he really wanted to see. But no one was shoving her way forward in the crowd. No one was stepping aside to make way for the girl who’d been so upset about moving.

“Daniella McCarthy?” Mr. Hodge called again.

The name hung in the air while everyone looked around. Jonah saw Katherine bite her lip, grimacing. Then, suddenly, decisively, she pulled the name tag off her shirt, and crumpled it in her hand.

The minute it was out of sight, she called out, “Oops, sorry. I’m Daniella.” She gave a sheepish wave. “My bad. I wasn’t listening.”

“Kath—” Jonah started to call after her, to yell, “you can’t do that!” but she stamped on his foot as she shoved her way forward. The “Kath—” turned into an “ow!” And then she was too far away from him to say anything. She slipped around the table and sidled up between Andrea Crowell and Michael Kostoff.

“What’d she do that for?” Jonah muttered to Chip.

“Beats me,” Chip muttered back.

“If we’re all in the same group because of this, and we don’t get to talk to all the kids, she is in big trouble!” Jonah fumed.

Sure enough, when Mr. Hodge got down to the end of the alphabet, he finished up with, “And Jonah Skidmore and Chip Winston, you’re in my group too. All the rest of you, go with Carol.”

Jonah stomped up to the front of the group, while everyone else around him except Chip was pushing back toward Carol. He slid up behind Katherine and hissed in her ear, “You go tell them you’re in the wrong group right now, so you can talk to the survivors in Carol’s group, or, so help me, I’ll, I’ll . . .”

He was too mad to think of an adequate threat.

Katherine turned to him with troubled eyes.

“Weren’t you listening?” she whispered back. “There isn’t anyone from the survivors list in the other group.”

Jonah blinked. His fury melted into disbelief.

“What?”

“Mr. Hodge called out every single one of the nineteen names we know, even Dalton Sullivan, who has to be the Dalton on our list,” she whispered. “Jonah, we were being sorted.”

The way she said sorted brought out goose bumps on Jonah’s arms. He forced himself to stay calm, to think back, his brain processing information he’d been too angry to fully take in before. Mr. Hodge had called out Sarah Puchini’s name—the blond girl was standing over by Anthony Solbers, a chubby boy with pimples. Haley Rivers was behind the table too and Josh Hart and Denton Price and . . .

“But there are other kids in this group, too,” he whispered urgently to Katherine. “It’s not just kids from the list.”

Somehow that detail seemed very important, something to hold on to. Jonah didn’t feel like his brain was working very well at the moment, but he knew he wanted other kids around, nonsurvivors. Ordinary kids who had nothing to do with a strange plane or ghost stories or mysterious letters. It was like he believed those kids could protect him.

“Jonah, we never saw the complete list,” Katherine reminded him. “Angela said there were thirty-six babies on the plane. I think Mr. Hodge called out thirty-six names.”

Jonah stared at his sister in astonishment. He didn’t want his brain working properly now. He didn’t want it to reach the conclusion it was racing toward. He wanted to stay numb and ignorant and safe. Most of all, he wanted to stay safe.

Katherine spoke the words for him, shattering his hopes for ignorance.

“I don’t know, I can’t be sure, but I think . . . ,” she began. Her eyes were huge with worry now. “I think, except for Daniella McCarthy, they have all the babies from the plane back together again. Right here. Right now. They have you.”
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“Why?” Jonah whispered. But Jonah knew the answer. He didn’t even have to think about it.

Beware! They are coming back to get you.

The words from the letter echoed in his mind, leaving room for nothing else but panic.

“Chip!” he whispered in his friend’s ear. “If they say, ‘Great news! We got an offer to give out free airplane rides this morning’—don’t get on the plane! Do you hear me? Don’t get on any freaking plane!”

“Okay . . . ,” Chip said, puzzled. He apparently hadn’t figured anything out, the way Katherine and Jonah had. He hadn’t been able to hear their conversation.

Jonah didn’t have time to fill him in. He turned back to Katherine.

“Katherine, you’ve got to tell them you’re not Daniella,” he said. “Maybe that will stop them. Maybe if they just realize she’s still in Michigan or wherever—”

“They’d just put me in the other group,” Katherine said. “I’m not leaving you and Chip.”

She crossed her arms, stubbornly, and jutted out her lower lip just like she always did anytime she fought with Jonah. But today Jonah loved her for it, loved her for it even as he wondered, What if something happens to me and Katherine both? That would kill Mom and Dad. . . .

“Besides, you need me around to figure things out,” Katherine argued infuriatingly.

“You’re not the only one with a brain,” Jonah countered.

“I’m the only one whose brain isn’t traumatized,” Katherine said, looking at Chip, who just now seemed to be putting everything together. His face had gone pale, and he was mouthing the words, “Plane? Plane? Do you really think—?”

At the front of the group, still several steps up on the staircase, Mr. Hodge clapped his hands together.

“All right, group, let’s get started. We’re the lucky ones—we get to go outside first, while Carol’s group is sitting in a classroom,” he said.

“Does that mean we’ll get stuck in a classroom this afternoon?” someone asked. It was one of the kids with the skull sweatshirts.

Jonah missed Mr. Hodge’s answer, because he was thinking, Oh, please. An ordinary classroom. With some ordinary dull adult voice droning on, so the greatest danger is that I might fall asleep. . . .

Jonah knew he was in greater danger than that. He could feel the adrenaline coursing through his system, his whole body on alert. But he didn’t know what he was supposed to do with all that adrenaline. He didn’t know exactly what the danger was. He didn’t really believe they were going to be herded onto an airplane.

But do they need an airplane to send us somewhere—sometime—else? What if it’s like what happened to Angela, where we take one step forward and suddenly we’re gone?

Katherine jabbed an elbow into his ribs. Jonah realized that he’d begun swinging his head from side to side, his arms tensed, and his fists ready, like someone looking for a fight.

“Don’t act so weird,” she whispered. “People are starting to stare.”

Jonah dropped his fists and forced himself to concentrate on what Mr. Hodge was saying.

“Before I go on, I need to introduce Gary Payne, another caseworker who will be assisting me with your group today,” he said. “Gary, come on up here.”

A younger man, dressed more casually in a sweatshirt and jeans, jogged up the stairs to stand by Mr. Hodge. He was barely taller than Mr. Hodge, but he was much bulkier. Jonah could see bulging muscles where Gary had pushed up his sweatshirt sleeves.

Muscles?

“Is that E?” Jonah leaned over and whispered urgently to Katherine and Chip.

Helplessly, they both shrugged. Who could tell?

“On the hike, I’ll lead the way, and Gary will bring up the rear, to make sure there aren’t any stragglers,” Mr. Hodge said, grinning to make it seem like a joke. Like, who would want to lag behind on such a beautiful day, on such a lovely hike?

Mr. Hodge began explaining the point of the hike, something about fitting into nature, finding one’s identity through connecting with one’s environment.

“For the first part of the hike, I want you to walk in complete silence, to really concentrate on what you’re seeing around you,” he said. “Then we’ll stop and chat about what we’ve discovered in that silence.”

We’re not allowed to talk? Jonah thought, his panic spiking again. Not to each other, not to the other kids?

“Let’s head for the middle of the pack,” Katherine whispered. “So Gary and Mr. Hodge can’t see us talking.”

Oh, that’s right. Break the rules. It was strange how much relief Jonah felt, realizing that was possible.

Mr. Hodge jumped down from the stairs and began leading the group through a hallway and out a door at the back of the school. Jonah let about a dozen kids file out ahead of him; he could see them stretched out across the yard in the sunshine, headed for the woods of the nature preserve. It was a cheerful scene, but Jonah got chills watching. It reminded him of something, something from when he was a little kid. . . .

The Pied Piper, he thought. He and Katherine had had a book of fairy tales when they were little. She had loved it, but he had hated it, because of one illustration that frightened him: the one of the Pied Piper leading the children of Hamelin to their doom. In the picture the children were skipping and laughing and dancing to the piper’s tune, but Jonah knew what was going to happen to them. He couldn’t stand for them to be so happy when they ought to be scared.

Mr. Hodge isn’t playing any music, Jonah reminded himself. He’s not magical. He can’t force us to do anything we don’t want to do.

And yet Jonah was following him, pushing his way out the door. . . .

“We’ve got to warn the other kids,” Jonah murmured to Chip and Katherine.

Katherine looked startled, but Chip nodded and fell back to talk to the boy behind them.

“I’m Chip Winston,” he heard Chip say softly. “I called you a few weeks ago—have you gotten any more strange letters?”

No! That approach would take too long! What if they had only a few more minutes?

Jonah sped up and fell into step with the girl ahead of them. He didn’t even take the time to glance at her name tag, to see if she’d been on their survivors list or not.

“You can’t trust Mr. Hodge or Gary,” he muttered. “Pass it on.”

She gave him an Are you crazy? look and pointedly did not step forward to talk to anyone else.

Jonah sighed and stepped up to the next kid himself.

“You can’t trust Mr. Hodge or Gary,” he whispered quickly. “We’re in danger. Be careful.”

Jonah reached three more kids before he felt a hand on his shoulder, just as they were about to step into the woods. It was Gary, who’d rushed up from the end of the line.

“Didn’t you hear the instructions?” he hissed in Jonah’s ear. “This is the silent part of the walk. If you can’t follow directions, you’ll have to stay at the back of the line with me.”

So they stood at the edge of the woods while all the other kids filed past. Katherine shot Jonah a white-faced worried look as she walked by, but there was nothing she could do.

Chip didn’t even glance in Jonah’s direction.

Good, Jonah thought. Pretend you don’t know me. Then they won’t be watching you, and you can give out the rest of the warnings. . . .

He could feel the weight of Gary’s hand still on his shoulder, heavier than it should be, holding him in place. Finally the last kid walked past, and Gary let go.

“Okay, your turn,” Gary said quietly. “But remember—no more talking!”

How could Jonah talk when Gary was right behind him, watching?

Despairing, Jonah trudged forward. He could see the other kids snaking along the trail ahead of him, going deeper and deeper into the woods. Jonah had managed to talk to only five of them. Even if Chip reached all the others, would they believe him? What could they do, anyhow?

After about a mile, Jonah realized that Mr. Hodge was gathering everyone together at the front of the line.

“Circle up,” he called out.

He was standing on a rock now, so they could all see him. Jonah joined the back of the crowd and tried to inconspicuously angle himself away from Gary, toward Katherine and Chip. Gary didn’t try to hold Jonah back, but Jonah could feel his eyes on him.

“Few people know this, but there’s a rather extensive cave back here, right off the path,” Mr. Hodge was saying. “It’s one of the best-kept secrets of Clarksville. It’s usually off-limits to the public, but we’ve received special permission to take all of you in. We’ll talk about your identities in the cave.”

Did those words sound ominous to anyone else? Jonah looked around, but most of the kids just looked bored and distant, as if this was a particularly dull class at school.

Mr. Hodge bent down, ready to scramble down from the rock, but then he straightened up again.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” he said. “There’s a really interesting rock formation, right as you enter the cave. I forget the exact scientific explanation, but there’s something odd about the composition of the rock, so if you spread your hand out and touch it in the right spot, you can feel one patch of the stone that’s about fifteen degrees colder than the rest of the rock. It’s very bizarre. I’ll show you where to touch as we’re going in.”

Then he hopped down from the rock and led them downhill, down a winding offshoot trail toward a crevice behind the rock.

“Touch right here,” he instructed the first boy behind him, a gangly kid who kept tripping over his own feet. Mr. Hodge pointed to an outcropping along a towering stone wall. “Spread your fingers out—feel it?”

“Uh, yeah,” the boy said, sounding surprised.

“Now, you go on through there, and you can sit on one of the benches at the back of the cave,” Mr. Hodge said. “Next?”

Jonah watched a girl repeat the same process. After barely a second with her hand against the wall, she jerked back.

“Ow!”

“Oh, you couldn’t have felt it that quickly,” Mr. Hodge said. “It doesn’t hurt. Here. I’ll show you.”

He took her hand and pressed it against the rock once more.

“See?” Mr. Hodge said.

“Sure,” the girl said, but Jonah had the impression that she was just trying to get away. She followed the gangly boy into the cave.

Jonah watched the next few kids, watched the way Mr. Hodge seemed so determined that each kid touch the rock, that each hand linger on the rock for at least a couple of seconds. It reminded him of something from a movie, a scene he couldn’t quite remember. It was a movie he’d watched at school, in science . . . the one about that horrible epidemic maybe? Oh, yeah—when the scientists went into their laboratories, where all the deadly viruses were kept, they’d had to place their hands on a scanner to get in, to prove who they really were.

There couldn’t be any dangerous viruses in the cave, could there? Not with it hanging open, the air circulating freely . . .

Jonah saw his mistake.

“Katherine!” He spoke softly, through gritted teeth, because Mr. Hodge was looking back at him, looking at all the kids coming down the hill.

Katherine turned her head—maybe it would just look as if she’d heard an unusual birdcall and was trying to listen more closely.

Jonah pretended to trip, stumbling against Katherine’s back.

“That’s a hand scanner!” he hissed in her ear. “Like fingerprinting! They’re checking our identities, making sure we really are the babies from the plane, I bet. Whatever you do, don’t touch that rock! Just pretend.”

He watched Mr. Hodge pressing another kid’s hand against the rock, forcing the kid’s palm flat against the stone.

Jonah changed his mind.

“No,” he told Katherine. “Run! Run back to Mom and Dad, tell them we’re in danger, tell them to come and save us. . . .”

Katherine shook her head, nervous red spots standing out on her pale face.

“What could I say that they’d believe?” she whispered. “No. I’m staying with you.”

Jonah thought about grabbing his sister, holding her back, dragging her away to Mom and Dad and safety. Or just bolting himself. The muscles in the backs of his legs tingled, wanting to take off, all but screaming, Run! All the adrenaline in his body seemed to have pooled there. It was like the moment in a basketball game when every cell in his body seemed to know, Time for your breakaway . . . go! Now!

But what about all these other kids, the ones he and Chip had never gotten a chance to warn? The ones stepping so trustingly into the cave? The ones marveling so stupidly to Mr. Hodge, “Oh, you’re right! It is cold!”? The ones who were actually giggling?

How could he leave them behind?

The kids in front of him kept stepping up to the rock, then into the cave. The kids behind him pressed forward, trapping him and Katherine and Chip between them and the stone wall, the rock, and the cave. Even if Jonah decided to run now, he couldn’t.

The girl in front of Jonah moved up to the stone wall—it was Andrea Crowell; Jonah recognized the braids from behind. She pressed her hand firmly against the rock, tilted her head to the side, deliberating. She turned to Mr. Hodge.

“Does it have something to do with oxidation levels?” she asked.

Behind Andrea, Katherine held her hand toward the wall. Only Jonah was in a position to see that she didn’t actually touch it, that she kept a millimeter of air between her fingertips and the rock.

She stood like that for a long time, then slipped past Andrea into the cave while Mr. Hodge was explaining to Andrea, “I don’t know; I’m not a scientist. I’ve heard the explanation, and it might be something about—what did you call it? Oxi—oops, hold on there, young lady, did you touch the rock?”

He was talking to Katherine now; he’d seen her trying to slip past.

“She did—she took forever,” Jonah complained. “Isn’t it my turn now?”

Quickly, probably hoping that nobody would notice, Mr. Hodge looked back toward Gary, who was watching from the end of the line. Gary gave a small nod, and Mr. Hodge let Katherine past.

Jonah stepped up to the rock. His knees were trembling now; all the adrenaline seemed to have drained away.

Had he just saved his sister—or doomed her?
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They were all in the cave now, lined up on four rows of benches in a surprisingly large, open rock room. One dim lightbulb glowed overhead, casting ghostly shadows on everyone’s face. Mr. Hodge had handed off “feel the rock” duties to Gary right after Chip entered the cave, so they hadn’t had a chance to whisper to any of the other kids. Jonah was feeling jumpy again. He’d picked the seat closest to the exit, and he had a plan: if anything happened—any strange odor arising out of the deeper part of the cave he couldn’t see into, any sound of an airplane, anyone showing up with ray guns or futuristic sunglasses—he’d grab Katherine and Chip and take off running. He’d go for help.

Nothing could happen as long as he sat close to the doorway out. He was sure of it.

From his vantage point, Jonah could see Gary standing by the mysterious spot on the rock wall outside. Gary touched the rock with one finger, then stood there staring, his eyes narrowed, concentrating. Then he touched the rock again, a quick brush of his forefinger. He turned and walked into the cave.

“Is that everyone?” Mr. Hodge asked.

“All good,” Gary said, which was a strange answer.

“Very well, then,” Mr. Hodge said, smiling.

Gary nodded.

Jonah heard the noise first, a sort of grinding that seemed to be coming from just the other side of the rock wall. Or maybe, inside the rock wall. He peered out through the entryway, blinking at the sunshine that filtered down through the trees. And then the sunlight seemed to narrow, to dim.

The entryway was closing.

“No!” Jonah screamed.

He threw himself toward the opening, toward the last rays of sunlight.

The opening was only five steps away, maybe six, and Jonah stretched out his legs, sprinting like he’d never sprinted before. In a second his right foot would be out in the sunlight, he’d slip through—

Something slammed into him from the side, knocking him to the rock floor. It was like being tackled in football—this was why he’d never liked football—without any pads or helmet. And it was like he was playing on a stone field. And, oh yeah, like his tackler had muscles of stone, as Gary seemed to.

The sunlight disappeared.

“Are you an idiot?” Gary demanded from above him. “You could have been crushed in that door. Killed.”

“Caves don’t have doors,” Jonah muttered back, though his jaw felt broken, smashed against the rock.

“This one does. It’s been modified,” Gary said. “They want to use it for meetings.”

And it was so strange that Jonah and Gary could have that conversation, while behind them, the other kids were gasping and shrieking. Jonah could especially hear Katherine screaming, “Jonah, oh, Jonah, are you okay?”

Oh. She was screaming it directly into his ear, because she was sprawled on the ground beside him.

Gary was scrambling up.

“He’s fine,” he called out. “He just panicked. I guess we should have warned you that we were closing the door, so we could have some privacy.”

“You have to open it,” Jonah said, raising his face from the ground. “I—I’m claustrophobic.”

He grinned, amazed at his own quick thinking. He thought maybe he should act a little wacko, so everyone would believe that he’d been freaked out by the notion of being closed in, cut off from the outside world. He stood up. All the other kids were staring at him, their eyes bugging out. . . . Oh. Right. They already thought he was wacko.

“I mean it,” Jonah demanded. It was a relief to let all his panic come through in his voice, to sound as scared as he felt. “Open the door. You’ve got to.” His voice cracked. Maybe, on top of everything else, he truly was claustrophobic. The walls seemed closer together than they’d been before. The air seemed to be running out.

“Now, now,” Gary said, clamping his hand down on Jonah’s shoulder once more. “Calm down. If this is really a problem for you, I can take you out the back entrance, so you don’t ruin this workshop for everyone else.”

Jonah’s eyes met Katherine’s. She was still crouched below him. He wanted to ask her advice, work out some plans. If Jonah went off with Gary, could Katherine and Chip and maybe some of the other kids overpower Mr. Hodge? Would they know to do that? Or was Mr. Hodge already too suspicious of Katherine and Chip because he’d seen them with Jonah?

Anyhow, was Gary even telling the truth about a back entrance? All Jonah could picture was himself bound and gagged and hidden at the back of the cave, helpless while all the other kids were taken away.

Jonah took a deep breath, ready to say, “No, that’s all right. I feel better now. I can stay.” Then suddenly Gary’s hand was jerking him backward, pulling him toward the ground again. Jonah’s shoulder slammed into the rock, even harder than before.

“What’d you do that for?” Jonah started to ask. But Gary had already let go and was rolling away from Jonah. Jonah raised his head. Now he could see what had happened. Gary hadn’t meant to pull Jonah down. Jonah was just collateral damage, falling with Gary when somebody else knocked Gary down. Now Gary and the other man were wrestling on the ground, first one rolling to the top, then the other. The other man was also wearing jeans and a sweatshirt and hiking boots; he was—

“JB!” Katherine shrieked. “You came back!”

Jonah felt the relief flowing through him. He relaxed against the stone floor, letting go of all his fears. JB had protected them before; he’d protect them now. Jonah didn’t have to worry about what to do, how to save the other kids. JB would save them all.

Except . . .

JB was getting his head pounded into the stone floor. It’d been quite a while since the last time JB had rolled over on top of Gary, the last time he’d seemed to be dominating this fight.

Jonah jumped up.

“Katherine!” he screamed. “JB’s going to lose if we don’t help him!”

Jonah lunged at the struggling men. He grabbed Gary’s arm—his thick-as-a-tree-stump arm, with biceps as distinct as rope—and, by bracing his feet against the ground, Jonah managed to keep Gary from punching JB again.

No—scratch that. Gary’s arm continued forward. Jonah had managed only to keep Gary from punching JB quite so hard.

“Chip!” Jonah screamed. “Help!”

Jonah glanced up to see that Chip and Katherine and even some of the other kids were rushing toward him. Katherine, with a girl’s sense of fighting, went straight for the hair, jerking Gary’s head back by entwining her fingers right down to the roots. Jonah had to admit—it seemed to be working.

Chip and two or three of the other boys were pushing at Gary’s chest, trying to shove him away from JB, while a few girls tugged JB in the other direction. The other kids stood by in shock, their faces contorted into masks of dismay and disbelief.

“Is this the role-playing part of the seminar?” he heard one girl ask hesitantly. “Are we supposed to do something?”

“It’s not—” Jonah started to scream at her, but then he decided he didn’t have time to explain. “Help us!”

The girl began to crouch down, but it was too late.

Seconds later, Jonah heard the gunshot.
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“That’s enough,” Mr. Hodge said.

He was standing at the front of the room, his right arm in the air, something glistening in his right hand. It didn’t look quite like a gun. But Jonah’s ringing ears and shattered nerves told him he’d heard gunfire; the adrenaline had come back and was telling him, That was real! Take cover! Hurry! Before he shoots again!

Had Mr. Hodge shot straight up into the ceiling? Where had the bullet gone? Where would the next one go? Where would it be safe for Jonah to run?

Gary pulled away from JB, giving Mr. Hodge a chance at a clear shot.

JB only sat up, staring back at him.

“You weren’t supposed to bring that into the twenty-first century,” JB said. “You know that’s illegal.”

His voice was calm and resolute, which comforted Jonah somehow. If JB wasn’t afraid, then maybe Jonah didn’t need quite so much adrenaline coursing through his system.

Then JB’s words sank in.

Weren’t supposed to bring that into the twenty-first century . . . Was that proof that JB and Gary and Mr. Hodge weren’t from the twenty-first century? Jonah wondered. Did that mean that Angela’s theory was right?

He still didn’t want to believe it.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Mr. Hodge was saying with a shrug. “Surely you’ve heard that one before.”

“These are desperate times only because of you,” JB retorted.

“I didn’t choose the century,” Mr. Hodge said, taking a step closer to JB and lowering his arm slightly so his gun—or whatever it was—was pointed right at JB. “Children, get away from the interloper. This doesn’t concern you.”

Before any of the kids had a chance to move, JB reached out and grabbed the girl who’d wondered if the fight was a role-play—Ming Reynolds her name tag said. The force of his grasp knocked her name tag from her shirt, and it went fluttering toward the ground, showing the name, then the blank side, then the name, then the blank side. . . . JB jerked Ming upright, so they were both standing. He held her tightly against his chest, like a shield.

“Oh, you wouldn’t hurt one of them,” JB said. “It might cut into your profits. What are you getting per kid—a million? Two?”

“That one’s only a minor Chinese princess from the fourth century,” Mr. Hodge said, keeping his arm steady. “Very obscure. Who says I wouldn’t sacrifice her to keep the others?”

“Minor Chinese princess from the fourth century?” What? Jonah thought. He felt frozen, unable to do anything but watch JB and Mr. Hodge stare each other down.

“Um, hello? This is seeming a little too realistic. I want to stop now,” Ming said.

JB looked down at the girl, frowned, and carefully set her to the side.

Jonah immediately stepped between JB and Mr. Hodge.

“You can’t shoot him!” Jonah shouted.

Mr. Hodge began to laugh.

“Amazing,” Mr. Hodge said. “And you are . . .” He squinted at Jonah’s name tag. “Jonah Skidmore? So you’re really . . .” Mr. Hodge peered down at the small silver object in his hand. Jonah wondered if maybe it wasn’t a gun, after all. Maybe it was a Blackberry or a really high-tech, tiny computer with an incredible audio system.

Or maybe his mind was just trying once more to turn something surreal and unbelievable into something ordinary and familiar and easily dismissed.

“Well, that’s very interesting,” Mr. Hodge muttered.

“What?” Jonah said. He wanted to say, “Who am I?” too. He wanted to understand everything. But the words stuck in his throat.

Mr. Hodge had turned his attention back to JB.

“I can’t believe they think you’re on their side,” Mr. Hodge said. “You must not have told them what you want to do.”

“Oh, and you did?” JB taunted.

Mr. Hodge shrugged.

“I’m not the one pretending to have ethics,” he said. “And I’m taking them to a better place. A better time.”

“If the future’s still there after we release the ripple,” JB said.

Jonah wondered if, on top of developing claustrophobia, he also might have begun to hyperventilate. JB and Mr. Hodge’s conversation seemed to be making less and less sense.

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You’re allowed to play with time, even if no one else is,” Mr. Hodge said.

“We have to protect it,” JB said. “You wounded it so badly, we can’t follow any of the old rules anymore.”

Jonah’s head began to throb. He didn’t know if it was from being slammed into solid rock so many times, or from the strain of having a gun pointed at him—if it was a gun, or from the effort he was making to come up with an explanation for everything he’d witnessed. But it was getting harder and harder to think straight. He glanced over his shoulder, hoping JB could give him some directions.

JB was gazing past Jonah, past Mr. Hodge, even, into the darkness beyond.

Backup, Jonah thought. Of course. JB wouldn’t have planned to overpower Mr. Hodge and Gary all by himself. He would have brought the other janitor from the FBI, the one who’d given Jonah the Mountain Dew. Maybe he’d even brought Mr. Reardon—maybe he was in on this too.

The person who stepped out of the shadows was Angela DuPre.

Gary evidently saw her at the same moment that Jonah did, because he screamed, “Watch out! Behind you!”

Mr. Hodge whirled around, pointing his gun at Angela now, instead of JB. But Angela had a gun too. Or, no—hers looked more like a toy, all black and yellow. Then she pointed it at Mr. Hodge and a stream of light shot across the room, jolting him. Mr. Hodge let out a scream and fell to the ground, twitching. The silver object in his hand hit the ground too and skittered across the floor, toward Jonah.

Jonah reached down and scooped it up. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see JB bending over Mr. Hodge and Angela fiddling with the front part of her gun. And Gary? Where was Gary? Jonah turned his head, and there was Gary racing toward him, ready to slam into him yet again. Jonah took a step back, but it wasn’t necessary. Before his second step, Gary was on the floor, screaming and twitching like Mr. Hodge.

“Is that a ray gun?” Jonah asked, in awe, because this, finally, would be proof he couldn’t ignore.

“Nope,” Angela said. “Just a regular twenty-first-century Taser. I ordered it off the Internet.”

“But the lights,” Jonah said. “And—”

“That’s just the laser tracking system,” Angela said. “The electrical charge goes through the barbs.”

Jonah saw that JB had looped thin silvery bands around Mr. Hodge’s wrists and ankles and was pulling little barbs that looked like fish hooks out of Mr. Hodge’s chest. Then he rushed past Jonah to do the same with Gary. Both men had stopped screaming and twitching, but they seemed too dazed to put up much resistance.

“Quick, Angela, get the ropes,” JB said. “So we can tie them up firmly.”

Angela rushed back toward the dark section of the cave.

“I’m a Boy Scout,” Jonah said, turning toward JB. “I can help with that.”

Instantly, he felt humiliated for saying that—how nerdy could he be? He didn’t have to look back at Katherine to know that she was probably rolling her eyes, mouthing the words, “Really, we’re not related. Not by blood.”

JB grinned as he straightened up.

“Thanks, Jonah,” JB said. “You’ve been very helpful today. You just hand me that Elucidator, and then we’ll let you tie some knots.”

He had his hand outstretched, his fingers so close to the object in Jonah’s hand that he easily could have grabbed it. But he was clearly expecting Jonah to pass it over without any problem. He waited patiently.

“This thing?” Jonah said, pulling back a little. He looked down at the object, which seemed more like a remote control to him now. “This is an Elucidator? What’s that mean?”

“It means it’s not something you want to mess with,” JB said. “It’s very dangerous.”

Jonah remembered Mr. Hodge looking at it, muttering about Jonah’s identity. So you’re really . . . Well, that’s very interesting. . . .

“This ‘Elucidator’ is from the future, isn’t it?” Jonah asked, holding it even more tightly.

JB hesitated.

“Yes,” he finally said.

Jonah took a step back. JB still stood there waiting, but he was squinting now, getting anxious. Beyond JB, Jonah could see all the other kids watching him, wondering what he was going to do. Moments before, some of the kids had been shrieking as loudly as Mr. Hodge and Gary, but now they, too, had gone silent. It seemed like they were all holding their breath.

“Jonah,” JB said. “Give me the Elucidator. Now.”

Jonah raised the Elucidator, but only to point it at JB.

“No,” he said.
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“Angela!” JB called. “The Taser!”

Instantly, Jonah saw his mistake. In a second, Angela would turn around and aim her Taser at him, and they’d just re-enact the scene from a few moments ago. Except this time it would be Jonah writhing on the floor and then passing out, and JB scooping up the fallen Elucidator. And then . . . what would happen then?

Jonah didn’t know, but he could still hear Mr. Hodge’s words echoing in his brain: I can’t believe they think you’re on their side. You must not have told them what you want to do. What did that mean? What should Jonah do? Was there anyone he was sure he could trust?

That was one question he could answer.

“Katherine!” he called out. “Catch!”

He tossed the Elucidator in the air, an easy toss, easier than passing a basketball. He knew without turning to look that Katherine would catch it, that she would hold on tightly, that she wouldn’t betray him. She might make fun of him, she might roll her eyes and call him an idiot, but she wouldn’t let go. She’d already proved that.

As soon as the Elucidator was in the air, Jonah took off running. JB made no attempt to stop him because he was spinning around, following the arc of the Elucidator. So Jonah had a clean, fast sprint to the back of the cave. He needed the speed; he needed the element of surprise if he had any prayer of wrestling the Taser out of Angela’s hand before she aimed it at him.

He was too late.

Even in the dimness of the back of the cave, Jonah could see that Angela had already turned around. In one smooth quick move, she pulled a cartridge from her pocket, reloaded the Taser, and pointed it back toward Jonah.

Jonah took a stumbling step to the side, just in case he had a chance of dodging the laser light and the barbs and whatever else the Taser was about to send zinging at him. He hoped it wouldn’t hurt too badly. He hoped he wouldn’t scream as loudly as Gary and Mr. Hodge had. He hoped . . .

Angela held the Taser steady, aiming past Jonah. Aiming toward Mr. Hodge and Gary.

“Shoot Jonah!” JB was yelling helpfully.

Thanks a lot, Jonah thought. He didn’t have any hope now. He was too close to Angela, too close to reverse his course, too close for her to miss. Just as soon as she corrected her aim and squeezed the trigger, he’d be on the ground.

Angela spun toward Jonah, but she didn’t squeeze the trigger. She stepped forward and glanced out toward the brighter part of the cave, though that made no sense—surely Jonah was blocking her view. She turned the Taser sideways, not pointing at anyone anymore. Then she reached over and slid the Taser into Jonah’s grasp.

She was handing over her weapon.

“What?” Jonah demanded, dumfounded.

Angela pressed a finger to her lips, then she moved the finger and began to scream.

“No! You can’t have it!”

Jonah’s ears were reverberating with all that lung power released in such a small space. But already Angela was expecting him to listen. She leaned in close and whispered in his ear, “I really am on your side. Completely. You deserve to know the truth. So pretend that you captured me.”

Jonah just stood there. He was so stunned he almost dropped the Taser.

“Maybe you should shout something about getting the ropes?” Angela whispered, bending down to pick up looped coils from the floor of the cave.

“Move it! Get those ropes now!” Jonah hollered. His voice cracked; surely that wasn’t a convincing yell.

But Jonah could hear JB calling from the lighter part of the cave, “Angela! What happened?” before breaking off to warn Katherine, “Young lady! Really—you can’t press any of those buttons! You don’t know what they do!”

“What’s going on?” Jonah hissed at Angela. “Tell me!”

She grimaced.

“There isn’t time to talk. Besides, you should hear it from the experts, not me.” She nudged him. “Go on.”

Jonah started to back out of the darkness.

“A-hem,” Angela said. She stepped in front of him and moved her hand over his so that the end of the Taser was pressed into her ribcage. “Don’t you dare set that off now—you’re too close,” she whispered. “But please, make it look like it’s possible that you captured me.”

“Angela?” JB called again, sounding even more worried.

Angela dropped her hand from the Taser. Together, Jonah and Angela stepped out into the light.

“He got your weapon?” JB said incredulously. “He overpowered you?”

“He’s a very strong young man,” Angela said defensively. “Stronger than he looks.”

Well, that was an insult, wasn’t it? Jonah dug the Taser more deeply into Angela’s ribs. He shoved her forward, more roughly than he’d intended.

“Maybe not quite so realistic,” she muttered.

“Give the ropes to Chip,” Jonah ordered.

“Uh, Jonah, I’m not a Boy Scout,” Chip said. “My dad said he didn’t have time for all those camp-outs, so I don’t know anything about tying knots, and—”

“Here,” Jonah said, slapping the Taser into Chip’s hand. “Shoot her if you have to.”

Anguish spread over Angela’s face. Jonah could tell she wasn’t acting now, either, because it was Chip holding the Taser, and there was no way Jonah could signal Chip to let him know that she was really on their side, without JB’s seeing as well.

Jonah tied Mr. Hodge’s and Gary’s wrists and ankles. They lay calmly now, their eyes half-closed. Jonah couldn’t tell if they were still dazed, or if they were faking it, biding their time. He tied the knots as quickly as he could.

He walked toward JB, ropes still dangling from his hands.

“Not me, too?” JB asked, with an ingratiating grin. “I think you’ve gotten confused. Remember—I was the one trying to save all of you.”

“What were you saving us from?” Jonah asked in a dull voice. “What were you saving us for?”

“Tell your sister to give me the Elucidator, and I’ll explain,” JB said.

“Explain, and maybe we’ll decide that you deserve the Elucidator,” Jonah said.

He looped the rope around JB’s wrists and tied his firmest knot yet. JB didn’t resist. Then Jonah tied JB’s ankles and Angela’s ankles and wrists.

Someone was sniffling behind him.

“Oh, please.” It was Ming, the girl who’d temporarily been a human shield. “Just open the door and let us go to our parents. My cell phone isn’t working—I’ve been trying and trying to call the police—once we’re out of the cave, I’m sure it will work right. . . .”

Jonah hadn’t even thought about cell phones, but now he noticed that just about every kid had one out. One boy near the back bench kept stabbing a finger at his phone three times, waiting, stabbing three times again, waiting. . . .

Nine-one-one, Jonah thought. Of course. His knees almost gave way at the thought that a bunch of police officers in dark uniforms would soon come swarming into the cave, saving them all, saving Jonah from having to make any more choices, any more mistakes.

Then Jonah realized that the reason the boy kept stabbing at the phone was that none of his calls was going through.

“Sure,” he told Ming. “You find a way to open that door; we’re all out of here.”

“No! Don’t!” JB shouted.

“Oh, let them try,” Gary said groggily from the ground. “There’s a keypad by the entryway. The code is twenty-one ST.”

Was it a trick?

Jonah turned back to JB.

“What will happen if we try that code? If we open the door?” he demanded.

“You’ll see. . . . You’ll find out too much, all at once,” JB said. “It might scare you.”

“It might scare you”? After everything that’s already happened, JB’s worried about scaring us?

Jonah decided to take his chances.

He rushed toward the entryway, and it was as if he’d become the Pied Piper now. Most of the other kids shoved in behind him. His finger shook as he pressed in 2 1 and then ST. An image was growing in his mind of what he might see when the door slid back. Maybe, somehow, Gary and Mr. Hodge had already slipped them into the future. They’d step out of the cave, and all the trees would be gone; the newly built houses would be ancient and falling down. That would be scary, but Jonah was braced for it.

The door began moving, slowly this time, like it was an ancient boulder covered with a thousand years of moss. As soon as there was a crack between the door and the wall, Jonah darted toward it, peeking out. He peeked out and saw . . .

Nothing.
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Behind him, other kids began to scream in terror, but Jonah could only stare. It wasn’t dark beyond the cave door—darkness would be something; darkness would mean that, with a little light, there’d be plenty to see. Darkness would be comforting, actually. This was so much worse. There was just enough light filtering out from the cave to show that there were no trees anymore, no houses, no path, no rocks, no clouds, no sky. Nothing. It was like being deep in outer space, so far away from everything else that he couldn’t even see any stars.

“We’re in a black hole!” someone screamed behind him.

Automatically, instinctively, Jonah hit the keypad again: 2 1 ST. He hoped it was like the garage-door opener at home, where the same code worked for opening and closing. Mercifully, the door began to roll shut again.

“It’s not a black hole,” another kid was explaining, sounding perfectly rational. “In a black hole the gravity would crush us.”

“It reminds me of the Bible,” a girl said thoughtfully. “Genesis. ‘The Earth was without form and void. . . .’”

Jonah grabbed the “not a black hole” boy and the girl who’d thought of the Bible and pulled them through the crowd. He wanted people by his side who could think when everyone else was screaming. He walked back to the adults, who were all sitting on the floor now, with their backs against the wall, Chip and Katherine pointing the Taser and the Elucidator at them. Gary and Mr. Hodge looked amused. JB and Angela looked distressed.

“Explain,” Jonah demanded. “Where are we?”

“The more appropriate question,” Mr. Hodge said teasingly, “would be, ‘When are we?’”

JB kicked at him, with both legs at once, since JB’s legs were tied together.

“Don’t be cruel,” JB said. “This is bound to be very traumatic for all of them.” He looked over at the screaming, hysterical mass of kids clustered by the door, then back at Jonah. “We call this a time hollow. When they shut the door, Hodge and Gary pulled this whole cave outside of time.”

“So, what—like, we don’t exist right now?” the “not a black hole” kid asked. Jonah glanced at him more closely now. He had curly blond hair, kind of like Chip’s. His name tag said Alex.

“No,” JB said. “We exist. But ‘now’ doesn’t.”

“Why not?” the girl said. Her name tag said Emily.

JB glanced toward the hysterical crowd once more.

“Get them calmed down,” he said. “And make them sit on the benches again. Hodge and Gary and I will explain everything.”

“We will?” Gary growled.

“I will,” JB said. “And it’s fine with me if they hear only my version.”

“We’ll explain too,” Hodge muttered.

It took forever to get all the kids back to the benches, to get them to be quiet. Jonah thought he and Emily and Alex had accomplished it when one kid happened to glance at his cell phone.

“It still says ten eighteen!” he screamed. “It’s said ten eighteen since we got here!”

“Shh, shh,” Emily soothed him. “Sometimes cell phones break.”

She sat beside him, holding his hand, and that seemed to calm him down.

Katherine, Chip, and a few other kids had worked to pull the adults to the front of the room. They stood like dangerous prisoners on trial, Katherine and Chip guarding them from the side.

“Just show them the presentation,” Hodge was suggesting.

“You mean, your commercial?” JB sneered. “No way.”

“You can give the counterpoint afterward,” Gary said. “We promise.”

“Let them,” Angela said. “You showed it to me.”

JB frowned, then shrugged.

“All right,” he said.

“Go into demo mode on that Elucidator, sugar,” Hodge told Katherine. “See the DEMO button at the top?”

Katherine glared, offended by the “sugar.” But she seemed to be following his orders.

“Let me guess,” she said. “The one that says ADOPTION PROMO?”

“You got it,” Hodge said. “Now aim at the wall.”

Instantly, on the front wall of the cave, a movie screen appeared. No—Jonah went over and touched it—it was still solid rock. No light shone from the Elucidator, but it was clearly the source of both the screen and the images that suddenly glowed from the screen: shifting photographs of hundreds of faces, seeming to represent every era and culture in history. Despite the rock surface, the faces were clear and unruffled. This was beyond high definition; it was like watching reality.

“From the time humankind achieved time travel,” a voice boomed out, just like in a movie preview, “people have been stirred with compassion for the sufferings of the past.”

What followed was a montage of images that Jonah could barely stand to watch. People lost their heads to guillotines; soldiers on horseback ran swords through infants, bodies fell into pits dug to bury the living with the dead. It went on and on and on, agonizingly. Jonah felt like he’d seen all the worst moments of human history by the time the killings finally ended.

“I’m not allowed to watch R-rated movies!” a kid behind Jonah screamed. “Make it stop!”

“Shh. It’s over now,” a girl’s voice comforted. “It’s in the past.” Jonah looked back—it was Emily again.

On the screen now, all the death and destruction was replaced by a grim-faced man sitting in what appeared to be a TV studio. A caption at the bottom of the screen identified him as Curtis Rathbone, CEO, Interchronological Rescue.

“The past was a very brutal place,” he intoned solemnly. “But as much as modern humanity’s hearts went out to their ancestors, their antecedents, they knew that the paradox and the ripple would make intervention very difficult.”

“Pause it for a moment, will you?” JB called out. “I think you need a few definitions.”

Katherine squinted at the Elucidator. “Where is—oh, wait, wait, I got it!”

Curtis Rathbone, CEO, froze on the screen.

“The paradox,” JB called out. “That’s the possibility that time travelers might cause some event in the past that would lead to their own nonexistence. Such as, for instance, accidentally killing their own parents. And the ripple is what we call any significant change caused by time travelers, which then alters the present and the future. Think of a stone thrown into a pond, and the way the ripples spread out to the very edge of the water. . . . Is that clear? Does everyone understand?”

Jonah expected the other kids to begin shouting out, “Time travel? What are you talking about? Are you nuts?” or “The ripple? The paradox? Yeah, right. Try the psych ward!” But when he looked around, the faces around him were as solemn as Curtis Rathbone’s. The other kids had seen the nothingness outside their cave; they were ready for explanations, however far-fetched.

“Okay, back to the propaganda,” JB said.

On the screen, Curtis Rathbone began talking again.

“We here at Interchronological Rescue were determined to take action,” he said. “We studied time very carefully, centuries worth of wars and genocide, famines and pestilence—all the very worst of human suffering. And we discovered hundreds whose deaths were so horrendous, so chaotic, so terrible, we knew we had to save them. And we knew we could.”

Someone gasped behind Jonah.

“That’s right,” Curtis Rathbone said, almost as if he’d heard the gasp. “Rescue was possible. Oh, we knew we couldn’t save everyone. Much as we would have liked to, say, save every victim of the twentieth-century European Holocaust, we knew that was off-limits. The ripple would have been extreme—too much happened as a result of that Holocaust. But to save even the small, insignificant victims of the past—the ‘orphans of history,’ as it were—didn’t our own humanity demand that we try?”

A single tear glistened in Curtis Rathbone’s eye. He dabbed at it and smiled fleetingly out from the screen.

“We began ten years ago, rescuing children of the Spanish Inquisition,” he said. “Babies left in houses that were then burned to the ground, children left for dead who were easily revived by our modern techniques—we could save them! Save them without causing a ripple or a paradox, because they had as good as vanished from history, even without our intervention. And, thus, we could transform those dark days of humanity into a triumph of the human spirit, of modern humanitarianism.” Now he beamed out at the crowd, the terrors of history receding into the past.

“The response of the modern age has been overwhelming,” Rathbone continued. “Everyone was eager to adopt a desperate child from the past, to reach out across the centuries to save some poor soul who had never had a chance. Within five years, we were running ten rescue missions a week, in every century since the beginning of time. Our generous age paid for plastic surgery for Neanderthals, counseling for war refugees, reconstructive surgery for land-mine victims. . . . And then we perfected our age reversal techniques, so the children we rescued didn’t even have to remember their ordeals. We could deliver perfect happy, healthy bouncing babies to our clients—”

“That’s enough!” JB snarled. “Turn it off!”

Katherine must have managed to hit the right buttons, because Curtis Rathbone disappeared from sight. Maybe it was Jonah’s imagination, but the lights in the room seemed a bit brighter as well.

“Perhaps Curtis Rathbone had humanitarian intentions in the beginning,” JB growled. “Perhaps.”

“He did!” Hodge shouted. “He does!”

JB ignored him.

“But what Interchronological Rescue became was something entirely different,” he said bitterly. “Purveyors of prestigious names from history for wealthy idiots who want to brag at their cocktail parties, ‘Oh, yes, my little Henry comes from a line of British kings.’ . . . Didn’t you try to kidnap Amelia Earhart out of the skies over the Pacific? Didn’t you lure Ambrose Bierce to the Mexican border?”

“The age reversal doesn’t work on adults,” Gary muttered.

“You know that—now,” JB countered.

“Hold on,” Jonah said, because no one else was speaking up. “Age reversal?”

JB flashed him an angry glance, then turned his glare back to Hodge.

“Traumatized children from traumatic times in history have a lot of issues,” JB said sarcastically. “There were problems Interchronological Rescues never wanted to talk about, never wanted the prospective adoptive parents to know about.”

“Erase the memories and you erase the problems,” Hodge said cheerily. “What’s wrong with that?”

Jonah stared at Hodge, trying to understand.

“This is one of the few parts of the theory I was right about,” Angela spoke up, apologetically. “They had turned you all into babies again, even though some of you had once been much older. Teenagers, even.”

Angela’s words seemed to echo in the stone room. Turned you all into babies again . . . Watching JB’s outrage, Jonah had almost forgotten that any of this time-travel talk had anything to do with him.

“Us?” he whispered. “You’re talking about us?”

JB was still glaring at Hodge and Gary.

“Interchronological Rescue got sloppy,” he accused. “They began taking children whose disappearances were noticed. They caused ripple upon ripple upon ripple. . . .”

He closed his eyes, pained beyond words.

“Oh, and your intervention worked so well,” Hodge accused. “We could have repaired the ripples. We could have put a few children back, if we had to. But, no, you and your friends insisted on attacking, right in the middle of the time stream—”

“The time crash was not my fault!” JB screamed. “If you’d just surrendered . . . You’re the one who chose to speed away, to slam into the time frame, to ruin her life”—he pointed at Angela—“to nearly destroy thirteen years of time—no, to nearly destroy all of time!”

Even tied up, they were about to come to blows again. Jonah had had it. He’d had it with the suspense, the implications, the accusations, the strain. He stood up. That wasn’t enough. He climbed up on top of a bench and yelled, “Who are we?”

JB and Hodge both fell silent. Then JB said, “Show them. They’re going to have to find out eventually.”

“It’s F six on the Elucidator,” Hodge said.

Jonah watched his sister hit a button. The screen reappeared, displaying a chart. It was a seating chart, Jonah realized, like for a classroom. Or an airplane. He stepped down from the bench to get a closer look and squinted at the names: Seat 1A, Virginia Dare

1B, Edward V of England

1C Richard of Shrewsbury

His eyes skimmed down the list, looking for boys’ names, or names that sounded familiar: 9B, John Hudson; 10C, Henry Fountain; 11A, Anastasia Romanov; 12B, Alexis Romanov; 12C, Charles Lindbergh III. . . .

“That’s who you are,” JB said quietly. “You’re the missing children of history.”
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“Which one am I?” Jonah demanded. But his voice got lost in the sea of voices around him, all calling out the same question. And shouting, “How could it be?” “That’s not possible!” “I can’t believe it!”

“Believe it,” JB said, his voice carrying over the shouts. “It’s true.”

Incredibly, Mr. Hodge was nodding too.

“Virginia Dare,” he said. “First child born of English parents in the Americas. Who vanished with the rest of Roanoke Colony. Edward and Richard, the British princes who vanished from the Tower of London in 1483. Anastasia and Alexis, the two youngest children of Czar Nicholas II, who disappeared during the Russian Revolution. The kidnapped Lindbergh baby, the so-called Eaglet . . . It was my best rescue mission ever.”

“It was your worst rescue mission ever!” JB retorted. “If we hadn’t discovered how to hold back the ripple, just temporarily, just until we can heal all the wounds, until we can return the children to their rightful place in history . . .”

Jonah’s head was spinning. He knew he should be paying attention, listening closely. He had the feeling that JB had just said something important, but he couldn’t quite grasp what he meant, couldn’t quite understand.

“What?” This was Katherine, exploding. “You want to send everyone back in time?”

Oh. That was what JB meant. That was important, all right.

Suddenly the whole room was quiet, everyone stunned into silence at once. Katherine turned the Elucidator away from the wall, aiming it at JB once more.

“You can’t do that,” she said. “I won’t let you.”

JB held out his hands apologetically, a particularly pitiful gesture with his wrists bound.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I wish there were some other way. It’s not fair to any of you. But . . . some of you are royalty. Or the children of explorers. You can understand the need to sacrifice for your country, to take risks for all of humankind. This is even more important. Yes, returning you to history may be dangerous for many of you. Even deadly. But—think of it as your chance to save the world. To give your own life in order to help every other person on the planet, for all time.”

Someone began clapping. It was Mr. Hodge.

“Oh, very noble,” he said sarcastically, his clapping too slow and exaggerated to be sincere. “What a pretty speech. But you forget, my friend, that these children haven’t been raised as royalty. Or as sacrificial lambs. They think of themselves as twenty-first-century Americans. They’re selfish. Spoiled. Overprivileged. The richest society in history, up to this point. They aren’t capable of sacrifice.”

Jonah waited for some kid to speak out, to complain, “We’re not selfish!” But nobody said a word. They were all watching Mr. Hodge.

“What I’m offering—myself and Gary, that is—is the glorious future,” he said. “Even more privilege than you’ve ever imagined. Technology beyond your wildest dreams. I mean, we have time travel—you can be sure that the video games will be truly awesome!” His eyes seemed to twinkle hypnotically. “I just want to complete my original mission. That ripple effect he’s so worried about”—he pointed at JB jeeringly—“pah! You won’t even feel it!”

He took a hop-step toward Katherine; he seemed barely constrained by the ropes around his ankles.

“We’ve worked so hard to bring you all together again,” he said softly now. “The time crash put thirteen years off-limits, but we came back for you as soon as we could. Just hand me that Elucidator, sweetie, and we can all be on our way. There are families waiting for you!”

Katherine jerked the Elucidator back, away from Mr. Hodge.

“All the kids here already have families,” she said coldly. She stared defiantly toward Jonah, as if she expected him to spring to her side, to link arms and agree: “Yeah! What she said!”

He didn’t move.

“And, if we do what you want, we’d have to go back to being babies again?” a voice said quietly from the crowd. Jonah looked back—it was Andrea Crowell, the girl with braids. “We’d have to forget everything, forget our entire lives? Forget everyone we’ve ever known?”

“Well, uh, yes, but it’s not like you’d even remember that you’d forgotten anything,” Mr. Hodge said, looking uncomfortable. “You’ll be perfectly happy in the future. I promise.”

Jonah looked from Mr. Hodge to JB. Both of them were staring back at him as if they expected him to make some sort of decision. He glanced back over his shoulder—several of the other kids were peering anxiously toward him as well. Why?

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. I did kind of take charge before. Grabbing the Elucidator, “capturing” Angela, opening the door, closing the door . . . He felt like climbing up on top of the bench again and calling out, “Hey, guess what? I’m good at quick things—snap decisions, rash actions—that’s all. This one’s too big for me. Someone would have to think about this one for a long, long time. That’s not my department.”

But no one else was talking.

Jonah sighed.

“What if we just want to stay in our own time?” he asked. “This is where we belong—the twenty-first century, I mean.”

“But the future’s even better,” Mr. Hodge said, as JB interjected, “No, you really don’t belong in the twenty-first century.”

“Yes, we do,” Jonah said stubbornly.

JB shook his head.

“It was just a mistake, all of you ending up where you did. When you did,” he said. “Hodge was carrying his load of stolen babies to the future, and we—those of us who enforce the laws of time travel—we knew we had to stop him as soon as we could. There’s a protocol to stopping in the middle of the time stream, steps everyone agrees to, to avoid doing even more damage. Hodge broke every rule.”

“Oh, come now, that’s impossible,” Hodge said mockingly. “You time fanatics have so many rules, it’d take an eternity to break them all.”

JB glared at Hodge. Jonah could hear a few kids in the back of the room snickering.

“I’m not explaining this well enough,” JB said, looking back at Jonah. “It’s really complicated, but I’ll try to put this in terms you can understand. It’d be like a criminal kidnapping a bunch of babies in New York City and trying to fly them to Los Angeles. But when he’s caught in the middle of the country, he refuses to give up. Instead he crash-lands in Kansas City and sets off a nuclear weapon that completely destroys the Midwest.” He paused, looking down at the ropes around his wrists. Then he peered up again, earnestly. “I’m trying to undo that nuclear explosion.”

Everyone was silent for a long moment. Then Katherine complained, “That’s a stupid comparison. A nuclear explosion in Kansas City would kill all the stolen babies, too.”

Other kids began muttering as well—Jonah heard Alex say, “But the nuclear fallout blowing toward Los Angeles would be kind of like that time-ripple thing he was talking about. . . .”

Jonah held up his hand and, to his amazement, everyone stopped talking.

“Okay, I get it that nobody planned for us to end up here,” he said. “But that’s what happened, and so we’ve lived all our lives in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and so this is where we belong now. It’s what we know. It’s where our families are.”

His eyes skimmed over Katherine’s face as he said that. She smiled encouragingly.

“Look.” Jonah peered at Mr. Hodge. “You’re just going to have to find some other babies for those families in the future. And you—” he turned his attention to JB. “You’re going to have to figure out some other way to fix the ripple, to save time. I’m sure you can think of something. I don’t know about the other kids, but I’m staying here!” This would have come off very well, very dramatically, except that he realized he wasn’t saying exactly the right thing and was forced to add, weakly, “I mean, I’m staying now. Whatever. You know what I mean.”

Mr. Hodge smiled. Slyly.

“That’s what I’ve always loved about twenty-first-century Americans,” he said. “They’re always so convinced that they can control their own destinies. Go on, then. Walk out that door. Have a nice life.”

And then Jonah remembered the nothingness on the other side of the door, the fact that the twenty-first century—and everything else outside the cave—had disappeared.

“Tell me the code to go home,” he said. “Please.”

Mr. Hodge shook his head. Jonah turned to JB. After a second’s hesitation, JB began shaking his head too.

“You’re going to have to choose,” he said. “Your ‘now’ is off-limits. Which will it be—the future or the past?”
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Nobody got hungry. Nobody had to go to the bathroom. Those were the good things. But, also, nobody could leave the cave. Nobody could go back to their regular lives, see their parents again, talk to their usual friends. Grow up.

Before, Jonah had had no sense of time stopping. He’d been too busy crashing to the floor, grabbing for the Elucidator, running for the ropes. But now, time—or really the lack of it—hung heavily on him. He didn’t even care anymore about finding out which missing child from history he actually was. The other kids were no more motivated. Everyone sat around, completely enervated.

“You know that saying about how time flies when you’re having fun?” Emily, the girl who’d been so soothing before, asked as she plucked pointlessly at her sweatshirt sleeve.

“Yeah,” Jonah said.

“I thought the opposite of that was the last five minutes of math class, when the teacher’s going on and on and on about decimals,” she said. She yawned. “I didn’t know it could be this bad.”

“Yeah,” Jonah said again. He thought about adding, “I know what you mean,” but it didn’t seem to be worth the effort.

Think, he commanded himself in disgust. Make a decision. Future or past? Past or future?

He couldn’t decide. It was like taking one of those multiple-choice tests in school when he wasn’t sure of the answer, so he tried eliminating all the choices he was sure were wrong—and then discovered that there were no possible right answers left. Going to the future would mean giving up everything. For that matter, so would going to the past.

And probably dying, on top of everything else. He couldn’t get the images out of his head of all those brutal deaths from history: the chopped-off heads, the swords slicing flesh, the hail of gunfire raining down on children.

“I’m a coward,” he whispered to himself. “I don’t want to die. Especially not like that.”

But he’d been raised by such nerdy, square parents, who’d dragged him off to Sunday school and Boy Scout meetings, and had talked so seriously about how important it was to be a good person. Because of that, he kind of felt like JB had the best argument. JB wanted to save the world.

Mr. Hodge and Gary didn’t seem to care.

“I don’t want to die,” he muttered, a little more loudly this time.

Maybe if everyone agreed to go back to the past, he’d be one of the lucky ones. Maybe he’d be someone who just kind of accidentally vanished from history, who still had a good life waiting for him in the past. Maybe he was one of those British princes. He could get used to chomping down on a huge turkey leg like some old-time king in a movie, couldn’t he? And living in a castle, and having thousands of soldiers at his command, and . . .

He looked around. He didn’t want any of the other kids to die either.

Angela caught his eye. Cautiously, as if she was trying not to be seen by anyone else, she raised one eyebrow and mouthed something—“Walk”? What did that mean? Oh. No. Maybe it was “Talk”?

What good was that? How could they talk when she was still sitting right next to JB?

Jonah remembered Katherine was still holding the Elucidator. Chip still had the Taser in his hand. They still had some control.

Jonah stood up.

“We’re facing a very important choice,” he said. Wonderful, he thought. I sound like someone running for seventh-grade student council. But everyone was staring at him now. He had to go on. “And yet, we don’t know if we can trust the information we’ve been given.” He turned to face the adults. “How do we know you’re not all working together?”

JB and Mr. Hodge looked at him like he’d gone crazy. It was kind of a no-brainer—Jonah was absolutely certain that those two weren’t on the same side. Still, Jonah forged ahead.

“So we’re going to take each of you to a different corner of the room and talk to you individually,” he said.

“What good will that do?” one of the other kids jeered.

It figured—it was one of the kids in black sweatshirts with the skulls on the backs.

Jonah shrugged.

“I think it’s worth a try,” he said. “It’s better than sitting around doing nothing.”

Somehow, that energized the other kids. Within five minutes—or, what would have been five minutes, if time had been moving—one group of kids was clustered around Gary in the front right part of the cave and another around Mr. Hodge in the front left. Chip was with JB and a few others in the back right corner; and Jonah, Katherine, Alex, and Emily were in the group with Angela in the back left.

“Quick—what do you think we should do?” Jonah hissed.

One look at Angela’s anguished face killed his hopes.

“I don’t know much more about this time-travel stuff than you do,” she said. “I can tell you this—the man you keep calling JB is sincere. That Hodge character doesn’t seem very trustworthy.”

Great. Jonah had managed to figure that out all by himself.

“What’s JB’s real name?” Katherine asked.

“Names in the future are very weird,” Angela said. “I can hardly pronounce it—it’s something like Alonzo Alfred Aloysius K’Tah—you might as well keep calling him JB.”

“How far in the future are we talking about?” Emily asked.

“He won’t tell me,” Angela said. “He says I’ve already been contaminated enough.” She grinned. “He says I was supposed to marry a plumber and have five kids. I told him, ‘Uh-uh, I don’t think so!’ He must have had me mixed up with somebody else.”

Jonah closed his eyes for a moment. Maybe JB and Hodge and Gary had Jonah mixed up with somebody else too. Wouldn’t it be nice to just have ordinary birth parents? Confused high school kids, maybe, who realized that they weren’t mature enough to raise a child themselves . . .

“Where did you go, that day at the library?” Katherine asked Angela. “Jonah saw you disappear.”

“You mean, earlier this afternoon?” Angela asked.

“No, it was, like, three weeks ago,” Katherine said.

Angela stared at her in disbelief.

“Get out!” she said. “Really?” She shook her head. “This time stuff can really mess with your mind. Honestly, to me it was just like an hour ago. Maybe an hour and a half.”

Jonah squinted at her.

“Three weeks felt like an hour to you?” he said.

“Because I wasn’t ‘in time,’ as JB calls it,” Angela said. “He took me into this place called Outer Time, where we could spy on all of history. It’s hard to describe, but it was kind of like being in an airplane and looking down on everything happening down on the ground. Or, I don’t know, like Google Earth, where you can focus in close on one spot, then zoom out and get the broader view too.”

“So JB and Hodge and Gary can zip back and forth through time?” Jonah said, with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. “They could go back and, I don’t know, tackle me as I was walking into the cave a little bit ago, sending me back or forward in time that way? . . .”

The feeling of hopelessness was coming back. He pictured himself being sent back and forth endlessly, JB and Hodge fighting over him for centuries.

“No,” Angela said. “It doesn’t work that way. There’s something else JB called the paradox of the doubles. No one can live through a particular time more than once. So, for example, there couldn’t have been two or three copies of JB, jumped in from two or three different times, waiting at the back of the cave to attack Gary. Or two or three copies of me, either.”

That made Jonah feel a little better.

“And,” Angela continued, “I don’t pretend to understand all of this, but because of your plane crashing into our time, where it didn’t belong—where it changed lots of people’s lives—because of that, we’ve all been living through what’s known as Damaged Time. Kind of like a nuclear wasteland, maybe? When Mr. Hodge said that he couldn’t get to you all for thirteen years, he really meant it. Time travelers couldn’t get in at all for a long time. And they could see only limited moments in time—like some birthday party where you drank lots of Mountain Dew, Jonah?”

Jonah flushed with embarrassment. I was only ten, he wanted to protest. But Angela was still explaining.

“And then when they could get in,” she said, “it was only at spots that they call points of damage—places where the pain of the time damage was most intense. Katherine, Jonah, you know how you saw JB at Mr. Reardon’s office? How he appeared and disappeared?”

“Yeah,” Jonah said. Katherine just nodded.

“That’s because those were the only spots he could go to. Mr. Reardon was standing in the bathroom when he found out about the plane landing, and his boss was standing by that desk when he learned about the plane disappearing. So those were openings for JB,” Angela said.

“But the other janitor came out into the waiting room,” Jonah said. “The guy who gave me the Mountain Dew—”

“He truly was just a janitor for the FBI,” Angela said. “JB bribed him to help.”

At least that meant that the other janitor wasn’t still hiding at the back of the cave, waiting to jump into the action.

Probably not anyway.

“So when JB gave us the file of names, what did he want us to do with it?” Jonah asked.

“He was just trying to temporarily increase the damage, so he could get closer to you,” Angela said. “He didn’t expect you to be enterprising enough to take pictures of the files and call the phone numbers and meet with me.”

Katherine was grinning.

“I’m the one who thought of taking pictures,” she whispered to Emily, even though Emily couldn’t possibly have known what she was talking about.

“But all your enterprise just gave Gary an opening to try to grab you at the library,” Angela added. “We had too many people in the same room at the same time with connections to the mysterious plane. And then you had those printouts of the witnesses and survivors lists. . . . I don’t really understand how it works, but that created a huge doorway.”

Katherine’s grin faded a little.

Jonah was still trying to put it all together.

“So who sent the letters?” he asked. “JB or Hodge?”

“They each sent one,” Angela said. “Again, so they could get in, get close to you. But they were racing each other, so they wrote the letters back in the 1990s, on ancient computers programmed for automatic printout—they routed their messages through the mail rooms of giant corporations, so your letters went through machines set up to automatically stuff envelopes with bills or credit-card offers.”

“But the letters came in plain white envelopes,” Jonah said.

“They programmed that,” Angela said. “That worked the way they wanted it to. But the old computers cut off parts of their messages. So they had to use other methods as well.”

That was probably why they resorted to putting Post-it notes on the adoption papers, Jonah thought. And then when Jonah saw the mysterious figure searching his room, when Chip’s computer files vanished—was that just to increase the “damage”? Each unexplained event had made Jonah and Chip and Katherine more paranoid and worried and scared. Had the other kids faced similar mysteries? Did it even matter who had done those things—JB or Hodge?

Angela was still talking.

“It took JB a long time to figure out that Hodge had chosen this adoption conference to steal you all back,” she said. “JB thinks Hodge must have set up this cave twenty years ago, before the start of Damaged Time. He just had to trust that everything would stay ready. . . . Then Hodge and Gary broke hundreds of rules arranging for kids to move here, so they could pick up everyone at once. JB had to scramble to find all the addresses by looking at property records from the future.”

Jonah felt dizzy, trying to figure out all the connections through time. Future, past . . . the words didn’t have the same meanings he’d always counted on. In this strange new framework, the future could be the past, and the past could be the future, and . . .

“Oh, I see,” Katherine said, as if she understood everything. “That’s why it looked like the FBI knew Daniella McCarthy’s new address before her parents had even made an offer on the house.”

Angela nodded.

“Property transactions aren’t always recorded accurately,” she said. “Normally time travelers don’t do things like that, relying on future addresses to send letters into the past. But this was a desperate case, because of Hodge and Gary. JB says they totally mucked up time.”

Jonah could kind of picture it. He remembered a Boy Scout hike once where his troop had come upon a clear shallow stream. Jonah and a bunch of the other boys had jumped in and raced around splashing each other, even scooping up mud balls to throw at each other. The scoutmaster had given them a long lecture about disrupting nature—by the end of it, Jonah felt guilty about how many protozoans he’d probably killed. He could see how time could be like that clear stream. Probably Chip’s family wasn’t supposed to move; probably some other family was supposed to be in the house down the street from Jonah’s house. And there had been at least twelve families who moved, at least twelve families whose lives were changed . . .

No, thirty-six families, Jonah thought, with a sudden lump in his throat. Mom and Dad weren’t supposed to adopt me. Were they supposed to adopt some other kid? Was Katherine supposed to have a brother at all?

Katherine seemed to be thinking along similar lines.

“So even if JB managed to fix all that time in the past—even if he sent all the kids back—how would he fix all the damage now?” she asked in a thick voice. “How would he tell my parents they don’t have a son anymore?”

“I don’t know,” Angela admitted. “He’s really worried about my nonexistent five kids too. The way he acts, you’d think one of them was going to be president someday.”

Jonah squinted off toward the other side of the room, thinking. Just then, he heard screams and saw kids jumping up in the group gathered around Gary.

No, not just kids—Gary himself.

“Hey!” Jonah screamed. “Who untied Gary?”

For that, improbably, was what seemed to have happened. With the ropes dragging uselessly behind him, Gary was racing across the room.

“Some kids are smart enough to know the future’s the only choice!” Gary shouted.

“But—” Somehow Jonah had expected them all to vote on their decision. Didn’t everyone believe in democracy?

Suddenly he realized where Gary was headed.

“Chip!” Jonah yelled. “Watch out!”

Gary was already slamming against Chip, jerking the Taser out of his hands before Chip had time to react. Gary whirled around, running again. He pointed the Taser at Jonah.

No—he was pointing it at Katherine.

“AHHHH!” Katherine screamed, crashing to the floor. The Elucidator dropped from her hand.

Jonah bent down to pick it up, but Gary was already there, pulling it away. And . . . punching in instructions, it seemed. He tucked the Taser under his arm and pounded in a whole string of coding on the Elucidator. Then he looked up, smirking, in JB’s direction.

“Too bad, loser,” Gary said mockingly. “I guess some of us are just better at being persuasive.”

“No—you can’t—” JB gasped.

“Do the age reversal first,” Mr. Hodge suggested from across the room, completely ignoring JB. “This group will be easier to deal with as babies.”

“Yes, sir,” Gary said, grinning broadly as he punched more buttons. He took a step back and pointed the Elucidator toward Jonah and Katherine and all the other kids gathered around Angela.

“You feel well enough to stand up yet, sweetie?” he said to Katherine, who was still sprawled on the floor, recovering from the Taser blast. Emily was bent over her, quietly pulling the barbs out. “That would make things a little easier for me.”

Katherine lifted her head.

“I’m not Daniella McCarthy!” she screamed. She had tears in her eyes—being Tasered must truly hurt. “I lied! I’m not one of your missing kids from history. I’m just—his sister!” She pointed at Jonah. “You have to let me go! You have to let everyone go!”

“No. That can’t be.” Mr. Hodge glared at Gary and hopped toward him, pulling against the ropes. “I thought you said the handprints all matched.”

“They did,” Gary insisted.

“I didn’t touch the rock,” Katherine said. “I just pretended. So you can’t zap me.”

Gary looked at Mr. Hodge, who’d stopped hopping. They both shrugged.

“Oh, well,” Gary said. “Thirty-five treasures, one mistake.” He smirked at Katherine. “I’m sure we’ll find someone who might be willing to take you.”

“You can’t do this!” JB screamed. “That’s another violation of time!”

Gary raised the Elucidator, pointing it carefully again.

“What will you tell our parents?” Katherine demanded.

“Freak rock cave-in. Such a tragedy,” Gary said carelessly. “Thirty-six children killed. And, sadly, the bodies will never be found.”

Jonah thought about his parents losing both him and Katherine, all because Katherine had been so stubbornly loyal. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. But what could he do? Gary had the Taser and the Elucidator. He had muscles in his arms thicker than Jonah’s legs.

Jonah leaped at Gary anyway.
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Even in midair, Jonah had no idea what he intended to do to Gary. Arm-wrestling him for the Elucidator or the Taser was out of the question. Punching him would be as useless as punching a brick wall.

So Jonah decided to take a page out of Katherine’s book. With one hand, he grabbed for Gary’s hair. With the other, he poked his fingers into Gary’s eyes.

“Ow!” Gary screamed. Reflexively, he lifted his hands toward his face. The Taser clattered toward the ground.

Gary trapped it again with one foot.

Jonah let go of Gary’s hair and grabbed for the Elucidator just as Gary was shoving him away, flinging him toward the stone wall.

Jonah slammed against the wall hard. He thought he could feel every bone of his spine hitting rock, one bone after the other. So it took him a few moments to realize . . .

The Elucidator was in his hand.

“Ha!” Jonah shouted at Gary.

Gary only smiled.

“It doesn’t matter, kid,” he said. “It’s already programmed. That’s one of the newer models—you don’t even have to point it. We just do that out of habit.”

Jonah looked down at the screen of the Elucidator, which seemed to be engaged in some kind of countdown: 10, 9, 8 . . .

As the 7 blinked onto the screen, Jonah threw the Elucidator as hard as he could, toward the far corner of the cave.

“JB!” he screamed. “Make it stop!”

Jonah could see JB catching the Elucidator, hitting buttons. Somehow Jonah managed to get up, to rush across the cave toward JB. Other kids had the same idea, flocking together toward JB. Jonah started to trip over something—the Taser? Wait a minute—where had Gary gone?

“Good-bye, friends,” JB said softly. “I hope you enjoy time prison.”

And then Mr. Hodge vanished, too, from right in the middle of the room.

Stunned, Jonah leaned over and scooped up the Taser. He kept running toward JB.

“Is it safe now?” Jonah asked. “Did you stop the countdown?”

JB still had his head bent over the Elucidator. He was still punching buttons. Jonah crowded close, with Chip and Katherine and Alex pressed in tightly beside him.

JB raised his head.

“I’m truly sorry,” he said. “This is what I have to do.”

He pointed the Elucidator at Alex, and Alex disappeared. Then he turned the Elucidator toward Chip.

“No!” Chip screamed.

Katherine clutched Chip’s right arm and joined her screams to his. Jonah still had the Taser in his right hand, but there wasn’t time to use that. He looped his right elbow around Chip’s arm, hoping to hold him in place. With his left hand, Jonah made a swipe for the Elucidator.

The cave was already melting away.

“Noooooooo. . . .”

Jonah wasn’t even sure who was screaming. Katherine? Chip? Himself? The Elucidator?

Hold on—the Elucidator?

He could feel it in his left hand. He was clutching it as tightly as he was clutching the Taser, as tightly as he had his arm wrapped around Chip’s. But he couldn’t see anything, because he had his eyes squeezed shut.

He dared to open one eye, just a crack.

He and Chip and Katherine seemed to be tumbling through the outer nothingness, but tumbling toward a vague hint of light, far off in the distance.

“Nooo. . . .”

This time he was sure: the wail was coming from the Elucidator, speaking in JB’s voice.

“Jonah, there’s been a mistake,” JB’s voice came out loud and clear and anxious, straight from the Elucidator. “You and Katherine have no business going into the fifteenth century with Chip and Alex. You’re not allowed. You could cause even more damage. And you can’t take the Elucidator or the Taser there—”

“You should have thought of that before you zapped Chip,” Jonah said, and he was amazed that he could sound so defiant, out here in the middle of nothingness. “You should have known that we’d stick together.”

There was a silence, as if JB was trying to accept that. Maybe he hadn’t known they would stick together.

“Look, I’ll tell you what to do so you and Katherine can come back,” JB said, his voice strained.

“No,” Jonah said stubbornly. “Tell us what to do so we can all come back. Even Alex.”

Chip looked over at Jonah, gratitude gleaming in his eyes.

“Jonah,” JB protested. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Certain things have been set in motion. Chip and Alex have to go to the fifteenth century.”

“Then Katherine and I are going too,” Jonah said. He didn’t know how it was possible, but he could feel time flowing past him, scrolling backward. He felt like he had only a few more seconds left to convince JB. “What if . . . what if we could fix the fifteenth century? Make everything right again? Then couldn’t Alex and Chip come back to the twenty-first century with us?”

Silence.

Jonah had nervous tremors in his stomach. The hand holding the Elucidator was shaking. He wasn’t even sure what he was asking for. But he couldn’t stop now.

“You have to let us try,” Jonah argued. “Let us try to save Alex and Chip and time. Or else . . .” He had to come up with a good threat. Or else what? Oh. “Or else we’ll do our best to mess up time even worse than Hodge and Gary did.”

The silence from the Elucidator continued. Jonah worried that they’d floated out of range, or that the battery had stopped working, just like a defective cell phone.

Then JB’s voice came through again, faint but distinct.

“All right,” he said wearily. “I’ll let you try.”

The lights on the horizon were getting brighter. Jonah knew nothing about the fifteenth century. He truly didn’t know what he’d just bargained for.

“Wow,” Chip said. “When you make a promise, you really keep it.”

Promise? Jonah wondered. What promise? Then he remembered what he’d told Chip, right after Chip found out that he was adopted. I swear, I’ll do everything I can to help you. It seemed like he’d said that hundreds of years ago, hundreds of lifetimes ago.

No—hundreds of years and lifetimes ahead.

Jonah’s stomach gurgled. He could tell he was out of the nontime limbo because he was hungry again. Starving, in fact.

“Do you think they have good turkey legs in the fifteenth century?” he asked.

There was no time for Chip and Katherine to answer him or even to make fun of his question. The lights were getting brighter and brighter, rushing at them faster and faster and faster. . . .

They landed.

“Welcome to the fifteenth century,” JB said grimly through the Elucidator. “Good luck.”
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For Todd, Tyler, and Austin


PROLOGUE

Jonah was falling, tumbling over and over, down and down, through nothingness and absence and void.

“Noooo . . . ,” JB’s voice echoed around him, even though JB himself had vanished. So had the other adults. So had the other kids. So had everyone and everything familiar.

Except Chip and Katherine.

Jonah pressed in closer to his friend and his sister. Both he and Katherine had linked their arms through Chip’s at the very last minute, just as Chip was being sent away. Jonah wished he could hold on with his hands—hold on as tightly as possible—but his hands were full. In his left hand Jonah held a Taser. In his right hand he held the Elucidator.

Jonah wasn’t even sure what the Elucidator was, but all the grown-ups had acted like it was important. There hadn’t exactly been time to ask for a tutorial, not that JB or Gary or Hodge would have explained anyway. What were they going to say? “Now, this button here, if you press it, you’ll beat us. You’ll win.”

Yeah, right.

Still, even without any explanations Jonah had managed to disarm the grown-ups. He’d ended up with all the weapons. He’d foiled Gary and Hodge’s greedy baby-smuggling scheme. He’d, well, at least . . . interrupted JB’s plan.

Interrupting wasn’t the same as winning.

“Jonah, there’s been a mistake,” JB said. His voice was coming from the Elucidator, loud and clear and deeply troubled. “You and Katherine have no business going into the fifteenth century with Chip and Alex. You’re not allowed. You could cause even more damage. And you can’t take the Elucidator or the Taser there—”

“You should have thought of that before you zapped Chip,” Jonah said. “You should have known that we’d stick together.”

It was a miracle of teenage defiance that Jonah’s voice could come out sounding so bold and confident. When he’d opened his mouth, it’d been a toss-up what he was going to say. He might have even whimpered, “I want my mommy! I want my daddy! I want to go home!”

He still might. This nothingness was frightening. And—fifteenth century? Had JB really said “fifteenth”? Was that what they were falling toward?

Jonah couldn’t think of a single thing that he knew about the fifteenth century. At the moment, he couldn’t even remember how the whole century-numbering thing worked. Was the fifteenth century the 1400s or the 1600s?

Jonah probably could have figured that one out, if he’d been able to calm down enough to concentrate. But he was distracted by a hand suddenly clutching his shoulder.

Katherine’s hand.

Katherine was a sixth grader, just a year behind Jonah and Chip. Since hitting middle school, she’d become one of those stupid giggly girls who talked about hair and makeup and cheerleading tryouts. But Jonah could remember earlier, younger versions of Katherine, even the cute (though he’d never admit it), sweet (not even on pain of death), adoring little sister who would grab his hand when she was scared and blink up at him and whisper trustingly, “You’ll protect me, won’t you, Jonah?”

Jonah would never in a million years let Katherine do that now. But her hand on his shoulder made him feel like the protective big brother again. If he was frightened, she must be terrified out of her wits.

“Look, I’ll tell you what to do so you and Katherine can come back,” JB was saying, his voice strained.

Katherine tightened her grip on Jonah’s shoulder, pulling him closer so that, with Chip, they formed a circle. In the near darkness around them he could barely see her face, but her features seemed to be twisted into a distorted expression. Was she crying? She turned her head—no, she was shaking her head, her jaw jutting out stubbornly. She wasn’t crying. She was mad. Maybe even too mad to speak.

“No,” Jonah told JB, and somehow his voice came out sounding every bit as fierce as Katherine looked. “Tell us what to do so we can all come back.” Jonah remembered that it wasn’t just the three of them floating through this nothingness. Chip was actually the second kid that JB had tried to zap back into the past. Another boy, Alex, had disappeared first. “Even Alex,” Jonah added.

The dimness around them was easing a bit. They seemed to be falling toward light. Now Jonah could see Chip’s face clearly, the gratitude in his expression. Jonah felt like he could practically read Chip’s mind: Chip was thinking how much worse it would be to tumble through this nothingness alone.

“Jonah,” JB protested. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Certain things have been set in motion. Chip and Alex have to go to the fifteenth century.”

“Then, Katherine and I are going too,” Jonah said. He didn’t know how it was possible, but he could feel time flowing past him, scrolling backward. He felt like he had only a few more seconds left to convince JB. “What if . . . what if we could fix the fifteenth century? Make everything right again? Then couldn’t Alex and Chip come back to the twenty-first century with us?”

Silence.

Jonah had nervous tremors in his stomach. The hand holding the Elucidator was shaking. He wasn’t even sure what he was asking for. But he couldn’t stop now.

“You have to let us try,” Jonah argued. “Let us try to save Alex and Chip and time. Or else . . .” He had to come up with a good threat. Or else what? Oh. “Or else we’ll do our best to mess up time even worse than Hodge and Gary did.”

The silence from the Elucidator continued. Jonah worried that they’d floated out of range, or that the battery had stopped working, just like a defective cell phone.

Then JB’s voice came through again, faint but distinct.

“All right,” he said wearily. “I’ll let you try.”


ONE

It was a rough landing. Lights streamed past Jonah’s face, an unbearable glare. Some force that had to be more than just gravity tugged on him, threatening to pull him apart from Chip and Katherine, from the Elucidator and the Taser, from his own self. The image that burned in his mind was of his body being split into individual cells, individual atoms. And then that image broke apart too, and he couldn’t think, couldn’t see, couldn’t hear. He could only feel time passing through him, time flipping back on itself, time pressing down, down, down. . . .

Then it was over. He lay in darkness, gasping for air. Dimly he heard JB’s voice say, “Welcome to the fifteenth century. Good luck.” But he couldn’t quite make sense of the words. It was like hearing something underwater, sounds from another world.

“You’re hiding, aren’t you? Staying out of sight?” It was JB’s voice again, hissing and anxious. “You have to stay out of sight.”

“Darkness,” Jonah mumbled. “Safe.”

His tongue felt too thick to speak with. Or maybe it was too thin—too insubstantial. He didn’t feel quite real.

There was movement beside him. Someone sitting up.

“You’d like to keep us in the dark, wouldn’t you?” Chip accused. “You didn’t tell us anything we’d need to know to survive in the fifteenth century.”

Whoa. How could Chip manage to sound so normal at a time like this? And so angry (which was pretty much normal for Chip)? Wasn’t his head spinning too? Wasn’t his vision slipping in and out of focus? Didn’t he feel like he might throw up if he had to do anything more strenuous than breathe?

“You didn’t even tell us who we’re supposed to be,” Chip continued.

Distantly, as if he was trying to retrieve a memory from centuries ago—no, he corrected himself, centuries ahead—Jonah puzzled over what Chip meant. Who we’re supposed to be . . . Oh, yeah. The whole reason they were in this mess was that a group of people from the future had gone through history plucking out endangered children. This would have been very noble and kind, except that they began carrying off famous kids, kids whose disappearances were noticed. JB, who seemed to oppose any tampering with history, was convinced that all of time was on the verge of collapse because of these rescues. He and his cohorts had managed to freeze the effects of the rescues—the “ripples,” as they called them—and gone after the missing children. There’d been a battle, and thirty-six kids from history had crash-landed at the very end of the twentieth century.

Chip was one of those kids.

So was Jonah.

For the past thirteen years, though, they’d known nothing about their true identities. They’d been adopted by ordinary American families and grown up in ordinary American suburbs, playing video games and soccer, trading Pokémon cards, shooting hoops in their driveways. They had no way of knowing that their ordinary lives were ordinary only because they were in Damaged Time—time itself, trying to heal, had kept both sides of the battling time travelers out.

But Damaged Time had ended. And JB and his enemies, Gary and Hodge, immediately swooped in, each side eager to finish what they’d started.

And that, boys and girls, is how I came to be lying in the dark in the fifteenth century, Jonah thought, his mind working a little better now. That “boys and girls” line was imitating someone, someone on TV probably.

Someone who wouldn’t be born for another five hundred years.

A wave of nausea flowed over Jonah. He wasn’t sure if it was because it’d just sunk in that he was hundreds of years out of place, or if it was because his senses were working better now and he’d just realized that the fifteenth century reeked. A smell of mold and decay and—what was that, rotting meat?—surrounded him. And his nose brought him the first fact he was sure of about the fifteenth century: Whatever else was happening then, no one had modern flush toilets yet.

“Where is that Elucidator?” Chip demanded. He was feeling around on the floor now. “JB, you’ve got to tell me the truth. Who am I?”

“Well, it’s kind of a delicate situation,” JB hedged. “We shouldn’t be talking at all right now, until you’re sure that no one else can hear us. . . .”

His voice trailed off to just a whisper, which Jonah could barely hear. Why was Jonah having so many problems? He’d been holding the Elucidator—he ought to be able to tell Chip where it was. But his hands felt too numb to be sure if he was still clutching anything or not.

Meanwhile, Chip seemed perfectly capable of sliding his hands all around, groping all along the stones of the floor. He nudged first Jonah, then, apparently, Katherine. Jonah could hear her moaning softly, as if she felt every bit as miserable as Jonah did.

“So help me, JB. If you don’t tell me who I am, right now,” Chip fumed, “I’ll scream so loud that people will hear me in two centuries!”

“No, don’t,” JB begged. “I’ll tell you. Just be quiet. You’re . . . you’re . . .”

“Yes?” Chip said, his voice rising threateningly.

“It’s hard to pinpoint the date, exactly, since the three of you took the Elucidator, and that may have thrown some things off, but I think it’s probably safe to say, given when you should have landed, that you’re . . . um . . .”

“Tell me!”

“I think, right now, you’re the king of England.”


TWO

“The king?” Chip repeated. “The king? Of England?”

“Shh,” JB shushed him. “Keep your voice down, Chip. I mean, Edward. That’s your real name—Edward the Fifth. I think, technically, at that point in history, the title was King of England and France. That wasn’t precisely accurate, but—”

“I’m the king!” Chip marveled.

It was far too dark to see Chip’s face, not that Jonah’s eyes were working very well anyhow. But just from his voice Jonah could tell that Chip was grinning ear to ear.

“All those times my dad told me I was dumb and stupid and worthless and . . . and—I’m really the king of England? And France?” Chip laughed. “That’s great!”

Chip’s glee reminded Jonah of something. Someone crowing about being king . . . No. About wanting to be king. Simba in the Lion King movie, singing “I Just Can’t Wait to Be King.”

Great, Jonah thought. My mind’s working well enough that I can remember Disney movies. Now I’m as smart as the average three-year-old.

But he couldn’t remember everything about The Lion King. There was something wrong with Simba singing that song, some twist the little lion cub hadn’t grasped . . . something like not understanding that for him to be king, his father had to die.

“Uh, Chip . . . ,” Jonah started to say, but he couldn’t get the rest of the thought out. Somebody in the movie killed Simba’s father, didn’t they? And tried to kill Simba, too?

What if it wasn’t such a great thing to be king?

Before Jonah could get his brain and mouth to work together to form any sort of warning for Chip, another voice spoke out in the darkness.

“So if he’s the king, who am I?”

By squinting, Jonah could just barely make out the shape of another boy, sitting against the stone wall. Alex, he realized. The other boy who’d been kidnapped from the fifteenth century. The other kid JB had sent back to the past.

“You’re his younger brother. Prince Richard,” JB said.

Alex seemed to be considering this.

“One of those ‘heir and a spare’ deals, huh?” he asked.

“You could say that,” JB said, sounding reluctant.

“So what happens to us?” Alex asked. “Happened, I mean—the first time around?”

“I can’t tell you that,” JB said. “For you it hasn’t happened yet.”

Katherine moaned again.

“Can you all just . . . stop talking?” she mumbled. “Hurts . . .”

With an effort that seemed practically superhuman, Jonah managed to prop himself up on his arms. They trembled horribly.

“Katherine?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

“No,” Katherine groaned. “I think I’m going to die.”

“Timesickness,” JB diagnosed, his voice slightly smug. “You don’t die from it, but like seasickness or airsickness, sometimes you want to.”

“Oh . . . my . . . gosh,” Katherine moaned. “Is this what it felt like all the time for you guys in the twenty-first century? Being out of place? In the wrong time period?”

Jonah thought about that. He didn’t know who he was supposed to be in history—the day he’d found out that he had another identity, there’d been a lot of fighting and screaming and scrambling desperately to get the upper hand. It hadn’t exactly been a good time for absorbing life-changing news and thinking through the ramifications and asking good follow-up questions. But if he really did belong in another time, did that mean practically his entire life had been, well . . . wrong?

“No,” he told Katherine emphatically, just as Chip whispered, “Oh, I see,” and Alex murmured, “It all makes sense now.”

“What?” Jonah demanded.

“Remember?” Chip said. “I told you. That day on the school bus. I told you my whole life I’d felt out of place, like I didn’t belong, like I belonged someplace else. Only, I guess it was someplace and sometime else. . . .”

“Do you feel really, really great right now?” Alex asked. “Better than you’ve ever felt in your entire life?”

“Oh, yeah,” Chip said. Even in the darkness Jonah could tell that Chip was nodding vigorously.

“Well, I don’t,” Katherine muttered. “I feel worse than ever before. This is worse than the time I had strep throat and Mom had to put me in an ice bath to get my temperature down. Worse than the stomach flu. Worse than—”

“Katherine, I can still tell you and Jonah how to come home,” JB spoke through the Elucidator, and even across the centuries and through the slightly tinny reception Jonah could hear the craftiness in JB’s voice. Reflexively Jonah clenched his hands, bringing numbed nerves back to life—oh, he was still holding on to the Taser and the Elucidator. The Elucidator just felt different now. Before, Jonah would have said it was smooth and sleek and stylish: a futuristic version of a BlackBerry or Treo or iPhone, maybe. Now he seemed to be holding something rough-hewn and scratchy.

So my sense of touch is still a little off, Jonah thought. So what?

“I’m fine,” Jonah assured JB. “I don’t need to go anywhere. But maybe Katherine—”

“I’m. Staying. Too.” It was impressive how, even lying helplessly on the floor, Katherine could make her voice sound so threatening.

“If timesickness is like seasickness, then I bet she’ll recover fast,” Chip said comfortingly. “No one stays seasick for long once they’re on land, right? And we’ve landed now. . . .” He made a noise that seemed to be half giggle, half snort, and a giddy note entered his voice. “Hey, Katherine, maybe once you’re feeling better, you’ll decide you like the fifteenth century and want to stay for good. Maybe you’ll want to be queen of England!”

Wait a minute—that’s my sister you’re talking about! Jonah wanted to say. But JB spoke first.

“There are actually two kinds of timesickness, and Katherine is undoubtedly suffering from both of them,” he said. “One is just from the act of traveling through time—which probably felt worse to Katherine, since it was her first trip.”

Mine, too, Jonah wanted to say. Except it wasn’t. He remembered that he and Chip and Alex had traveled through time as infants, before their crash landing. He didn’t know exactly how Gary and Hodge had arranged the trip. Maybe Jonah had been all through time as a baby, stopping in one century after another, while the “rescuers” picked up the other kids. Maybe he was like this kid he knew at school who’d circled the globe but didn’t remember any of it because he’d done it all before his first birthday.

“The other kind of timesickness comes from being in the wrong time period,” JB continued. “It’s very technical and difficult to explain, but . . . I think this would be an appropriate way to explain it to twenty-first-century kids. Do you know where your bodies came from?”

“You want to give us the birds-and-the-bees talk?” Katherine screeched. “Now? At a time like this?”

In her indignation she seemed at least temporarily capable of overcoming timesickness. She even lurched up from the floor a little.

“No, no—maybe I’m a little off with my view of your time period—I meant the building blocks of your bodies,” JB hastily corrected.

“Are you trying to get at the fact that the stuff we’re made of—the carbon atoms and the oxygen atoms and so on—all of it’s been hanging around the universe since the big bang?” Alex asked.

“Cleopatra breathed my air,” Katherine muttered.

“She’s delirious!” Chip said.

“No, she’s right,” Alex said. “Haven’t you heard that thing about how, at any given moment, at least one atom of the air in your lungs was probably once in Cleopatra’s lungs? Or George Washington’s or Albert Einstein’s or Martin Luther King’s, or whoever you want to pick from history?”

“So Katherine just has the wrong air in her lungs right now?” Chip asked. Jonah couldn’t really see very well, but he thought Chip was crouching beside Katherine now, pounding on her back. “Breathe it out!”

Katherine coughed weakly.

“It’s not just the air,” JB said. “Every atom that made up her body in the twenty-first century was, shall we say, otherwise occupied in the fifteenth century. The same is true for Jonah, who also doesn’t belong there.”

“Then, anyone traveling through time would be out of place and disruptive in the other time,” Alex objected. “And Chip and I surely have some future atoms in our bodies too, since we were there for thirteen years. What happens? Do the atoms duplicate, so the same atom can be in my body at the same time that it’s, I don’t know, part of this wall?” He thumped the stone wall beside him. “How could that work? How is time travel even possible?”

JB was silent for a moment.

“Alex, you were severely underrated by history,” he said. “And I mean that in the nicest possible way.” He cleared his throat. “I can’t answer those questions for you in any terms you could understand. Even the best minds of the twenty-first century don’t have the right vocabulary to understand time travel, so how could I explain it to kids?”

Jonah wanted to object to that, but he figured Katherine would speak up first. She hated it when people used that “You’re just a kid” excuse. And Katherine did seem to be struggling to sit up and talk. But she was coughing again, practically choking.

Chip wasn’t pounding on her back anymore.

“Um, Katherine, if you’re going to spew, turn the other way, okay?” he said. “Or just go somewhere else. . . . Here. I’ll help you.”

Chip and Alex both seemed to be trying to lift Katherine. Jonah kind of wished it were light enough that he could see Katherine’s face, because he was sure she was shooting really nasty looks at both boys.

And Chip thinks she’d want to be his queen . . . ha! Jonah thought.

Somehow Chip and Alex managed to get her to a standing position.

“Leave me alone,” she growled, shaking off their grip. She wobbled toward the door—Jonah could see now, by the thin light that glowed around the edges, that there was a large door leading out of their dark room. He was amazed that Katherine was apparently strong enough to grab the doorknob and yank. The door creaked open a few inches.

Katherine gasped.

“What’s wrong?” Chip asked, and there was an edge of fear in his voice. Nobody seemed to be worried anymore about Katherine vomiting. Even Katherine seemed to have forgotten why she’d struggled toward the door.

“I think . . . I think JB must have sent us to the wrong time,” Katherine whispered, clinging to the door. Whatever she could see in the next room had her mesmerized.

“What are you talking about?” Alex demanded. “This time feels right.”

“Yeah,” Chip echoed.

Katherine glanced over her shoulder. Even in the dim light filtering in from the next room her face shone with horror.

“But . . . it looks like . . . both of you . . . the original versions . . . you’re already dead,” she said.

“How could you know that?” Alex scoffed.

Katherine looked back toward the other room again and gulped. Either Jonah’s ears were overamplifying noises now, or her gulp was so loud that it sounded like a gunshot.

“I see your ghosts,” she said.


THREE

It turned out that Jonah was capable of scrambling up from the floor—even scrambling up quickly. But he wasn’t sure that his brain was working properly yet. Wouldn’t it make more sense to run away from ghosts, not toward them?

Then Jonah stopped worrying about his brain. Chip and Alex were also rushing to join Katherine by the door. Jonah got there last, so he had to stand on his tiptoes, trying to see. Chip’s head was in his way, but if Jonah weaved to either side, the door or the wall blocked his view. He stumbled forward, jostling against Katherine, whose shoulder slammed sideways into the door. The door creaked open wider.

Now Jonah could see.

The room beyond was very dim. As far as Jonah could tell, it was lit only by a single candle. And if these were royal accommodations, fifteenth-century style, the whole interior-decorating industry was still years in the future. There was a plain, colorless rug on the floor, a single bed shoved against the wall.

Two boys sat on the bed.

No, Jonah corrected himself. Not boys exactly.

Boys wouldn’t have that unearthly glow—these boys gave off nearly as much light as the candle. Boys also wouldn’t be see-through. And Jonah was sure that he could make out the exact curve of stone in the wall behind the boys.

But he could also make out their distinct features: their dark blue eyes; their shoulder-length blond curls; their odd dark clothes, a sort of tunic-and-tights arrangement that Jonah associated with Shakespearean plays. The boys sat with their heads together, whispering intently. But Jonah couldn’t hear what they were saying. It was like watching a silent movie. And, like actors in a movie, they took no notice of their audience—the four kids staring at them from across the room.

“Hello?” Alex said experimentally. Neither boy budged. “Hello?” Alex said louder.

Still nothing.

“Maybe it’s the time travel,” Alex said. “Maybe that’s just how people from this time period look to us, because we’re coming from the future. And maybe they can’t see or hear us at all—maybe that’s how time protects itself from all those paradoxes.”

“But we saw JB and Gary and Hodge when they came to our time,” Katherine objected. “They looked normal.”

“Oh, yeah,” Alex said, shrugging. He stared at the eerie figures on the bed and added stubbornly, “But those aren’t ghosts. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

They sure looked like ghosts to Jonah.

But he could understand how Alex—and Chip—would be freaked out after what Katherine had said. Jonah gave her a little shove on the back.

“You were wrong, Katherine,” he said. “Those aren’t Chip’s and Alex’s ghosts. They’re just . . . ghosts of some other boys. Or something,” he finished weakly.

“They’re girls!” Chip insisted, his voice cracking. “Don’t you see those curls?”

“Girls would be wearing dresses,” Katherine said scornfully. “And are you guys blind? Don’t look at the clothes and the curls. Look at the faces. That’s Chip and Alex!”

Jonah squinted, concentrating. Block out the girly hairstyle and the weird clothes. . . . For a moment he thought he saw the resemblance. Then it was gone.

“They’re younger than us,” Alex said. “Like, nine and eleven, maybe? Or ten and twelve?”

“Remember, the people who kidnapped you messed around with your ages,” Katherine said. “They made you babies again. So you wouldn’t have to be the same age as your, uh, ghosts.”

She said the last word apologetically.

Suddenly Jonah felt someone grabbing his left hand, prying his fingers off the Taser, jerking it from his grasp. By the time this registered and Jonah turned his head, Chip was aiming the Taser at the ghostly boys on the bed. He squeezed the trigger.

“That’s not me!” Chip said. “It’s not!”

The barbs shot out but fell harmlessly through the ghostly Chip, onto the bed. The ghostly Chip and Alex just kept whispering soundlessly, their expressions solemn and intent.

“What just happened?” JB demanded, his tense voice coming from the Elucidator Jonah still clutched in his right hand. “What was that?”

Alex snickered.

“Chip just tried to Taser his own, uh, ghost,” he mumbled. “It wasn’t very effective.”

The next thing Jonah knew, the Taser had vanished. Even the barbs on the bed disappeared. Chip stared at his empty hand, a dumbfounded expression on his face.

“Hey!” he exclaimed. “How’d you do that?”

“You do not use future technology in the past,” JB said, and Jonah could tell that he was speaking through gritted teeth. “One of the first rules of time travel.”

“But you just did,” Alex said. “Making things disappear—I don’t think they could do that in the 1400s.”

“I had to,” JB said, still sounding as though his jaw was clenched. “Chip just proved that the four of you can’t be trusted with a Taser in the fifteenth century.”

Chip was flexing his hand, as if he still couldn’t believe that the Taser was gone.

“Wait a minute,” Jonah said. “If you can just zap things out of time, why didn’t you do that to Katherine and me?”

Katherine, Chip, and Alex all turned to glare at Jonah. Oops. It probably wasn’t too brilliant to point out how easily JB could just do whatever he wanted to them.

“It wasn’t safe to do that while you were traveling through time,” JB said. “And then you convinced me . . . I did promise to let you try to help Chip and Alex.”

JB’s voice was soothing now, like he wanted to calm them all down. Jonah couldn’t decide how he felt about JB. It was nice to know that JB wouldn’t break his promises. But he hadn’t exactly given them much information. And how could Jonah trust JB’s motives in sending the stolen kids back in time, when it was pretty clear that history hadn’t been kind to any of them?

“So who are those boys?” Katherine asked. “Are they Chip’s and Alex’s ghosts from the past?”

For a moment Jonah wasn’t sure that JB was going to answer. Then he said, “They’re tracers. They show you exactly what would have happened if no one had interfered in their time.”

Jonah watched the ghostly boys on the bed. Together they were standing up—no, now they were kneeling beside the bed. They bowed their heads and clasped their hands.

They were praying.

One solitary tear slipped out of the younger boy’s eye and began to roll down his cheek. He opened one eye and glanced anxiously toward his older brother, then quickly wiped away the tear before his brother could see.

“I wouldn’t have done that,” Alex objected. Jonah wasn’t sure if he was referring to the praying or the crying.

“Oh, but you did do that, the first time through history,” JB said. “That’s what you would be doing right now if Hodge hadn’t stolen you away.”

The tracer boys were still praying, the picture of piety.

“This is too weird,” Chip said. “It creeps me out.”

JB laughed.

“Most people have that reaction,” he said. “That’s one of the reasons modern weapons aren’t allowed in the past. The first time travelers were spooked beyond belief by tracers, and it took a good decade for anyone to be sure what they were. Usually time travelers see duplicates—the real person, thrown off his rightful path, and the tracer. And that’s even eerier.”

Jonah tried to picture that. When JB came to the twenty-first century, had he been able to see tracers of Jonah and Katherine and Chip? Ghostly shadows doing whatever they would have been doing if JB weren’t there?

Then Jonah remembered that he and Chip wouldn’t have been in the twenty-first century in the first place if it hadn’t been for time travel. Where was Jonah’s tracer? What was his proper time period?

JB was still talking.

“We have a saying in time-travel circles, to explain the tracers,” he said. “ ‘Time knows how it’s supposed to flow.’ There’s a persistence in the very nature of time, always trying to get back to its original outcomes. . . .”

The ghostly tracer boys were done praying now and had climbed back up on the bed. The older one was looking at the younger one, his eyes serious and sad. And then the older one put his right hand in his left armpit and began pumping his left arm up and down.

“Is he doing what I think he’s doing?” Katherine asked.

“You mean, making fart noises?” Jonah said.

“Boys!” Katherine sniffed.

The younger boy on the bed began laughing silently. The older one did too.

He’s trying to cheer up his brother, Jonah thought. He must have known he was crying.

“I would have thought the fifteenth century would be full of chivalrous behavior,” Katherine fumed. “Knights and ladies and all that. Not boys acting as stupid as ever!”

“Oh, grow up, Katherine,” Jonah said.

Alex was ignoring them. He pushed past Katherine and stepped into the other room. He moved slowly, like each step might be risky. When he reached the bed, he lifted one hand and waved it first through the older tracer boy’s shoulder, then through the younger boy’s arm.

“Oh,” Alex said, his voice flooded with surprise. “That’s . . .” He turned back to the others. “Come and try something.”

Chip was already walking toward the tracer boys. Something about the way he moved made Jonah think of moths desperately flapping toward flame or—what was it, lemmings?—those creatures that would follow each other off a cliff. Jonah felt like he had to follow too, if only to protect Chip. Katherine lurched unsteadily beside him.

“Put your hand out,” Alex directed. “What does that feel like to you?”

It didn’t seem to have hurt Alex any, so Jonah obediently shoved his hand into both tracer boys’ chests.

He felt nothing. It was just like sticking his hand out into empty air. And the tracer boys didn’t seem to notice at all. Now they were shoving at each other, still laughing soundlessly.

“So?” Katherine said, having waved her hand through both tracers too.

“Don’t they feel different?” Alex said. “It’s like this one seems more . . . real.” He pointed to the younger boy, the one who had the same arched eyebrows and hooked nose as Alex.

“No, this one does,” Chip argued. He was standing beside the older boy, who had his right arm lifted in the air, emphasizing some point he was making to his younger brother. Jonah wished he could read lips, to tell exactly what the boy was saying.

But Chip wasn’t watching the boy’s face. He was extending his right arm to match the tracer boy’s right arm. Dreamily he spread his fingers so each one occupied the exact same space as the tracer boy’s fingers. Chip’s hand was bigger, his fingers longer, but that difference seemed to disappear as soon as the two hands joined.

“Whoa,” Chip said, a dazed look on his face.

Then he sat down, his legs overlapping the tracer boy’s legs, his chest leaning back into the tracer boy’s chest, his face melding with the tracer boy’s face.

Instantly the tracer boy stopped glowing.

And Chip disappeared.
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“Chip!” Katherine shrieked.

Chip’s face lurched forward, momentarily separating from the tracer boy’s.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Don’t worry. This is so cool!”

Then he leaned his head back, joining the tracer boy’s exact dimensions again.

Now Jonah saw that Chip hadn’t completely vanished. Jonah could still see, faintly, Chip’s blue jeans and Ohio State sweatshirt and Nikes, coexisting with the tracer boy’s black tunic and tights and elflike shoes. And in the boy’s blond curls Jonah could see the bristles of Chip’s shorter hair. Even Chip’s face seemed to be a mix of his own jubilant awe and the tracer boy’s more solemn expression. Jonah didn’t know how his eyes could see two different things in the exact same space at the exact same time, but they did.

“It’s like the mirrors,” Katherine whispered.

“Oh, yeah,” Jonah muttered. He knew exactly which mirrors she meant. One time when they were on vacation, their parents had taken them to a science museum that had a pair of special one-way mirrors rigged up, back to back, so two people could sit on either side and, by adjusting the lighting, see what their faces looked like blended together. Katherine had loved it, dragging total strangers over to sit opposite her. “So that’s what I would look like if I were African American. . . . That’s what I would look like Asian,” she kept saying. When their parents finally pulled her away, she was scheming: “When I fall in love and want to get married, I’m going to bring my boyfriend here so we can see what our kids will look like. . . .”

“Do you look like Mom’s and Dad’s faces put together?” Jonah had asked grumpily.

“Fortunately, she didn’t get my big ears,” Dad had joked, while Mom shook her head warningly at Katherine and pulled her aside to have a little talk. Jonah didn’t have to hear the words “Jonah . . . sensitive . . . adoption” to know what the talk was about. And he hadn’t even been thinking about being adopted—about how he’d never know which of his features came from which birth parent. He’d just thought that Katherine was acting stupid.

But watching Chip and the tracer boy was like watching a perfect version of those mirrors, ones that completely combined two people.

The tracer boy/Chip began patting the younger brother on his back.

“Forsooth,” the tracer/Chip said, his voice coming out loud and strong. “Our father would be proud of us, should we be so brave. And God will reward our courage.”

Actually, that might not have been exactly what the tracer/Chip said. That was what Jonah thought he heard, but the words were distorted, oddly inflected.

The king of England is bound to have an English accent, Jonah reminded himself. But even that didn’t seem like enough of an explanation.

“Did people really talk like that in the fifteenth century?” Katherine asked. “Is that, like, Old English?”

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. Foreign-country accent and foreign time accent.

“Actually, at this time people were speaking Middle English, transitioning toward early modern English,” JB’s voice came softly from the Elucidator in Jonah’s hand.

“Can’t you give us a translation?” Katherine asked.

“What you just heard, that was the translation,” JB said. “The Elucidator does it automatically for time travelers. Otherwise, you probably wouldn’t have understood a thing.”

“ ‘Forsooth’? That’s the translation?” Jonah asked incredulously.

“The Elucidator translates only up to the nearest time period that could be understandable. Time travelers need to remember they’re out of place,” JB said. “You’re not going to hear King Edward the Fifth saying in his rightful time and place, ‘Dude! This sucks!’ ”

“Chip would say that,” Jonah said, anxiously watching his friend’s face, blended with the tracer of the king’s.

“Shh!” Alex said. “The other boy’s speaking. . . .”

But the younger boy’s response was soundless because he was still just a ghostly tracer.

Chip shoved his face away from his tracer boy’s for a moment and said, “You guys try it!”

Katherine sat down in the younger tracer boy’s lap. Jonah was impressed—he wasn’t sure he wanted to be that brave.

But Katherine didn’t blend in with the tracer the way Chip did. It was comical how hard she was trying and how badly she was failing: The tracer would lean forward, and a second later she’d lean too. Or the tracer would wave his arm, and Katherine, trying to keep up, would lift her arm just as the tracer was putting his down.

Then the tracer stood up and walked away.

Katherine didn’t try to follow.

“That didn’t work,” she said, casting an envious glance at Chip and his tracer, who were still moving completely in sync.

“That’s because you don’t have any connection to the tracer,” Alex said. “He’s not you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Katherine said. “You try.”

Alex didn’t have to. Because, just then, the tracer walked into him. It was like watching magnets meet, bonding instantly. Alex melded with the tracer just as completely as Chip had.

The tracer/Alex kept walking, toward a window at the far side of the room. He leaned out the window, his elbows braced against the thick stones of the wall.

“God bless Mother, in sanctuary at Westminster,” he said, his voice plaintive and sweet.

Jonah tiptoed over behind the tracer/Alex—somehow tiptoeing seemed to be appropriate. Out the tall window he could see little except inky blackness. It was like being at Boy Scout camp, out in the woods, miles away from streetlights. Wait—was that a torch down there near the ground?

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. No electricity. Indoors or out.

Somehow all that vast darkness was scarier than timesickness, scarier than the tracer boys, scarier than watching Chip and Alex merge with their past selves. This was real. This wasn’t just some really good special effects in a dark room, maybe a TV show where someone like Ashton Kutcher would burst out in a few moments, crying, “Fooled you! You’ve been punk’d!”

Something rattled at the opposite end of the room. Jonah noticed for the first time that there was another door besides the one they’d walked through when they discovered the tracer boys. It was the handle of that door that was rattling.

Someone was coming in.

“We’re supposed to hide!” Jonah hissed.

It was five steps from the window back to the first door, back to the completely dark room they’d arrived in at the beginning. Jonah covered that distance with amazing speed. He spun around to see that Katherine was cramming herself under the bed. But Alex and Chip hadn’t budged. They were still joined with their tracers, Alex at the window, Chip perched on the bed.

Jonah considered racing back and jerking Alex away at least, but there wasn’t time. The door was already opening.

A girl stood in the doorway.

“Esteemed sirs,” she said—or something like that—and dropped into a curtsy, sweeping her plain, roughly woven skirt off the floor. “I’ve come for thy tray.”

“Another servant already took the tray,” the combination Chip/tracer boy said, his tone as haughty as a king’s. “It’s late. My brother couldst have been sleeping.”

“Thou mightest not wish to sleep this night,” the girl said.

She winked.

And then she backed away, pulling the door shut behind her.

Jonah waited in his hiding place, holding his breath. When nothing else happened, he dared to step out and hiss, “Didn’t she see Chip and Alex? She was looking right at them! And what was that winking about? Why shouldn’t the tracer boys sleep?”

Katherine rolled out from under the bed.

“I couldn’t see a thing,” she complained. “Who was it? What do you mean, winking?”

Jonah looked to Chip and Alex for backup—they’d been directly in line for the winking; they would have seen it better. Maybe he’d imagined the whole thing. He also might have just imagined that the conversation of oddly inflected, archaic words made sense. Probably Chip and Alex could understand everything better, since this was their time period.

Chip and Alex gave no sign that they’d heard Katherine or Jonah. They were still completely intact with the tracer boys.

“Come,” the Chip/tracer boy said, patting the bedding beside him. “ ’Tis barely past midsummer, but this night shall be long. Thou mayest sleep. I shall keep watch.”

The Alex/tracer boy reluctantly pulled away from the window.

“Good night, Mother,” he said, blowing a kiss out into the darkness.

He crossed the room and curled up on the bed beside his brother.

“Chip? Alex?” Jonah called, a note of panic entering his voice. “Come out of there!”

Was it also his imagination that the tracer boys’ images seemed to be growing stronger as his view of Chip and Alex faded away? Jonah could no longer make out the familiar Nike swishes on Chip’s tennis shoes, or the wild-haired picture of Einstein on Alex’s T-shirt.

“We’re going to have to grab them!” Katherine exclaimed.

She took hold of the Chip/tracer boy’s arm and began pulling.

“That’s not going to work,” Jonah scoffed.

But it was working. A second later Chip slipped off the bed, leaving the tracer boy behind. Unfortunately, Katherine had tugged a little too hard—Chip landed on top of her in the middle of the floor.

“This is how you thank me for rescuing you?” Katherine joked, pushing him away. Then, crouching beside him, she stopped pushing and impulsively wrapped her arms around him, hugging him close. “Oh, Chip, I was so scared—I thought maybe you’d disappeared forever.”

Chip squinted at her, as if profoundly puzzled. He sat up and glanced from her to the tracer boy and back again.

“Chip?” Katherine said, sitting back on her heels. “Are you all right?”

“Um,” Chip said. He shook his head, like he was trying to clear it. “That was so weird. When we were together, it was like I had his brain. I could think his thoughts.”

“So, what does the king of England think about?” Jonah asked. He wanted to make this into a joke. He didn’t like the way Chip sounded so serious. He didn’t like how scared he still felt, even with Chip away from his tracer.

Chip looked up at Jonah. His expression was more serious than ever.

“He’s not sure he’s going to stay king,” Chip said solemnly. “He thinks his uncle is going to kill him.”
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“No!” Katherine gasped.

“What didst thou expect?” Chip asked. His eyes goggled out a bit. He stopped, pounded the palm of his hand against the side of his head, and tried again. “I mean, what’d you think was going to happen? Weren’t you listening when JB and Gary and Hodge said we were all endangered children in history? It’s pretty clear that being kidnapped saved our lives. So sending us back means . . .” He got a faraway look in his eyes. He peered out, not at Katherine or Jonah, but toward the dark window at the opposite end of the room. “It means we’re supposed to die.”

There was a bitter twist to his words, but his face was strangely calm. Accepting.

Jonah crouched beside his sister. He reached out and grabbed Chip’s shoulders, and began shaking him, hard.

“Don’t say that,” Jonah said. “JB promised he’d give us a chance to save history and you and Alex. Didn’t you hear that?”

“I did,” Chip said, still maddeningly placid. “But did you hear him telling us how to do that?”

“I . . .” Jonah realized he’d dropped the Elucidator when he’d reached for Chip’s shoulders. He felt around on the dim floor to find it again. His fingers slid over something that felt like a thin rock, maybe the kind you’d skip across a lake. “JB?”

“Yes?”

The voice had definitely come from the rock.

Oooh, Jonah thought. The Elucidator acts like a chameleon. It tries to blend in with whatever time period it’s in.

The fact that blending in in the fifteenth century meant impersonating a rock was not very comforting. Jonah wanted buttons to push, gadgets and gizmos, high-tech whizzing and whirring.

“We could use a little information,” Jonah said. “And advice. Is Chip’s uncle—I mean, Edward the Fifth’s uncle—is he going to try to kill him? What should we do?”

“I can’t tell you the future,” JB said.

“It’s not the future! It’s the past!” Jonah said. “It’s already happened!”

“Not from where you’re sitting,” JB said.

Jonah considered flinging the rock out the window. He wanted to, badly.

“I’m not trying to be mean,” JB continued. “I just don’t want any of you burned at the stake as witches and warlocks for knowing too much.”

Was burning at the stake one of the things that went on in the fifteenth century? Jonah shivered and was glad that JB couldn’t see him.

“None of you are trained at time travel,” JB continued. “You have to be very, very careful.”

“What if we’d already known everything about Edward the Fifth?” Jonah argued. “What if we’d learned all about him at school?”

“Did you?” JB asked.

“No,” Jonah admitted. The only English king Jonah could remember learning about was George III, the one who’d been king during the American Revolution. Taxation without representation, and all that. But that would have been in, what, 1776? Long after the fifteenth century.

“George the Third!” Jonah gasped. “And—and Queen Elizabeth. Prince Charles. And William and Harry. See, I already know the future. They’re probably Chip’s great-great-great—times a lot—great-grandchildren. Right?”

“Not if I die at age twelve,” Chip said quietly.

Oh.

“Jonah,” JB said, his voice stern again. “I can still yank you and Katherine out of the fifteenth century if I have to. If you insist on being difficult.”

“Why don’t we get Alex away from his tracer and see what he has to say?” Katherine suggested quickly. She rolled her eyes and frowned at Jonah, one of those annoying girl looks that seemed to say, Boys! Don’t they think before they speak?

Just for that, Jonah let Katherine approach Alex on her own. If she was so superior, let her pull Alex over on herself too.

Katherine began tugging on Alex’s arm, but she seemed to be struggling more than she had with Chip. Maybe Jonah’s eyes were playing tricks on him, but it looked like her fingers were sliding right through Alex’s arm.

“Can’t . . . someone . . . help?” Katherine grunted.

Reluctantly Jonah stood up and joined her beside the tracer/Alex. He pushed against Alex’s back. It was such a weird sensation—too cold and too hot, too prickly and too sticky, everything all at once.

“The timesickness,” Katherine mumbled. “I . . .”

“Here,” Chip said. From the floor, he tugged on Alex’s feet. Alex slid out of the tracer feet first and banged his head on the floor. Once Alex moved, Jonah fell forward, straight through the tracer, and jammed his chin against the edge of the bed.

Fifteenth-century mattresses were not as thick as twenty-first-century mattresses, so he didn’t have much cushioning. Jonah hit hard. His bottom jaw slammed against his top jaw, and he saw stars. When his vision cleared, he saw that Katherine had fallen in the opposite direction, her shoulder striking the stone wall.

If we keep this up, none of us will survive the fifteenth century, Jonah thought. Chills traveled down his spine that had nothing to do with the pain in his jaw.

“Interesting,” Alex muttered. He was still lying on the floor, staring up at the ceiling.

“Did you feel like you were someone else?” Chip asked him.

“Yes,” Alex said. He blinked. “No. I was me. I am me. It’s just—I’m not.”

“That’s as clear as mud,” Katherine said. She was rubbing her shoulder where she’d hit the wall.

“I know exactly what you mean!” Chip said excitedly.

Alex nodded and sat up. He stared toward the window, just as Chip had done.

“I could look at the stars and know that they’re light-years away, that they’re red giants or yellow dwarfs, that they’re the products of nuclear fusion—but also think that they were painted in the sky by God, on a tapestry. I even thought that the stars revolved around the earth!” he said.

Chip nodded.

“Do you know about our uncle?” he asked.

“Lord Rivers, you mean?” Alex asked.

“Gloucester,” Chip said, and just the way he said the name made Jonah shiver again.

Alex kept staring toward the window.

“Mother has a plan,” he said softly. “She’ll take care of us.”

“Whoa, whoa, hold on there,” Katherine said, stepping between Alex and Chip. “Quit talking like you’re them.” She gestured toward the tracer boys, who were curled up together on the bed again, the older one patting the younger one’s head. “You’re freaking me out.”

“But we are them,” Chip said. He started to stand up, as if he intended to rejoin his tracer.

Katherine slammed her hands against his chest, holding him back.

“Stop it!” she insisted. “You’re Chip Winston. You live at 805 Greenbriar Court, Liston, Ohio. You’re in seventh grade at Harris Middle School. You’re from the twenty-first century!” She took one hand off Chip’s chest and shoved it against Alex’s shoulder. “And you’re Alex, uh—what’s your last name, Alex?”

Alex seemed to have to think about that for a moment.

“Polchak,” he said.

“What’s your address?”

“Um, 3213 University Boulevard, Upper Tyson, Ohio.”

Katherine nodded.

“What year is it?”

“It’s 1483,” Alex said.

“No, no! What year are we supposed to be in?”

Alex frowned apologetically.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Chip and I really do belong in 1483. This is where we’re supposed to be. I know you’re trying to make sure I remember the twenty-first century. And I do. I just remember 1483 better right now.”

Katherine had the same look on her face that she’d always gotten when she was a little kid preparing to explode into a massive temper tantrum. Jonah didn’t think screaming and pounding her fists on the floor would help.

“Chill,” he told his sister. He slipped off the bed and sat down on the floor with the other kids. “Okay, 1483. That’s what, about the time Christopher Columbus sailed? Maybe we’ll get to be cabin boys on the Niña, the Pinta, or the Santa María. Maybe we shouldn’t worry so much. Just think of this as a big adventure.”

“Columbus was 1492,” Katherine hissed. “Are you forgetting things now too? Remember—it rhymes. In 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” A panicked look spread across her face. “Oh my gosh. We’re in some godforsaken time when Columbus hasn’t even discovered America yet!”

“Technically, it’s not really accurate to say he ‘discovered’ it, since the Native Americans had been living there for centuries,” Alex said, sounding much more like himself. “And anyhow, Columbus sailed from Spain, and we’re in England, and it’s not like the twenty-first century, where you can just hop on a plane and be in another country in an hour.”

Jonah was delighted to hear Alex sounding logical again.

“And really, Katherine,” Chip said earnestly. Jonah wouldn’t have said that Chip was capable of being earnest. Sarcasm was more his style. But—Jonah peered at his friend carefully—Chip’s face was as smooth and innocent as a choirboy’s. He kept talking. “It’s not fair to say that this time period is godforsaken just because Europeans don’t know about America yet. God is just about all he thinks about.” He pointed at his tracer, who now had his head leaned back against the wall. His lips were moving silently. He seemed to be praying again.

“Him, too,” Alex said, gesturing toward his own tracer, who was curled up against his brother’s shoulder and appeared now to be fast asleep. “And it’s so weird, because back in the twenty-first century I thought I was an atheist or an agnostic—I didn’t think it even mattered which one. I didn’t care. But thinking with his brain . . . well, I could believe. And it wasn’t like thinking that the stars revolved around the earth—thinking something I knew was false. It’s—I don’t know. I can’t explain.”

“It helps,” Chip said simply. “Edward should be terrified out of his skull, he’s that certain that he’s going to be killed, and that there’s nothing he can do about it. But he’s just . . . fine.”

Jonah considered arguing, Well, I believe in God too, but I’m still terrified out of my skull—what do you make of that? But he didn’t think that would be very useful.

Katherine took a deep breath.

“You’re using third person again,” she said.

“Huh?” Chip asked.

“Third person,” Katherine said. “Him. His. He. You’re not talking anymore like you think you’re them.”

She swept her hand dismissively toward the tracers, her fingers swiping through Edward V’s leg. She didn’t even notice.

“It fades a little, doesn’t it?” Alex said speculatively. “The longer we’re away from them. We could set up an experiment—see if we experience their minds more intensely with a longer stay in the tracers, see how much our memories fade over time—”

“No!” Katherine and Jonah said together. They exchanged glances.

“What if you forget your real selves completely?” Katherine argued. She looked flushed and frantic, still not far away from some childish tantrum. A long strand of hair had escaped from her ponytail and was plastered to her cheek with sweat. Jonah wondered if she was still feeling the effects of timesickness.

“Which are our real selves?” Alex asked quietly. He turned his head, gazing longingly toward the tracers on the bed.

Chip had the same expression on his face. Jonah could just see the thoughts churning in their heads.

Jonah dived to the right. He rose up on his knees and stuck his arms out straight, his best imitation of a traffic cop refusing to let anyone pass.

“You can’t go back to them,” Jonah said. He hoped his body was blocking everyone’s view of the tracers. “How could you? You said yourself, they’re doomed.”

“But what if that’s our fate?” Chip said, just as Alex objected, “I didn’t say they were doomed.”

Chip looked at Alex in surprise. Jonah wondered why he hadn’t noticed they were brothers from the very beginning: They had the same blond curly hair, the same blue eyes, the same high cheekbones. Noble high cheekbones. Royal looking. Even with their hair cut in a twenty-first-century style, now that they were back in the fifteenth century, both of them did look like they could be princes or kings.

“Really?” Chip was saying. “Your guy—Richard—he doesn’t think they’re both going to die?”

“I told you,” Alex said. “He thinks his mother has a plan. He knows.”

“Mother,” Chip repeated, as though he was trying out the word. “The queen. Former queen, I mean. Elizabeth.”

“Queen Elizabeth?” Katherine shrieked. “The old-timey one? Wait a minute—I know about her. The one Cate Blanchett always plays in the movies?”

Chip and Alex considered this.

“No, that’s another Queen Elizabeth,” Chip said. “Later on.”

Katherine looked defeated.

Chip had his head tilted to the side thoughtfully.

“It’s like, I know about the mother’s plan, but I don’t have much confidence in it,” he said. “She’s not . . . I mean, I barely know her.”

“That’s because you were sent to another estate at a young age,” Alex said. “To be trained to know how to be king.”

Chip bit down on his lip, wonderment traveling across his face.

“I do know how to be king,” he said. “Weird.”

“But you don’t know your own mother?” Katherine asked incredulously.

“I only see her a few times a year,” he said, shrugging. He grinned, looking more like himself. “But I’ve heard things, when people don’t know I’m listening. I think she was supposed to be a real babe when she was younger. There was some sort of a scandal when our father married her—like she wasn’t good enough because she wasn’t a foreign princess who could bring him extra allies, and she’d been married to a Lancaster knight who died, and we’re Yorks, of course, and the Lancasters and the Yorks hate each other. . . . Our parents got married in secret, so that was even more scandalous.”

“Were people horrified when your mother got pregnant with you? And they didn’t know she was married?” Katherine asked. In spite of herself, she was leaning in now, intrigued, like this was just some juicy celebrity gossip.

“Oh, the news came out a long time before that,” Chip said. “Our father’s advisers were really mad.” He thought for a minute. “Anyhow, I have three older sisters, so it’s not like I would have been the big surprise, regardless.”

Chip still had a stunned look on his face, like it’d just dawned on him that he really did have siblings.

“What happened to your father?” Jonah asked quietly. He couldn’t shake the feeling he’d had earlier, when he was thinking about The Lion King. There was an uncle in the movie, too. Scar. He gasped, remembering the entire plot now.

“Did your uncle kill your father?” he asked in a choked voice.

But both Chip and Alex were shaking their heads.

“Nah,” Chip said. “He just got sick and died.”

“Maybe he was poisoned,” Jonah said. Scar killed Simba’s father, he thought. It was awful when remembering Disney movies terrified you.

Alex snorted.

“Nobody had to poison him,” he said. “He was kind of a . . . a party animal.”

“And bulimic, right?” Chip asked. “Isn’t that what you’d call it?”

“Oh, yeah,” Alex said. “Hundreds of years before anybody came up with that name. Remember Christmas?” As Chip nodded, Alex turned to Jonah and Katherine to explain. “He ate and drank, ate and drank—roast beef and puddings and everything else—and then he threw it all up to make room to stuff himself again.”

“They have bingeing and purging in the fifteenth century?” Katherine asked, making a disgusted face.

“Oh, yeah. We call it ‘eating in the Roman style,’ ” Alex said. “It’s a sign of wealth, that someone can afford that much food.”

Strangely, Alex and Chip both had admiring looks on their faces. Katherine looked like Jonah felt: like she wanted to gag.

“That’s just gross!” she said.

Alex and Chip looked insulted.

“But he was a good king,” Chip added quickly. “Don’t forget that.”

“Of course,” Alex agreed, nodding loyally. “Edward the Fourth. Our father.”

Our, Jonah thought. So much for Katherine’s being excited that they were using third-person pronouns.

The candle by the bedside flickered, as if some new breeze had entered the room. Jonah turned just in time to see the door slowly sliding forward.

“Someone’s coming again!” he hissed. “Hide!”

Jonah scrambled up, ready to rush back to the other room. Katherine was right beside him. But Chip and Alex weren’t moving at all. Wait—yes, they were. They were both leaning toward their tracers.

“This way!” Jonah whispered, grabbing the hood of Chip’s sweatshirt and yanking. “Katherine—get Alex!”

Katherine tugged on Alex’s arm, but all that did was counter his forward momentum. She wasn’t strong enough to pull him backward. Jonah caught a glimpse of her horrified face as she glanced back toward the door, now open a full inch and still moving.

Katherine bent over and blew out the candle.


SIX

Jonah could still see—a little, anyway—by the gleaming light of the ghostly tracer boys. They still huddled on the bed, one praying, one sleeping, each still oblivious to the moving door.

Chip and Alex, the modern versions, seemed nearly as oblivious.

“You just changed history!” Chip hissed angrily at Katherine. “Even a single candle extinguished—”

“I had to!” Katherine whispered back. “We have to save you!”

Jonah kept watching the door, still creaking open, slowly, slowly, slowly. . . . Maybe this would just be another serving girl. Maybe she’d see the darkness, assume both boys were asleep, and tiptoe away.

Or maybe it was the uncle, come to murder them. Maybe his job would be that much easier in the darkness.

“Mother promised she’d send someone to rescue us!” Alex exulted in a loud whisper.

Jonah clapped his hand over Alex’s mouth. Never mind saving Alex and Chip from history—how could Jonah save them from themselves? How could Jonah keep Alex quiet, pull Chip back into hiding, get Katherine and Alex safely out of sight too . . . and somehow relight the blown-out candle? All before the door opened another inch wider?

It was impossible. Jonah didn’t even have time to take a breath before the figures of two men appeared in the doorway.

They had a candle of their own.

Fortunately, the puny candle glow barely illuminated the floor directly in front of them, so Jonah didn’t have to worry about being seen yet. He found himself wishing the men carried a slightly stronger light—he wanted to see their faces. It wasn’t that he thought he’d recognize anyone from the fifteenth century. But surely if he could see their expressions, he’d know if they were planning murder or rescue. Wouldn’t he?

It didn’t matter. The men’s faces were cloaked in shadow thicker than beards, their eye sockets like dark holes.

Then one of the men spoke.

“I thought the young prince always had to have a candle burning at night,” he said softly. “Afraid of the dark, they say.”

And for a split second there was a bit of light around his mouth, the same kind of light that glowed from the tracer boys on the bed.

That isn’t what he said in the original version of history, Jonah thought. That’s the only reason I can see his mouth. It’s moving differently just because Katherine blew out that candle. . . .

The other man shrugged and laid a finger on his lips. This must have been the same thing he’d done the first time around, because no tracer light glowed on him.

“Hush,” he whispered. “If we can do this whilst they slumber, ’twill be easier.”

“I slumber not,” Chip spoke up, loudly, boldly.

Oh, no! Why hadn’t Jonah put his hand over Chip’s mouth too?

Jonah froze. Should he inch back from Chip and Alex—save himself now that he couldn’t save them? Maybe grab Katherine, too . . .

Katherine dug her elbow into Jonah’s ribs. She pointed, a hard motion to follow in the near-total darkness. But Jonah saw that she wanted him to look at the bed, where Chip’s tracer was sitting up straight, his mouth moving precisely in sync with Chip’s next words: “Who goes there?”

“Friends,” the man replied in a hushed voice. “Your mother, the fair Queen Elizabeth, sent us to rescue you. . . .”

“I told you!” Alex whispered.

The men seemed not to hear him, because they were speaking themselves—Jonah missed their words—and then they bowed low, their flickering candle dipping down, their boots scraping back against the stone floor.

“They’re going to walk to the bed,” Chip whispered, pulling away from Jonah’s grasp. “They’re going to walk to the bed, and if we’re not there—if they can’t see the tracers—they’ll . . .”

He was already rising toward the glowing figures on the bed.

“Wait!” Jonah whispered back. “Can’t you wait to see if they’re really going to rescue you? Are they friends? Or murderers?”

“I can’t know that unless I’m in my tracer!” Chip hissed. “Alex, come on!”

The two men were approaching the bed, the glow of their candle growing dangerously near.

Alex was jerking away from Jonah too.

“Let them go!” Katherine whispered in Jonah’s ear. “They’ll know in a minute if it’s safe or not—we can pull them out. . . .”

Quickly Alex and Chip scrambled onto the bed, matching their poses with their tracers’.

Jonah had forgotten that the tracers would stop glowing. He blinked at the sudden darkening. The shadowy men in their little circle of candlelight were advancing faster, rushing toward the bed.

Do you know yet? Jonah wanted to scream at Alex and Chip. Are they rescuers or murderers? He reached blindly toward the bed, his fingers brushing fabric. It felt like something more stiff and formal than sweatshirt material—was it velvet, maybe?—but he tugged anyway. If the men really were friends, wouldn’t Chip and Alex have recognized them by now? Couldn’t Chip separate from his tracer long enough to let Jonah know if he was safe or not?

Before Jonah could get a good grip, Katherine started pulling him back. The circle of candlelight was almost at Jonah’s feet. Before he moved away, the plastic tip of his shoelace gleamed dully in the light.

Jonah prayed that neither of the men was looking in his direction.

They weren’t. They had their eyes fastened on the tracer/Chip and tracer/Alex, both boys bathed in the light from the candle. It seemed like a 100-watt glow to Jonah right now—it was much too bright for Jonah or Katherine to dart in and pull either boy away.

The men bowed before the tracer/Chip and tracer/Alex, the light dipping only briefly.

“Your Highnesses,” the first man murmured.

The second man reached his candle toward the candle Katherine had blown out, and a second flame sprang to life. The intensified glow of the two candles, plus the glow of the man’s tracer, still hunched in a bow, sent Katherine and Jonah scurrying backward, desperate not to be seen. Just as the man blew out the first candle and rejoined his tracer—dimming the light again—Jonah’s head hit something soft. He reached his hands behind him and found that some sort of cloth wall hanging covered the stones near the window, reaching practically down to the ground. Somewhere else to hide if we have to, he told himself.

Back by the bed the two men were straightening up from their bows. Then they reached out and grabbed the two boys.

“No!” the tracer boy/Chip screamed.

The man holding him crammed his hand over Chip’s face.

“Shh! Someone will hear!” the man hissed. “This is for thine own good! We’re helping you!”

Chip struggled against the man’s grasp. He seemed to be fighting harder than the tracer boy—his arms and legs lashed out, leaving the tracer’s glowing limbs behind. But he couldn’t break the man’s hold.

Alex was faring no better, and glowing even more. The tracer boy still seemed to be sleeping, even as Alex squirmed, momentarily separating, rejoining the tracer, separating, rejoining. . . .

“What should we do?” Katherine whispered urgently in Jonah’s ear.

Jonah watched the men and the struggling boys. Even in the dim, flickering light Jonah could see that both of the men were tall and strong and muscular—he and Katherine could never overpower them.

But maybe they wouldn’t have to.

“You try to grab Alex, and I’ll get Chip,” Jonah whispered back. “They’re starting to separate from their tracers already—just pull them away. . . .”

“Without being seen?” Katherine asked incredulously. “Without them noticing? That’s impossible!”

She was right. They could either rescue Chip and Alex, or they could stay out of sight and keep up the illusion that history was proceeding along its normal path.

What if that’s our fate? Chip had asked just a few moments earlier. The words still seemed to be echoing in Jonah’s mind.

“No,” Jonah muttered to himself. “We have choices. . . .”

He started to step out of the shadows.

At that exact moment the tracer/Chip gave a particularly hard kick, knocking against his bedside table, toppling the candle off the edge.

The flame vanished, snuffed by the fall to the floor.

Instantly the room was plunged into darkness, except for the dim glow of the night sky outside the window, and the occasional bursts of tracer lights when Chip and Alex briefly separated from their fifteenth-century selves. The candle must have been extinguished in the original version of history too, because no tracers of the men appeared.

“Shall I—,” one of the men began.

“Leave it,” the other growled back. “It matters not. What we have to do, we can do in darkness.”

“So can we!” Jonah whispered delightedly to Katherine. “This is our chance!”

She only stared at him stupidly.

“The men can’t see the tracer lights!” Jonah hissed.

In the next burst of light—from a particularly strong squirm by Alex—Jonah saw comprehension flow over Katherine’s face.

The men were walking fast now, directly toward Jonah and Katherine, and toward the dim, practically nonexistent light coming in the window. Jonah reached out cautiously, feeling for Chip’s arm. This time he touched sweatshirt material—surely they didn’t have sweatshirts in the fifteenth century, did they? He squeezed tightly, his fingers circling Chip’s arm. He tugged, trying to pull Chip away from the tracer, away from the man.

In one quick movement the man lifted the tracer/Chip up. He lifted him up and heaved him toward the window.
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Jonah saw the glowing tracers fly out the window and plummet toward the ground, one boy after the other. He couldn’t make sense of the sight. Was his mind still slowed by the timesickness? Was he just too flat-out stunned to understand?

They’re glowing head to toe, every inch of them, he thought. Why? They weren’t doing that a minute ago. The only things that glowed were the parts that separated from Chip and Alex—hands, feet, maybe an occasional elbow. . . .

Jonah was working on a grisly calculation, figuring that maybe Chip and Alex, being heavier than their tracers, had separated while falling toward the ground. No, wait—we studied this at school. Galileo dropping cannonballs—it doesn’t matter how heavy two things are, they fall at the same rate. So . . . so . . .

So Chip and Alex must not have gone out the window with their tracers.

So that was why Jonah still had his hand around Chip’s arm.

Relief and understanding washed over Jonah.

He must have pulled Chip away from his tracer at the very last minute, just as the man was trying to fling the boy out the window. Trying to assassinate the king.

Murderer, Jonah thought, his heart pounding faster. Not a rescuer at all.

But Jonah had stopped the assassination attempt. Only empty, glowing tracers had plunged toward the ground, not the real, live human boys, not King Edward V, alias Chip Winston, or Prince Richard, alias Alex Polchak. Chip was right there, Jonah clutching him by both arms now—Jonah’s hands had somehow known to work together, even though his brain hadn’t caught up. And Jonah couldn’t see Alex or Katherine over in the thick darkness on the other side of the men, but Katherine must have succeeded too, since Alex’s tracer had glowed just as much as Chip’s.

Jonah wanted to scream and cheer and beat the air with his fists, as if he’d just scored the winning goal in the last seconds of a soccer game. Childishly, he even wanted to stick out his tongue and taunt the would-be assassins, Nyah, nyah, nyah, nyah, nyah. You lose! We win!

But more than that, he wanted to make sure that the murderers didn’t know that he and Chip and Katherine and Alex were there. He didn’t want to have saved Chip and Alex, only to ruin everything with a boast. Or a sneeze, cough, or too-loud breath.

He pulled Chip farther back from the window. If he’d dared, Jonah would have slid behind the heavy cloth wall hanging. But his mind was kicking back into gear, projecting what-if scenarios. What if the wall hanging’s attached to the stones by something metal at the top, and that rattles when we’re trying to hide? What if, in the darkness, the men walk right into us, and we can’t see them coming because we’re hiding behind the wall hanging? Jonah froze, paralyzed by all the disasters he could picture in his mind.

The men were both leaning over the edge of the window, their figures nothing but dark silhouettes against the sky outside. Jonah stared at them, watching for the first glow of tracer light, the first hint that they were reacting differently than they had in the original version of history. There wasn’t the slightest gleam about them; they must not have felt the effects of Chip and Alex being pulled away. Probably that was because they had been jerking back too, reacting to the opposite force from hurling the boys out the window.

“Come along,” one of the men growled to the other, both still bathed in darkness. “Hurry. Lest we be seen.”

They pushed away from the window and the faint light of the night sky. Jonah could hear their footsteps—cautious, sneaking back through the room—and his eyes burned trying to make out the slightest glimpse of them. But they were dark figures in darkness, as good as invisible. Then the door at the opposite end of the room swung open, turning the men into silhouettes again. There must have been a torch somewhere far down the hallway, providing just enough light to show the men leaving the room, quietly pulling the door shut behind them.

Jonah waited a few excruciating moments to make sure the men weren’t coming back. He stared at the darkness that had swallowed the door, willing it to stay darkness.

He felt a hand on his arm and had to stifle a scream.

“We did it!” Katherine whispered in his ear. “We saved them!”

“Katherine, you idiot, you just about scared me to death!” he hissed back. “What if I’d yelped or something?”

“You didn’t,” she whispered, her old annoying confidence back. “Listen, do you still have the Elucidator?”

Jonah had forgotten all about the Elucidator. He’d dropped it on the floor eons ago, it seemed, back when the tracers were still curled up safely on the bed. When it had seemed a bit like a game, Alex and Chip melding and separating from their tracers for fun.

“JB?” he whispered into the darkness.

“Shh,” JB replied.

Jonah figured that if it was safe for JB to whisper “Shh,” it was safe for Jonah to crawl across the floor searching for the Elucidator. He let go of Chip’s arms, and Chip sagged helplessly against the wall. Was he in shock or something? Was that why he hadn’t even said thank you yet?

“Don’t worry,” Katherine told Chip soothingly. “Jonah’s going to get us out of here. We can go home now.”

I am? Jonah thought. We can?

But now that Katherine had planted the idea in his head, it seemed brilliant. (Not that he would ever admit that to Katherine.) Getting away from the murderers, getting away from this alien time when Columbus hadn’t even discovered America yet, getting away from this place where blowing out a candle could ruin history forever—Jonah couldn’t wait.

He dropped to his knees and began advancing toward the center of the room, sweeping his hands out in front of him. The floor was made of stone—maybe the same kind of stones as the walls—so it wasn’t easy feeling around for something that was essentially impersonating a large pebble. But luck was with him. He’d barely left Katherine and Chip behind when his hand landed on something flat and round. He lifted it toward his mouth so he didn’t have to speak so loudly.

“JB!” he whispered into the rock. “You can bring us all back now! Back home! We saved Chip and Alex, and nobody noticed! We saved them and time, just like we said we would!”

“Are you sure?” JB hissed back.

“Oh, yeah,” Jonah said. He didn’t even have to think about his answer. “Chip and Alex are fine.”

“But their originals, the tracers . . .”

“Um, well, I don’t think they’re going to be having any more impact on history,” Jonah said. He found he couldn’t quite bring himself to tell JB exactly what had happened. He didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t know exactly how far off the ground they were, but it had looked a long way down. Far enough to kill. Far enough that no one could survive a fall like that.

“Why not?” JB asked sharply.

Jonah swallowed hard.

“Look,” he said. “They’re dead. The murderers are still close by. So get us out of here!”

“Can you still see the tracers?” JB persisted.

Jonah stood up, still holding on to the Elucidator. He tiptoed over to the window and looked straight down, into darkness. Then he crouched low again, out of sight.

“No,” he told JB. “Is that what happens when someone’s tracer dies? The tracer just disappears?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Then, there’s your proof!” Jonah said. All this talk of death was making him uncomfortable. He didn’t want to think about how close Chip and Alex had come to dying, about what the murderers might have done if they’d seen Jonah and Katherine. “Please! It’s time! Get us away from here!”

“You really think Chip and Alex can leave without changing history?” JB asked.

“Of course!” Jonah said, raising his voice a bit. Why wouldn’t JB listen? Didn’t he trust them?

Outside he heard someone shouting.

“What’d he say?” he asked Katherine, who was standing closer to the window. Katherine shrugged, the motion barely detectable in the darkness.

Another voice joined the first. This was the kind of hubbub Jonah would have expected from people discovering dead bodies on the ground. Maybe JB was wrong; maybe tracer corpses were visible.

The shouts grew louder, and finally Jonah could make out the words.

“Where are the bodies?” the voices were shouting. “Where did they go?”
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Oh, Jonah thought, suddenly feeling so faint he had to brace himself against the stone floor for support. We already did change history. . . .

In the original version of history, Jonah realized, anyone looking for the prince and the king would have found them crushed on the ground. Their bodies would have been seen. There would have been proof that they’d died. There would have been bodies to bury; probably hundreds of people had seen the dead boys at their funeral.

Because of us, none of that will happen, Jonah thought dizzily. Because of us, there’s no proof of anything. The boys just vanished. So . . .

Before Jonah could follow that thought to its logical conclusion, he felt Chip grabbing the Elucidator out of his hand.

“Get us out of here! Now!” Chip demanded. He sounded like a king giving orders, a king who expected to be obeyed.

“No,” JB said.

Chip hurled the Elucidator toward the floor.

“You wanted us to die from the beginning,” he snarled. “That’s the only outcome you’ll accept! You won’t be happy until we’re dead on the ground out there!”

Jonah’s stomach gave a sickening lurch at the word “dead.” He’s right, Jonah thought, horrified. No matter what we do, as long as there are no bodies out there, we can’t fix time. And JB knew that.

“JB!” Jonah moaned. “You’re as bad as the murderers!”

“No,” JB said. “Listen! History—”

“I don’t want to listen! I don’t care about history!” Chip screamed.

He kicked at the Elucidator—Jonah could feel the breeze from the force of Chip’s leg, kicking hard—and the Elucidator skittered across the floor. Then Jonah heard it hit the wall across the room.

Instantly a soft glow appeared in that area.

“JB?” Jonah whispered.

No answer.

Jonah rushed across the room and scooped up the glowing Elucidator. It had a screen now; it wasn’t just a rock. The words EMERGENCY REPAIR NEEDED glowed in soft green letters.

EMERGENCY REPAIR NEEDED faded into different words: PRESS RESTORE.

“But where’s . . .”

A bluish button labeled RESTORE suddenly appeared on the Elucidator. Jonah pushed against it. The Elucidator seemed to change shapes in Jonah’s hand. It looked like a cell phone again—no, it looked like a pocket watch. A club. A pair of dice. A spoon. A book. Jonah blinked, and might have missed a couple of changes, because the Elucidator was zipping in and out of shapes so quickly it blurred.

Then it was a rock again.

The screen still glowed faintly in the center of the rock, holding the words CONSERVATION OF ENERGY NEEDED DURING RESTORATION—CHOOSE OPTIONS and then CONTINUE TRANSLATIONS? Y/N.

“Not that it does much good,” Jonah muttered, but he hit the Y.

Those words faded, and now the Elucidator offered him a new choice: MUTE? Y/N.

“You bet we want to mute it,” Chip said, peering suddenly over Jonah’s shoulder.

“But then we won’t be able to talk to JB,” Jonah said.

“Exactly,” Chip said.

“No! Wait . . . ,” JB’s voice came from the Elucidator.

Jonah thought about the glowing tracers plunging toward the ground. He thought about how JB had wanted that to be Chip and Alex. He stabbed his finger at the Y.

The Elucidator was just a silent rock in Jonah’s hand.

“So there,” Chip said.

“I thought you were all for fate,” Jonah said. “A few minutes ago you sounded like you were on JB’s side. Like you thought you were supposed to die.”

“Yeah . . . ,” Chip said. His voice trailed off. “I don’t know. It was weird how I felt. But now—”

“Um, guys?” Katherine hissed nervously from across the room. She was still standing by the window, peering out at the men in the courtyard below. “I don’t think we have time to talk about fate and feelings right now.”

Jonah raced over to the window beside her. He looked out cautiously, hunched down so that only his eyes showed over the bottom edge of the window. Down below, he could make out four torches now, flickering in the wind. The men, whoever they were, appeared to have organized search parties. Jonah squinted, trying to make out which of the figures in the courtyard were tracers and which were actual men. But the courtyard was too far away, the light too uncertain.

The first time around, the courtyard probably would have been empty and dark, he thought. Someone would have secretly dragged the bodies away . . . or left them there to be discovered in the morning. . . .

He shivered, not wanting to follow those thoughts any further. Two of the torches down below separated from the others. Jonah couldn’t see where they went.

“They wouldn’t come back up here, would they?” Katherine whispered anxiously. Her teeth seemed to be chattering, but Jonah didn’t know if it was from timesickness or fear.

Down below, the men were shouting again.

“Search the chambers!”

Chambers. Chambers were rooms. The chambers would undoubtedly be the rooms the prince and the king had been in. . . .

Katherine grabbed Jonah’s arm, almost making him drop the Elucidator.

“You’ve got to turn the sound back on,” she said frantically. “JB can tell us what to do. No matter what, he wouldn’t want them to find us.” She choked back a hysterical sob. “We don’t have to listen to him later, but . . . they’re coming up here now!”

Indeed, Jonah could hear footsteps echoing outside the door, footsteps that sounded like a whole pack of men tromping up the stairs. They weren’t even trying to be quiet.

He crouched down and began stabbing blindly at the Elucidator.

“Where’s the unmute?” he hissed.

Words glowed on the screen: CHANGING MUTE STATUS NOT ALLOWED DURING RESTORATION PROCESS.

“Then, stop restoring!” Alex said over Jonah’s shoulder.

Jonah was glad to have his help.

“Uh . . . uh,” Jonah stammered, trying to feel for a button on the Elucidator—any button, but preferably one labeled ESCAPE.

RESTORATION CANNOT BE INTERRUPTED appeared the screen.

“Can’t we do anything?” Alex moaned.

DESIRE TO SEE LIST OF ACCEPTABLE ACTIONS DURING RESTORATION PROCESS? Y/N appeared now.

Four kids at once shoved fingers toward the Y. Katherine and Chip were now crouching beside Jonah and Alex, all four of them huddled around the Elucidator.

Jonah could hear the footsteps coming closer. They couldn’t have more than a few seconds before the door would burst open and men with torches would swarm into the room.

Words flooded across the Elucidator screen, moving so quickly that Jonah could barely read them. Or, if he read them, he barely understood. What in the world were “cogency rules”? Or “subtleties of vowel pronunciations”? Why would anyone need “theological arguments” in an emergency like this?

“That one!” Alex said, shoving Jonah’s hand aside so he could press a single word glowing in the long list on the screen. Jonah didn’t even see the word Alex had chosen until Alex pulled his hand back, letting go.

Jonah could hear the footsteps out in the hallway, so close now. He read the word on the Elucidator screen: INVISIBILITY.


NINE

The entire Elucidator instantly disappeared, even though Jonah could still feel its rocklike form in his palm.

“Was that just invisibility for the Elucidator?” Jonah asked. “Or are we all . . .”

He held his hand up in front of his face. He couldn’t see it, but it was so dark in the room that without the Elucidator’s glow he wouldn’t have been able to see his hand regardless. He thought about standing up, to check in the tiny amount of light coming in through the window. But that didn’t seem like a very intelligent plan with the men’s footfalls sounding just outside the door.

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Alex groaned. “I just thought—we had to hide the evidence of advanced civilization, even if we can’t save ourselves. . . .”

“Well, duh! Try to save yourself, too!” Katherine muttered. “Quick! Behind the tapestry!”

Jonah wasn’t really sure what a tapestry was, but his sister was already yanking him up, toward the huge wall hanging beside the window. Okay, tapestry, wall hanging, whatever . . . His mind didn’t seem capable of cranking out anything but short, jerky thoughts. Behind him he heard Chip whispering, “What about the tapestry?” like Chip hadn’t figured out the plan either. Jonah crammed the Elucidator in his pocket so he’d have a free hand to reach back and grab Chip’s arm.

“This way!” Jonah said, the words barely audible. He pressed in close, into the tight space between the tapestry and the wall, between Katherine and Chip. He hoped that Chip had grabbed Alex, or that Alex was the type of kid who’d taken home ec along with all his science classes. Is home ec where you’d learn about stuff like tapestry?

How could he be thinking about home ec at a time like this?

Er, no, Alex would know about tapestry because he can think with his fifteenth-century brain. So Alex ought to be safe. Oh, please, let us all be safe. . . .

On the other side of the room Jonah heard a door slam—slamming open, not shut, he guessed, because suddenly the whole room was flooded with torchlight.

Actually, “flooded” was an overstatement, because Jonah looked down instantly, at the first hint of light, and he still couldn’t tell if he was looking down at his own shoes or if he might be able to see straight to the floor—if he and his shoes were invisible. But the contrast between the total darkness and any glow at all made Jonah’s heart pound with fear.

They’re going to be able to hear me, even if they can’t see me! Jonah thought in a panic.

He felt just like he always did in language arts, his hardest class in school, when Mrs. Bodette started passing out tests. He’d get that sinking feeling that he should have studied more, should have been better prepared, but now he was out of time, there was nothing he could do. . . . If only we’d studied all the options on the Elucidator before we started messing around with the tracers, before the murderers showed up . . . if only we’d scoped out the truly foolproof hiding places . . . if only we’d had time to make sure that these tapestries went all the way down to the floor, that they could hide us completely . . .

Well, he wasn’t going to risk looking down now. If the men searching for the king and prince could see his sneakers peeking out below the tapestry, he’d find that out soon enough.

The glow through the thick tapestry was getting brighter, which meant that the torches were getting closer. He could hear the searching men muttering to one another: “Seek ye under the bed. . . .” “Aye, and here’s another door. . . .” The distorted words were even harder to understand through the sound of his pulse pounding in his ears. This was so much worse than waiting for Mrs. Bodette to slide two or three stapled sheets of paper onto his desk. At least at school he was always able to see Mrs. Bodette coming toward him, instead of just imagining, with every second that passed, that he was only an instant away from staring into the hairy face of some appallingly cruel medieval soldier. Though come to think of it, Mrs. Bodette herself could probably pass for some appallingly cruel medieval soldier. . . .

Oh, no! That thought was going to make him giggle!

Panicked all over again, Jonah bit down hard, trapping the insides of his cheeks between his teeth. The pain barely stopped a laugh.

Think about something that isn’t funny! he commanded himself. Oh, yeah. Impending death. Ruining history for all time. Being burned at the stake for wearing weird clothing . . .

At that exact moment the tapestry jerked back from in front of his face. The violent motion sent it crashing toward the floor. Torchlight flickered directly into his eyes, from a torch right before him.

Jonah and the others were completely exposed.
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Nightmarishly, the torch kept coming toward Jonah, the flames leaping mere inches from his face.

These men aren’t even going to wait to burn me at the stake, Jonah thought, terrified. They’re going to set me on fire now!

He tried to peer past the flame, to the man holding the torch. Did the man have even a glimmer of possible compassion in his eyes? Would Jonah have any chance to plead his case? Jonah couldn’t tell. He could see nothing but the torch blazing toward him.

Reflexively, he turned his head to the side, avoiding the fire. He’d turned toward Katherine, but his eyes were too flame-dazzled to see her.

No. He couldn’t see her because she wasn’t there.

Thanks a lot! She went and hid somewhere else, somewhere safe—and left me to deal with Mr. Pyromaniac 1483!

Something tugged on his hand, pulling him down. That didn’t seem like such a bad idea—Jonah didn’t think there were any torches down near the floor. At the last moment before the flames touched his skin, he slid down into a crouch.

Katherine was down there too.

Or—she was sort of down there.

In the flickering light of the torches she looked as ghostly and insubstantial and nearly see-through as the tracer boys had. Actually, the only difference between her wispy frame and the way the tracer boys had looked was that she didn’t glow. So Jonah could clearly see the stone wall behind her, the dark shadows in the corner. . . . He could feel her clutching his hand—she’d been the one who pulled him down toward the floor. But he still wasn’t entirely sure that she was there.

Jonah squinted, trying to make out the lines of Katherine’s right arm and hand, trying to tell where her hand ended and his hand and arm began.

His own arm and hand were every bit as hard to see.

Jonah opened his mouth to ask, “What happened? What’s going on?” Or maybe, “Do we look like this because Alex pressed INVISIBILITY? Did it have the word ‘almost’ in front of it, and we didn’t see it because we were in such a hurry? What good does it do to be almost invisible? This way, we can’t even pretend to be ordinary, normal, innocent fifteenth-century kids. . . .”

Katherine clapped her almost-invisible-but-still-quite-strong hand over his mouth. She mouthed the words, “I don’t think they can see us!”

Jonah shook off Katherine’s hand and tilted his head back to look up. It was true that the man holding the torch had not followed Jonah’s motion—he hadn’t lowered his torch toward the floor when Jonah jerked his body down. The man was only swinging his torch back and forth along the wall, scanning every crevice and corner.

Okay, I guess that makes sense, Jonah thought. People who live in this time period can’t see the tracers, and we can. So maybe time-traveler invisibility works the same way. . . .

Just then, as Jonah was peering up, a charred bit of wood broke off from the torch and plummeted down.

It landed on the rim of Jonah’s ear.

Jonah barely managed not to scream out in pain. He jerked his right arm up and shoved at the burning ash—he missed it on the first swipe but got it the second time. He sent the tiny bit of ember sailing across the room, into the darkness, and his ear immediately felt better.

But his arm, flailing out to shove the ember away, had struck the leg of the man standing before him.
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“Eh?” the man said. “What the . . .”

Now he bent over, holding his torch down low, closer and closer to Jonah.

Jonah scrambled out of the way. Since Katherine was sitting on his left, he dived to his right. At the last minute, catching a quick glimpse of a shadowy outline, he remembered that Chip was on his right, so he rolled forward, barely managing to pull his legs back so he didn’t kick the torch man, too.

Jonah checked over his shoulder—now Katherine and Chip and Alex were struggling to avoid the swinging torch, with its dripping flames. They ducked down low, dodged right, then left, then right again. . . .

The man paused his torch, midswing, and called back to his fellow guards, “Might there be rats in these chambers? Rats big enough to hit a man in the knee?”

Jonah heard an answering chuckle.

“Rats that crawl out of a bottle, mayhap,” someone called back.

Jonah relaxed a little, sprawled across the floor. At least if he’d had to hit someone, he’d evidently picked the man that nobody else would believe.

And then he had to roll out of the way again, because the man was stepping back from the wall.

“William,” he called. “Come and look at this.”

“Did ye find the corpse of one of your giant rats?” another man replied from near the bed. He had mockery in his voice.

But seconds later it was his feet Jonah had to squirm around, his steps Jonah had to dodge.

“Show me,” the man called William demanded.

The first man began waving his torch near Katherine and Chip and Alex again, sending them into another flurry of dodging and darting and shoving out of the way of the flames. Jonah watched, paralyzed with fear. Could the man see Katherine and Alex and Chip somehow? Even if he just sensed their presence, was he clever enough to reach out and grab them? Was that what he was planning as he waved the torch back and forth so hypnotically?

“See?” the man said. “See how the flames turn the wrong way?”

Jonah saw what he meant. Every time Katherine or Chip or Alex darted out of the way of the torch, they sent up a tiny burst of air, distorting the direction of the flames. Jonah squinted, dimming the light coming into his eyes, so he couldn’t really see his sister and friends at all anymore. And then it truly was eerie, watching the flames jump with no apparent reason.

“There’s an evil wind along this wall,” the first man said.

“I say ’tis evil we’re out in the middle of the night looking for princes who should be snug in their beds,” William replied.

“Princes”? Jonah thought. Not “king and prince”? What does that mean?

But he didn’t have time to ponder that, because William began swinging his torch along the wall as well, sending Chip and Katherine and Alex back into their frantic motions. They couldn’t just spring out from the wall because both men were moving erratically now; jumping away could easily mean slamming into a man or a torch. So they dodged right and left, narrowly avoiding first one torch, then the other.

The first man stopped his torch midswing, barely an inch above Katherine’s shoulder.

“Do you think there’s a secret chamber somewhere, where the princes are hiding? Do you think the wind’s coming from there?” he asked.

“I think it’s dangerous when the likes of you tries to think,” the other man said.

The first man didn’t move his torch. He seemed to be waiting for an errant flicker, something that would lead him to his suspected secret chamber. The torch burned steadily, the flames flaring evenly in all directions.

One of the flames licked down toward Katherine’s shoulder. It wasn’t on her shoulder—she didn’t need to move yet. Jonah could see by the agonized expression on her face that she was trying not to move, trying not to arouse the man’s suspicions even more. But her ponytail was flipped over that shoulder, near the torch. Some force—static electricity, maybe?—was making the individual hairs reach up toward the fire. While Jonah watched, horrified, one of the flames from the torch leaped over onto one of the tiny hairs.

Katherine’s hair was on fire, and she didn’t even know it.

Jonah rushed forward, heedless of the men. He shoved Katherine down. Stop, drop, and roll, he thought crazily. The rush of air made the flame flare up. No time for stop, drop, and roll. No space, either. He slammed his arm against Katherine’s shoulder, smothering the flames with the sleeve of his sweatshirt.

He looked back at the men, hoping they hadn’t noticed anything.

They were stumbling backward, looks of terror spread across their faces, which looked even ghastlier in the torchlight.

“W-witchcraft,” the first man stammered.

“Sorcery,” the other agreed.

“Or—ghosts?” the first suggested.

Jonah realized that, to them, the smoldering hair would have looked like a flame suddenly appearing from nowhere, floating in midair, and then disappearing just as abruptly.

Jonah had experience of his own with strange appearances and vanishings, out of and into thin air.

The first man turned and called over his shoulder in a slightly shaky voice, “There’s nothing to see in this corner. Nothing.”

He and William backed away, their eyes trained on the spot where the flame had vanished.

“We’re done here, too,” a man called from the other side of the room. “Back to the courtyard?”

And then the men with torches left. They pulled the door firmly shut behind them, plunging the room into darkness again.

Jonah sagged against the wall, his body limp with relief. Then a hand slammed against his shoulder, knocking him to the side.

“What was that all about?” Katherine hissed in the darkness. “Pushing me around in front of those men, hitting me—”

“Katherine, you were on fire!”

“I was?” She sounded skeptical. “How come I couldn’t tell?”

“It was just your hair,” Chip contributed. “Jonah probably just saved your life.”

“My hair?” Katherine wailed. There was a thumping sound, as if she’d slapped her hands down on her head to feel each individual lock. “How . . . how much? Do I have singe marks on the ends? Am I going to have to get it all cut off?”

Incredible. Katherine was almost completely invisible—and sitting in total darkness—and she was still worried about her appearance.

“It was just, like, five hairs,” Jonah scoffed. “It won’t disqualify you from running for Miss America someday.”

“If we ever get back to America,” Katherine moaned.

Jonah thought about joking, “I know of three ships that are headed that way in another nine years—and nine years has got to be enough time to get from England to Spain and meet up with Christopher Columbus!” But he didn’t really feel like making jokes right now. In the darkness Katherine sniffled. Great. Was she crying? Why did girls do that? Now what was he supposed to do?

Then Jonah heard Chip murmuring, “It’s okay. We’re all right.”

It was too dark to see anything, of course, but Jonah had the really weird feeling that Chip had just put his arm around Katherine’s shoulder.

“Alex?” Jonah said softly, to distract himself from thinking about Chip and Katherine. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, yeah. Blindman’s bluff with torches is my favorite game,” Alex said sarcastically. “Aren’t most games better with the threat of total immolation? Instant death? Gotta love that adrenaline rush.”

Jonah wasn’t really sure what “immolation” meant, but he could guess.

“Well,” he said, “we all survived.”

“Barely,” Alex said. “This time. We can’t do this anymore—just react to one crisis after another. We’ve got to take charge. Be proactive, not reactive. Make a plan.”

“Okay,” Jonah said. “What do you suggest?”

“Um . . . ,” Alex said.

“Er . . . ,” Chip said.

Katherine just sniffled—louder this time, and much more miserably.

What were they going to do?
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They fell asleep.

This was ridiculous, of course, because they were still in danger. They were clustered, essentially, in the middle of a crime scene. They were invisible, but they didn’t know how that worked—or how long it would last. They’d already messed up time, and fixing it seemed impossible.

But somehow, after traveling back more than five hundred years in time, coping with timesickness, witnessing what appeared to be two murders, being betrayed by JB, and barely escaping being burned to death or discovered, they didn’t seem to be capable of doing anything but sleeping. One minute Jonah was slumped against the wall, thinking desperate thoughts (We need a plan, I can’t think of a plan, this is impossible, but, oh, we need a plan. . . .), and the next thing he knew, it was morning and sunlight was streaming in the window.

The sunlight was also streaming through him.

“Weird,” Jonah mumbled.

By daylight, being almost invisible meant that he didn’t cast a shadow, that the sunlight from the window illuminated the stone floor directly underneath him—and under Chip, Alex, and Katherine—just as much as it did the bare floor beside them. It was like being made of glass.

Jonah touched his glasslike leg with his glasslike hand. Everything felt normal, just like blue-jean material and—he slid his hand down to touch the gap between the bottom of his pant leg and the top of his sock—like ordinary skin. But looking at his own see-through clothes and body made him feel queasy and dizzy again, like the worst of the timesickness was back.

“Chip?” he whispered. “Katherine? Alex?”

The others didn’t budge. Deep in sleep, they looked like crystal figurines, finely crafted, with such incredible attention to detail that they each had minuscule crystal eyelashes. Each one of Katherine’s long hairs was also individually defined, tangled around her face now that the rubber band around her ponytail had slipped down. Jonah thought maybe he could even make out one strand that was shorter than all the others—the strand that had been on fire.

He closed his eyes dizzily. Last night he hadn’t had time to be scared, but now it was coming back to him: the crackling flames, the swinging torches, the danger. . . .

The sound of footsteps brought him back to the present. His eyes sprang open: A serving girl with a tray had pushed open the door and was approaching a table across the room.

“Breakfast, Your Highnesses,” she said, then stopped, looking toward the empty bed. The blanket on the top was mussed, part of it hanging off the mattress and dragging down to the floor. The pillows were lumps half covered by the blanket, but too small to make it look like two boys were still sleeping there.

“Strange,” the girl muttered, scratching at her head, under a silly-looking frilled cap. “They’s always abed when I come in.”

She looked around, her gaze veering toward Jonah and the others. Jonah froze momentarily, but she looked right past him.

“Must be in the privy,” she concluded, looking toward the door into the other room, the one Jonah and the others had arrived in the night before.

The privy? Jonah wondered. Is that, like, the restroom? No wonder it stank in there.

The girl shrugged, put the tray down on the table, and left.

Almost without thinking, Jonah stood up and walked over to the table. Food . . . When was the last time he’d eaten? Breakfast yesterday—well, yesterday more than five hundred years in the future. Mom had made French toast and bacon, one of Jonah’s favorite meals, as a special treat because she thought he might be nervous about going to an adoption conference.

If only I’d known what was really going to happen to me that day, Jonah thought, I would have eaten six slices of French toast instead of only four!

He looked down at the food on the tray—two mugs, two bowls of something that looked like oatmeal, two bowls of something that might be stewed dates, a charred hunk of something that might be meat, and a loaf of bread that looked hard enough to break a tooth on.

It all looked disgusting, but Jonah’s stomach growled anyway.

Nobody would be able to tell if I just took a bite or two of the oatmeal, Jonah thought.

He reached for one of the spoons and scooped up a tiny amount of the runny, grayish cereal. It steamed as he brought it up to his mouth and hesitantly maneuvered it toward his tongue. He closed his lips around the spoon. . . .

And immediately began coughing.

Did they use a whole jar of cinnamon in this one bowl? And then a whole jar of cloves, too?

He coughed, gagged, coughed again. He spit the oatmeal back onto the spoon.

When he finally stopped choking, he realized that Katherine, Chip, and Alex were all awake now, and staring at him.

“What are you doing?” Katherine demanded.

Jonah felt a little bit like Goldilocks, except he’d gotten caught eating the porridge, instead of sleeping.

“I just took one bite,” he defended himself. “I was hungry, and I didn’t think anyone would notice. I just didn’t know it’d taste so awful.”

Chip stood up, stretched, and wandered toward the table.

“I bet it’d taste okay to Alex and me,” he said. “You’re right—nobody would miss just a bite or two.”

“Plus,” Alex said, joining them as well, “it’d be an interesting experiment. Visible food being eaten by an invisible kid—can you see the food all the way down the digestive tract? Or does it disappear once it’s in your mouth?” He looked over at Jonah. “I don’t see the food in your stomach.”

“Didn’t swallow,” Jonah muttered.

Chip reached for the spoon in the other bowl of oatmeal.

“One small bite for man, one giant science experiment for mankind,” he said, dramatically lifting the spoon toward his mouth.

As soon as his lips closed around the spoon, he began gagging too.

“Ugh! That’s nasty!” he screamed, spitting even more emphatically than Jonah had. “Water! Must have . . .”

Jonah lifted a mug from the tray.

Chip took a huge gulp—and then spit that out too.

“That’s beer! Beer and oatmeal—blech!”

“The king of England drinks beer for breakfast?” Jonah asked curiously.

“Ale,” Alex corrected him. “Everyone drinks a lot of ale, even kids. The water isn’t always safe.”

Jonah shook his head in amazement. Chip was still spitting and moaning.

“Are you guys crazy?” Katherine demanded, coming over to the table to join them. “Making all this noise, spitting things everywhere—do you want someone to catch us?”

Chip stopped spitting long enough to say, “Well, we are invisible. They have to see us before they can catch us.”

“That’s not invisible,” Katherine said, pointing at the tray, with its pools of beer and oatmeal spittle.

“Sorry,” Chip said meekly.

Katherine swayed, then dropped down into a chair beside the table.

“I just want to go home,” she moaned. “It feels like the whole room is spinning, my stomach hurts, my head aches—and I bet no one’s invented aspirin yet!”

“Well,” Alex said, “people do know that they can chew on the bark or leaves of willow trees, which contain salicin, which is related to aspirin, so—”

“Shut. Up,” Katherine said fiercely.

Alex did.

This was Katherine at her worst: Katherine grumpy, Katherine embittered, Katherine mad at the world and ready to blame everyone else for her problems. Jonah’s usual strategy when Katherine was like this was to avoid her like the plague.

(The plague! Oh, no—had that happened yet? Was it happening now? Were they all going to get bubonic fever because JB had refused to let them go home?)

To Jonah’s surprise, Chip and Alex weren’t rushing to get away from Katherine in her venom-spewing mood. Chip actually went over to stand beside her and pat her shoulder. Alex picked up the loaf of bread.

“You would probably feel better if you ate something,” he said in a low, comforting voice. “We’ve already messed up the breakfast tray, so we might as well get some good out of it.”

He pinched a piece of bread from the bottom of the loaf, where it wouldn’t be so noticeable, and handed it to Katherine.

She put it in her mouth—Jonah saw that it disappeared instantly, as soon as her almost-invisible lips closed around it. But he decided this wasn’t the right moment to point out the results of that science experiment.

Katherine chewed, swallowed, and then managed a weak smile.

“That wasn’t too bad,” she said. “Not as good as Panera or Einstein Bros., but edible at least. Just a little hard and salty.” Alex handed her another chunk of bread, but she hesitated before putting it in her mouth. “Maybe we should all eat? So we can keep our energy up and think straight?”

They ended up hollowing out the loaf of bread, so that, on the tray, the crust still looked domed and firm and whole. They also cleaned up the beer and oatmeal spills.

“Okay, so we changed time, but there aren’t going to be that many people who notice,” Katherine said. “Not because of this tray, anyway.”

She sneaked a doleful glance at Chip and Alex. She didn’t have to say it out loud, that hollowed-out bread didn’t matter when a king and a prince had vanished.

Chip clenched his jaw.

“It could have been rats that ate the food,” he said in a hard voice. “Those guys were talking about rats last night.”

Rats, Jonah thought. Bread. Oatmeal. Aspirin. Even the bubonic plague . . . It was so much easier to think about and talk about things that didn’t really matter right now. But that left them stuck in a stone room in the fifteenth century forever.

He sighed.

“About last night . . . ,” he began. “Was it just me, or did none of that make sense?”

“What do you mean?” Katherine asked in her snippiest voice. Jonah happened to know—only because he’d been living with her his entire life—that she sounded like that only when she was trying not to cry.

“You know,” Jonah said. “I’m not exactly an expert on assassination attempts, or the fifteenth century, or anything else. But why were those guys trying to kill Chip and Alex by throwing them out the window? Wouldn’t it be easier to just stab them? Or—if you really want to be secret about it—just suffocate them with a pillow?”

Chip and Alex both winced. Katherine only stared down at the secretly massacred bread.

“Those guys were only trying to keep things a secret when they first came into the room,” Alex said. “If you want to keep things a secret, you don’t stand in a courtyard in the middle of the night yelling, ‘Where are the bodies?’ You don’t storm up the stairs with torches and search the royal chambers.” He narrowed his eyes. “Maybe . . . maybe they wanted to make it look like we fell to the ground accidentally. Like we died because we were trying to escape.”

“Died trying to escape,” Katherine said. “Of course!” She looked up now, as if it made her feel better to know at least some information. “In dictatorships, when there are political prisoners and the dictator has them executed without a fair trial, they always say they died trying to escape. We talked about that in social studies.”

Jonah thought that sixth-grade social studies must have gotten a lot more brutal since he’d taken it. Oh, wait—Katherine had the really hard teacher, Mrs. Hatchett, the one everyone tried to avoid getting.

“England isn’t a dictatorship,” Chip said stiffly, almost as if he was offended. “A monarchy, sure, but we have Parliament, too. Representative government.” Something like surprise spread over his nearly see-through face. “That’s weird. I can still think like him.”

Nobody had to ask. “Him” was Edward V.

“Did he know what was going on last night?” Jonah asked. “Or . . .” He glanced over at Alex. “Did the prince know?”

Alex and Chip exchanged glances.

“Things have gotten very weird lately,” Chip said slowly. “It’s complicated.”

“Maybe if you tell us—when did things start getting weird?” Jonah suggested. He looked down at the tray-ful of beer and oatmeal, at his own virtually transparent hands. “What’s normal around here, anyway?”

Chip frowned.

“It was normal that I became king when my father died,” he said. “Everybody expected that.”

Katherine opened her mouth, and Jonah thought she was going to object to Chip’s talking about the king as “I” again. But she only said, “Go on.”

“When I heard the news, I was at home—where I lived—at Ludlow Castle with my uncle,” Chip said.

“You lived with the guy who wanted to kill you?” Jonah asked, horrified.

Chip squinted, as if remembering. Or as if it took effort to translate his fifteenth-century memories into explanations the other kids would understand.

“No, no, a different uncle,” he said. “On the other side. I lived with Lord Rivers, who’s my mother’s brother. There’s kind of . . . bad blood between the two sides. It’s like our father’s family thinks our mother’s family is greedy and ambitious and, I don’t know, kind of lower class and tacky.”

“But they’re not!” Alex interrupted.

“No, no, of course not!” Chip said. “On our grandmother’s side they’ve got royal blood dating back to Charlemagne!”

Jonah couldn’t remember when Charlemagne lived, but he kind of thought he was French. If they were going to skip back to a whole other king, in a whole other country, this was going to take forever.

“Let’s go back to you becoming king,” Jonah said. “What happened then?”

“Lord Rivers said I needed to travel to London for my coronation,” Chip said. “He said it had to happen fast.” Somehow Chip sounded younger now, like he really was the twelve-year-old king. And he said “Lord Rivers” in such an admiring tone—no self-respecting teenaged boy would talk that way about anyone but a sports star.

“So Lord Rivers took you to London right away?” Jonah asked.

To Jonah’s surprise, Chip’s bottom lip began trembling. This was something Jonah would have thought was impossible, when Chip’s face looked so much like crystal. But, incredibly, Chip seemed to be on the verge of tears.

“No,” Chip practically whimpered. “Not because he didn’t want to! There were . . . arrangements to make! Troops to prepare, to make sure I was safe. And so . . . nobody could steal my throne—”

“Wait a minute,” Katherine interrupted. “Are we in London now or at that Ludlow Castle place?”

It was funny—Jonah hadn’t even thought to wonder that. One scary fifteenth-century castlelike place was pretty much like another, as far as he was concerned.

“London,” Chip said forlornly. “Ludlow Castle is miles and miles away. It took five days just to get from Ludlow Castle to Stony Stratford.”

Another strange name to keep track of.

“And Stony Stratford is . . . ,” Jonah prompted.

The wobbly lip was back.

“Where it happened,” Chip whispered.
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Jonah waited. It was hard enough trying to tiptoe around Katherine’s feelings, without having to worry about Chip now too. Jonah would rather dodge flaming torches again than see Chip cry.

But, to Jonah’s surprise, Chip lifted his head, almost regally.

“We were marching with two thousand soldiers,” he said. “All loyal to me. All there to protect me. We were supposed to meet Gloucester and Buckingham”—he said these names sneeringly, without titles—“in Northampton. But Lord Rivers said we should press on to Stony Stratford, fourteen miles away, fourteen miles closer to London.”

“Gloucester is our uncle on our father’s side,” Alex contributed. “Buckingham is his friend.”

“Oh,” Jonah said. “Where were you for all of this?”

“With our mother,” Alex said. “Already in London. But I’m the younger brother, remember? I don’t really matter.”

It bothered Jonah that Alex could talk like that. But Alex only shrugged and turned his attention back to Chip.

“We stopped at an inn,” Chip said. “And Lord Rivers told me to rest for the night while he rode back to meet the others. Gloucester and Buckingham and their men.”

“Did he take the two thousand soldiers or leave them with you?” Katherine asked. Jonah was surprised that Katherine would ask that question.

Chip flinched.

“He . . . he left them with me,” Chip said. “Practically all of them.” He sighed.

“And?” Jonah whispered.

Chip pounded his fist on the table, so suddenly that the mugs wobbled on the tray.

“Gloucester tricked Lord Rivers,” Chip said. “They went out drinking together, all nice and friendly. And then the next morning he had Lord Rivers arrested. It wasn’t fair. It was . . . it was traitorous!”

Outrage gleamed in his eyes.

“But you weren’t arrested, were you?” Jonah said. “You had the soldiers.”

Chip was staring off into the distance, remembering.

“That morning I was already on my horse, ready to ride on toward London. Everyone said that we should push on, that we shouldn’t wait for Lord Rivers. That . . . scared me. I knew Lord Rivers wouldn’t desert me. But when you’re king, you’re not allowed to show fear. So I was sitting up straight, leading the way . . . and then Gloucester came, galloping through my troops.”

Jonah, who’d only ever ridden a horse once, at Boy Scout camp, could practically hear the hoofbeats.

“Gloucester’s a determined-looking man, you know?” Chip said wistfully. “He always acts like he knows he’s right. And he has a way of saying things that you know are wrong, but he makes you feel like you shouldn’t argue. You don’t think of what you should say back to him until hours later.”

“So, what did he say?” Katherine asked.

“He bowed down to me,” Chip said. “He said I was the king.”

Jonah did a double take.

“What’s wrong with that?” he asked. “I thought you were the king.”

He wondered if he’d missed some huge chunk of this story.

“It was deceitful,” Chip said, his voice wavering. “If Gloucester had just attacked me, straight-out, my soldiers would have protected me. My chamberlain, Thomas Vaughan, would have given his life for mine. But no, Gloucester goes on and on about how loyal he is to me, and how my father left him the task of being my protector while I’m underage, and so he’s going to accompany me to London, not Lord Rivers. And he said we didn’t need all the soldiers, because that might scare people in London into thinking there was going to be some big battle, and so all the soldiers should go home, and I should leave my chamberlain behind too and just go with Gloucester and Buckingham.”

“And you agreed to that?” Katherine asked.

“I’m just a kid, okay?” Chip said. “And Gloucester was saying all the right things, and I didn’t know yet that he’d had Lord Rivers arrested.” He hesitated. “It was like we were playing poker, and Gloucester could see all of the cards in my hand, and I didn’t know anything about his. But I stood up to him later! Later, as we were riding away, he said that my father had had bad advisers, and that they were the reason he’d died, because they’d let him eat and drink way too much, and that’s why he was going to protect me. And I said, ‘Sir, do not malign my father’s memory. I trust his judgment, and I trust the advisers he gave me.’ ”

Chip sounded so proud and fierce saying that. But then he slumped against the wall.

“That only made Gloucester say, ‘Ah, and I’m glad of that, for I am the main adviser your father left you.’ And he smiled, and it was just like a fox, or a wolf—I should have told my soldiers to attack! I should have fought for Lord Rivers!”

Now Chip was scaring Jonah. Jonah tried to think of something to calm him down, but Katherine was already begging for the next part of the story.

“So then he locked you up and wouldn’t let you act like a king?” she asked eagerly.

“Nooo,” Chip said. “I was signing documents, I was going to council meetings, we were planning for my coronation, the big ceremony when I’d get my crown. . . . My brother came to join me here so he could play his part in the coronation too!”

“So, what was your problem?” Jonah asked, frustrated. “What do you have against Gloucester? Just because he’s your father’s brother, not your mother’s . . .”

“Everything changed,” Chip said. “Nobody would tell me anything! But suddenly there weren’t any more council meetings to go to, and I hadn’t seen Gloucester in days, and the servants acted like I was sick or something, like I had to stay in my room or the courtyard . . . they even moved my room to another place where I’d be ‘safer.’ This is the Tower of London, you know? It’s the palace. But lately . . . lately it started seeming like I was a prisoner here.”

“A prisoner someone tried to kill last night,” Alex reminded him.

That word, “kill,” lingered in the air. Jonah, trying to avoid thinking about it, realized something else.

“The serving girl this morning, the one who brought the tray,” he said. “She wasn’t acting like she thought the boys had vanished. Or been killed. And I didn’t see her tracer, so she wasn’t doing anything different.”

“Or her tracer was in some other room entirely,” Alex said.

“Oh. Yeah.”

Jonah frowned. The more he thought about all of this, the more confused he was. Chip’s story only made things worse, because it just showed how much Edward V and his brother hadn’t known. Where was that Lord Rivers guy now? Was he really so wonderful? And was Gloucester so terrible, or did it just seem that way because Chip had listened to his mother’s side of the family?

Maybe all of this is just a misunderstanding, Jonah thought. A mistake.

Which was really stupid, because it was pretty much impossible to mistakenly throw two boys out a window.

“Maybe if we check the Elucidator . . . ,” Alex suggested slowly.

Chip whirled on him.

“You want to talk to JB again? Somebody we know betrayed us? No!”

“Not to talk to JB,” Alex corrected himself. “For other stuff. JB wasn’t the one who made us invisible. We figured that out all by ourselves. Maybe there’s some other function like that, that can help us. Or maybe there’s, like, some explanation of history on the Elucidator, some button we can click and find out everything.”

Jonah wished he’d thought of that.

“Do you still have the Elucidator, Jonah?” Katherine asked.

“Um, uh . . .” Jonah dug in the front pocket of his jeans. You’d think he’d remember something like that, but there’d been so much else to think about. “Here it is.” He pulled out a thin, flat disk.

A completely invisible, thin, flat disk. Even though he could feel it, hard against his hand, he couldn’t see the slightest shadow of anything in his open palm. He held it up, into the sunlight.

Still nothing.

“Very funny, Jonah.” Katherine scrunched up her face in disgust. “This isn’t the time for practical jokes.”

“No, really,” Jonah said. “It’s in my hand. It’s just . . . even more invisible than we are.”

He ran his fingers over the Elucidator, groping for some sort of button, something to use to give it directions. The surface of the Elucidator was completely smooth. The others gathered around him and felt it too.

“Maybe it has an audio activation in this mode?” Alex suggested calmly. “Elucidator, view screen.”

Nothing happened.

“Show screen,” Katherine said.

“End invisibility mode,” Chip said.

“Help?” Jonah tried. “Show help menu?”

The Elucidator stayed invisible.

“Maybe if I throw it again?” Chip asked. “That made it light up.”

“Or you might break it completely,” Alex said.

Don’t panic, Jonah thought. Don’t panic. It wouldn’t help to panic. . . . But it was hard not to when they were all clustered together staring at nothing, and that same invisible nothing was their only link with the outside world, maybe their only hope of ever escaping the fifteenth century.

“Um,” Jonah said, his voice cracking. “Anybody got a plan B?”

“I do, but I don’t want to do it,” Katherine said in a small voice.

Oh, great, now Katherine wasn’t making any sense either. No, wait—Jonah hadn’t been able to understand her about half the time back in the twenty-first century, anyway, so this was just normal. It was good to have something be normal right now.

“Well?” Jonah said mockingly—mocking was often the best tone to use with Katherine. “What is it?”

Katherine looked carefully at Chip and Alex.

“I think the only way we can get out of here is to fix time,” she said. “Even if we can’t do anything with the Elucidator, you saw how JB yanked the Taser out of here. Maybe he’d do that with us, too, if we can somehow make it so it doesn’t matter that the king and the prince disappeared last night.”

“You mean, you’re on JB’s side. You think Alex and I have to die,” Chip said bitterly. “Thanks a lot!”

“No!” Katherine said. She grabbed Chip by the shoulder, steadying him. “I mean, we need to find out how to make it look like you did die, and make the people who wanted you dead think that you are. I want to fake your death. But first we need to figure out who tried to kill you, and why. And how they reacted to your disappearance. And for that . . .” She swallowed hard, uncharacteristically hesitant. “For that we have to leave this room.”

“You’re right,” Alex said, sounding surprised. “That’s a good plan.” He tilted his head, puzzled. “Why did you say you didn’t want to do it?”

Katherine bit her lip.

“You’re going to think I’m being a real girl here,” she began.

“Katherine, you are a girl,” Jonah reminded her.

Katherine ignored him.

“Not that kind of girl. Not the kind in the movies who’s always screaming over every little thing, the kind that everyone else has to rescue.” She flipped her long hair disdainfully over her shoulder. “You know I’m not like that.”

She was appealing to Jonah now, like she really cared about his opinion.

“Okay,” Jonah said grudgingly. “You’re not.”

“But I’m terrified now at the thought of walking out that door,” she said. “I know we need to do it, I’m pretty sure it’s the best thing, but . . . maybe timesickness makes you agoraphobic? Or maybe it’s just because I’ve already seen murderers, I’ve already almost been burned to death—and that’s without going out into the rest of the fifteenth century. . . .”

Jonah didn’t like this. She was scaring him now too.

“Katherine,” Chip said soothingly. “We’re invisible! We’ll be fine.”

“Will we?” Katherine asked. “Can you promise that? You’re the king here, and you’re not even safe!”

Jonah thought maybe Alex was rolling his eyes, but it was hard to tell when his eyes were so close to being invisible.

“Then, maybe you could stay here—see what happens in our chambers the rest of the day—while Chip and Jonah and I go out,” Alex said.

Jonah decided that Alex must not have a younger sister back home in the twenty-first century. Otherwise he’d know that that was exactly the kind of thing that would set Katherine off.

It did.

“And that would be even worse!” Katherine said. “I’d be sitting here with no idea what was happening to the rest of you, with nothing to do except imagine all the worst possibilities. . . . We don’t even have cell phones to use to stay in touch!”

“We could . . . ,” Jonah started to say. “Or if . . .”

But Katherine was right. It was amazing how hard not having a phone made everything.

“Maybe if we promise to come back within an hour?” Alex offered.

Katherine shoved against him.

“No!” she said. “Quit trying to get rid of me! I’m going too!”

And Alex, who seemed to understand scientific concepts so well, just sat there mystified by Katherine.
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They all took turns using the privy room before they left. This made Jonah feel oddly homesick, because of all those times when he and Katherine were little kids and Mom or Dad would insist, “Make sure you go before we go!”

But the privy bore very little resemblance to a twenty-first-century bathroom. The “toilet” was just a single hole in the stones of the wall. And Chip and Alex had a little too much fun telling Katherine, “Instead of toilet paper there’s moss that you can use. See? It’s really useful!”

They also delayed a bit, looking around the room, trying to make sure that nothing was out of place.

“You didn’t leave the Elucidator lying around anywhere, did you?” Alex asked.

“It’s back in my pocket,” Jonah assured him.

“Should we hang the tapestry up again, or just leave it?” Katherine asked. “It was the soldiers or guards or whatever those guys were who pulled it down, but probably they wouldn’t have done that if it hadn’t been for us. . . .”

The hooks for the tapestry were high above their heads, about twelve feet off the ground.

“Never mind!” Jonah said impatiently. “Let’s just go!”

He grabbed the door and jerked it open—and found himself staring right into the startled face of yet another serving girl, in the hall outside.

“Wh-wh-who’s there?” she called, darting so quickly to peer into the room that Jonah barely managed to step out of the way.

She looked right through Jonah, right through Katherine, right through Chip and Alex. Her eyes didn’t focus on any of them.

“Must have been the wind,” she muttered. “And the princes must already be outside playing. . . .”

She stepped back into the hall and pulled the door firmly shut behind her.

Jonah stood frozen, his heart pounding in his chest.

“Maybe . . . you were . . . right . . . , Katherine,” he whispered after a few moments, after he was sure the serving girl would have moved on. “Maybe it is too dangerous out there.”

Katherine reached past him for the door handle.

“Silly,” she scoffed. “You just need to be careful.”

She pushed the door open a crack, peeked out, and then slipped out into the empty hall. The others followed.

The hall was dim, with little sunlight reaching in from the high windows. Katherine pointed left, then right, then held her hands up questioningly. When everybody else shrugged, she turned to the right. After a few twists and turns in the hall they found a rounded staircase and tiptoed down. Reaching the door at the bottom, Katherine made a dramatic show of peeking out again, looking around carefully before slipping out.

I guess she’s not so scared if she can make me look like a fool, Jonah thought. But he was just as glad not to be the first one out this time.

He stepped out into the sunshine behind Katherine and Chip, and blinked a few times to let his eyes adjust. The other three looked even dimmer and harder to see in bright light, and as long as he didn’t think about it too much, he found that reassuring.

Beyond them he could see a large courtyard of sorts: grass and greenery and flowering trees. And beyond that he could see soldiers—or maybe guards—standing around. They didn’t look like they thought they had anything to worry about; they weren’t standing at attention. One or two of them even had caps pulled down over their faces, as if they might be sleeping.

“My soldiers never behaved so sloppily,” Chip muttered.

“Maybe if the commanders were away . . . ,” Alex whispered back.

Here was another puzzle, Jonah thought. If the soldiers thought the king and the prince had disappeared last night, shouldn’t they be running around searching everywhere? Shouldn’t they be extra alert, not . . . comatose?

Jonah stepped through an archway to look for other soldiers, other people who might be more awake and more likely to be discussing last night’s events.

Two men in fancier clothes walked past, one saying to the other, “Hurry! The last barge is leaving for the coronation!”

Coronation?

Jonah peered back at Chip to see if Chip had heard the man too. Chip’s face had gone rock hard with fury.

“So that’s how it is,” he hissed. “They were trying to kill me or kidnap me, and replace me with another boy at the coronation. One who would probably do whatever Gloucester told him to do. . . .”

“Um,” Jonah said softly, because he thought the men were out of earshot now, but he wasn’t completely sure. “Wouldn’t people notice?”

Alex shook his head.

“It’s not like they have TV,” he said. “Maybe a few people have seen paintings of me and Chip, maybe a few other people know what’s going on. . . .”

Chip had already spun past them.

“I’m getting on that barge,” he announced, and stalked away without a backward glance.

“Come on!” Katherine said in a panicky voice, pulling on Jonah’s sleeve and reaching back for Alex, too. “We can’t lose him!”

Chip was already rushing after the two men, dodging servants with platters and soldiers with pikes and a stray-looking dog that raised his nose and sniffed suspiciously as Chip dashed past.

Jonah felt some of Katherine’s panic. What if we lose Chip? What if he makes it on the barge and we don’t? What if he does something really stupid? Jonah began almost running.

“Jonah!” Katherine whispered. “You’re kicking up dust!”

“It’s windy,” Jonah whispered back. “Who cares?”

Ahead of them Chip had reached a wharf extending out into a river—the Thames? Jonah wondered. He thought that the social studies teacher he’d had in sixth grade (a much, much nicer woman than Katherine’s Mrs. Hatchett) would be very proud of him for remembering the name of a foreign waterway at a time like this.

And then there was no time to think, because Chip was jumping from the wharf onto the back of a low boat.

“That idiot!” Alex whispered.

“No, no, he’s all right—he’ll catch that pole . . . ,” Jonah said.

Alex shot him a disgusted look.

“What?” Jonah said.

The answer was instantly clear. Chip did indeed grab on to a pole holding up a canopy over the well-dressed people crowding onto the boat. But he had landed on the outer edge of the boat, throwing everything off balance. The canopy wobbled; his corner of the boat dipped low in the water. Women in ridiculously elaborate skirts fell against elegant men, all of them separating from calm, unaffected tracers. It was eerie how the number of people on the boat seemed to instantly double, as Chip’s one action changed everyone’s movements. People laughed and shrieked—and stared. A man holding an oar left his tracer behind to creep toward Chip, a mystified expression on his face.

Katherine peered in distress from Alex to Jonah.

“Well?” she whispered. “Do I have to do everything?”

Jonah just looked at her blankly.

Katherine took off running. She broke through the crowd like a star basketball player determined to score the winning point before the buzzer. Then, at the wharf’s edge, behind the loading area, she eased down into the water and—Jonah craned his neck to watch—disappeared with only a small ripple. Seconds later she resurfaced at the far side of the boat, climbed up, and clutched the pole on the opposite side from Chip.

Instantly the boat righted itself.

The man with the oar shrugged and went back to his position, rejoining his tracer.

“Oh,” Jonah whispered. “I would have figured that out. Eventually,” he told Alex.

Alex grinned.

“When should we tell her that people dump their sewage into the Thames?” he whispered.

“Never,” Jonah whispered back.

One by one, all the tracers vanished from the barge, as everyone settled down. Jonah and Alex waited until the rest of the people had crowded on, and then, just before the barge pulled away, they gingerly stepped down to grab other poles. They were careful to balance their weight, so the barge barely swayed.

And then they were gliding along the river.
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It wasn’t bad on the barge. Clinging to the pole, balanced on the outer edge of the boat, Jonah was at least certain that he wouldn’t accidentally jostle into someone. And Jonah could hear bits and pieces of the conversation under the canopy.

Mostly people seemed to be talking about the weather.

“What a lovely day . . .”

“Perfect for the coronation . . .”

Jonah noticed that, although the people in the boat all had on fancy clothes, a lot of them were missing teeth or had pockmarked skin or bad scars. One man was even missing both an eye and a hand, like he was an extra for one of the Pirates of the Caribbean movies. Jonah started thinking about how in movies about old times it was only the pirates and the outlaws who ever had any deformities or blemishes, while the heroes and heroines all had perfect teeth and perfect skin and perfect hair and bodies—as if they all had time-traveling plastic surgeons and orthodontists and hair stylists and personal trainers to take care of them. While in real life . . .

Oh, my gosh, Jonah thought. Some of these people are hideous!

A woman had turned toward him, exposing a cheek eaten up with some sort of infection, with pus oozing copiously from the side of her face. And she hadn’t even bothered to cover it up, hadn’t even bandaged it. Flies hovered above the pus.

Jonah turned his head to see how the others were reacting. Chip and Alex were staring straight ahead, completely unfazed.

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. They’d be used to it.

Katherine had her jaw clenched and looked like she was trying very hard not to throw up. But really, she’d looked like that ever since they arrived in the fifteenth century, because of the timesickness.

Huh, Jonah thought. As long as I don’t look at Lady Pus Face, I don’t feel sick at all anymore.

Maybe twelve hours of breathing fifteenth-century air had cured him. Maybe eating the fifteenth-century bread had helped. Jonah remembered a little bit of a Greek myth his sixth-grade social studies teacher had told his class—she’d been really into Greek myths. This one was something about someone going to the underworld and being offered food. And the food was really important because . . .

Suddenly Jonah got chills. He’d remembered the rest of the myth.

Because once you ate the food, you could never leave.

Jonah started practically hyperventilating, breathing much too loudly. A man turned toward him, a puzzled expression on his pockmarked face. Jonah clamped his teeth together, trying to hold his breath instead. But this only made him dizzy.

He tilted his head back and stared up at a single wispy cloud in the bright blue sky. What a lovely day . . . lovely day . . . lovely day . . . Nice weather was something to focus on, to distract yourself with, when all your other thoughts were dangerous.

So, maybe . . . Jonah dared to glance back at the crowd on the barge. He tried to look past the pus and the pockmarks, the missing teeth and limbs. There was something fake and strangely shallow about the conversation on the barge. As far as Jonah could tell, no one was saying, “What a fine king we’ll be crowning today!” No one said, “Can someone explain why we’re going to a coronation today when the king disappeared last night?”

Jonah looked around. The river was crowded with barges, all headed upriver. And whenever Jonah got a good glimpse of the shore, it looked like people on the streets of London were streaming in the same direction as well. Everyone was going to the coronation. Were people acting so artificially in all the barges, on all the streets?

“Do you see the spires yet?” a man asked his boy as he pointed off into the distance.

“There?” the boy said. “That’s Westminster Abbey?”

“Yes,” the man said. “Kings are always crowned there.” He paused. “It’s fine weather for a coronation, isn’t it?”

The barge docked at another wharf, and people began streaming off toward the church. Chip started to rush forward with the crowd, but Jonah and Alex held him back, keeping him in the barge. Chip struggled against them.

“I must . . . ,” he hissed. “I have to—”

“Shh!” Jonah whispered back. “You can’t walk through that crowd, even invisible. People would freak out if they bumped into you.”

When everyone but the oarsmen had gotten off the boat, the four kids stepped cautiously onto the wood dock. They skirted the edge of the crowd, surging forward, then stumbling back to avoid elbows, shoulders, feet.

“This is impossible!” Katherine whispered. “We’re never going to get anywhere!”

But then soldiers came through the crowd, commanding, “Clear the way! Clear the way! Make way for the king!”

By twisting and diving and dodging, all four kids managed to land in the open area when the crowd parted.

“Sweet!” Alex muttered.

They had a clear path ahead of them, right up to the soaring cathedral.

Chip stood in the exact center of the open space, looking around.

“This is the path I would have taken,” he whispered. “I would have worn cloth of gold, there would have been a silk canopy. . . .”

Chip sounded calm, but he had a strange expression on his face. He had his eyes narrowed and seemed deep in thought, reminiscing. But he kept clenching his jaw, as though he was fighting some internal struggle. He ran his hand through his short hair, and then something like bafflement spread over his face, as if he’d expected to feel long, flowing curls.

Or as if he’d expected to touch a crown.

Jonah was so busy watching Chip, he failed to notice the hubbub behind him.

A procession was advancing toward them, toward the cathedral. Jonah could see knights in armor on horseback; he could see the peak of a white canopy, probably made out of silk, just as Chip had described. And then Jonah could hear what the crowd around the procession was yelling:

“Long live the king! Long live Richard the Third!”

Those words apparently reached Chip’s ears at the same instant. A change swept over Chip’s face, leaving only one emotion behind: pure fury.

“Usurper! Thief! Murderer!” Chip shouted. “You do not deserve to be king!”

And then he took off running.
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Jonah could see exactly what Chip planned to do. He planned to dart invisibly past all the knights and horses and nobles. He planned to scream the entire way. And then he planned to tackle the impostor king and take the crown for himself.

Jonah shot a quick glance at Katherine and Alex. Katherine was just standing there, horrified. Alex looked strangely baffled and was mouthing the words, “Richard? Richard the Third? But that’s . . .”

Jonah decided that if anyone was going to do something, it’d have to be him.

He took off with a burst of speed behind Chip. Back in the twenty-first century Jonah could outrun Chip easily—he did it all the time playing basketball. But this time Chip had a head start.

And maybe an advantage anyway, since he fits in the fifteenth century and I don’t? Jonah wondered.

Jonah fell farther behind.

Then Jonah got lucky.

Chip darted around a horse but skidded in a pile of mud. No, probably horse manure, given that it’s right behind that horse, Jonah thought. Jonah pushed off harder with his big toe, the way his soccer coach had told him to run. He was making up ground now.

But Chip was righting himself, aiming toward the crowd under the canopy, all those people in gleaming clothes. In jerky glances Jonah could see that one of the people under the canopy was carrying a crown on a tasseled pillow. If Chip got under that canopy, near that crown, Jonah wouldn’t be able to stop him.

Jonah lunged.

For a moment Jonah was sure he’d missed. Something squished beneath him—Ugh! Manure!—but his hands wrapped around something solid: Chip’s leg.

Jonah pulled Chip back from the people under the canopy. He rose up so he could shift his grip, grabbing Chip by the waist, then the shoulders. Finally he clapped his hand over Chip’s mouth and hissed in his ear, “This is not the way to do this!”

“You don’t understand!” Chip hissed back. At least he wasn’t shouting anymore. “He’s stealing my throne! That crown belongs on my head!”

“No!” Jonah whispered fiercely. “You belong in the twenty-first century. Here you’re supposed to be dead. Remember?”

At that, the fight went out of Chip. He sagged against the ground, as if he had no intention of ever getting up. Not even if a thousand horses and knights marched over him.

“Come on,” Jonah whispered. “I think I know what you can do to get some revenge. It might even help fix time.”

Chip frowned but stood up stiffly. Then the two boys dodged horses and knights again to get back to Katherine and Alex.

“How many people do you think heard him?” Jonah asked Katherine grimly when they reunited.

“Honestly, only the four or five who were right beside him,” Katherine said. “They’re the only ones who looked startled. Everyone else was cheering so loudly . . . these people believe in ghosts and sorcery and that kind of thing anyhow, so they wouldn’t be too suspicious, would they?”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Jonah muttered.

While the procession was still advancing, slowly, Jonah and the others slipped into the church.

“Where can we go to get out of the way?” Jonah asked, pausing at the back of the huge sanctuary.

“I don’t want to get out of the way!” Chip said. “I—”

“Just so we can talk,” Jonah assured him. “And plan.”

“That way, then,” Chip said reluctantly. He pointed down a dark hallway.

They ended up huddling in a corner near eerie statues and flickering candles. In the dim light Jonah finally got a good look at Alex’s anguished face.

“What’s wrong with you?” Jonah demanded, tact having deserted him about the time he tackled Chip in the manure.

“I didn’t know it was Richard the Third,” Alex said. “I didn’t know who he was.”

“Because he’s not Richard the Third,” Chip said cuttingly. “He’s only Richard, Duke of Gloucester. Our uncle. Stealing the throne for himself.” He glared at Alex. “You knew his first name was Richard.”

“But not the Third.”

“So?” Jonah asked quickly, before Chip had a chance to interrupt again.

“Because Richard the Third—that’s Shakespeare,” Alex explained, grimacing. “There’s a whole play about him. He’s, like, one of the worst villains in literature.”

Jonah suppressed a shiver. Literature, he told himself. Not history.

“We already know he’s a villain,” Chip complained. “He tried to have us killed! He’s usurping the throne!”

“Wait a minute,” Katherine said. “Shakespeare wrote a play about this guy, and Alex remembers it? That’s great! Now we’ll know what’s supposed to happen in reality!”

The light from the prayer candles glowed through her.

“Well . . . um . . . that is . . . er . . . ,” Alex stammered.

“What?” Katherine demanded.

Alex winced.

“My mom’s a high school English teacher, okay?” he said. “She loves Shakespeare. She’s always trying to get me to read the plays or go to the plays or just listen to her quoting the plays. But—they’re all really boring, all right? I never pay any attention. I just know Richard the Third’s an awful villain, because she always says, ‘You’d think I was raising Richard the Third, the way you’re acting!’ any time I do something wrong.” He frowned. “Is Richard the Third the one where there’s something rotten in the state of Denmark?”

“We’re in England,” Jonah said flatly.

“Oh, right . . . I think that’s Hamlet,” Alex said. He made his hands into fists and pounded them against his forehead. “Think, think, think. . . .” He took his fists away from his forehead for a moment. “I can recite all of Einstein’s greatest formulas. Would that help?”

“Not right now,” Jonah said. “Not unless you can use those formulas to get us out of here.”

“And then Einstein probably wouldn’t ever exist because of us,” Katherine said gloomily.

“No, wait, I do have a plan,” Jonah said.

He’d kind of hoped that everyone would turn to him and fall silent, in awe. But Alex was pounding his fists against his forehead again, muttering, “Is ‘winter of our discontent’ from Richard III? Doesn’t matter, it’s summer now. ‘Parlous youth’? Maybe, but that’s no help. . . .” Katherine was frowning and watching Alex. Chip was staring off into the distance, toward the light coming from the open door. His eyes were narrowed to slits now, as if he was listening to the ongoing cheers outside: “Long live the king!” “Long live Richard the Third!”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Chip muttered.

“What doesn’t make sense?” Jonah asked, giving up on announcing his plan for the moment.

“It was just last night that someone tried to kill me, the real king,” Chip said. “They didn’t even succeed. There’s no proof of it, anyway. So how could they be having Richard’s coronation today?”

Jonah shrugged.

“Fast planning?” he suggested. “Overconfidence?”

“It takes a long time to plan a coronation,” Chip said. “That’s why I hadn’t been crowned yet. They were still working on all the details, all the invitations. . . .”

“Are you sure you were king?” Jonah asked, then flinched because he thought that might set Chip off again. “Can you be the king before you’re coronated—or whatever it’s called?”

“Crowned,” Chip said emphatically but without anger. “And I am the king, regardless. A coronation’s just a formality. A show, for everyone to see. I was supposed to have a grand one. But I was already king. I became king the minute my father died.”

“Oh,” Jonah said. “So how do you explain . . .” He gestured weakly toward the hubbub coming from outside.

“I can’t,” Chip said. “Did you see how much cloth of gold our evil uncle was wearing—the shimmery stuff, with real gold woven into it? And that purple velvet cape—I bet there was at least eight yards of it trailing behind him. . . .”

“So?” Jonah asked. He wouldn’t have expected Chip to care about fashion at a time like this.

“So—it all had to be woven and sewn by hand,” Chip said.

Jonah still didn’t understand.

“We haven’t had the Industrial Revolution yet. No mechanical looms or sewing machines,” Alex contributed before going back to muttering, “And I know it’s not ‘Et tu, Brute?’ because that’s Julius Caesar. . . .”

“Oh,” Jonah said. He thought it had been only about twelve hours since the mysterious intruders tried to throw Chip and Alex out the window. Maybe a team of seamstresses, sewing through the night, could produce eight yards of velvet cape that quickly. But Jonah couldn’t quite imagine the murderers coming back from their job, rushing into a roomful of seamstresses, and announcing, “Okay! That job’s done! Get to sewing!”

And coronation clothes made to fit Chip definitely wouldn’t have fit his uncle. Chip’s uncle—the guy Jonah had seen in a purple cape, anyway—was taller than Chip, more muscular.

More grown-up.

“You think he had everything planned and arranged ahead of time?” Jonah asked.

“He must have!” Chip snapped. “But how did he convince everyone to go along with him? All the knights and nobles in that procession with him . . . all those people cheering in the crowd . . .”

It was pain and sorrow that filled his expression now, not just hurt pride and outrage.

“No wonder you wanted to grab his crown,” Jonah said grudgingly.

“Yeah. Probably not the best idea, right? Not in front of hundreds of people, anyway,” Chip said. “I don’t know what came over me. I felt different again, kind of like I did when I was around the tracers last night. I wasn’t thinking like myself at all.”

“That’s weird,” Alex said, finally giving up on Shakespeare. “I wasn’t feeling like myself either when we were standing outside. But for me it just felt like I, uh, missed my mother.”

He sounded embarrassed.

“Fifteenth-century mother the queen, or twenty-first-century mother the Shakespeare teacher?” Katherine asked.

Alex didn’t have time to answer because the coronation procession had arrived at the threshold of the cathedral now. The royal horns were almost deafening; the cheers of the crowd overwhelming.

“You said you had a plan?” Chip said.

Jonah leaned over to whisper it in his ear.

Chip smiled.

“I’ll really enjoy that,” he said.
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Jonah barely had time to whisper his plan to Alex and Katherine, too, before the procession was streaming toward their dark hallway.

“This is perfect!” Chip said. “They’ll go to the shrine of the saints first. It’s right over there. Come on!”

He began rushing toward an opening between pillars, several yards down. It was lucky that Jonah, Katherine, and Alex followed him quickly, because seconds later royal pages were shaking out wide swaths of finely woven cloth for the royal party to walk on. One bolt of the cloth landed right where the four kids had been standing.

“They take their shoes off to be respectful to the saints,” Chip explained. “Crazy, isn’t it?”

He walked on through the opening into the saints’ shrine, a grottolike enclosure with a row of statues and an altar at the front.

“We can stand by the statues while they’re coming in,” Chip said. “Richard will come to the front and kneel, and everyone else will stay behind him.”

Jonah moved back between two statues with equally fierce expressions on their stone faces. He thought they looked more like soldiers than saints.

“Hi. How you doing?” Jonah muttered to the statues. “Do you know you’re missing a nose?”

Katherine shot him a look that clearly said, How can you make jokes at a time like this? Jonah shrugged.

The royal procession began entering the shrine. Richard—Duke of Gloucester, King of England, whichever he was—did indeed have the most luxurious clothes. Even in the dim candlelight everything about him shimmered. Only a small number of the noblemen followed him into the shrine—probably the highest-ranking ones. The man carrying the crown on the pillow was one of them.

“That’s Buckingham,” Chip whispered. “His good friend. And fellow traitor.”

A woman came into the shrine too, followed by another nobleman with a smaller crown on a pillow.

“Richard’s having his wife crowned today too?” Chip muttered. “That’s different.”

The queen—or queen-to-be—was a frail, sickly-looking woman with thinning hair and deep lines in her face. But the way she smiled at her husband almost made Jonah feel bad about what they were about to do to him.

Some guys in robes—priests?—began chanting, and then Richard and his wife went to kneel at the altar.

“Maybe you shouldn’t . . . ,” Jonah began in a soft voice.

Chip flashed him a dirty look and went to crouch beside Richard. From his position by the statues Jonah could hear every word Chip said.

“You do not deserve to be king,” Chip hissed directly into his uncle’s ear. “After what you had done to your nephews, you don’t deserve to live. All this pomp and ceremony—bah! It is for naught. The crowd may cheer you now, but they will jeer when they know your sins. . . .”

Richard stayed on his knees, but he jerked to attention. Separating from a calm, devout-looking tracer, he peered around, something like panic on his face.

“Oh, yes, you will be found out,” Chip murmured. “And then . . . then you will die a terrible death, as terrible as the death you gave your nephews.”

“Begone!” Richard muttered through clenched teeth, glancing around again. “Plague me not!”

“I will plague you anytime I want!” Chip said, his voice rising.

Jonah thought maybe a few of the priests had heard him too, because they stopped in the middle of their chanting, creating more tracers.

Richard looked back at them.

“Leave me,” he commanded. “I require time to pray. Alone.”

The priests and the nobles exchanged baffled glances. This was evidently an unusual request.

“I . . . I am adding a new part to the coronation ceremony,” Richard said. “I was inspired, kneeling here, to know that a king needs time alone in communion with God.”

“But—,” a priest ventured timidly.

“Go!” Richard ordered.

At that they began filing out of the shrine, leaving their tracers behind. Only the man with the crown remained.

“You, too, Buckingham!” Richard commanded.

“Oh, er, I thought I . . .”

Richard pointed at the door, and Buckingham scurried out with the others.

Jonah wasn’t sure what he expected Richard to do next. But as soon as everyone else was gone, he threw himself against the stone altar, completely apart from all the ghostly tracers.

“Dear Father,” he moaned. “Thou knowest—”

“God knoweth everything you’ve ever done!” Chip interrupted.

“Please! I am a godly man!” Richard begged.

“Do godly men kill children?” Chip sneered.

Richard slowly raised his head, his brown hair splaying out on his shoulders.

“I didn’t . . . it was not I who . . .” He was almost weeping now, deep in anguish. “What wouldst Thou have me do?”

“Renounce the throne!” Chip commanded.

Richard froze. When he spoke again, he sounded like he was trying very hard to control his voice.

“Renounce it in whose favor?” he asked. “Who else could protect England so well as I? All I have done, I have done for the good of my country.”

“That’s what traitors always tell themselves,” Chip said scornfully.

Jonah was amazed that Chip could sound so strong and authoritative. Anytime Jonah tried to sound like that, his voice cracked. In a weird way Chip was even starting to seem less see-through.

It makes sense, Jonah thought. If someone sounds strong, your brain and your eyes start thinking that they look strong too. A nearly transparent kid just couldn’t look that powerful.

“But that is the truth!” Richard protested.

“Your version of truth,” Chip scoffed. “God will judge you based on, uh, the true truth.”

Jonah hoped that Richard wouldn’t notice that Chip had faltered. “True truth” didn’t sound authoritative. It just sounded stupid.

But Richard was staring up, right at the place where Chip was standing. A look of horror was spreading over his face.

“I see you,” he whispered.
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It was hard to tell who looked more stunned now, Richard or Chip.

“I . . . I . . . ,” Chip stammered, looking helplessly down at his hands.

Katherine started to bolt toward Chip, almost knocking over one of the stone statues in her haste. Jonah reached out his arm to stop her.

It’s just an illusion, he wanted to assure her. A trick of the eye. I thought I was seeing things too, just because Chip is doing such a great job. . . . Richard can’t see Chip. Chip’s invisible to everyone in the fifteenth century. Remember? So are we.

But Richard’s eyes followed Katherine’s motion, and Jonah’s.

“There are more of you?” he murmured. “Children? And in such strange garb . . .”

Now it was Jonah’s turn to look down at himself. He wasn’t see-through anymore. He wasn’t translucent. His hands were flesh colored again, not crystal. He could even see that the H of the HARRIS MIDDLE SCHOOL on his sweatshirt was starting to peel off. A thread stuck out from a worn place on the knees of his blue jeans. The glow-in-the-dark green stripes on his tennis shoes gleamed.

Jonah felt paralyzed.

How could we not be invisible anymore? he wondered in agony. We shouldn’t be standing here in twenty-first-century clothes in the middle of the fifteenth century. It’s too dangerous to time. And . . . to us.

Richard half turned, like he was about to call for his guards.

But Katherine stepped forward, calmly now.

“This is what people wear in heaven,” she said. “Don’t you . . . I mean, do you not recognize your own nephews?” She pointed first at Chip, then Alex, who was standing among the statues as still as if he, too, were made of stone. “They were changed by, uh, what they went through. Dying so tragically . . . they were transformed. That’s how it works.” She lowered her voice and glared at Richard. “Not that you’ll ever get to see heaven, after what you did.”

Richard looked from Chip to Alex.

“My nephews?” he murmured, his voice cracking. “Haunting me?”

“And we plan to do a lot of it!” Chip threatened.

Footsteps sounded at the back of the shrine.

“Richard?” a voice called softly. “Everyone’s waiting.”

“Buckingham,” Richard murmured. Determination gleamed in his eyes—maybe it was a determination not to believe in ghosts. “My lord,” he called back to his friend. “Wouldst thou . . .”

Jonah didn’t want to stick around to see exactly what he was going to say.

“Run!” Jonah cried.

“This way!” Alex agreed.

He led the others behind the statues to a small door in the wall at the back of the shrine. He yanked on it, hard, and it swung open—Maybe they don’t have door locks yet, Jonah thought disjointedly. And then he couldn’t think anything else because he was concentrating so hard on scrambling down dark, winding stairs. And he was listening so hard for footsteps behind him—footsteps of people who weren’t wearing tennis shoes. He could hear only Chip’s Nikes pounding on the stone steps, Katherine’s panicked panting. . . .

The stairway opened into a long, dark hallway lit solely by intermittent torches propped on the wall.

“Is anyone following us?” Alex stopped to ask.

“I can’t hear anything but Katherine breathing,” Jonah complained, breathing hard himself. “Hold your breath!”

She gasped and puffed out her cheeks, silently. Jonah did the same. Now he could hear only his own pulse pounding in his ears. He gave up.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” he said, looking around frantically.

“Not looking like this, we can’t,” Katherine countered.

“Calm down,” Chip said. “Richard isn’t going to send his guards after ghosts.”

“Do you think he really believed we were ghosts?” Jonah asked.

“Well, once he saw us, he wasn’t going to believe it was just his conscience speaking to him,” Chip said disgustedly.

Jonah leaned back against a damp wall. Since no guards had shown up yet, he was inclined to believe that they were safe. For the moment.

“But why did we stop being invisible?” Alex asked. “What changed? I would have thought it’d be like Newton’s first law of motion—anything in motion will remain in motion, anything at rest will remain at rest, anything invisible will remain invisible. . . . Jonah, let me see that Elucidator.”

Jonah dug the rocklike object out of his pocket. Now that it was visible too, he could make out a screen full of glowing words: RESTORATION COMPLETE. ALL SYSTEMS RETURNED TO ORIGINAL SETTINGS.

“Oh,” Jonah mumbled, holding the Elucidator out to Alex so he could see the screen too. “Great timing.”

Alex shook his head.

“We should study this,” Alex said, peering down at the Elucidator. “See if we can find some instructions for using it . . .”

“Don’t you think we should hide first?” Katherine asked. She paused. “Is someone coming?”

Jonah tilted his head back into the stairwell, but the footsteps he heard weren’t coming from above. They were far down the hall, in the shadows.

“Hurry!” Jonah said, pointing in the opposite direction. “That way!”

It was ridiculous to try to combine tiptoeing and running, but that’s what they all attempted as they scurried away. When they’d gone several yards, the hallway branched. Jonah peeked around the corner into the new corridor, which was equally dark and shadowed.

Er—no. Some of those shadows were men in dark robes.

“Hasten your steps!” a voice called far down the hallway. “The king wishes you monks to line his path through the church.”

Jonah threw a glance over his shoulder at the men advancing behind them, then looked down the other corridor again.

“We’re trapped!” Jonah whispered. “We can’t walk past this hallway without those monks seeing us. And we can’t go back. . . .”

Chip surprised him by dropping down to the ground and half crawling, half wriggling forward.

“Come on!” he whispered. “It’s darker down on the floor. They won’t see us here.”

Jonah, Katherine, and Alex followed his example. None of the monks cried out, “Wait! Who’s that crawling on the floor? And why are they wearing such strange clothes?”

When they were safely on the other side of the corridor, and back on their feet, Jonah leaned over and whispered in Chip’s ear, “How’d you figure that out so quickly?”

Chip snorted.

“Used to do it all the time sneaking out of the nursery when I was a little boy, back at Ludlow Castle,” he muttered. “There are some advantages to bad lighting.”

It was so hard to understand how Chip could have memories of two completely different childhoods, separated by more than five hundred years. Jonah was just as glad that there wasn’t time to think about it. They had to keep rushing forward, turning shadowy corners, advancing from one flickering pool of torchlight to the next.

And then they ran out of hallway.

Stairs lay before them, as dark and winding as the ones they’d used before.

“Should we . . . ?” Katherine asked.

Jonah could hear the footsteps approaching behind them: closer and closer and closer. . . .

“It’s our only choice,” he decided.

He began scrambling up the stairs tripping on the uneven stones. He fell. He got up. He fell again. He got up again.

“Speed it up!” Alex hissed from the back of the line. “Those monks are moving fast!”

At the top of the stairs Jonah spun around the corner. . . .

And slammed right into yet another monk.
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“Oof,” the monk said.

He was a large man with a distended belly. Jonah practically bounced back.

“Sorry,” Jonah muttered. He thought that maybe if he kept his head down and brushed on by as quickly as possible, the monk wouldn’t notice his twenty-first-century clothes. It was almost dim enough by the stairs. The monk wouldn’t be able to see the glow of the tracer moving past them, and who could tell, maybe the monk was nearsighted, maybe they hadn’t invented glasses yet. . . .

Then Jonah saw that there were four other monks behind the first one, all also stopped in their tracks while their tracers glided forward. And all of them were staring, openmouthed, at Jonah.

So much for the possible benefits of myopia.

Alex, Katherine, and Chip rounded the last corner of the stairs behind Jonah and slammed to a halt, each one bumping into the next. The combined forward motion of all three of them shoved Alex against Jonah’s back. Jonah lurched forward and back, trying to keep his balance.

Incredibly enough, the five monks were capable of letting their jaws drop even farther toward the floor.

For a moment everyone just stared at one another. Then Katherine stepped out past Jonah and Alex.

“Hi!” she said, as perky as a beauty contestant. “Uh, greetings! Nice to meet you!”

Five pairs of medieval monk eyes blinked incredulously.

Jonah hadn’t given much thought to what his sister was wearing. It wasn’t something he usually paid attention to, and he’d been a little preoccupied lately. But he noticed now. She was wearing blue jeans with some sort of weird stitching near the bottom, with shiny red thread. She had a sweatshirt knotted around her waist, and a T-shirt with sparkly beading on the front that spelled out CHEER!

She looked completely and utterly wrong next to all those black-robed monks. Jonah still knew almost nothing about the fifteenth century, but even he could tell that not a single part of her outfit would have been possible in 1483.

“Ah . . .” The big-bellied monk had to clear his throat and try again. “Art thou a female creature or a male creature?” he asked Katherine.

Katherine giggled.

All the monks must have had younger sisters who giggled in the same way, because they seemed to relax a little bit.

“Oh, I’m a girl,” Katherine said. She looked down at her clothes. “I just . . . uh . . .”

“We’re travelers from a foreign land,” Jonah said quickly. He felt like grinning at his own brilliance. “That’s why we’re dressed so strangely. We must look really freaky to you.”

All five monks looked at him blankly. “Freaky” must not be a fifteenth-century word.

Jonah went on, trying to cover his mistake.

“We came to London for the coronation,” he said. He had another flash of brilliance. “But we were surprised when we arrived this morning. . . .” He tried to make his voice sound innocently confused. “We had heard that the new king was a young boy, Edward the Fifth? But now we hear the crowds cheering for Richard the Third. Who is this Richard? What happened to Edward?”

The big-bellied monk narrowed his eyes.

“You are a foreigner and you dare to question our ways?” he asked.

Jonah took a step back, bumping into Chip and Alex again.

“Oh, we’re not questioning anything,” Katherine said quickly. “You can have whoever you want as king.”

The monks continued to look at her as if she’d suddenly appeared from Mars. Jonah realized they wouldn’t take anything she said seriously.

“It’s just . . . it’s just . . . ,” he began. But he couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Alex shoved Jonah aside.

“We’re just attempting to comprehend your ways,” he said, holding his hands out in front of him, like someone trying to show he wasn’t carrying any weapons. “ ’Tis humility to know one’s own ignorance, is it not? ‘The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool.’ ”

“So true,” one of the monks murmured. “So true.”

“Well, you know, that’s a quote from Shakesp . . .” A panicked look spread over Alex’s face. “Uh, never mind,” he muttered.

Jonah guessed that meant Shakespeare wasn’t famous yet. Maybe he hadn’t even been born.

The oldest-looking monk—a bald man with bushy eyebrows—stepped forward.

“I’ll give you some advice, since you appear to be innocent fools,” he said. “It’s never wise to question the circumstances of a king’s ascension whilst he yet sits on the throne. A short memory can be a gift.”

Now, what did that mean? Jonah really needed a better translator. “Ascension” means . . . what? “Rising”? What’s that got to do with kings? Oh. Rising to become king?

“But Edward the Fifth was king,” Chip said in a hard, unyielding voice. “What happened to Edward the Fifth? Does he not yet live?”

Okay, so now I need a translator for Chip, too, Jonah thought. “Does he not yet live?” would be the same as . . . uh, let’s see . . . “Isn’t he still alive?”

The old monk glanced over his shoulder, as if afraid of being overheard.

“Dead or alive, it matters not,” he said softly. “He is king no more.”

“ ‘It matters not’? ‘It matters not’?” Chip repeated. His face was so red suddenly he looked like he might explode. “How can it not matter if a king is alive or dead?”

One of the younger monks let out a snort of laughter.

“That’s like one of those riddles they ask us,” he said in an overly loud bumpkin’s voice. “Even I know the answer to that one. Being alive or dead don’t matter if he’s not going to be king, neither way.” He chuckled again, at the apparently stunning possibility that he might be wiser than the strangely dressed “foreigners.” Then he stopped and looked back anxiously at the older monk. “Of course, his soul would be in heaven if he was dead.”

One of the other monks, a tall, thin man with ears that stuck out like jug handles, leaned in conspiratorially.

“See, what happened was, they found out the boy’s parents hadn’t even been married,” he said, whispering gleefully, like this was the juiciest gossip he’d ever heard.

“They were too!” Chip retorted instantly. He sprang forward, his hands balled up into fists, like he intended to start throwing punches at the monks. Jonah grabbed his arms, trying to hold him back.

“How would you know, if you are foreigners who only arrived this morning?” the old monk asked, pursing his lips thoughtfully.

“It’s . . . it’s what we heard,” Jonah said, struggling with Chip.

Katherine began tugging on Chip’s arm too, and that helped some. Jonah wished that Alex would help as well, but he was just standing there muttering, “Not married? Not married?”

“Well,” the jug-eared monk said, lowering his voice again. “I don’t know when you heard that, but Dr. Ralph Shaw preached on June twenty-second, two whole weeks ago, that Edward the Fourth was pre-contracted with another woman before he married Elizabeth Woodville. So none of their children are legitimate. So of course Edward the Fifth couldn’t inherit the throne.”

Chip stopped struggling. His face instantly went from furious red to ghostly pale.

“People heard this?” he whispered. “People believe this?”

Katherine stopped tugging on Chip’s arm and began patting it comfortingly.

“That’s crazy,” she said. “Even if, uh, Edward’s father thought about marrying someone else first, that shouldn’t change anything about who he ended up marrying. Or about Edward being king.”

The old monk frowned at Katherine.

“I don’t know what it’s like where you’re from,” he said in a tone that implied that she must be from someplace awful. “But here marriage is a sacred rite. Do you take the sacraments lightly? Do you mock the sanctity of holy matrimony?” His voice was getting louder and louder, more enraged. “Are you even Christian?”

How had it come to this? Jonah wondered. One minute they were listening to gossip about people getting engaged and married, and now this old monk was towering over them, glaring, shaking his finger at them.

“I’ll have you know I—,” Katherine began indignantly. She was standing on her tiptoes, like she was ready to face off with the old monk, nose to nose, glaring eye to glaring eye.

“Womenfolk,” Alex interrupted her, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. He gripped her arm warningly. “You know how their feeble minds fail to grasp the subtleties of proper doctrine. She’s a little weak minded anyway, as you can tell from her choice of apparel.”

Now Katherine’s jaw dropped. Her eyes bugged out. She seemed stunned beyond words.

“Indeed,” the old monk agreed, sounding calmer now.

“Perhaps we should remove her from the cathedral during this sacred ceremony,” Alex said. “We apologize for any disruption we have caused.”

Still clutching Katherine’s arm, he bowed low and backed away, off to the side.

Jonah decided it was probably wise to follow. He grabbed Chip’s arm, just in case Chip was prepared to start arguing where Katherine had left off. But Chip came along dazedly.

Ahead of them Katherine struggled with Alex as he pulled her into the shadows.

“Come on,” Alex was murmuring. “Argue with me later. It isn’t safe here. . . .”

Jonah picked up his pace.

He threw a quick glance over his shoulder, to see if any of the monks were following them, but they’d already been engulfed by a whole new crowd of monks, coming up the same stairway that Jonah and the others had used. The man whose voice Jonah had heard before was calling out, “Move along! We are supposed to be taking our positions. . . .”

Alex was almost running now that he was out of sight of the monks. In the near darkness Jonah was having trouble keeping track of him.

“Wait for us!” Jonah hissed. “Where are you going, anyway?”

“I know this part of the cathedral,” Alex whispered back. “I just figured out where we are. I used to play here sometimes—I know a crypt where we can hide until the crowds clear out.”

A crypt. Great. That sounded like a wonderful place to go.
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The crypt turned out to be just a dark space with pillars in the bowels of the church. Jonah couldn’t see any bones or dead bodies lying around, like he’d half expected. The dead bodies were probably tucked away behind the stone tablets on the walls, but Jonah was not going to ask about that.

He couldn’t have gotten a word in edgewise anyway. Katherine, freed from the need to be careful around the monks, was all but screaming at Alex.

“How dare you!” she spit out. “Saying I’m feebleminded? Saying it’s because I’m ‘womenfolk’? ‘Womenfolk’—bleh! Just the word is sexist!”

“Katherine, calm down,” Alex said, sounding amazingly calm himself for someone getting his ears blistered. “I don’t think you’re feebleminded. I don’t think girls in general are feebleminded. That was just the only thing I could think of to say to keep them from stringing us all up as heretics. I knew that’s what those monks believed, anyway, that females are stupid.”

“And you think that makes it all right?” Katherine complained. “It’s okay to perpetuate a stereotype if the people you’re perpetuating it to are already idiots?”

Whoa—“perpetuate a stereotype”?—Katherine really was mad.

“I’m sorry, okay?” Alex said pleadingly. “It’s not my fault 1483 wasn’t a great time to be female. Those monks don’t really think of girls as human beings, exactly. Men in 1483 think of women more as just . . . uh . . .” His voice trailed off.

“What?” Katherine demanded.

“Uh . . . breeding stock,” Alex said apologetically.

Katherine kicked one of the tablets in the wall.

“I am so getting out of here,” she said. “I am not spending my whole life in this godforsaken time. And don’t any of you correct me! This is a godforsaken time if women are just treated like breeding stock.”

She kicked the wall again.

“It’s not really such a great time to be a male, either,” Chip said weakly. “Remember? Somebody tried to murder me and Alex last night. My own uncle cheated me out of my crown. And it sounds like the whole country’s letting him get away with it.”

Dimly, distantly from up above, they could hear the cheers of the huge crowd. Either Richard III had just had the crown placed on his head, or he’d just walked out in front of his subjects, or . . .

It didn’t really matter. Either way Chip wasn’t king anymore.

Chip kicked the wall just as angrily as Katherine had.

“I still don’t understand,” Jonah admitted. “What’s that whole story about your father being ‘pre-contracted’ to someone else before he got married? What’s that got to do with anything? Who cares?”

“It’s just a lie,” Chip said bitterly. “An excuse.”

“Well,” Alex said. “Maybe . . . knowing our father . . . maybe he was engaged to someone else before he married our mother.”

“So what?” Katherine said, still sounding angry. “Maybe the woman dumped him. Don’t tell me women aren’t allowed to do that in the fifteenth century!”

Even in the dim light of the crypt Jonah could tell that Alex was frowning.

“Um . . . kind of not,” Alex said. “For someone who’s the king of England, it’s not like getting married is a romantic thing. It’s strategic, all about uniting powerful families, getting the rights to land and titles. Except our father, Edward the Fourth, he did have this thing about falling for women. And he might have promised to marry someone that he never married. And making that promise, it would be legally binding.”

“So when he married our mother, it would be like bigamy,” Chip said gloomily. “Not a legal marriage. So we wouldn’t be legal, legitimate offspring of the king. So Alex and me—neither one of us could inherit the right to be king.”

Jonah thought about that. Being adopted, he’d always kind of figured that his birth parents weren’t married when he was born. He didn’t care. It wasn’t like it was his fault.

But in 1483, people must have cared about that kind of thing a lot, if it determined who became king.

“So if everybody was saying that you weren’t king after all, why’d they bother throwing you out the window?” Jonah asked.

“Just because Richard can convince everyone that I’m not the king now, that doesn’t mean that he can keep them convinced,” Chip said. “Any time he does something people don’t like, they can start plotting to get rid of him. As long as I’m alive, they could say, ‘Oops, we were wrong. Edward’s parents really were married after all. He’s the real king! Let’s get rid of that Richard guy!’ ”

Jonah thought about this. Being king didn’t sound so great, really. It sounded like you’d spend your whole time worrying that someone was going to knock you off.

“Oooh,” Katherine said. “It’s just like fifth grade.”

“What?” Jonah said.

“Remember?” Katherine said. “Last year when Kelly Todd was kind of the queen of all the fifth-grade girls? And then Courtney LaRosa moved in from California, and everyone thought she was really cool, being from California and all. But that wasn’t enough for her, and she had to make sure that everyone started hating Kelly Todd too, so it wouldn’t be like Kelly ever got back her power. And then—”

“Katherine! The royal family in England is not like a bunch of stupid fifth-grade girls!” Jonah said.

“But it is!” Katherine said. She sounded excited now. “See, Chip, this is what ended up working for Kelly, what you ought to do about your uncle. You should—”

“He shouldn’t be trying to get the throne back,” Jonah said sternly. “We’re supposed to be making everyone think that he’s dead. Remember?”

“Oh. Yeah,” Katherine said.

They all fell silent for a moment. Jonah could hear the cheers from up above again.

“We must have convinced Richard that Alex and I are dead,” Chip said. “Since he didn’t chase after us. Do you think that’s good enough?”

“Our mother needs to think that too,” Alex said forlornly.

It was funny how Alex could sound so sure of himself, so expert when it came to talking about scientific facts or details about 1483. But whenever he talked about his mother, the queen, he sounded like a little boy again.

“So we figure out how to turn invisible again,” Jonah said. “We go haunt your mom. Do you think that will fix time enough? Do you think after that we can just go home?”

To his embarrassment, his voice broke on the word “home.” He wasn’t going to be like Katherine. He wasn’t going to think about how much nicer it would be to go back to a time when people didn’t consider you heretics just because you dressed a little funny. He wasn’t even going to think about how nice it’d be to have a thick, juicy twenty-first-century cheeseburger right about now.

But when Alex said, “Why don’t we all look at the Elucidator now?” Jonah had it out of his pocket instantly.
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They decided to wait until dark to leave the crypt. It seemed safer that way, even though Alex figured out how to make them all invisible again.

Oddly, that was just about all they could figure out about the Elucidator. None of them could get the Elucidator to show the long list of choices they’d seen before. No matter how much they poked, prodded, pressed, rubbed, turned, tossed, or even shouted at it, the Elucidator’s screen showed only one option: INVISIBILITY? Y/N.

“Maybe it caught a computer virus, going through time?” Alex suggested, his voice thick with frustration.

“Or maybe it’s still broken from Chip throwing it at the ground,” Katherine said.

“It said the restoration was complete,” Chip argued.

“At least the invisibility works,” Jonah said, trying to calm everyone down. He amused himself by pressing the Y, then the spot on the screen where the N had been, when it was visible. Then Y again. . . . He could feel himself turning invisible, then visible, then invisible.

“Stop that!” Katherine said. “Now you’re going to break it!” She swallowed hard. “And . . . turning invisible, going back and forth—that makes me feel sick.”

“Really?” Jonah asked. He resisted the urge to hit N again, just to show her that he could.

“Timesickness, remember?” Katherine said. It was dark enough in the crypt that Jonah couldn’t be entirely sure, but he thought he saw her stick out her tongue at him. She went on in a scolding tone, “And what if there’s a limit to the number of times we can become invisible? What if you run down the batteries—or whatever that runs on—and then it doesn’t work when we need it to?”

“Stupid thing doesn’t work very well anyhow,” Alex muttered, taking the Elucidator from Jonah, turning it upside down, and shaking it. He turned it over once more—the screen still said, INVISIBILITY? Y/N.

“Maybe you’re just doing it wrong,” Chip said, jerking the Elucidator away. “Let me try.”

Pizza, Jonah thought. If we just had a big pizza in front of us, this wouldn’t seem like such a big problem. Or a big bowl of spaghetti. Or lasagna.

Maybe his true identity, whatever it was, had something to do with Italy, since all he could think about was Italian food?

Alex was yanking the Elucidator back away from Chip.

“Oh, no,” he said. “You’ll just end up throwing it on the floor again.”

“Stop it!” Katherine said. “Stop fighting! If we’ve got any hope of getting out of this place, we’ll all have to work together.”

“Fighting? Who’s fighting?” Chip said.

“Squabbling, then,” Katherine said. “You know what I mean.”

“We’re in the fifteenth century. In 1483 even squabbling involves bows and arrows or giant spears,” Chip said harshly.

“Or lances,” Alex said.

“Swords,” Chip said.

“Battering rams,” Alex said.

“You’re not making me feel any better about the fifteenth century,” Katherine said.

Alex stopped shaking the Elucidator for a moment.

“The funny thing is, I remember being really happy here,” he said softly.

“Me too,” Chip said. “Everybody at Ludlow Castle was always pretty nice to me.”

“Well, duh,” Jonah said. “They knew you were going to be their king.”

“No,” Chip said, shaking his head. “It wasn’t just that. It was . . . we all belonged. We all had a place.” His voice got husky. “This probably sounds stupid, but I wanted to make my family proud of me. It’s not like in the twenty-first century, when Mom and Dad . . . uh . . . well, you know. It always seemed like they had their own lives that had nothing to do with me. And my life had nothing to do with them.”

Jonah didn’t know Chip’s parents very well. But he knew that they hadn’t even bothered telling Chip that he was adopted until he guessed it.

“Chip,” Jonah said. “Nobody in the twenty-first century ever tried to murder you.”

“JB did, by sending me back in time,” Chip said.

“JB isn’t from the twenty-first century,” Jonah said. “He’s from the future.”

“What’s it matter?” Alex asked, poking uselessly at the Elucidator again. “It’s not like we have any control over anything.”

“We are going to convince the queen that you two are dead,” Katherine said stubbornly. “And then we’re going home.”

Home, Jonah thought longingly. He refused to think about how hard it might be to get there.

“Do you suppose it’s dark outside yet?” he asked.

“I’ll go check,” Alex said.

“No. We go together,” Katherine insisted.

Nobody argued with her.

It was barely dusk when they poked their invisible heads out of a side door of the cathedral, but they agreed that that was dark enough. The crowd from the coronation had melted away.

“I bet they’re all feasting now,” Chip said bitterly. “Feasting on the foods that were ordered for my coronation.”

Jonah refused to think about food.

Go haunt the queen, he told himself. Then go home. The words seemed more like a prayer than a plan. Please let it work that way. Please let it be that easy.

“Um,” he said, a new thought occurring to him. “The queen’s not at some castle five days away, is she?”

“Nope,” Alex said. “She’s right in there.”

He pointed at a squarish stone building that looked more like a fortress than a castle. It was practically within spitting distance of the cathedral door.

“She was there the whole time the coronation was going on?” Katherine asked, horrified. “Within earshot? When everyone was shouting . . . did King Richard know that?”

“Oh, yeah,” Alex said grimly. “He knew.”

“But—why?” Katherine asked. “Why wouldn’t she go somewhere else? For the day, anyway . . .”

“Because she’s in sanctuary,” Chip said.

“I thought the coronation was in the sanctuary,” Jonah said.

“No, no,” Alex said. “Not that kind of sanctuary. She’s in political sanctuary. After Gloucester—Richard—had her brother arrested and took control, she moved in there, where she’d be safe. Where he couldn’t arrest her.”

“But—she’s his own sister-in-law,” Jonah objected. “Right?”

“So?” Chip said.

Jonah decided he didn’t like Chip’s fifteenth-century family any better than he liked Chip’s twenty-first-century parents.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Katherine objected. “Why would staying in that building make any difference if someone wanted to arrest her?”

“Because it’s sacred ground,” Chip said. “Church property. Even a king has to bow to church authority.”

Jonah was about to say, “What about the separation of church and state?” Then he realized that that would sound really, really stupid. This wasn’t America. This wasn’t the twenty-first century.

“I was staying there with her,” Alex said softly. “Until Gloucester came and said he wanted me to be with Chip for Chip’s coronation.”

“So he tricked her into letting you go?” Jonah asked.

Alex shook his head slowly.

“No,” he said. “She’s really smart. She knew what she was doing. That’s why I was sure she had a plan to rescue us. Me and Chip both.”

“Well, let’s go pay her a visit,” Katherine said grimly.

They tiptoed across a stone path, though there was no one nearby to hear them if any of their shoes squeaked. They rounded the corner of the stone fortress and discovered two guards in front of the only door.

“Now, how are we going to get past them?” Jonah muttered.

“I have an idea,” Alex said.

He tiptoed close to the guards, but Jonah couldn’t really tell what he did after that. He seemed to be lifting his arms over the guards’ shoulders. Was he dropping something on them? What good would that do?

Moments later a cluster of large black crows swooped down from a nearby tree and began to peck at the guards.

“Begone!” the guards screamed. “Shoo!”

The birds flapped their wings in the guards’ faces; the guards separated from their tracers to wave their arms and spin around, trying to shove the birds away.

“Now!” Alex whispered. “Hurry!”

While the guards were fighting with the crows, Alex shoved in through the door. Jonah walked right behind him, with Chip and Katherine on his heels.

Once the door creaked shut, they found themselves in a small alcove outside a dark chapel.

“How did you know that would work?” Jonah asked.

“Think about it,” Alex said. “I was stuck in this building with my mother and sisters for a month and a half. Don’t you think I had to figure out a way to get in and out?”

“But what did you put on the guards?”

“Bread crumbs,” Alex said, grinning triumphantly.

Jonah thought about asking why Alex was carrying bread crumbs around in his pockets, but that reminded him of food, which he really shouldn’t be thinking about, because it made him too hungry. He wished he’d thought to bring some of the bread crumbs in his own pocket. He wouldn’t have wasted it on birds.

“Come on,” Alex said. “Our mother’s chambers are upstairs.”

They tiptoed up a dark, winding staircase—were all the stairways in the fifteenth century like that? Jonah wondered. He thought about what it would be like to be trapped in this dreary building for a month and a half.

“No TV, huh?” he whispered to Alex. “No video games?”

“Are you kidding?” Alex whispered back. “We just got the printing press in England six or seven years ago. We barely have books!”

They reached the top of the stairs and tiptoed into a sparsely furnished room. A blond woman in an elegant black dress and five blond girls—also in black—were all leaning against a bed, their faces buried in the comforter.

All of them were sobbing.

“Uh, Chip?” Jonah whispered. “If that’s your mom and sisters, I think they already know you’re supposedly dead.”

The sobbing was especially hard to watch and listen to because Jonah could see the tracers of the queen and her daughters, the way they would have been if nobody had interfered with time. The tracer queen was seated regally on the bed, silently smiling, laughing, and talking. The tracers of the five girls, who all looked so much like Chip and Alex, were seated beside their mother. One of them flipped a cascade of blond curls over her shoulder and giggled silently.

Wait a minute, Jonah thought. The tracer queen and princesses shouldn’t look so happy. The tracers should be the ones crying. Wouldn’t they be certain that Chip and Alex are dead? Shouldn’t the queen and princesses now, after the tampering, still have some hope that Chip and Alex are okay?

He was confusing himself, getting mixed up between how things should be with and without the tampering.

I’d think a lot more clearly if I had some pizza or spaghetti or lasagna in my stomach, he thought grumpily.

Katherine was tapping him on the shoulder, very annoyingly.

“L-l-look,” she stammered, pointing to the opposite side of the room from the sobbing queen and princesses and their eerily happy tracers.

Jonah turned, ready to tell Katherine not to bug him when he was hungry.

But turning, he saw what Katherine was pointing at.

Two chairs sat on the opposite side of the room from the bed. And two more glowing tracers sat in the chairs, laughing just as uproariously as the tracers of the princesses and queen.

One of the tracers was Alex’s. The other was Chip’s.

Even in the original version of time the prince and the former king had survived.
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“What?” Jonah exploded, loudly enough that the queen stopped sobbing for a moment, lifted her head, and looked around, a mystified expression on her face. Then, seeing nothing, she buried her face in the bedding again and sobbed even harder.

Jonah pushed Katherine back out into the hall. Chip and Alex had just turned and caught their first glimpse of the tracer boys, and now they were leaning toward the tracers, as if they were being pulled in that direction.

“Oh, no,” Jonah muttered. “Don’t even think about it.”

He grabbed the back of Chip’s sweatshirt and the back of Alex’s T-shirt and tugged. It took a lot of effort, but eventually he had them back out in the hallway too. He forced them down toward the ground.

“We’ve got to talk,” he whispered. “How can this be?”

“They didn’t die,” Katherine murmured. “They never died. We were wrong all along.”

“But how did they survive?” Jonah asked. “That was, like, six stories down to the ground.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Chip said. “Don’t you remember, we only climbed down one or two sets of stairs?”

Jonah thought about this. Chip was right—there hadn’t been that many stairs when they were leaving the Tower of London.

“But I looked out the window,” Jonah said. “The ground looked a mile away.”

“Could that be because of the timesickness?” Katherine asked. “Messing us up? When I jumped into the river to swim to the barge, I thought I was going to have to swim forever. But then it only took three or four strokes.”

Through raw sewage, Jonah wanted to add, but he restrained himself.

Were his perceptions so badly off too? He remembered how, when Chip was running toward Richard III’s procession, Jonah had managed to tackle his friend even when he was sure Chip was too far away. He thought about how high and echoey the ceilings had seemed in the tower room, how far he’d had to run to hide behind the tapestry. . . .

“But . . . but . . . Chip and Alex never had timesickness,” Jonah protested, still not convinced. “They saw how far away the ground was.”

“I never looked out the window,” Chip said.

“And I just looked up, toward the stars,” Alex said.

Both of them spoke in dreamy, distracted tones. Both of them were looking back over their shoulders, gazing longingly toward the tracers.

It’s like mind control, Jonah thought. Any time they’re near their tracers.

Did that explain why both Chip and Alex said they felt strange as soon as they got close to Westminster Abbey? Maybe the tracers had been moving right past them, just out of sight, heading toward their reunion with their mother. . . .

Katherine was focused on a more immediate problem.

“But what do we do now?” she asked. “This changes everything!”

Chip and Alex started to stand up, edging toward their tracers once more.

“No, no, you can’t do that!” Jonah said. “We’ve got to figure this out. Logically.”

“What’s to figure?” Alex asked. “We can stop our family’s sorrow. We can bring joy to our mother’s heart.”

He gestured toward the queen and princesses, who were, indeed, sobbing as though their hearts were broken.

“But they’ll see you change!” Katherine objected. “It’ll look like you just appear out of nowhere. . . .”

“They’re not looking,” Chip said. “That’s why we’ve got to meld with our tracers now, while they’re all crying on the bed.”

“No, wait!” Jonah called out.

It was too late. Chip and Alex broke away from Jonah’s grasp. In four quick strides they were beside their own tracers.

“It’s okay!” Katherine hissed in Jonah’s ear. “They’re invisible, remember? They’ll just stay invisible! They’ve just got to find that . . . out. . . .”

Her voice trailed off because she was wrong. As soon as Chip and Alex sat down on the chairs, occupying the same space as their tracers, their forms sprang back into living color.

“It must be like multiplying negative numbers,” Jonah muttered. “Two negatives make a positive. So, invisible tracer, invisible time traveler—fully visible boy.”

“What are you talking about?” Katherine demanded.

“Never mind,” Jonah mumbled.

Chip pulled away from his tracer long enough to grin broadly at Alex. Alex grinned back. And then he called out in a high, sweet, pure voice that sounded a lot younger than his usual voice, “Mother?”

The sobbing queen on the bed—and all five of the sobbing princesses—jerked to attention and whirled around.

“Oh, no, their clothes!” Katherine moaned. “They look all wrong!”

But the queen and the princesses didn’t seem to notice that Chip and Alex were a strange blend of fifteenth century and twenty-first century. They must not be able to see the jeans and the Nikes and the short hair, Jonah thought. Maybe just time travelers can see that. The serving girl back at the Tower of London didn’t notice anything weird either. . . .

And then Jonah forgot to wonder about clothes or hair or anything else. The queen let out a shriek of pure joy and cried out, “My sons! Oh, my sons! I thought you were lost to me forever!”

She sprang up and dashed across the room, burying both boys in a hug. The princesses raced after her, their arms outstretched. They grabbed their brothers too. They were all so overjoyed that their laughing, giggling tracers back on the bed seemed downright solemn by comparison.

“But how did you get here?” the queen asked when Chip and Alex finally pulled back from the embrace. “My faithful servants said something went wrong with our plan, and you vanished. I thought we’d been betrayed, and you’d been carried away by the enemy. . . .”

“We thought you were surely dead,” the tallest princess added.

“We hid and came here on our own,” Chip said. “We distracted the guards and tiptoed up the stairs. We . . . we knew you had a plan, but we weren’t sure who we could trust.”

The queen gave a most unladylike snort.

“Is not that the story of our time?” she asked, and a hint of sadness crept into her voice. “Whom do we have left to trust?”

“Lord Rivers will come to us now, will he not?” Chip asked. “We can mount a campaign against Gloucester. We will defeat him.”

But the queen was peering over Chip’s head now. The sadness had taken over her face again.

“You do not know,” she murmured.

“Know what?” Alex asked.

“We know that Gloucester had himself crowned king,” Chip said in a hard voice. “We know that he is spreading slander about . . . about . . .”

The queen waved this news away, as though it was inconsequential. Or as if she had much worse problems to worry about.

“He had Rivers beheaded,” she said in a numb voice. “Rivers, and Grey, and Vaughan . . . he had Hastings executed too, because he said he was plotting against him.”

Jonah had no idea who any of those people were, except the Rivers guy—wasn’t he Chip’s uncle? The one on his mother’s side that Chip liked? As soon as the queen said “beheaded,” Chip slumped in his chair and clutched his face in shock and horror.

“No . . . ,” he moaned.

Beside him, Alex was shaking his head in disbelief. With each name the queen recited, both boys gasped. Finally Chip dropped his hands from his face and peered up at his mother.

“Has he left us no one?” he whispered.

“He has left us ourselves,” the queen said with great dignity. “My daughters. My sons. Myself.”

Chip’s face showed what he thought of princesses and a queen as their only allies. Jonah hoped Katherine didn’t notice.

“Some of this conversation . . . it must have partly been what they were talking about anyway,” Katherine whispered.

Jonah noticed that the tracers on the bed had stopped laughing and giggling and rolling about. The queen’s tracer had the same expression of sorrowful nobility as the queen herself.

“But we shall prevail,” the queen said, her head held high. “We are in the right.”

Like an echo, the tracer queen on the bed mouthed the same words. The tracer princesses sat like statues beside her.

“I missed you, Mother,” Alex said, throwing his arms around his mother’s waist. “I missed how you always know the right thing to do.”

Alex couldn’t have seen his mother’s expression because he had his face buried in her skirt. But Jonah saw how the corners of her mouth trembled, how the pain and fear settled deep in her eyes.

“I can’t watch this,” Katherine murmured. “It’s like watching Holocaust movies, where you know everyone’s going to die.”

She pulled Jonah away from the doorway into the room so he couldn’t see either.

Jonah was busy trying to work something out in his head.

“They’re all going to die anyhow,” he said. “They lived more than five hundred years before we were born.” He remembered that he actually had no idea what time period he’d been born in. “Before you were born, anyway.”

“But can’t you feel it? In that room? The way it seems like really, really bad things are going to happen?” Katherine asked.

Jonah could. Foreboding, he wanted to tell Katherine. That’s what it’s called. What we feel. But what good did it do just to know the right word? Action was what counted.

“We promised we’d save Chip and Alex,” Jonah muttered. “We promised.”

“Why aren’t we saving the princesses, too?” Katherine asked. “Why didn’t Gary and Hodge kidnap them when they kidnapped Chip and Alex? Just because they’re girls, not boys?”

Jonah was getting sick of Katherine thinking everyone was prejudiced against girls.

“Gary and Hodge kidnapped lots of endangered girls from history,” Jonah argued. “Remember? There were about as many girls as boys in the cave that day. Maybe . . . maybe the princesses aren’t in any danger. Maybe it’s just Chip and Alex.”

Katherine clenched her fists.

“This is driving me crazy, not knowing what’s going to happen. What’s supposed to happen,” she said.

“But this is no different from regular life,” Jonah said. “When have you ever known what’s going to happen in the future?”

Katherine glared at him.

“You know what I mean,” she said. “I’m used to the future being the future, not the past being the future. Or—you know. It’s weird that the future already happened once, but we don’t know what it was. Er—will be.” She was getting so tangled up in verb tenses that she stopped trying. She gulped. “How can we save Chip and Alex if we don’t know what we’re supposed to be saving them from?”

Especially when we thought we’d already saved them, Jonah thought dizzily. His stomach churned. What if they’d “haunted” the queen before they noticed Chip’s and Alex’s tracers? What if they’d managed to convince her that her sons were dead? What if King Richard III did something differently because he’d seen the boys’ “ghosts” at the Westminster shrine? How come it seemed like everything they did messed up time?

“Maybe JB was right,” Jonah muttered. “Maybe it is dangerous for us to be here.”

“JB—oh!” Katherine suddenly sat up straight, practically banging her head on the wall. “He didn’t want Chip and Alex dead on the ground after all! He didn’t betray us!”

Jonah stared at her. She was right. They’d been so upset thinking that JB wanted Chip and Alex dead that they hadn’t given JB a chance to explain. Chip had cut him off and kicked the Elucidator across the room. And then they’d muted it.

Jonah dug in his pocket for the Elucidator. He expected it to be completely invisible again or, at best, still stuck on the words INVISIBILITY? Y/N. But it held a full sentence now, in tiny, barely glowing type:

WILL YOU LISTEN TO ME NOW?
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Jonah immediately felt annoyed for all those hours they’d spent trying to get the Elucidator to say something besides INVISIBILITY? Y/N. When JB’s question faded into another one—SAFE FOR ME TO TALK OUT LOUD? Y/N—Jonah hit the Y with an angry stab of his fingernail.

“Thanks a lot,” he muttered. “So you could have communicated with us all along? You can do anything you want through the Elucidator?”

“Not while you had the Elucidator muted, during the system restore,” JB’s voice came softly out of the mostly transparent “rock” in Jonah’s mostly transparent hand. “You cut off all contact with the outside world.”

Jonah suppressed a shiver at that.

“But ever since the Elucidator reset, back at the cathedral—you could have talked to us then?” Katherine demanded.

“Did you want me to?” JB asked.

Jonah decided to leave that question alone.

“So talk now,” he said brusquely. “Tell us everything.” The word “everything” came out a little mockingly. Jonah was proud that he could make it sound like he didn’t really care whether JB talked to them or not.

“It’s hard with you right there, near the royal family,” JB’s voice was barely a whisper. “Will you give me permission to pull you out of time for a little bit?”

Jonah exchanged glances with his sister.

“All of us?” Katherine asked, peeking back toward the room where Chip and Alex were still talking to the queen.

Even across the centuries Jonah could hear JB’s frustrated sigh.

“I can’t pull Chip and Alex out right now,” JB said. “It’d be too . . . complicated. And they’re not really Chip and Alex at the moment. They’re Edward and Richard, two very critical players in history.”

“You promised we could try to save them!” Katherine’s voice rose a little too high. “Was that all a lie? Is it even possible?”

“It’s possible, it’s possible,” JB said soothingly. “The fact that you’re there proves I’m giving you a chance.”

“But you want to pull us out now,” Katherine said. “Some chance.” She grimaced. “Sure, Chip and Alex weren’t killed by being thrown out the window—but what happens when King Richard finds out where they are now?”

Jonah hadn’t thought that far ahead.

“I promise you,” JB said, his voice cracking with seeming earnestness. “Nothing bad will happen to Chip and Alex while you’re away.” A hint of steeliness entered his voice. “Now, please, before someone hears you—can I pull you out of time?”

Jonah raised an eyebrow at his sister. She frowned back at him.

Jonah wasn’t quite sure what thoughts were tumbling through his sister’s head, but his were a frantic tangle. Should we say just one of us can go, and the other one stays here to watch out for Chip and Alex? No—that would be too awful, not knowing what the other one was dealing with. Or what was happening with Chip and Alex. So should we refuse and never know anything? That’s not any good either. If JB’s really sure Chip and Alex would be all right without us for a while . . .

Jonah thought of something else.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “How can you promise they’ll be safe? I thought we weren’t allowed to know the ‘future.’ ” He said “future” sarcastically, just to let JB know that he and Katherine weren’t nervous at all.

Katherine was biting her lip now. Jonah began tugging on the ragged edge of his left thumbnail.

“You can know more now,” JB said. “Now that you’re not with Chip and Alex.”

“We’re still with them!” Jonah said.

“They’re not within earshot,” JB said with exaggerated patience.

Jonah wanted to pull Katherine over to the side and confer with her, out of JB’s earshot. But if JB could make the Elucidator work again from the distance of centuries away, he could probably hear anything they said, no matter where they were.

Actually, if he wanted to, he could probably just yank them out of time, like he’d done with the Taser. Why wasn’t he doing that? Why was he asking permission? Somehow the fact that JB had given them a choice made Jonah more inclined to trust him. But what if JB knew that and was just asking in order to trick them?

Jonah shook his head, trying to clear it.

“I’m going to ask Chip and Alex what they think,” he said firmly. “Whether it’s okay with them if we leave for a while.”

“You don’t have to do that,” JB said. “Really, that’s not the best—”

And then he broke off because Jonah shoved the Elucidator in his pocket and stood up.

“This should be quick,” he told Katherine with a confidence he didn’t feel. Katherine stared up at him, wide eyed.

“I’m coming with you,” she said.

They tiptoed silently back into the royal family’s room. This was hard to do, since the floor was covered with mats of woven rushes that rustled easily. But Chip and Alex didn’t seem to see or hear them approaching.

Chip and Alex were eating now, scooping up handfuls of berries and grains—maybe the fifteenth-century version of granola. Jonah had never been a granola fan, but it sounded almost as good as pizza right now. Had Chip or Alex thought about how Jonah and Katherine might be starving too? Were they making any attempt to save some food to give to Jonah and Katherine later, when the queen and princesses weren’t watching?

The answer to that, clearly, was no. The boys were tossing strawberries in the air and catching them in their mouths, very dramatically. There was no way to hide food doing that. It was almost as if they were trying to show off how they had food and Jonah and Katherine didn’t.

Jonah stopped a few inches from Chip’s ear.

“Chip, listen,” he whispered quickly. He hoped he could say everything he needed to say before an errant strawberry landed on his head and appeared to bounce off empty air. “Find some excuse for you and Alex to get away from everyone for a few minutes. Say you have to go to the bathroom or something.”

Chip turned his head toward Jonah, but his blue eyes focused on a point far past Jonah. Chip caught a berry in his mouth and turned his head back in the other direction. He seemed every bit as oblivious as the serving girl and the men with torches back at the Tower of London. He, too, seemed to be looking right through Jonah.

Jonah felt his heart clutch with fear.

“Chip? Can you hear me?” Jonah whispered. “Do something to show you know I’m here. Blink three times, or . . . or . . .”

Chip didn’t blink.

“You’re just acting, right?” Jonah pleaded. “Because the queen and the princesses are watching you? That’s okay, I understand, but . . .”

It was too agonizing to just stand there waiting for Chip to react. Jonah grabbed Chip’s arm. Though Jonah could see Chip’s red sweatshirt faintly, along with his tracer’s fifteenth-century clothes, all Jonah could feel was stiff velvet. Jonah tightened his grip.

Chip didn’t seem to notice.

“Katherine, please, help,” Jonah whispered urgently.

Katherine grabbed Chip’s other arm. Jonah hadn’t exactly told her what he wanted her to do, but she began tugging, as if she was determined to separate Chip from his tracer. Jonah forgot about the queen and the princesses sitting on the other side of the room. He began yanking on Chip too.

And then suddenly Jonah’s hands held nothing but air.
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Chip was gone. So was Alex. So were their chairs. So were the woven rushes on the floor. So were the stone walls. Jonah looked around to see if Katherine had disappeared too, but seeing required light, and in a split second all of that had vanished too.

But a second later—a second or an eternity, who could say?—Jonah felt bathed in light. He wasn’t conscious of moving, but somehow he was sitting down now, his legs dangling from an oddly contoured chair, his back cushioned by soft pillows. He turned his head, and Katherine was there in another chair beside him. He turned his head back because he’d missed something.

JB was standing in front of them.

Jonah had gotten so used to JB as a disembodied voice coming from a rock that he had to blink a few times to make sure that it really was him. Same dark hair flopping over his forehead. Same intelligent green eyes and handsome face that had made Katherine call him “cute janitor boy”—back when they thought he was only a janitor for the FBI. Same nondescript clothes he’d been wearing the last time they’d seen him. Vaguely Jonah wondered if regular time travelers like JB had special clothes that blended in no matter what century they were in.

“You pulled us out of time, didn’t you?” Katherine accused, blinking in the unexpected glare. “Weren’t you waiting for us to give you permission?”

“I don’t need your permission if you’re caught breaking a time law,” JB said, a slight smirk traveling across his face. “Trying to separate Chip from his tracer right in front of his mother and sisters—that’s a clear violation of Time Code 6843J6. I was just waiting for you to do something like that.”

The smirk turned into a cocky grin.

“We did practically the same thing in front of the murderers at the Tower of London last night,” Jonah said. “Er—last night in 1483.” They could not possibly be in 1483 anymore. The lights were too bright, the room too clean and angular and antiseptic. “Why didn’t you pull us out of time then?”

“That wasn’t a violation because you were in the dark then, and the so-called murderers didn’t notice anything different,” JB said. “And remember—they weren’t murderers after all. They didn’t kill anyone.”

“Not yet,” Katherine muttered. “How do we know they’re not sneaking up on Chip and Alex right now?”

“You mean, right at the moment you just left?” JB corrected. “Look.”

He pressed a button on the wall beside him, and the wall slid back to reveal a view of Chip and Alex with their mother and sisters. The view was so clear and distinct that it was like looking through a window.

No, Jonah thought. Clearer than that. It’s like a window without glass. Just an opening. It looks like I could walk right back into the room with them.

No, that was wrong too. If the medieval room were really that close, the division between them really that nonexistent, the bright light of the room Jonah was in would be illuminating every corner of the sanctuary room at Westminster. And that room was just as dim and dusky as it had been moments before, lit only by candlelight.

TV, Jonah concluded. Really, really, really good TV.

“One second after you left,” JB said. “Two seconds after you left.” On the screen, or through the window or whatever it was, Chip and Alex continued to eat strawberries. The queen and princesses watched them from across the room with great relief and love written all over their faces. “Three seconds after you left. Four—”

“Okay, okay! We get it!” Jonah said grumpily. He squinted up at JB. “But why are you here?” The last time they’d seen JB, he’d been in a cave with thirty-two other kids he intended to return to history. “What happened at the cave? What’d you do with the other kids?”

“To your way of thinking, they’re still in the cave,” JB said. “And so am I.”

“Huh?” Jonah said at the same time that Katherine muttered, “What?”

JB laughed.

“If you’re going to do much time traveling, you’re going to have to stop thinking of time as a line,” he said.

Jonah thought about telling JB how many time lines he’d had to draw in school over the years—all his social studies teachers had certainly acted like time was a line.

“And,” JB continued, “you’ve got to stop thinking of your experience of events as the only sequence.”

Jonah knew the expression on his face was dead blank.

“Come again?” Katherine said.

“Exactly!” JB congratulated her. Then he did a double take. “Er—you weren’t demonstrating your understanding of the Principle of Simultaneous Time?”

Katherine rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“I knew I should have spent more time boning up on bizarre twenty-first-century American expressions,” JB muttered to himself. He cleared his throat. “Look. To your way of thinking, you were in the cave. Then you were in the Tower of London. Then you were on the barge. Then you were at the coronation. Then you were in sanctuary at Westminster. Then you came here. Right?”

Jonah shrugged.

“Sure,” Katherine said.

“But if you remove the element of time, then you could be in all those places in any order, even simultaneously,” JB said. “To quote: ‘Time is what keeps everything from happening at once.’ And if you mix up time with time travel, it can seem like everything is happening at once. I stayed in the cave with the other kids. But I also left the cave to contact my fellow time protectors, and we’ve been doing everything we can behind the scenes to keep the fifteenth century on course.”

“So you, like, stopped time in the cave to deal with us?” Katherine asked doubtfully.

“Time wasn’t moving in the cave anyhow. Remember?” JB said. “What actually happened, if you want to be technical, is—”

“Can we just think of it this way if it makes us feel better?” Katherine asked. “Because I want to talk about the really important questions. And then we can get back to Chip and Alex before they completely forget who they are.”

“But . . .” JB stopped and seemed to be reconsidering. “Okay. Fine. I’ll dispense with the technicalities for now.”

Jonah shifted in his chair. Oddly, the chair seemed to shift with him. It figured that he’d have a funky, futuristic chair to go with the futuristic TV in front of them. Focus, he thought. Past, not future. He narrowed his eyes, watching the queen on the screen watching her sons so carefully.

“So, what’s the deal with 1483?” Jonah asked. “You say Chip and Alex are safe right now, but . . . I know they weren’t when we first got here. I mean, there. To that time.” He pointed at the dim scene in front of him. “Those guys who came into Chip and Alex’s room in the Tower of London—you can’t tell me they were some brave heroes who the queen sent in to rescue her little boys. You can’t tell me Chip and Alex would have been fine if we hadn’t intervened. I don’t believe it.”

JB nodded slowly.

“That’s very astute of you,” he said. “You’re right about that. Somewhat.”

Jonah stared at JB. Now he was confused.

“But Chip and Alex were supposed to survive being thrown out that window?” Katherine asked, sounding baffled too.

“Oh, yeah,” JB said. “Which made it a big problem that Gary and Hodge did some rather incomplete historical research and yanked them out of time shortly before the—shall we call them window-throwers, for lack of a better term?—before the window-throwers stepped into the Tower of London. It turns out that you four kids arrived almost exactly at the same moment that Edward and Richard vanished, the first time around.”

Jonah was trying to picture this in his mind. Gary and Hodge, the unethical time travelers from the future, had probably arrived in the same dark room that Jonah and his friends had landed in. They’d probably been very gleeful when they snatched Edward/Chip and Richard/Alex, because they had two famous members of British royalty to carry off to the future, to be adopted by families who could then brag about their children’s lineage. Gary and Hodge just hadn’t known how far JB and his friends would go to stop them.

“So if Chip and Alex hadn’t come back, the . . . the window-throwers would have rushed into an empty room? They wouldn’t have found anyone to throw?” Katherine asked, grimacing.

“Exactly,” JB said.

“So what?” Jonah said.

JB and Katherine both whirled on him, mouths agape, brows furrowed. Jonah wondered if he sounded heartless or just stupid.

“I mean,” Jonah hurried to explain, “if Chip and Alex were going to disappear either way, why does it matter if they disappeared from their room or from the courtyard down below?”

“Ah,” JB said. “That’s a very good question.”

Katherine rolled her eyes.

“You have to understand how complicated everything was in the room that night, and in the courtyard down below,” JB said. “There were five or six different layers of plots being carried out simultaneously—you’d practically need a graph to map out all the conflicting interests.”

Jonah sincerely hoped JB wasn’t going to produce a graph. Or a map.

“Shall I just give you the headlines?” JB asked.

Jonah and Katherine both nodded.

“It was about a week ago,” JB began, “when the queen heard that Richard had been proclaimed king and was planning his coronation—”

“What?” Jonah interrupted. “You told us last night that Chip was king—I mean, that Edward was. You told us!”

“Were you lying to us?” Katherine accused.

JB held his hands up in a show of innocence.

“Would you let me explain?” he asked. “I told you what Edward would have believed about his own identity, at that point in time, the first time through history. It wasn’t exactly a lie—things were very much in flux. Edward didn’t know what Richard was saying out in public. And Edward/Chip still believes he’s king, don’t you think, even now, even though Richard is wearing the crown?”

Jonah glanced at the screen, at the superior expression on Chip/Edward’s face, even as he tossed strawberries in his mouth.

“But the guards last night said they were looking for princes, as if Chip and Alex had the same rank,” Katherine said. Jonah was impressed that she’d noticed that, since she’d been dodging flames at the time.

“The serving girl this morning said ‘princes’ too,” Jonah added. He’d been too distracted to really think about that before. “Does that mean even the servants were on Richard’s side?”

“That means they thought it was safest to act like they were,” JB said grimly. “Now, can I please get back to my story?”

Jonah shrugged. Katherine nodded.

“When the queen heard that Richard had claimed the throne for himself, she knew that her sons’ lives were in danger,” JB said. He pointed to the regal woman in the scene before them, her head held high and proud. “Queen Elizabeth Woodville—now, there’s another person whose talents were never fully appreciated by history! To think what she could have done in a time when women had equal rights . . .”

“What did she do?” Jonah asked quickly, before Katherine could get started on this topic. “In real history?”

JB seemed to shake himself back from gazing adoringly at the queen, who was, now that Jonah thought about it, much prettier than anyone else he’d seen in the fifteenth century. For a mom, anyway.

“Oh, yes . . . she had her people infiltrate the plot against her sons’ lives,” JB said. “In the room that night, those men you saw? The window-throwers? One of them thought there was another man on the ground waiting to bash the boys’ brains in, to make it look like they died trying to escape.”

“I knew it!” Katherine said, sounding much too triumphant about such a grisly theory.

“The other window-thrower thought that there was a man waiting below to spirit the boys away to safety,” JB said. “But he knew he had to act like a murderer, to convince his partner.”

“And were there men on the ground?” Jonah asked.

JB nodded grimly.

“Two were there, planning to catch the boys, if they could, or bind up their broken limbs and carry them off if they hit the ground and were injured,” JB said. “You see how desperate the queen was, that she would agree to such a dangerous plot?”

“I guess it’s better than letting your sons be killed,” Katherine muttered.

“But there were other men on the ground whose job it was to claim that they’d seen the boys jump and innocently discovered the bodies afterward,” JB said. “They were the ones who mistakenly called out, ‘Where are the bodies?’ when they didn’t see the boys—they were so stunned they forgot that that wasn’t information they should broadcast.”

“So in the original version of history . . . ?” Jonah asked.

JB chuckled.

“In the original version of history both boys landed in bushes and took off running before any of the men on the ground saw them, friend or foe,” he said. “This left both sides in confusion. The officials in the tower pretended for quite some time that the princes were still there—but they were also systematically interviewing everyone who might have heard or seen anything. So, as you can imagine, rumors began to fly.”

“Rumors that the boys were dead?” Jonah asked.

“That they were dead, that they were alive, that they’d sprouted wings like angels and flown away . . . name the theory, and somebody was trying to pass it off as gospel truth,” JB said. He shook his head in amusement. “Meanwhile, the boys were being quite resourceful evading capture—it was one of the greatest adventures of their lives. I feel rather bad for Chip and Alex that they missed it.”

“Sor-ry,” Katherine muttered, stretching out the word so she didn’t sound apologetic at all. “Call me crazy, but when you don’t know what’s supposed to happen, and you see someone trying to throw your friends out a window, it’s just kind of natural instinct to want to stop it.”

“If you didn’t want us to save Chip and Alex, you should have told us,” Jonah said grumpily. Though he wasn’t sure what he would have done if JB had commanded, “You’re going to see two guys who act like murderers come in and throw Chip and Alex out the window—but don’t worry. They’ll be fine. As long as you stand back and watch and don’t do a thing.”

“No, no,” JB said. “You don’t understand. The two of you saving Chip and Alex was the best outcome. We ran computer models on this. If the boys had landed just a fraction of an inch differently, they could have been maimed or killed. Or been caught by the murderers on the ground. Or been found by the rescuers, who were then caught by the murderers, who would have killed everyone. Or—”

Jonah didn’t want to hear any other ways everything could have gone wrong.

“So why didn’t you tell us ahead of time what we had to do?” he asked.

“If you’d known that those men were going to try to throw Chip and Alex out the window, would you have been able to wait until the last possible second to try to save them?” JB asked. “Or would you have jumped the gun a little, grabbing them too soon because you really didn’t want to wait until you were too late? And then the men throwing them out the window would have noticed the difference, and . . .”

JB didn’t have to finish his sentence. Jonah felt breathless just thinking about it. He and Katherine had had a split second to save Chip and Alex. A fraction of a second either way and they would have failed.

Jonah turned toward Katherine, expecting her to look as awestruck as he felt. But her expression was gripped with rage.

“And you didn’t even want me and Jonah to come!” she spit out. “How could you! What did you think was going to happen?”

“We thought history would repeat itself,” JB said. “We thought Chip and Alex and time itself would proceed exactly as they and it had the first time around.”

Katherine continued scowling at him.

“You were taking a lot of chances, weren’t you?” she said. “Chip and Alex are bigger than their tracers. That could have thrown things off. They were struggling a lot more than their tracers did. Flailing about. Couldn’t that have made them land differently? And—”

JB cut her off.

“We’re doing the best we can, all right?” he said. “This is the first time we’ve ever tried to return missing children to history. It’s not easy trying to account for every possible variable. We weren’t expecting the two of you to go jumping into the past, for example, so we had to rerun all our calculations. And you saw for yourselves what a dicey time 1483 was. . . .”

He gestured toward the scene of the royal family, the queen and her children holed up in sanctuary. But then his voice trailed off and his eyes goggled out slightly.

“No,” he moaned. “That’s not supposed to happen yet.”

Jonah immediately looked toward Chip and Alex, or where they’d been. The scene before him had changed. He no longer had a clear view of the queen and princes and princesses sitting in their private chambers. Instead he could see the outside of their sanctuary building, where guards stood forbiddingly on either side of the front door. Some of the guards held torches, waving them out into the night as if they were trying to ward off evil. In the dim torchlight Jonah could see a lone man approaching the guards.

The man moved briskly, authoritatively—he didn’t seem the type to be frightened off by guards or torches. At first Jonah could see only his shoulder-length brown hair, the tip of his strong nose, his long, swinging dark cape. The man walked right past the guards and the torches, unimpeded. Then the man turned, his hand on the door, and Jonah could see his face.

It was King Richard III.
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“No!” Jonah screamed.

He sprang up and raced toward the king. Jonah would have to tackle him and then yell loudly enough that Chip and Alex would hear and have time to hide, up in their sanctuary room. Or no, maybe Jonah wouldn’t be strong enough to knock down the king—maybe Jonah would have to settle for grabbing the king’s cape and hollering at the guards, “Don’t you know who this is? Aren’t you supposed to be protecting the queen and her kids from this man?”

But how good could these guards be if they were fooled by Alex’s bird trick? Jonah thought. I’ll have to try something else. Maybe—

Jonah ran smack into the wall. Instantly he remembered that he was only watching 1483 on an unnaturally realistic TV. Evidently the TV was part of a very hard wall, one that was quite painful to run into at full speed.

Jonah hit so hard he bounced back, lost his balance, and slammed into the floor.

“Are you all right?” JB asked, bending over him.

“Jonah!” Katherine shrieked, right behind JB.

“Chip. Alex. Must warn . . .” Jonah made his eyes focus on JB’s face, made his brain focus on what really mattered. “Send me back to 1483. Now. I have to tell them. Let them know—”

“Shh, shh,” JB said. “They’re all right. Remember? I promised they’d be safe. You’re the one who probably just gave yourself a concussion.”

JB was poking at Jonah’s eyes, pulling the lids back, one after the other, and peering deep into his pupils, just like Jonah’s soccer coach had done that time Jonah banged heads with another player in the championship game.

Jonah turned his head and struggled to sit up.

“But you said this wasn’t supposed to happen!” he argued.

“I said it wasn’t supposed to happen yet,” JB said. “The king’s just a little early. I’m very confident about this . . . let’s watch it play out. . . .”

Jonah jerked away from him, rolled over on his side, and began digging in his pocket.

“That’s right,” Katherine cheered him on. “Try getting out of here using the Elucidator.”

Jonah pulled the Elucidator out, but before he could even glance at the screen, JB wrapped his hand around Jonah’s wrist. In one motion JB jerked the Elucidator away, stabbed a button on its surface, and tossed it toward the ceiling. It turned invisible in midair, but Jonah scrambled up and ran over to where he thought it might land.

JB threw it a little sideways, so let’s see, a normal trajectory would end up right about . . . Jonah listened closely, hoping he could hear the Elucidator hit the floor. But any sound it made was lost in the echo of the footsteps from 1483, King Richard III walking up the stairs toward the room where Chip and Alex sat, unaware.

Jonah dropped to the ground and began sweeping his hands right to left, left to right, groping for the Elucidator. At least he wasn’t searching for a stone on a stone floor again—this floor was smooth as glass. His hand hit something . . . but it was only Katherine’s hand. For the first time Jonah realized Katherine had also dropped to her knees and was searching.

“You two are indomitable,” JB said, sounding amazed. “I’m glad we’re on the same side—I just wish I could get you to believe we’re all on the same side.”

Neither Jonah nor Katherine answered him. They just kept sweeping their hands across the floor. Jonah was starting to feel discouraged. The Elucidator had to have hit the floor somewhere. Didn’t it? Could JB have activated some other function besides just invisibility—something that made the Elucidator impossible to feel, too?

JB let out an exasperated sigh.

“Look,” he said. “Just watch what’s going on in 1483. The king’s at the top of the stairs. . . .”

Jonah lifted his head and stared at the scene before him. A servant was greeting the king, promising to tell her mistress that he was there.

“See?” JB said. “The king came alone. He didn’t bring soldiers to carry out any murders. He isn’t brandishing knives or swords—he wouldn’t do that, anyway. Kings usually want other people to do their dirty work for them. At least . . . well, I know this is still the Middle Ages, but . . .”

Jonah stopped listening to JB. He also stopped searching for the Elucidator. He could only watch the screen as the king stepped into the chambers where Chip and Alex had been talking with their mother and sisters.

Chip and Alex were no longer there.

The queen—ex-queen, really—sat straight-backed and regal on her bed, her daughters arranged like miniature versions beside her. Amazingly, even the youngest had mastered their mother’s air of contemptuous hauteur.

“Richard,” the queen said. It was hard for Jonah to believe that one spoken word could sound so accusing and yet still polite, both at the same time.

Jonah noticed that the queen did not call him “king.”

“My dear, grieving sister-in-law,” Richard said, taking her hand and kissing it. “And my lovely nieces.”

He kissed their hands as well, then sat in the same chair Chip had occupied only a few moments earlier.

“I would have thought you would be feasting yet,” the queen said with an air of feigned interest. “Celebrating your coronation.”

The way she said “coronation” was masterful, implying in four short syllables that he didn’t deserve a coronation, and that everyone knew he had stolen the crown, and that if he had any shame at all, he would be throwing himself at her feet and begging her forgiveness for tarring her good name and his dead brother’s good name on his way to the throne. And yet, she smiled politely.

“My brother would have been feasting still,” Richard conceded, sounding only slightly humbled. “Feasting and drinking and dancing with all the most beautiful women in the kingdom. But”—his gaze was steely—“I am not my brother.”

The queen’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she gave no other sign that Richard had just insulted her dead husband.

“More’s the pity,” the queen said, and just enough grief throbbed in her voice that Richard could hardly have claimed that she was insulting him, though she clearly was.

“I’m sorry he’s gone,” Richard said softly, and just those four words seemed to turn the conversation from a nasty fight veiled in politeness to something more like a condolence call.

Had Richard really liked his brother? Jonah wondered. Was Richard maybe even sorry that Edward IV was dead, even though it meant that Richard himself got to be king?

“That is not what you came here to say, the night of your coronation,” the queen said. But her voice was softer now, and kinder. “You’ve told me that before.”

“It’s no less true today, milady. I assure you,” Richard said.

“Liar,” Katherine muttered under her breath. “You’re probably glad your brother died, so you could be king.”

“Shh,” Jonah hissed, afraid he’d miss something.

Richard and the queen sat silently for a moment, but Jonah glanced quickly around, wondering where in the room Chip and Alex were hiding. They hadn’t had time to go anywhere else, had they?

Richard leaned forward suddenly.

“Milady, this morning at . . . at Westminster, I was gifted with a vision,” he said.

“Indeed?” the queen said coldly.

“Indeed,” Richard said. “A vision of your two sons, in a happier place. Away from the struggles and travails of our mortal lives.”

“Oh. My. Gosh,” Katherine practically shrieked. “Is he trying to tell her that her sons are better off dead? Because he thinks they are dead. Because he hired murderers. Because we convinced him he saw their angels. This is incredible! This is better than a soap opera!”

Before them, the queen froze at Richard’s words.

“Right, right, that’s what you have to do,” Katherine coached. “Pretend that you’re devastated so he’ll think that you think that Chip and Alex are dead. That way he won’t try again to kill them. And—”

“Katherine, she can’t hear you,” Jonah said disgustedly.

“I know, I know,” Katherine said excitedly. “But . . .” She broke off because the queen was speaking again.

“You had a vision of my boys,” the queen repeated numbly. “In heaven?”

“They were such saintly boys,” Richard said, bowing his head slightly, as if in tribute.

“He’s using past tense now!” Katherine screamed. “Don’t let him get away with this!”

The queen inclined her head slightly.

“Henry the Sixth was a saintly man,” she said with studied casualness. “Too saintly to be king, don’t you think? And yet, others fought to restore him to the throne.”

“What?” Katherine screeched. “Henry the Sixth? Who’s that? What’s he got to do with anything?”

“Former king of England,” JB said quickly. “Very holy, occasionally crazy. But he took the throne from Edward the Fourth for a few years. Because of Henry, Edward the Fourth was in exile when Edward the Fifth—er, Chip—was born.”

However Henry VI was connected, King Richard definitely recognized the name. His face drained of color; he opened his mouth and then shut it again without speaking.

“You remember?” the queen said almost airily. “You remember what a painful experience that was for my husband?”

“Wow,” JB muttered. “She’s really good at this.”

In the scene before them Richard seemed to be struggling to regain his composure.

“E-everyone knew where Henry was,” Richard finally said. “Until your husband ensured his death.”

“Richard’s not bad at this either,” JB said.

“Wait. Is he accusing his brother of murder?” Katherine asked. “To make it sound better that he’s murdering people too?”

JB waved his hands quickly at her, signaling for silence. “Later,” he whispered. “I’ll explain later.”

The queen raised one elegant eyebrow.

“You wish it to be a fight to the death, then?” she said. “Very well. I assure you, others do as well.”

Richard bolted upright in his chair.

“You dare to threaten me? Me, the king of England?”

“Game over,” JB muttered. “See? Right there? He just lost his cool.”

The queen looked shocked, though Jonah thought it was probably fake shock.

“You think I could threaten anyone?” she asked, her voice tremulous. “Me, a defenseless widow?”

“Defenseless, my foot,” JB murmured.

Richard looked like he wanted to say the same thing. He grimaced, as if struggling to regain his composure. Finally he gave a tight nod.

“I see my sympathies were unnecessary,” he said in a clipped voice. “I should return to the festivities.”

“Aye,” the queen said. “For who but God knows how long any mortal has left to celebrate?”

JB began clapping.

“Bravo!” he cried. “What a performance!”

Jonah sank back on his haunches, his search for the Elucidator completely forgotten.

“Performance?” he repeated numbly. “You mean that wasn’t real? It was just a play or something? Just . . . acting?”

“Oh, it was real, all right,” JB assured him. “But incredible acting, too, couldn’t you tell? Neither one of them could come out and say what they were really thinking, but they both got their messages across.”

“Like at school, when Caitlin Deets tells Alexis Raypole, ‘Wow, that shirt is really flattering on you. Very slimming,’ she’s not really giving her a compliment,” Katherine said. “She’s really saying, ‘You’re fat and ugly and nowhere near cool enough to be my friend.’ And then when Alexis tells Caitlin—”

“Katherine, stop!” Jonah said. “Nobody cares about that right now!”

JB grinned.

“She’s right, though,” he said. “It’s the same kind of double-talk. Richard left his own coronation to tell Elizabeth, ‘Look, your sons are dead. I’m the king now. Give up.’ He expected to find her weak and sobbing, and then he could be charitable and comforting, as if he’d had nothing to do with her sons’ deaths. But she told him, ‘Hey, you can’t bully me. How can you be so sure my boys are dead? Even if they were, how can you be so sure that I wouldn’t pretend that they’re still alive and have my friends mount a campaign to put them or some impostor on the throne? You may have the Crown tonight, but that doesn’t mean you’ll still be alive next week!’ ” JB grew so animated acting out each side’s hidden message that he swung his fists, punching the air. “And they said all that without actually uttering a single discourteous word.”

Jonah frowned. Did people do that kind of double-talk all the time—not just sixth-grade girls and medieval royalty? Why hadn’t he noticed? Most of the time he just said exactly what he meant. Who needed the complications?

Katherine scrunched up her face.

“Yeah, well . . . Caitlin Deets is really nasty, but even she’s not threatening to kill anyone,” she said doubtfully.

JB shrugged.

“What if she lived in a society where certain types of murder were considered perfectly acceptable—would she be making death threats then?” he asked.

“Caitlin Deets? Oh, yeah, in a heartbeat,” Katherine said. “She’d probably start strangling other kids with her bare hands.”

Jonah couldn’t quite remember which girl in Katherine’s class was Caitlin Deets—the really skinny one with the big nose, long blond hair, and triple-pierced ears? The tall girl who always wore platform shoes and pink clothing? He decided, whoever she was, he’d want to avoid her if he ever got back to the twenty-first century.

JB gestured toward the scene before them, King Richard slowly climbing down the winding stairs.

“There’s a lot of blood on the English Crown at this point in history,” JB said. “The York and Lancaster families have been fighting for thirty years over who deserves the throne.”

“But Richard and Chip and Alex are all in the same family, right?” Jonah said. “And anyhow, Chip and Alex aren’t dead. Why didn’t the ‘murderers’ tell the king the boys escaped? Is Richard supposed to think they’re dead? Or does he think they’re dead just because we made him think he saw their ghosts?”

“If you worked for a king who ordered people killed in the middle of the night, would you tell him you’d messed up?” JB asked.

In the scene before them Richard stepped out of the building and nodded curtly at the guards around the front door. Then the scene shifted: Chip and Alex were climbing out of a cupboard of sorts, one that blended neatly into the stone wall. They were grinning triumphantly.

“So they knew to hide,” Katherine said. “Somebody warned them the king was coming.”

“Elizabeth Woodville has very loyal servants,” JB said, nodding. “She may be out of power, but she’s not out of plans.”

As the princesses gathered around them, Chip raised his right hand and smacked Alex’s right hand in a very dramatic high five.

“They had high fives in 1483?” Jonah asked, surprised. Had Chip’s arm separated from his tracer’s arm for just that long?

“No,” JB said disapprovingly.

“Then, they’re still in there,” Jonah said. “The real Chip and Alex.”

“No doubt,” JB said, though he didn’t sound as happy about it as Jonah.

The princesses, who had gathered around Chip and Alex, were shooting them puzzled glances. One girl flipped a long lock of blond hair over her shoulder and whispered to her sisters. Jonah imagined she was saying, “Methinks our brothers have gone crazy. Wherever did they learn those bizarre hand signals?”

“Well,” Jonah said. “Katherine and I had better get Chip and Alex out of there before they corrupt the princesses with their twenty-first-century habits. You couldn’t have princesses starting to do high fives.”

Huh, Jonah thought. Maybe I do that double-talk thing too. He didn’t care about whether or not high fives caught on in the fifteenth century. He just wanted to get everyone home.

“You think you can just snatch them away now?” JB asked harshly. “Just because you want to?” He glowered. “You sound like Gary and Hodge.”

“It’s for their own good,” Jonah said. “Chip and Alex’s.”

“How do you know that?” JB asked. “How do you know that in the twenty-first century they’re not going to step in front of a car tomorrow and be killed instantly? How do you know that Chip’s not going to get his throne back in the fifteenth century and reign for fifty years, in happiness and prosperity?”

“Does he?” Jonah asked. “Is that what’s supposed to happen?”

“Uh, no,” JB said. “Probably not.”

Jonah gaped at JB.

“Probably?” Jonah repeated. “You don’t know for sure?”

JB shrugged.

“Everything’s uncertain now.”

Jonah looked to Katherine for reinforcement. At home she was usually the one who raged and blustered and told their parents their rules were insane, no kid should be expected to have to do that . . . Jonah could usually count on her to do all the screaming and complaining, so he didn’t have to.

But Katherine was wincing and biting her lip.

“How long?” she asked softly. “How long until we know what’s going to happen? How long do Chip and Alex have to stay in the fifteenth century?”

JB turned and faced Jonah and Katherine squarely.

“You want my best guess?” he asked. “The most likely time span, assuming we haven’t changed events too greatly from the original version?”

Jonah and Katherine both nodded.

JB tilted his head to the side, calculating. Or else delaying delivering the bad news.

“If everything goes the way we hope,” he said, “it’s two years.”
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“Two years?” Katherine wailed. “That’s forever! I’ll be fourteen in two years! I’ll miss everything about middle school!”

Jonah considered telling her, “No, you’ll just be a fourteen-year-old sixth grader.” Or, “Don’t you think it might be a good thing to miss middle school?” But he had his own distress to deal with.

Two more years before I get pizza again? I’ll die! Strangely, he wasn’t hungry right at the moment—Oh, yeah, people aren’t hungry or thirsty or anything else when they’re in Outer Time—but if breakfast was any indication, he’d starve with nothing but fifteenth-century food for two years.

JB held up his hand like a traffic cop.

“I didn’t say the two of you were going to stay in the 1400s for two years,” JB said. “Just Chip and Alex.”

“That is so not fair,” Katherine ranted. “You promised us they’d be safe. You promised we could rescue them. You—”

“I promised you could try to rescue them,” JB corrected her in a steely voice. “There’s a difference. I never promised you’d succeed.”

Katherine gulped, turned pale, and stopped talking for a moment.

“But if they’re stuck in 1483 for two years—or I mean, 1483 and 1484—” she began tentatively.

“The first half of 1485, too,” JB interrupted, though his voice was almost gentle now.

“Okay, they’re there until 1485 . . . well, isn’t there more danger that they’ll do something to contaminate the time period?” Katherine asked. “Something like high fives, only worse? Or—what if the opposite problem happens? What if Chip and Alex forget the twenty-first century? What if they forget Jonah and me? What if—”

“Katherine,” JB said. “I already told you we were facing a lot of risks.” His expression was severe, then softened. “When we ran our first projections, we thought we had no choice but to let Chip and Alex ultimately meet whatever fate was waiting for them in 1485. I’m a time officer, sworn to uphold the sanctity of history. I had to send Chip and Alex back. But we never want to sacrifice anyone on the altar of authenticity. We never intended to return missing children to history just to see them die. We just . . . knew that that might be the inevitable outcome, in some cases.”

Now it was Jonah’s turn to gulp. He was a missing child too. What fate waited for him in a foreign time?

“Then you and Jonah grabbed Chip’s elbows back in the cave,” JB said, a hint of amusement creeping into his voice. “You should have seen the panic you caused at time headquarters! If it weren’t strictly forbidden by thirty-two separate time regulations, I’d show you a clip of it someday. But then everyone scrambled to run new projections and . . . you might have changed things just enough. If the time projections had shown you introducing rap music or the theory of evolution or, I don’t know, Coca-Cola, we would have yanked you out instantly. But they didn’t. They showed you having a chance to rescue your friends.”

JB sounded so earnest it was impossible not to believe him. It was impossible not to believe that he wanted to see Chip and Alex safe just as much as Jonah and Katherine did.

“What do we have to do?” Jonah asked.

“You probably need to know what’s going to happen between 1483 and 1485,” JB said. “We need to make sure that everything goes as projected, anyhow. And then . . .” He cleared his throat. “How do you feel about wearing armor?”
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Jonah felt hideous wearing armor. It was heavy. It was hot. And it smelled like a locker room full of sweaty teenage boys. Trying on the suit of armor JB gave him, Jonah sniffed surreptitiously, almost gagged, and resorted to holding his breath.

JB said this was brand-new armor—could I really be producing that smell all by myself?

Jonah lifted the visor of his armor.

“Look,” he said. “You’re from the future. Can’t you give us something that just looks like fifteenth-century armor, but really weighs nothing—and has air-conditioning?”

JB laughed.

“Good idea,” he said. “But no.”

“Why not?” Katherine demanded. She had on armor of her own and was awkwardly trying to walk wearing, essentially, a forty-pound tin can.

“Against time regulations,” JB said curtly, bending over to examine a squeaky knee joint on Katherine’s armor.

“Why?” Katherine said again.

JB sighed. He straightened up but somehow wouldn’t meet Katherine’s gaze.

“Because I’m sending you into a dangerous area. And if . . . something happens . . . we can’t take the risk of having anachronistic items discovered,” he said.

“What? You mean if klutzy Katherine trips and loses one of her metal gloves, you couldn’t just yank it out of time, like you did with the Taser?” Jonah asked.

JB gave him a rueful half smile.

“That kind of thing isn’t as easy as it looked from your perspective,” he said. “And . . . we can’t do it in a battle zone.”

Those words, “battle zone,” just hung in the air.

“We could die, couldn’t we?” Katherine asked quietly. “That’s what you’re talking about. ‘If something happens’—you mean, if we’re killed, and we lie there with all the other dead bodies, in wrong-time armor . . . that’s the problem, right?”

Why did Katherine always have to say things like that? Jonah would have been perfectly fine not thinking about the fact that people died in battle zones.

“Nothing’s going to happen,” he scoffed. “We’ll be invisible, remember? JB’s just being crazy overprotective. It’s like Mom and Dad practically making us wear bike helmets just to cross the street.”

JB stared off toward the wall where Chip and Alex’s fifteenth-century life was on display. They were still in sanctuary with their mother and sisters.

“I won’t lie to you,” JB said. “Death rates were high on medieval battlefields.”

“But you wouldn’t send us back there if you really thought we were going to die,” Jonah argued. “Right?” He adopted a joking tone. “Because then that’d ruin our time periods—Katherine and the twenty-first century, and me and, well, whatever time period I’m really from.”

JB winced.

“All the projections show the two of you surviving,” he said. “We wouldn’t risk this otherwise. It’s not worth it to just trade your lives for Chip’s and Alex’s. Or . . . to lose all of you. But I have to tell you . . . the projections aren’t always right.”

Jonah gulped and was glad that the armor still covered his throat so no one would see his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously up and down.

“We’re not scared,” he said.

“Speak for yourself,” Katherine said. “I am.”

“You don’t have to do this,” JB said. “Neither of you do. This is not a moral or an ethical dilemma. Chip and Alex are not entitled to any more time than fate gave them to begin with. They both believe in heaven—or, at least, their fifteenth-century selves both do. So neither of them would blame you if you chose the safe route. You could go home right now.”

Home . . .

Jonah was ashamed of how tempted he was.

“Chip and Alex are our friends,” Katherine said. “We’re not abandoning them.”

She jerked her chin up in the air and was probably trying for a noble pose. But for all those stories about knights’ chivalry and honor and nobility, armor was actually a very difficult thing to wear while striking a noble pose. Jonah heard a muffled thunk, then Katherine jerked off the top part of her armor and began rubbing the back of her scalp.

“Ow,” she said sheepishly. “I hit my head on the armor. It’s not bleeding, is it?”

Jonah leaned over to look.

“You’re fine,” he said. And, he vowed, she would be fine. Even if they were in a battle zone. He’d make sure of it.

“So,” he added with studied casualness. “Just what battle are we going to? Does Chip’s army attack Richard the Third, or does Richard’s army attack Chip?”

“Neither,” JB said. “You’ve got to remember, this is fifteenth-century England. None of their political battles are simple. Here. We’ll get you up to speed.”

He reached up and plucked something out of midair. He ran his right hand over it like a magician revealing his latest trick, and the thing appeared in the palm of his left hand: the Elucidator.

Jonah groaned.

“It was up there the whole time?” he asked. “In midair? That’s not fair. We didn’t know you had antigravity powers too.”

“Defying gravity is actually easier than defying time,” JB said. “But that’s not something I’m going to explain to you. Watch.”

He pointed the Elucidator toward the fifteenth-century scene on the far wall. Instantly, everyone began moving faster, like a DVD on fast-forward. Chip, Alex, the princesses, and the queen zipped around their small room, sleeping, waking, eating, conferring with guests, sleeping, waking, eating. . . .

“Okay, even I’m starting to feel claustrophobic with that room,” JB muttered. “Wait, wait—here—now the queen’s sending the boys away, to safety.”

The scene slowed momentarily as Chip and Alex were bundled into a cart in the dark of night and hidden under blankets. Then—quickly—they rattled down rutted roads, out into the countryside. Jonah caught a final glimpse of them joyfully running through a field, playing with wooden swords, before the view blurred.

“They do a lot of that the next several months,” JB said. “Meanwhile, King Richard isn’t having much fun trying to consolidate his power.” The scene shifted to a grim-faced king. “His own friend, Buckingham, betrays him four months after the coronation.”

Jonah watched men hunched over tables, battle plans scattered before them. Soldiers gathered together, whispering plans for treason.

“Supposedly Buckingham is throwing his support to a rival for the throne, Henry Tudor, who’s in exile in France. But is that the point? Or does Buckingham really want to put Chip back in power?” JB asked. “Buckingham’s wife is Chip’s aunt—his mother’s sister.”

The soldiers flocking together, oddly, seemed to be facing disastrous rain and floods rather than a battle.

“In the face of extreme weather the rebellion fails,” JB intoned. “King Richard has Buckingham executed.”

King Richard appeared again, not demanding his friend’s death, not watching his friend’s execution, but sitting stonily at a table, staring off into space. He was completely alone.

The scene shifted to festivities, people dancing and feasting.

“Oh, wait, I’ll back up a little—I missed showing you one of the happiest moments of King Richard’s reign,” JB said. “He had his son named Prince of Wales, heir to the throne.”

A frail-looking blond boy of seven or eight beamed happily at the crowd from the seat of honor at the feast. Eerily, he looked a lot like Chip and Alex, only younger and more fragile. His father stepped up behind him and gave him a hearty, proud slap on the back. The feeble boy lurched dangerously—the slap seemed much too hard for his brittle bones. But he turned back to grin up at Richard.

“Seven months later the sickly boy dies,” JB said. “Richard and his wife have no other children, and his wife is too ill to give him any more heirs.”

Now Jonah saw the king sobbing beside a bed. He was clutching a woman’s thin, bony hand and crying out, “Anne! Anne! Oh, please, no . . .”

“Richard’s wife dies less than a year after her son,” JB said. “Richard is heartbroken.”

More scenes of Richard sobbing, Richard on his knees praying to God: “Is it because of my sins, O Lord? Is this my punishment? What wouldst Thou have me do? Am I unforgivable?”

“Please,” Katherine interrupted. “Do we have to watch this? I’m starting to feel sorry for him. That kind of makes it hard to keep hating him.”

JB froze the action on the scene of the grief-stricken king. Jonah could see each individual tear rolling down his face, each deeply etched furrow in his anguished brow. Katherine was right: It was impossible not to feel sorry for someone in such obvious pain.

“Why is it necessary to hate him?” JB asked quietly.

“He’s the enemy, isn’t he?” Katherine asked.

“Is he?” JB replied, raising an eyebrow. “Shall I also show you the queen’s conniving and plotting during this same time period?” Scenes flickered past quickly: the queen meeting again and again with clusters of solemn men. “Would you like to consider how much she’s willing to endanger her children in order to regain political power? Nobody in this story has pure motives. Not even your friends.”

Once again the scene changed. Now they were back to Chip and Alex, parrying back and forth with wooden swords in a meadow. Chip swung hard, knocking the sword from Alex’s hand. Then Chip used the broad side of his sword to push his brother down; he thrust the sword’s point against Alex’s chest to pin him to the ground. Chip threw back his head and laughed.

“They’re playing,” Jonah said. “They’re just playing.”

“Of course,” JB said. But he looked like he wanted to say something else.

Jonah stared hard at his friends, trying to discern any hint of an Einstein T-shirt showing through Alex’s tunic, any trace of a Nike swish on Chip’s black shoes. He couldn’t. He stared at their faces: Were they thinking fifteenth-century thoughts or twenty-first-century thoughts? It was impossible to tell.

Then he noticed something else.

“Is that hair on Chip’s lip?” Jonah asked. “Has he started growing a mustache just in the couple of days he’s been there?”

JB glanced down at the Elucidator, checking the date.

“That’s 1485 you’re watching,” he said. “Summertime again. Chip and Alex have been there two full years. Chip’s fourteen and a half now—closing in on fifteen.”

Jonah fingered his own lip. Back home sometimes he’d lock the bathroom door and stand there staring into the mirror, searching for his first signs of facial hair. If he stood in just the right light, at just the right angle, it was possible to see at least six faint hairs on his upper lip. He would have said Chip’s crop of mustache hair was about the same.

This new, 1485-era Chip had enough hair on his lip that it showed up at any angle, in both sunlight and shadow.

“Chip’s the same age as me,” Jonah argued. “Thirteen.”

“If you pull Chip away from the tracer, he’ll be thirteen again,” JB corrected. “But right now . . .”

Chip lifted his sword triumphantly in the air, and the sleeve of his tunic slid back on his arm, revealing well-defined biceps. His hair streamed back in the breeze—somehow the shoulder-length blond curls didn’t look girly at all anymore.

“Wow,” Katherine whispered. “He looks like he could be in high school. On the football team. Varsity.”

On the ground Alex started to sit up. In a flash Chip had the wooden sword back down, aimed at his brother’s throat.

They aren’t playing after all, Jonah realized, chills traveling down his spine. They’re practicing.
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“You have a very narrow window of opportunity,” JB said.

“Really?” Katherine said sarcastically. “You never mentioned that before.”

They were finally ready to go rescue Chip and Alex. JB had been through their instructions a million times, repeating again and again how important it was that Jonah and Katherine separate the boys from their tracers at exactly the right moment. Too soon and they’d mess up time.

Too late and Chip and Alex could die.

It was that possibility that made Jonah’s stomach churn, his skin prickle, his mustacheless face break out in a cold sweat.

I’m a thirteen-year-old kid, he thought. Katherine’s not quite twelve. Why would anyone trust us with life-or-death decisions?

He knew the answer to that. He knew, because JB had told them, that the time experts had run computer projections checking out every possible scenario. The only way Chip and Alex could survive the fifteenth century was if Jonah and Katherine saved them.

It didn’t make Jonah feel any better to know that he and his sister were Chip and Alex’s only hope.

“Well, let’s go, then,” Jonah said gruffly.

“Wait! Just make sure that . . .” JB broke off. A rueful grin spread over his face. “Oh, never mind. What I was about to say—you already know that, too. Just . . . be careful, all right?”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Katherine said, rolling her eyes.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” JB asked, hesitating, with his fingers poised on the Elucidator.

Jonah nodded so vigorously that his armor rattled.

“Send us already!” Katherine demanded. “Now!”

Everything vanished from before Jonah’s eyes.

Traveling back into the fifteenth century was not quite so distressing this time. There was the nothingness again—Yeah, yeah, seen that before—and then the distant lights far below, zooming closer. Once again Jonah felt as though his whole body was being tugged apart during his reentry into time. But maybe the armor helped; maybe he was protected because he’d been in the fifteenth century before. He didn’t feel quite so miserable and disoriented when he landed.

Darkness? Check.

Spinning head? Not really.

Churning stomach? Nope. If anything, it was more like his stomach had just awakened and was crying out, FEED ME!

He’d forgotten how hungry he’d been when he left 1483. His stomach almost felt like he’d lived through an entire two years without food.

“Katherine?” Jonah whispered. “How’s your timesickness?”

“It’s . . .” She hesitated. “Not too bad. Not bad at all.” She sounded surprised.

“Good,” Jonah whispered back. “I’m going to go look for some food.”

He scrambled up, swaying only slightly.

“Jonah!” Katherine whispered. “Are you crazy?”

Jonah shrugged, which wasn’t the easiest thing to do while wearing armor and dealing with even a mild case of timesickness.

“The battle’s not until dawn, remember?” Jonah asked.

JB had sent them back early so they’d have some time to adjust, in case their timesickness was extreme. Also, the battle they were about to witness had always been something of a historical mystery, so many, many time travelers had watched it over the years. That made travel in and out during the battle difficult—there was always the danger of running into someone from another time, someone equally out of place.

“JB said to hide,” Katherine reminded him. “That’s the safest thing to do.”

“I can’t hide when I’m starving,” Jonah said. “My stomach will growl.”

He half expected JB to start yelling at him too, but they hadn’t brought the Elucidator this time around. That would have been too dangerous, too potentially anachronistic. Half of the time projections of them bringing the Elucidator showed that it would lead to a curious wave of English peasants turning invisible during the 1500s. Somehow that completely messed up the Protestant Reformation, changed the outcome of dozens of witchcraft trials, and, strangest of all, led to an invisible ship crashing into the Massachusetts coastline in the early 1600s.

So—no Elucidator. This meant that Jonah and Katherine had had to get “translation shots,” a sort of vaccination against the problems they would have had understanding Middle English on their own. (Jonah wished this alternative was possible in the twenty-first century—it would make Spanish class so much easier.) But not having the Elucidator also meant that they had no way of communicating with JB or anyone else outside of 1485.

Right now that was a good thing.

“Look,” Jonah said. “It’s the middle of the night. Everyone’s asleep. We’re already invisible—and in a tent. Nobody’s even going to know if I creep around a little looking for something to eat.”

“Fine,” Katherine said. “I’m hungry too.”

She stood gingerly. Through the armor Jonah felt a jerk on his arm, as if she’d needed to hold on to him to pull herself up. It was just like being back in elementary school, Katherine always wanting to tag along with whatever Jonah was doing. Her armor clanked softly against his.

“Katherine!” Jonah scolded. “We’ve got to be quiet, remember?”

“Then, quit running into me,” Katherine retorted.

“I didn’t run into you. You grabbed my arm,” Jonah accused.

“I did not!” Katherine said.

“She’s right,” another voice said. “She did not. It was I.”
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The voice was deep and adult, and for one long moment Jonah dared to hope that it was only Chip, with a two-years-older grown-up voice to match his grown-up muscles and facial hair. But then there was a scratching sound in the darkness, and a candle sprang to life.

Jonah found himself staring directly into the face of the king, Richard III.

“Ahh! JB!” Jonah cried, forgetting in his surprise that they’d left the Elucidator behind. Jonah wanted to talk to JB now. No—Jonah wanted to yell at him.

How’d JB mess up so badly? Jonah wondered. I thought we were landing somewhere safe and quiet and out of the way. Not in the king’s tent!

Now that it was too late, Jonah noticed a ghostly shape—the king’s tracer—glowing softly on a bed at the far end of the tent. The king’s tracer tossed and turned, his expression anguished.

“What’s that?” the real Richard said, leaning closer. He was blinking in the sudden light, and swinging his hands out before him. Jonah barely managed to jump out of the way of the candle.

At least it’s only a candle, not a torch, Jonah told himself.

Katherine was making a similar dodging maneuver to avoid Richard’s other hand. In her haste to get away she threw back her arms and hit her own chest, the armor ringing loudly this time.

King Richard’s eyes stayed wide and awed and unseeing.

“You will not show yourselves to me this time?” he asked sadly. “But I know you are there. I hear you moving. I heard your voices. I touched you. I know who you are.”

Somehow it seemed wrong not to answer. The king just looked so desperate. And . . . hopeful.

“Who do you think we are?” Jonah whispered.

The king’s face was amazingly calm.

“You are the angels who appeared to me at Westminster,” he said. “The ones who carried my poor nephews off to heaven.” He hesitated. “The ones who said I would never see heaven myself because of what I’d done.” A sob seemed to catch in his throat. “My wife and precious son are in heaven.”

“Uh, yeah,” Jonah said. “We know.”

Katherine glared at him, her face all but see-through in the candlelight. Jonah held up his hands helplessly in a What was I supposed to say? gesture.

“You’ve seen them, then?” Richard said eagerly. He reached out like he wanted to clutch Jonah’s arm again, but Jonah edged backward just in time. “Are they well? Are they happy? Have they been blessed by God?”

“That’s what heaven’s all about,” Katherine said softly. She shrugged at Jonah, as if to say, Okay, you’re right—it’s hard not to answer back.

Richard’s shoulders sagged.

“But I will never see them there,” he said. “I can never enter heaven myself.”

Katherine leaned over and whispered in Jonah’s ear. “What kind of religion do these people have?” she asked. “Don’t they believe in forgiveness or anything?”

Richard must have heard at least the word “forgiveness,” because suddenly he fell to his knees and clasped his hands together, the candle clutched between his fingers.

“Oh, please,” he begged. “I could do penance, I could offer indulgences. . . .”

Katherine snorted.

“Right,” she said. “That’s easy for you to say now. Now that you’re wearing the crown. Now that you think—I mean, now that you know your nephews are dead.”

Richard peered up earnestly toward her, even though he still couldn’t see her.

“I had to take the throne, for the good of England,” he said. “You are heavenly creatures, you may not know the evil deeds of men. A boy king is an invitation for rogues and thieves and usurpers—”

“And you were the first in line,” Katherine muttered.

“No, no!” Richard cried, shaking his head violently. “It was the Woodvilles, the mother’s family. They were grasping and greedy, and had I not stepped in, they would have stolen everything. . . .”

“You were the one who hired murderers,” Katherine said scornfully. “How many people have you had killed?”

“A king must show strength,” Richard pleaded. “I know it must seem strange to a heavenly being like yourself, but that’s how these things are done on earth.”

“But to want to kill boys,” Katherine said. “Boys. Innocent children.”

Tears began streaming down Richard’s face.

“If I could, I would atone for that,” he said. “I know that is why my son died—a child for a child, a son for a son. That is no more than I deserved, but much worse than my son deserved. And yet . . . and yet . . .” He raised his tearstained face toward Katherine, toward heaven. “I swear to you, upon my dead son’s soul, if my nephew Edward could be resurrected, I would put the crown upon his head myself. I would give everything back.”

Jonah tugged on his sister’s arm.

“Katherine!” he whispered. “We’re not trying to get the Crown back for Chip. We’re trying to get him out of here!”

“I know!” Katherine whispered. “But—just look at that face!”

Richard’s countenance was twisted now, drowning in anguish and grief and guilt.

“Oh, please,” he cried. “Pray do not fall silent now!”

“Uh,” Jonah said. “Uh . . . I’m sure, if you are sincere, there is a way for your sins to be forgiven.”

“And what is that way?” Richard asked eagerly. “Tell me!”

Jonah tried to think about what he’d heard in church. Then he tried to think about whether what he’d heard in church would be the right thing to say in 1485, or if it’d ruin time forever. Was this maybe why “theological arguments” was one of the choices on the Elucidator? Was this maybe why they should have begged to bring the Elucidator with them, no matter what?

“We can’t tell you everything,” Katherine finally said. “Some things you have to figure out for yourself.”

Richard nodded slowly.

“I see,” he whispered. “I will think. I will pray. I am sincere. . . .”

Jonah pulled Katherine away. He noticed for the first time that the flap of the tent was pulled back, open to the outdoors.

“This way,” he whispered in his sister’s ear.

They wove their way out the door, past the king’s guards, past knights and soldiers sleeping on the ground. And then, under a bright, starry sky, Jonah collapsed against the thick trunk of a widespread tree.

Katherine collapsed at his feet.

“Oh. My. Gosh,” she moaned.

Jonah peered down at her.

“What did we just do?” he asked.
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“Maybe it doesn’t matter,” Katherine said.

Jonah frowned at his sister.

“Katherine, I think, from what JB said, Richard’s probably going to die tomorrow. What if we just changed whether or not he goes to heaven?”

“Well, what if we did?” Katherine asked fiercely, glaring up at him. “Wouldn’t it be a good thing if Richard got to see his wife and son again?”

Jonah didn’t answer. He tilted his head back, leaning it against the tree trunk so he could stare up at the stars. He thought about saying, But maybe that’s not what is supposed to happen. Maybe that’s not what happened the first time around. But that seemed heartless, almost, much too cruel. And what did he know? He wasn’t used to worrying about who was going to get into heaven and who wasn’t. At his church back home there was a lot more talk about who was going to collect for the food pantry, who was going to volunteer to help out with games at Bible School.

“What if Richard does something different tomorrow before he dies?” Jonah finally said. “What if he acts so differently, because of talking to us, that he doesn’t die at all?”

“You want me to feel bad for trying to help?” Katherine demanded. “What were we supposed to do—just let him keep crying?”

Jonah looked back down at his sister. The moonlight shone through her. For the first time in his life Jonah could see how she could be mistaken for an angel.

Jonah swallowed hard.

“What if what we said changes things so much that we can’t rescue Chip and Alex?” he asked.

“JB would have yanked us out of time,” Katherine said confidently. “He wouldn’t have let us talk to Richard if it was going to ruin everything. Remember? All the projections show us saving Chip and Alex.”

Jonah decided not to remind her what else JB had said: that sometimes the projections were wrong.

Katherine rolled over.

“Hey, what’s this?” she muttered, feeling around on the ground. She scooped something up, holding it toward the dim moonlight. “Look—pears! This is a pear tree!”

“Food!” Jonah said, remembering his empty stomach.

It wasn’t pizza, but at least it was something to eat. He began pulling down pears from the lowest branches.

“See, this could change time too,” Katherine said as they sat together chewing on the fruit, which was a little hard but still good. “What if this seed right here was supposed to drop to the ground right over there and then grow up to be a huge tree? And then someone built a road that curved, to go around the tree? And then, five hundred years from now, someone important misses the curve and crashes into the tree and dies? Only, none of that will happen now because I’m dropping the seed . . . right . . . here.” She made a dramatic show of lifting the seed high, then releasing it and letting it fall into the grass. “Or what if it’s the change that leads to people dying? What if the tree grows here, and here’s where the road curves, and then—”

“Katherine?” Jonah said. “Quit talking about people dying.”

He didn’t want to tell her yet, but he could see a thin line of pink on the western horizon. It was almost dawn, almost time for the battle. Their tree—and Richard’s tent—was on a bit of a hill, so as the sky brightened, he could see the whole landscape laid out before him. Were those banners off in the distance, announcing an army’s approach? That twang he just heard—was that the first bow sending the first arrow arcing through the sky?

“Should we go find Chip and Alex?” Katherine asked.

Jonah glanced to the right, where he knew Chip and Alex were hiding with other troops. Very few people knew they were there; the battle brewing before them was going to be between Richard III and Henry Tudor, his rival who had invaded from France. Chip and Alex were just waiting in the wings, waiting to see if they could take advantage of shifting loyalties or shifting fortunes on the battlefield.

“Nooo,” Jonah said slowly. “Not yet. Let’s go see what Richard’s up to first.”

Katherine shrugged, wiped her sticky hands on the grass, and stood up to follow him. In their noisy armor they had to be so careful walking past the knights and soldiers and guards, now that the men were all up and stirring about.

What are these men thinking, knowing any one of them might die in the battle today? Jonah wondered. How is it that they’re not turning around, running away?

He and Katherine dodged two guards and stepped back into Richard’s tent.

Richard was dressed in armor now, transformed from the sobbing, grief-stricken, guilt-ridden man of the night before into a cold, efficient military leader.

“We can certainly count on Norfolk’s men,” he was telling a cluster of other men in armor. “What think ye of Lord Stanley?”

“Your Majesty!” A breathless page sped into the tent. “Lord Stanley’s reply!”

Jonah stepped back, out of the page’s way, as the young boy placed an envelope in the king’s hand.

Lord Stanley . . . Lord Stanley . . . , Jonah thought. JB had given him and Katherine a crash course in all the different noblemen leading men into the battle. Jonah had found it hard to keep track of them all. But Lord Stanley’s name stood out because of what Richard had done to him. Richard wasn’t sure he could trust Lord Stanley to fight on his side, so the king had kidnapped Stanley’s son Lord Strange and was holding him hostage. He’d threatened to kill Lord Strange if Lord Stanley’s men didn’t fight.

Richard was opening the letter. His eyes darted across it, then he let out a short, bitter laugh.

“Your Majesty?” one of the other armored men said.

Richard crumpled the letter in his hand.

“He says he doesn’t care—he has other sons,” Richard said in a dead voice. He let the letter drop to the ground.

“Shall I tell the guards you’ve ordered Lord Strange’s death?” one of the armored men asked, edging toward the tent opening. He sounded like he wanted to get away.

Richard turned and stared at the man.

“No,” he said, his voice still flat and emotionless. “I will not let another boy die because of who his father is.”

The man’s jaw dropped in astonishment. The other men in armor began whispering, “Another boy? Another?” Jonah could tell that they all thought he was referring to Edward V—to Chip. They acted like they thought Richard was confessing to his murder.

But Jonah saw the sorrow in Richard’s eyes.

He’s talking about his own son, Jonah thought. He thinks that his own son died because of him. Him and his sins.

The man who’d suggested ordering Lord Strange’s death shifted uncomfortably.

“Then . . . shall I have the guards set him free?” the man asked incredulously.

“Not now,” Richard said. “We’ve got a battle to fight.”

Jonah wondered if Richard and the armored man had said the same words the first time through history. Was Richard refusing to kill Lord Strange because of what he’d talked about with Jonah and Katherine the night before? Had Jonah and Katherine saved Lord Strange’s life? Jonah was at the wrong angle to see if Richard’s mouth separated from his tracer’s, or if he’d simply repeated the same words he’d said the first time. And Jonah hadn’t been watching the other man closely enough to tell if his words had changed either.

Richard whirled around and stalked out of the tent. The other men in armor followed.

Jonah and Katherine were left alone.

“Maybe we should just stay close to Richard,” Jonah whispered. “Remember? JB said we can’t pull Chip and Alex out until after Richard sees them.”

“I want to talk to Chip and Alex first,” Katherine said stubbornly. “To make sure they’ll be ready to go.”

Jonah shrugged and muttered, “Okay.” He wasn’t sure if it was lingering timesickness or the inadequacy of eating nothing but pears for breakfast, but he felt light-headed and confused, his thoughts jumbled.

What if Chip and Alex aren’t ready to go? Jonah wondered. What did JB say to do, again?

“Come on,” Katherine said, tugging on his arm.

They stepped back out of the tent. They didn’t have to dodge any guards this time because the guards, like everyone else in sight, were clustered around Richard. He sat high above them on a tall horse, his armor gleaming in the sunlight, his crown perched on the helmet of his armor.

“Dismiss all fear,” Richard was telling his men, “and like valiant champions, advance your standards!”

Standards, Jonah remembered, were the flags that represented each leader on the battlefield. Far below, down the hill, Jonah could see a huge flag with a red dragon advancing across the field.

It was the flag of Henry Tudor, Richard’s enemy. Coming closer.

Richard glanced over his shoulder and apparently saw the dragon banner too.

“Everyone give but one sure stroke, and the day is ours!” he proclaimed. “Onward!”

Richard’s men cheered, and then they began rushing down the hill.

“That was the pregame pep talk, wasn’t it?” Katherine whispered.

“Sure,” Jonah said. “Same thing.”

But it wasn’t. Jonah had played lots of sports—soccer, basketball, even baseball for a few years—and he’d had coaches who really, really wanted to win. But they hadn’t been sending their players out to kill anyone.

Far down the hill the first man fell. Then the second. The third. All across the field before them men were collapsing. Dying.

Jonah noticed that Katherine’s lip was trembling. She’d heard the bloodthirstiness in the cheering too. She saw the blood on the field. She knew they weren’t just watching a football game. She knew they weren’t just watching a movie, where all the blood was fake. She turned her head, looking away from the battle.

“Chip and Alex won’t be near the fighting yet,” Jonah said gently. “Let’s go.”

They skirted the edge of the battle, walking far behind the archers launching arrow after arrow from their bows. Jonah had done archery at Boy Scout camp one year, and it’d seemed so pointless and silly. He and his friends laughed about how rarely any of their arrows ever hit the targets.

These archers were grim and serious. Their muscles flexed, their bowstrings sang . . . and out on the field more men sank to their death.

Arrows can pierce armor, Jonah thought with a chill.

Right in front of them one of the archers keeled over, an arrow embedded in his side.

Jonah didn’t stop to look for the archer who’d sent his arrow so far across the field. He grabbed Katherine’s hand.

“Run!” he shouted, pulling her along.

It didn’t matter that they were noisy, rushing down the side of the hill. Out on the battlefield men were screaming, men were crying, swords and lances and knives were crashing. The sounds seemed to burrow deep into Jonah’s bones.

Beside Jonah, Katherine fell.
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“Katherine!” Jonah screamed.

He crouched beside her, looking for the arrow. Pull it out or leave it in? he asked himself. Why hadn’t JB foreseen this? Why hadn’t he warned them?

“JB!” he screamed, because surely JB would have to yank them out of 1485 now, surely . . .

Katherine lifted her head, her nearly transparent face now covered with nearly transparent mud.

“Would you shut up?” she asked. “I just slipped. Don’t you see how muddy it is here? It’s like a swamp or something.”

Jonah hadn’t noticed. It was amazing what you could tune out when you were panicked and scared. He looked down at his feet, caked with mud, and wondered why he hadn’t noticed how hard it was to run. Was he thinking clearly about anything?

Jonah drew in one unsteady breath. Then another. He forced himself to look around. A thin line of trees stood between them and the archers now. And none of the soldiers were venturing in their direction, probably because of the swamp. As long as Jonah and Katherine stayed low, out of the way of arrows, they weren’t in any more danger than they would be at home, standing in their own front yard.

“We’ve got to stay calm,” he told Katherine. “There’s no reason to panic.”

“I wasn’t the one telling you to run,” Katherine complained. “I wasn’t dragging you through the mud.”

She stood up and began brushing off the rapidly drying mud. In another mood Jonah would have laughed to see how the mud was nearly invisible, along with Katherine, until it fell away from her armor. Then it turned brown and clumpy. Jonah felt like he was watching mud flakes rain from thin air.

“We better hope no one sees that,” Jonah said, glancing around. “Anyhow, it doesn’t matter what you look like—no one can see you, remember?”

“Chip and Alex will be able to see me,” Katherine said.

“Ooh, Chip,” Jonah teased her. “Can’t have Chip see you with a hair out of place.”

That wasn’t a fair thing to say, since Chip had already seen Katherine with her hair on fire, in the throes of timesickness nausea, and, back home, all sweaty and gross from biking to the library to try to solve the mystery of where Chip and Jonah had come from. Their adventures with time travel hadn’t really made it possible for Katherine to be the prissy, perfect-hair cheerleader type.

Katherine stopped trying to brush the mud away.

“What if he can’t see us?” she asked. “What if he and Alex are . . . totally fifteenth century now? What if they don’t even remember us?”

“JB said they’ll remember,” Jonah said.

“But he said they have to choose to come with us,” Katherine said. “We can’t force them. What if we can’t convince them?”

“We’ll figure out the right thing to say when we get there,” Jonah said impatiently.

He stepped forward, straining because it took so much effort now just to pull his feet through the mud. This portion of the swamp was even wetter, the mud even deeper.

What if it’s really quicksand? Jonah wondered. What if we get stuck out here, and we die and nobody discovers our bones for hundreds of years?

He wasn’t sure why this bothered him so much—not just the dying, but the not being found. What did it matter, if it was going to be hundreds of years before anyone he knew was even born?

I’d want Mom and Dad to know what happened to us, he thought. I’d want them to know we were trying to be brave, trying to do something good. . . .

He felt dizzy and disoriented again. Maybe this was one of those swamps he’d heard about in Boy Scouts where there were swamp gases that could knock you out. Maybe they were doomed no matter what.

“Jonah?” Katherine said beside him. “Are those the right troops?”

She pointed at a cluster of silver helmets in the clearing ahead of them.

Jonah tried to remember the map JB had drawn.

“I think so,” he said.

The cluster of helmets, the bright sunshine, the screams from the battlefield—everything was so much more vivid than it had seemed from the crude pencil drawing JB had shown them. It was hard to get oriented.

“I’m going to climb this tree and look,” Katherine said, bracing her foot against the trunk of a nearby oak with low-hanging branches.

Jonah remembered the arrows whizzing through the air not that far away.

“No! No—I’ll do it,” Jonah said, pushing her out of the way.

He pushed a little too hard, and Katherine landed on her backside in the mud.

“Jerk!” she called up to him.

Jonah didn’t bother answering, or helping her up. He scrambled up the tree—tree climbing was something else that was made much more complicated by armor. He ended up clinging to the thick central branch, peering out through the leaves.

Hundreds of silver helmets lay before him, worn by hundreds of soldiers fidgeting on the sidelines of the battle.

“Well?” Katherine called from the ground below. “Do you see Chip and Alex?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” Jonah stammered. He hadn’t thought about this being hard too, just finding their friends. Why hadn’t he asked JB exactly what kind of armor Chip and Alex would be wearing, exactly where they’d be standing?

Why hadn’t he requested a GPS reading, while he was at it?

“Let me see,” Katherine demanded.

“No, no—stay where it’s safe . . . ,” Jonah began.

But Katherine already had a foot on the lowest branch. A second later she was standing beside him, on the other side of the tree trunk. Silently she surveyed the rows and rows of helmets.

“See?” Jonah said. “It’s not doing any good to stand up here, we’re just putting ourselves in danger. . . .”

Katherine opened her mouth—To tell me off, Jonah thought. To argue. But she surprised him by throwing her head back and screaming at the top of her lungs, “Chip Winston! Where are you?”

That was really stupid, Jonah fumed. No one could hear her over the sounds of the battle. Or if they do hear her, it’ll be the wrong people, soldiers who’ll think we’re spies, maybe. . . . They might not even look for us, they’ll just, I don’t know, set the tree on fire. . . .

At first nothing happened. And then, slowly, slowly, one of the silver helmets began to turn around.
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“Third row from the back, fourth person in,” Katherine said, jumping down from the tree.

She landed hard and rolled forward, practically doing a somersault in her armor. Some of her hair dragged out on the ground, collecting more mud to go with the mud on the chest and backside of her armor. She took off running.

“Wait for me!” Jonah cried.

He jumped too, his armor clanking as he hit the ground. A few of the soldiers in the back row looked around nervously, but Jonah ignored them.

Katherine was darting through the rows of soldiers, dodging bulging packs of arrows and jutting-out bows and swords that the soldiers kept at the ready, pointed out, as if they were sure they’d be called into the action at any moment. Jonah did his best to keep up.

They came upon Alex first, standing quietly and resolutely in the lineup of soldiers. Because of the armor and helmet Jonah could see nothing but Alex’s face, which looked surprisingly like the twenty-first-century Alex’s, rather than the fifteenth-century Prince Richard’s.

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. If Chip aged from twelve to fourteen between 1483 and 1485, Alex would have aged from ten to twelve. Not that much different from the thirteen-year-old I knew . . .

Chip was just beyond Alex, standing a little apart from the other soldiers. Up close it was even weirder to see him two years older, with facial hair and a more defined jawline and a thick, muscular neck. Did they have steroids in the fifteenth century? Jonah wondered. But it wasn’t really the physical changes that startled Jonah the most—it was the look in Chip’s eyes, a wise, worldly look, as though he knew all sorts of things a thirteen-year-old wouldn’t have learned yet.

Katherine planted herself exactly between the two boys.

“Chip? Alex?” she called softly.

Neither boy moved a muscle. Both continued staring, as if hypnotized, directly out into the battle.

Jonah began to doubt that it really was Chip who’d turned around when Katherine screamed his name. He stepped back for a moment and counted—Chip was the sixth person in from the edge, not the fourth. The fourth person was an old, whiskery man. They were just lucky that that man had turned around, that he’d been standing so close to Chip and Alex.

Hopelessness began to sweep over Jonah. What if they couldn’t even get Chip and Alex to acknowledge their presence?

Jonah stepped forward and tugged on Chip’s arm. Not hard—he wasn’t trying to get Chip completely away from his tracer. It wasn’t time for that yet, and he couldn’t do it in front of all the other soldiers. But he wanted Chip—the real Chip, the twenty-first-century Chip—to come out just for an instant, just long enough that Jonah could tell him what was going to happen.

Jonah’s fingers seemed to slip right off Chip’s arm.

“Let me try,” Katherine said.

She pushed at Chip’s back just as uselessly. She pushed harder. She tugged, she yanked, she stepped back, got a running start, and tried to tackle him.

“Careful,” Jonah said. “This is what made JB pull us out the last time.”

“But it’s not working!” Katherine muttered through gritted teeth.

Jonah sidled up beside Chip and leaned in close to whisper in his ear.

“Please, Chip,” he begged. “Remember who you are. We’ve got to get you out of here, for your own good. Remember home? Remember cell phones and iPods and TVs and computers and cars and . . . and pizza! Remember pizza?”

Chip turned his head. But it was only to look at Alex, only to say, “Watch Norfolk’s men. They’re fighting the hardest.”

“Hello?” Jonah screamed. But the sound got lost in the cheers and shrieks from the battlefield. Chip continued to look right through Jonah.

“I have an idea,” Katherine said.

She shoved past Jonah and put her arm around Chip’s shoulder. She had to reach up high and stand on tiptoes; he was that much taller than her now.

“Chip,” she said, her lips almost touching his ear, “six boys have asked me to be their girlfriend in the past year.”

“Katherine, what are you doing?” Jonah fumed. “Nobody cares about that right now!”

Katherine glared at him for a moment, then went back to whispering to Chip.

“I told them all no, and do you want to know why?” she asked. “Everybody’s supposed to have a boyfriend or girlfriend in sixth grade, but I didn’t really care about any of those boys—it wouldn’t have meant anything to say that Tyler Crawford was my boyfriend, or that Spencer Rajan was my boyfriend.”

“Spencer Rajan asked you out?” Jonah asked incredulously. “I didn’t know that.”

Katherine ignored him.

“But you know what, Chip?” she said, leaning in closer. “If you’d asked me to be your girlfriend, I would have said yes. That would have meant something.”

Swaying a little on her tiptoes, weighed down by her mud-covered armor, she turned her head and gave him a timid kiss on the cheek.

At first nothing happened. But then there was a small flare of light around Chip’s face, the reappearance of his tracer, barely separated from Chip. The tracer continued staring out at the battle, but Chip turned his head to look at Katherine.

“Really?” Chip said softly, his nearly invisible mouth moving while the tracer’s mouth stayed firmly shut. “You really like me?”
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“Well, duh,” Katherine said. “I came all the way to the fifteenth century for you, didn’t I?” She took a step back, as if she was a little stunned that Chip had heard her. She looked him up and down. “And it’s not just because I know now that you’re going to be really hot by the time you’re fifteen.”

“I am?” Chip said. “Hot? You think so?”

“Hey, hey—can the romance and hot talk, all right?” Jonah interrupted. Both Chip and Katherine turned toward him, looking annoyed. “Or save it for later,” Jonah amended. “We’ve got a lot of other things to worry about right now.”

“Aye, the battle,” Chip said. His face started to retract into the older, fifteenth-century version of himself, into his tracer.

“No, no, Chip—wait,” Jonah said frantically. “Katherine and I came to get you and Alex out of here. So you don’t die in this battle.”

Chip’s face hovered, barely apart from his tracer’s.

“I won’t die in battle,” he said confidently. “I’m an expert swordsman. Everyone says so.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Jonah said. “All the time experts say you and Alex are going to die if we don’t take you away.”

Jonah saw a flash of light—it was Chip’s arm separating from his tracer’s. Chip reached out to grasp Alex’s shoulder.

“My brother?” Chip asked. “He’ll die?”

Jonah got an idea.

“Pull him out of his tracer,” Jonah said. “Let him hear what’s going to happen.” This had worked before, Jonah remembered. Chip had been able to separate Alex from his tracer when Jonah and Katherine failed.

Chip glanced around, his head separating from his tracer’s head even more dramatically. None of the soldiers around them were watching Chip and Alex. They all had their eyes glued to the battle. Chip jerked on Alex’s shoulder.

Alex’s head pitched forward, leaving his tracer’s face behind. Dazedly, he peered around, his eyes focusing slowly on Jonah and Katherine.

“Two years,” he murmured. “I haven’t been able to fully think with this brain for two years.”

“We’re almost ready to take you back,” Jonah said. “You can think with that brain all the time after this.”

Alex blinked.

“I—,” he began.

Suddenly there was a thundering of hooves, drowning out whatever Alex had planned to say. A man on a white horse sped toward them, leaning forward in the saddle, intent on his goal.

It was King Richard III.

Jonah stiffened. Our cue! He wanted to scream at Katherine, “Remember? We can pull them out after Richard sees them!”

But he and Katherine had to step out of the way, because Richard galloped right up in front of Chip and Alex. Both boys had completely rejoined their tracers and were staring up at their uncle. Around them the other soldiers had their hands on their swords, but Jonah couldn’t tell if they were prepared to attack Richard or defend him.

Richard slid off his horse. His eyes flicked from Chip to Alex and back again.

“My nephews,” he said, sounding stunned, as if he couldn’t quite believe the sight before him. “So it is true. . . . You live?”

“Aye,” Chip said, a challenge in his voice. “Against your wishes.”

He stood bold and strong, his hand tight on the hilt of his sword.

Would he try to kill Richard? Jonah wondered. Right here? Right now? What could we do about that?

“And yet, you’ve been betrayed,” Richard said mockingly. “Spies told me you were here.”

“Spies told us not all of your subjects are loyal,” Alex countered, stepping up beside Chip. “Some of your noblemen refused to fight for you.”

Jonah remembered Lord Stanley, refusing to fight for Richard even if it meant his own son’s death. Richard grimaced, every bit as pained as if Alex had struck him with a sword. Jonah expected Richard to lash out, maybe grab for his own sword at the insult. Jonah put his arm protectively on Alex’s shoulder, ready to snatch him away at the first thrust of a sword. Out of the corner of his eye Jonah saw Katherine do the same thing to Chip.

But Richard didn’t reach for his sword. He dropped to his knee and bowed his head before Chip.

“My nephew,” Richard murmured. “I have sinned before God and man, but I have been granted a second chance. When the battle is over . . . when we have vanquished Henry Tudor . . .” He looked up, his eyes boring into Chip’s. “As soon as this battle ends, I will give you back your crown.”
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Jonah’s jaw dropped. This was a complication he’d never expected, one he’d never even dreamed was possible.

Why didn’t JB warn us about this? Jonah wondered. Maybe it was just Jonah, but it seemed like it would have made a lot more sense for JB to tell him and Katherine they could yank Chip and Alex out of time “after Richard offers the crown back,” rather than “after Richard sees them.”

Before Chip could answer, an overwhelming wave of cheers and screams and gasps flew through the crowd, seeming to drown out all other sound. How could all those people have heard what Richard said? Jonah wondered. But they weren’t reacting to Richard’s proclamation. They were reacting to something that had happened out on the battlefield.

“That’s Norfolk. . . .”

“Norfolk is down. . . .”

“Norfolk is dead. . . .”

The news flew through the crowd, one update instantaneously replaced by the next.

Jonah remembered how it was Norfolk’s men that Richard had said he could count on; it was Norfolk’s men that Chip had said were fighting the hardest.

Richard looked stricken.

He scrambled up from his bent knee and back onto his horse. High above the crowd, he could probably see straight out to the battlefield now.

“My friend Norfolk, fallen,” he murmured, a quiver in his voice. “But now his son will take charge. . . .”

Even Jonah, who knew nothing about medieval battle tactics, could see that Norfolk’s men were disorganized and scattered, unable to forge on without their original leader. A group of soldiers behind yellow banners swept against them, pushing Norfolk’s army back and back and back.

Richard looked down at Chip.

“I must defend the crown I would give you,” he said. “This will be my last act as king. . . .” He spun his horse around and galloped off.

For a long moment Jonah lost sight of Richard in the chaos. Then the king reappeared in the center of the battle. He was leading a charge all the way across the field, through the thick of the fighting. It was easy to follow his progress because he’d crammed his crown on top of his helmet, and it gleamed in the sunlight. He was the only man on the battlefield wearing a crown.

Richard passed the yellow-bannered troops that had swept away Norfolk’s men; he passed deep into the heart of Henry Tudor’s men. It was an amazing breakaway—no one seemed able to touch him.

And then Richard reached the man carrying Henry Tudor’s dragon banner. The dragon banner plummeted to the ground.

“He killed Henry’s standard-bearer?” Chip murmured in amazement. “He’s that close to killing Henry?”

But a second later it was Richard tumbling to the ground. No, wait, Jonah thought. It’s not Richard who’s hurt. It’s his horse. The horse’s white coat seemed to have turned red. He lay on the ground, unmoving. But Richard was up on his feet, fighting back as Henry Tudor’s men surrounded him.

“That’s the line I remember from the Shakespeare play!” Alex said suddenly. “He’s supposed to say, ‘A horse! A horse! My kingdom for a horse!’ ”

“Then what happens in Shakespeare?” Jonah asked.

Alex frowned, a contrast to the hopeful face of his tracer.

“Don’t know,” Alex said, but he was distracted, watching the battle.

Richard really did need a horse. He was fighting valiantly, but more and more of his enemies surrounded him, and he couldn’t escape. After a few moments Jonah could no longer see Richard’s helmet or crown or sword because of all the other helmets and swords flashing around him. And then a circlet of gold rolled out of the center of the fighting. Men just stepped back and let it roll.

It was Richard’s crown.

Richard was dead.


THIRTY-FIVE

An eerie silence hung over the battlefield, as if everyone was holding his breath. Then Jonah realized it was only his mind that had blanked out the noise temporarily. Swordsmen were still waving their swords; archers were still launching their arrows. In the thick of the fight they couldn’t see what had happened to the king.

But Chip had.

“My crown!” he screamed. “That’s my crown!”

He dashed forward, dragging Katherine along with him.

“My brother!” Alex yelled behind him, and took off running as well.

“No, stop!” Jonah shrieked. “We’ve got to get you out of here!”

Nobody seemed to hear Jonah, because all of the soldiers around them were surging forward alongside Chip and Alex, battle cries ringing from their throats. Jonah wasn’t sure if the soldiers really wanted to help Chip regain the Crown, or if they were just tired of standing around. But they were all rushing into battle, toward Henry Tudor’s men.

How soon will Chip reach his first opponent? Jonah wondered. JB’s words “You have a very narrow window of opportunity” echoed in Jonah’s mind. Chip and Alex had already been seen by Richard. Richard had had time to ride off into the battle and die. How much time did Chip and Alex have left?

Alex, running, tried to shake Jonah’s arm off his shoulder, the action momentarily separating him from his tracer. Stubbornly Jonah leaped forward, wrapping his arms tighter around Alex’s neck.

“You can talk to him,” Jonah whispered in Alex’s ear. “You can tell him he has to leave.”

“I’ll do what my brother wants me to do,” Alex said, and Jonah couldn’t tell which version of Alex was speaking. Jonah saw no flash of tracer light, but his eyes didn’t seem to be working properly as he jolted along, arrows whizzing past him, swords flying around him. Jonah didn’t think Alex could have progressed very far, weighed down by Jonah on his back; evidently the battle had come to them.

“Chip!” Jonah screamed. “Katherine!”

This was his worst nightmare: He’d lost sight of both his sister and his friend.

What am I going to tell Mom and Dad? he wondered.

Sunlight flashed off a sword several yards ahead of him, blinding him temporarily. The sword slashed the air—and crashed into a sword held by Chip.

“Go help your brother!” Jonah screamed in Alex’s ear.

Alex raced forward, as if he’d had the same thought. The old, whiskery soldier whose turning head had first led to Chip and Alex raced alongside them, like a guardian fending off attacks. Jonah wondered if the man was a particular friend of theirs—a relative, a servant?—but there wasn’t time to ask.

Chip was fighting furiously now, whipping his sword this way and that, countering his opponent’s every blow. Katherine stood behind him, ducking when he ducked, dodging every parry and thrust.

“Look out!” she shrieked. “On your right!”

But Chip was already reacting, pulling his sword back to block another opponent’s swing of a battle-ax.

“That one’s mine!” the whiskery soldier shouted, spinning his sword forward so Chip could go back to focusing on the first opponent.

It would be impossible to capture Chip’s attention while he was engaged in battle. Jonah took a risk: He leaped off Alex’s back and landed on top of the swordsman who was attacking Chip. This worked better than Jonah had hoped, as the swordsman crumpled to the ground.

Bafflement spread over Chip’s face; it seemed to be a mixture of the tracer not understanding why his opponent had suddenly fallen down, and Chip not understanding how Jonah had appeared out of nowhere.

“Jonah?” Chip whispered.

“We’ve—got—to—leave—now!” Jonah screamed.

The swordsman was squirming out from underneath him. Any minute now he’d spring back into action.

“I’m king again,” Chip said. “I’m getting my crown back.”

“It’s not going to work that way,” Jonah argued. “If you don’t leave, you’re going to die!”

Chip’s face seemed to bubble back and forth, tragic medieval king one moment, uncertain twenty-first-century teen the next. It was like Chip was having trouble making up his mind. And then his face hardened with the strong jawline, the mustache, the wise-beyond-his-years eyes. He was the medieval king.

“Sometimes you have to fight for what you want,” Chip said, his expression set. “Sometimes the fight is all you get.”

“Is this really what you want?” Jonah asked. “Death on a battlefield?”

The swordsman sprang up from behind Jonah, swinging his weapon at Chip. Jonah ducked down out of the way; Chip’s sword rang out against his opponent’s.

“My crown!” Chip cried. “My throne! My glory!”

Jonah jumped up, too angry now for caution.

“You’re just like your father,” he snarled. “Back home. Remember? Remember how selfish he was, how he never thought about anyone but himself? Katherine just told you she wanted you to be her boyfriend, and you don’t even care. You don’t care that we came all the way back here, risking our own lives to save you. When you die—for so-called glory, but for no reason really, accomplishing absolutely nothing—when that happens, Katherine’s going to spend the next five hundred years crying over you.”

Chip stopped in the middle of a sword thrust, though his tracer’s arms continued forward. At the last possible second the whiskery soldier blocked Chip’s opponent, swinging for him again.

Chip turned to face Katherine, his body twisted almost completely backward from his tracer’s. Jonah saw Chip’s opponent blink in astonishment, a burst of tracer light in his face—as far as Jonah could tell, the opponent probably thought Chip had disappeared entirely.

“Would you really cry for five hundred years if I die?” Chip asked Katherine.

Katherine peered up at him.

“I’d rather not,” she said. “I’d rather save your life instead.”

Chip looked around wonderingly, as if he were only now really seeing the battle around him, only now hearing the clash of swords and the zing of arrows and the cries of dying men. Fear and awe battled in his face.

“Let’s get out of here, then,” he whispered.

“Get Alex!” Jonah screamed.

Chip stepped back toward his brother, and Jonah thought it would be good for him to get completely away from his tracer. But the tracer was striding back toward Alex too, practically running.

Alex was in danger: A soldier stood over him, a battle-ax raised high.

“Get him now!” Katherine screamed.

Chip scooped up Alex’s shoulders and yanked him backward. As soon as he was away from his tracer, Alex turned invisible again, like Chip and Jonah and Katherine.

Behind them, Chip’s and Alex’s tracers gleamed with a ghostly light. The soldier with the battle-ax hesitated, confused, separating from a tracer of his own.

“JB!” Jonah hollered. “We’re ready!”

“I’ve got you covered,” the whiskery soldier said, taking something that resembled a plain, flat rock out of his pocket and pushing a button on its surface.

He has an Elucidator, Jonah thought. He’s on our side. He’s from the future too. How come he’s allowed to have an Elucidator and we’re not?

And then Jonah and the others were spinning through time, away from the fifteenth century.

The last thing Jonah saw, before everything disappeared, was a ghostly tracer battle-ax slamming down on two ghostly tracer boys.


THIRTY-SIX

They landed on their backs on solid rock, with a view of a solid rock ceiling arcing above them.

They were back in the cave.

Jonah could hear screaming and wailing, and for a moment he thought they’d brought the battle with them. But these screams were high pitched, like at a middle school pep rally: the voices of teenage girls and boys who could still sing in the treble clef if they needed to.

Dizzily Jonah sat up. He checked to see that Katherine and Chip and Alex—and the whiskery soldier—were all on the floor beside him. Then he faced forward, looking for the source of all those screams. A group of kids were clustered nearby: all the other kids who were missing children plucked from history. He recognized Andrea Crowell, with her long braids; Ming Reynolds, though she was missing her name tag; Emily Quinn, who’d been so calm before (and in fact, she was one of the few kids not screaming now). And behind them, Anthony Solbers and Sarah Puchini and Josh Hart and Denton Price . . .

A statuesque African-American woman rushed forward—it was their friend Angela, the only adult from the twenty-first century who knew about time travel.

“Are you all right?” she demanded.

Jonah realized she was peering only at him and Katherine. Chip and Alex, incredibly enough, were wearing the same clothes they’d had on in the beginning: the Ohio State sweatshirt and jeans and Nikes for Chip; the Einstein T-shirt and jeans for Alex. They looked clean and tidy, perfectly normal.

Jonah and Katherine, on the other hand, were still wearing dented, battered, muddy armor, which, strangely, now also seemed a bit rusty.

“We’re fine,” Jonah said. “We just look awful.”

“Speak for yourself,” Katherine corrected him. Then she looked down at the clumps of mud clinging to her hair, the leather straps on her armor that seemed to be worn almost all the way through. “Oh, well,” she said. “Sometimes you can’t help getting a little messy.”

Jonah was glad that at least the whiskery soldier looked muddy and battered too. The soldier stood up, creakily, and stuck out his hand to Angela.

“Hadley Correo, ma’am,” he said politely. “I’m very glad to meet you.”

“You too,” Angela said, equally politely. “Angela DuPre. I take it you’re a friend of JB’s?”

Jonah didn’t have the patience for stupid grown-up chitchat.

“Where’s JB?” he demanded. “Did everything work out? Chip and Alex are safe, but what happened to history?”

JB stepped out from behind the screaming kids, who were finally beginning to settle down a little. Jonah wasn’t sure if he’d been there all along, or if he’d just arrived from some foreign time as well.

“We have an expression in this business,” JB said. “Time will tell. It will take a while to be sure of the outcomes—”

“Oh, come on,” Jonah said, annoyed again. “I know how time travel works now. You probably zoomed up to the future before coming back here—you probably already spent years studying how the changes rippled through history!”

JB laughed, unoffended.

“It’s true that I could have,” he admitted. “But I didn’t. My first priority was making sure all of you were all right.”

Jonah watched JB’s eyes and decided he was telling the truth. Maybe JB wasn’t concerned solely about time after all.

“These kids are troopers,” Hadley Correo said, patting Jonah and Katherine on the back. “I’d put them up against some of the best time agents I’ve ever worked with.”

“Thanks a lot!” JB said, rolling his eyes. “Remind me of that the next time I nearly kill myself getting recertified! I still won’t be as good as thirteen-year-old amateurs!”

Despite his words, he didn’t seem truly offended. Jonah guessed that Hadley and JB had probably worked together before.

“Why didn’t you tell us somebody else was there on the battlefield to help us?” Katherine demanded.

“All our projections showed that wouldn’t work,” JB said. “You had to feel responsible. And . . . you were. Hadley wouldn’t have known to talk about Chip’s dad. He wouldn’t have known to talk about Katherine’s variety of boyfriend choices.”

Jonah noticed that Katherine was blushing under her coating of mud.

“Um,” Emily said hesitantly now that the other kids had stopped screaming. “I don’t get it. Those kids were only gone an instant. How’d they get so beat up? Why are you talking about battlefields and boyfriends and time agents, like a lot of stuff happened while they were away?”

“An instant?” Chip asked. “Are you crazy? We were gone for two years!” His voice shot up an octave and squeaked on the word “years,” and he looked stunned and embarrassed. “Two years,” he tried again, only marginally deeper. He clamped his mouth shut, his face turning as red as Katherine’s.

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. Chip probably got used to being fourteen and a half, almost fifteen—his voice probably never squeaked then. It must be pretty grim to have to go back to being thirteen all over again.

“See,” Alex explained to Emily, “with time travel you can be away for years—decades, even, if you need to—and then come back to your original time so quickly that no one would even notice that you were gone.”

“Oh,” Emily said. “I get it.”

“Is that what’s going to happen to the rest of us?” Andrea Crowell asked in a small voice. “You’re going to send us away, and then we’re going to come back looking that . . . weathered?”

Weathered? Jonah thought. What kind of a kid uses a word like that? He sort of liked it, though. It was better than being described as “battered” or “beat up.”

“I don’t know about the ‘weathered’ part,” JB said, “but yes, you’re all going back in time.”

Andrea gulped.

“Now?” she asked.

“No,” Jonah said.

JB and Hadley turned to him in surprise.

“Well, actually, I thought—,” JB began.

“No,” Jonah said again. “You’re going to give us a chance to go home and get used to the idea that we’re missing kids from history. You’re going to let us eat our favorite foods and hug our parents good-bye if we want to.”

JB frowned; Jonah could tell he wasn’t convinced.

“Look,” Jonah said. “It’s not like we can tell anybody about this, because nobody would believe it anyway. So . . . just give us some time to adjust.”

Several of the other kids were nodding. Even one of the scariest-looking kids, who had a skull on the back of his sweatshirt, muttered, “He’s right, dude.”

Angela stepped forward.

“I think you should listen to Jonah,” she said. “He knows what he’s talking about.”

Me? Jonah wanted to say. Somebody’s acting like I’m the expert?

JB and Hadley exchanged glances. Jonah couldn’t be sure, but he thought maybe the two men’s images flickered for a second, as if they’d time-traveled out of the cave to have a long discussion about the pros and cons of Jonah’s suggestion and then returned to give their final decision.

“All right,” JB said reluctantly. “If Jonah thinks that’s for the best, that’s what we’ll do.”

“What about us—me and Alex?” Chip asked. “Now that we’ve been to the past and back, aren’t you going to erase our memories or something, so it doesn’t mess up our lives now? Like in the Men in Black movies?”

JB looked puzzled.

“Chip, we can’t do that. It’s not possible. Or desirable,” JB said. He appealed to Angela. “Don’t people in your time know the difference between science and science fiction?”

Angela shrugged. “From my perspective a lot of it looks the same,” she said dryly.

“No, listen,” Chip said, a panicky edge to his voice. “I was the king of England, then the prince hiding in exile. I know Latin now. I can sword-fight. I know diplomacy. I can recite The Dictes and Sayings of the Philosophers almost word for word, by memory. I can’t go back to being who I used to be!”

Hadley looked down at him sympathetically.

“None of us can, kid,” he said. “That’s the point. You get what you get. Life changes you. Time travel or no, you always have to build on what you live through.”

Chip still looked a little upset, but he shut his mouth firmly.

Is that what diplomacy looks like? Jonah wondered. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be capable of it himself.

“So we’re going home?” he asked eagerly.

“Yes,” JB said. “You’re going home.”

Katherine started to stand up, and the leather strap on her armor gave way, one huge metal boot crashing to the ground.

“Oh,” she said, “do we at least get our regular clothes back? That was one of my favorite shirts.”

“Oops,” JB said. “It’s all in the back of the cave. I stashed it there when . . . well, never mind, it’d take a long time to explain, and it doesn’t really matter. You can take turns changing. And when you’re done, just leave the armor back there. I don’t want anyone asking why kids at an adoption conference were playing with priceless antiques.”

Things happened quickly after that. Jonah and Katherine changed back into modern clothes (blue jeans never felt so good), JB returned the cave to the twenty-first century, and all the kids hiked back to the high school, where their parents were meeting to talk about “identity issues for teen adoptees.”

It was strange to see Mom and Dad again, when Mom and Dad thought they’d only been apart for a matter of hours, and Jonah and Katherine knew they’d traveled half a millennium away and back. It was actually rather hard for Jonah not to run up to his parents and throw his arms around both of them and cry out, “I thought I’d never see you again!”

“Hey,” Jonah grunted in the crowded high school lobby as soon as he spotted Mom’s familiar tan raincoat, Dad’s familiar bald spot.

Mom and Dad rushed toward Jonah and Katherine and Chip, as other kids and parents reunited all around them.

“How was it?” Mom asked cautiously. “Do you feel like you learned a lot?”

“Yeah,” Chip said. “Actually, we did.”

Jonah knew that it would take Mom only a moment to notice that he and Katherine had mud in their hair. He wanted to talk about something that was a lot more important first.

“It was okay, but they didn’t feed us nearly enough,” he said. “Could we please, please, please pick up some pizza on the way home?”

Mom laughed.

“Jonah, I swear, nobody could ever feed you enough. You can’t go five minutes without eating, can you?”

“You’d be surprised,” Jonah said. “You’d really be surprised.”


EPILOGUE

Jonah, Katherine, Chip, and Alex were playing basketball in the Skidmores’ driveway. A week had passed since the so-called adoption conference, and they were proud that they’d managed to convince their parents to let their “new friend,” Alex, come over, even though he lived half an hour away. The basketball game was mostly just a ruse, though, since they were all much more interested in talking about their trip through time.

“I’ve been doing research on medieval history all week, and it’s disgusting—nobody knows much of anything about me and Chip,” Alex complained, bouncing the ball halfheartedly.

“Just about everybody thinks we died in the Tower of London,” Chip agreed. “Just because some Tudor historian told a bunch of lies, just because they found some unidentified bones in the Tower in the 1600s . . . didn’t anybody who saw us at the Battle of Bosworth say anything? It’s much more honorable to die in battle than to be a silly youth murdered in his own bed.”

Jonah and Katherine exchanged glances, and Chip grimaced.

“I’m talking medieval again, aren’t I?” he asked.

This had been a recurring problem for Chip all week. He’d used the word “doth” in language arts class, and everyone had laughed at him; he’d explained to a bully on the school bus exactly how it was possible to carve out a man’s innards with a sword or battle-ax.

On the bright side, this had made the bully stop bothering anyone on the bus.

“Are you having problems with that, Alex?” Chip asked wistfully. “Forgetting that you’re not an English prince in the 1480s anymore?”

“Some,” Alex said. “But people always thought I was weird anyway, so nobody really cares. I’m just telling Mom it’s all her fault because she’s always quoting Shakespeare at me. I told her it’s finally happened—she’s completely rotted my brain.” He caught the basketball on its next bounce. “Look, this is starting to hurt my hand. I can see the point of archery and swordsmanship—men needed to know how to do that in the fifteenth century to protect themselves and their families and their lords. But basketball—why?”

“We don’t have to play,” Jonah said, though he wondered if Alex had always disliked basketball, or if this was another way the fifteenth century had changed him. “Here.”

He motioned for Alex to bounce the ball his way, and he dropped it on the concrete. Then he flopped down in the grass by the driveway, and all the other kids followed his lead. For a second Jonah got a flashback to weeks earlier, when he and Chip had been playing basketball and then flopped down in the exact same spot, carefree and laughing, only moments before Jonah got the first hint that there was something very odd about his life.

At least Chip and Alex know who they really are, and where they came from, Jonah thought. Even if they have trouble remembering to speak modern American English, at least they have their mysteries solved.

In the cave, after returning from the Battle of Bosworth, Jonah had been so eager to return to normal life—to see his parents, to eat pizza, to be a typical twenty-first-century kid again—that he hadn’t asked about his own original identity. This was what bothered him now, more than any lingering questions about the fifteenth century. Sometimes when he was alone in his room, late at night, Jonah would whisper, “JB? JB, can you hear me? Are you watching? Is it my turn in history yet?” But then he felt foolish, talking to no one. And scared. Chip and Alex had come so close to dying tragically in their moment in time. What if Jonah’s original identity was even more dangerous?

“But did you read anything about the Shakespeare play?” Katherine was asking indignantly. She shook her ponytail for emphasis. “His Richard the Third is pure evil. And a deformed monster, when, really, he looked perfectly normal.”

“Shakespeare changed all sorts of things in his history plays, to make his stories better,” Alex said. “And when Queen Elizabeth, a Tudor, was on the throne, it was definitely to his advantage to make the Tudors’ old enemy seem like the devil incarnate.” He clapped his hands over his mouth. “Oops,” he said, wincing. “I think I’m quoting my mother exactly. Ugh!”

Jonah had gotten a good look at Alex’s mother when she dropped him off. She was not exactly what he’d expected: She had bright-red-framed eyeglasses and dark blond hair that was even curlier than Chip’s and Alex’s—practically an Afro—and she was wearing a T-shirt that said something Jonah thought maybe would be obscene, except that it was in Shakespearean English.

“But people should know that Richard wasn’t that bad,” Katherine said. “They should know what he did at the very end. Do you think . . . do you think he really was forgiven?”

“I forgive him,” Chip said softly. “I . . . I know what it’s like to be willing to kill for the throne.”

Jonah had a flash of remembering the murderous look in Chip’s eye as he charged out onto the battlefield, crying, “My crown! That’s my crown!”

No wonder Chip looked so haunted by his past. No wonder he’d wanted JB to erase his memory.

“Isn’t it different, being willing to kill someone on a battlefield?” Jonah asked. “Instead of wanting to kill innocent kids in their beds at night?”

“You said death on the battlefield was pointless,” Chip reminded him. “You said if I died there, it would mean absolutely nothing.”

“I didn’t know you were supposed to die trying to save your brother’s life,” Jonah said.

He’d surveyed the others—he was the only one who’d caught that last glimpse of the tracers, the glowing ghostly versions of Chip and Alex under the battle-ax. He was actually glad none of the others had had to see it.

But he was also glad he knew how the story had ended. It made him think better of Chip.

Jonah saw Katherine reach out hesitantly and squeeze Chip’s hand. To Jonah’s relief, neither one of them had made a big deal about the whole boyfriend/girlfriend thing. Chip squeezed back, and then they both let go.

Jonah peered off into the distance—a distance defined by two-story houses and faux wrought-iron streetlamps and neatly trimmed suburban oaks and maples. Even after the brief time he’d spent in the Middle Ages, it was still a bit of a jolt to see so much . . . civilization. It must be much, much stranger for Chip and Alex, he thought. What’s a “doth” here and there if they can still manage to act somewhat normal?

Far down the sidewalk a man was coming toward them, walking a large English sheepdog. Beside Jonah, Katherine suddenly stiffened.

“Oh, no,” she muttered. She jumped up and began running toward the man.

Jonah squinted, and understood.

The man was JB.

“No!” Katherine yelled at him. “I know what you’re here for—you can’t take Jonah away. I won’t let you! I’ve been thinking about this all week, and I’m going to scream and yell and say you’re a kidnapper, and—”

“I’m not here to take Jonah back to his time period,” JB said. “I didn’t come to force anyone to go anywhere they don’t want to go.”

Katherine still stood firm, blocking the sidewalk—a five-foot-tall, eighty-five-pound barrier. The sheepdog probably could have knocked her over with one paw. But Jonah was a little touched that she was trying.

“I promise,” JB said, drawing closer. “Look—I’ve learned a new expression from your time period.” He raised his right hand. “Scout’s honor.”

Jonah exchanged glances with Chip and Alex. He wondered which of them would have to tell JB that no grown man should do that, unless he was a Scout leader—dealing with really, really little kids.

Both of the other boys just shrugged.

“Well, then . . . ,” Katherine sputtered a little, shifting gears. “Tell us this: When are you ever going to release the ripple? Is everything okay with time?”

JB seemed to be trying hard to hide a smile at Katherine’s using a time-travel term like “release the ripple.” JB had explained this to them back when they’d first learned about being missing children from history. JB and his fellow agents had frozen the impact of the kids’ being stolen; the whole point of returning them was to allow time to follow its natural courses again.

“We already did release the ripple,” JB said. “Everything’s fine.”

“But . . . but . . . unless it changed in the last ten minutes, none of the Web sites have the right information about what really happened to Chip and Alex and Richard the Third,” Katherine objected.

JB stopped a few steps away from her.

“Did you expect history to say that Richard got religious advice from time travelers the night before he died?” JB asked. “Did you want it on Wikipedia that Chip and Alex were saved at the last minute and carried off to the twenty-first century?”

“No.” Katherine shook her head stubbornly. “But people should know that Richard wasn’t all bad. He repented at the end. He wanted to give his crown back.”

“Sit,” JB told the sheepdog. The dog eased his hindquarters down onto the sidewalk. Then he lay all the way down and put his head on his front paws, as if he expected this to take a while.

“Time needed Richard to be a villain,” JB explained carefully. “The year 1483 was something of a turning point in history. Before that, killing for political gain was . . . expected. Ordinary. But the way the princes disappeared from the Tower, the way everyone thought they knew what had happened, the way people were so horrified at Richard killing kids . . . that changed history. Killing children became something you usually couldn’t do and still be considered a decent human being. It became part of the change in how people viewed children, how they viewed humanity. Richard was held up forever after that as an example of what leaders shouldn’t do. In some ways this was almost as important as the Magna Carta.”

JB sounded as earnest as a college professor trying to explain why history mattered. Jonah couldn’t quite remember what the Magna Carta was, but everything else kind of made sense.

Of course Katherine wasn’t satisfied.

“But that’s not fair to Richard,” she complained. “He doesn’t deserve his bad reputation.”

“Do you think that matters to Richard?” JB asked. “He died five minutes after offering Chip the Crown.”

“But did he go to heaven?” Katherine persisted.

“That’s between him and God, not him and history,” JB said.

Alex started, jerking so spastically that he kicked the basketball, and would have sent it spinning out into the street if Chip hadn’t caught it. Amazingly, Chip still seemed to have a swordsman’s quick reflexes.

“You believe in God?” Alex asked JB incredulously. “But you know how to travel through time. You’re a scientist.” He hesitated. “Aren’t you?”

JB rolled his eyes.

“It amazes me how people of your time set up such a false dichotomy between science and religion. Fortunately, that only lasts for another . . . well, I can’t tell you that,” he said, stopping himself just in time. “But I assure you, the more I travel through time, the more I witness, the more I realize that there are things that are both strange and wonderful, far beyond human comprehension.” He turned to Jonah and Katherine. “Like how a couple of untrained kids could save time, when expert professionals would have failed every time.”

Katherine tossed her head as if she was ready to launch into a victory dance: So there! We showed you!

“You helped us some,” Jonah said modestly. “With Hadley signaling us there by Chip and Alex on the battlefield so we’d find them in time. And with how you let us use invisibility.”

JB shook his head.

“But you did everything wrong,” he said. “We’re still cataloging how many sacred rules of time travel you broke. No certified time traveler would have dared to speak directly to Richard—and you did it twice!”

“Why didn’t you yank us out of time when we were breaking all those rules?” Jonah asked.

“We, uh, couldn’t,” JB said sheepishly. “We kept being blocked by the impact of your actions. And then . . . we kept discovering that everything you did worked.”

“But . . .” Alex shifted uncomfortably. “We didn’t stay with our tracers exactly. Chip and Jonah and Katherine and me . . . we did change history. Why doesn’t anyone know that?”

“Well,” JB said. “There was the matter of a certain Shakespeare quote being widely used more than a hundred years ahead of time. . . .”

“Oops,” Alex said.

JB shrugged.

“In the scheme of things that was nothing,” he said. “Otherwise . . . everyone who heard Richard offer Chip the throne died on that battlefield. So did everyone who saw you separate from your tracers, saw the princes vanish into thin air. The way everything worked, it almost seemed . . . preordained.”

He seemed embarrassed saying the word, which seemed out of place on this sunny autumn day, in twenty-first-century America.

“Still,” Alex said. He looked around, as if suddenly scared. “You can’t tell me nobody else thought of this. I’m not ruining anything talking about this—”

“What?” Katherine demanded. “Would you just spit it out?”

Alex looked down, biting his lip. Then he peered back up at JB.

“Chip and me, we still don’t belong in the twenty-first century,” Alex said. “Okay, so it didn’t mess up the fifteenth century to have Jonah and Katherine rescuing us—that’s great. Whatever. But anything we do here, now, aren’t we changing this time period? Should we plan never to come up with any brilliant scientific discoveries, never to have a job, never to get married and have kids, never to have an impact at all?” He looked over at Chip, whose jaw had dropped. “Sorry. I had to say it.”

JB stepped forward and crouched down before both boys.

“Alex, I can see where you would think that,” he said gently. “But you’re proceeding from a flawed hypothesis. Or . . . incomplete information. You don’t have to worry about trying to stay invisible in this time. Live. Use your brain to make all the discoveries you want, scientific or otherwise. Fall in love, marry, have children—well, years from now, I mean. Have an impact. There are time experts who would have agreed with your assessment, before. But we’re all seeing things a little differently now. This time period is much more in flux than we thought. It’s starting to seem like . . . well, like maybe the time crash was supposed to happen. Like maybe it’s supposed to be part of history.” He chuckled. “We’re not even worried anymore that Angela DuPre is never going to marry that plumber we thought she was supposed to marry. Which would be a relief for Hadley . . .” He muttered this almost to himself, then looked back up at the kids. “All sorts of things are changing. And that’s okay.”

If Jonah were making any bets about which of them was most likely to make the scientific discoveries of the future, he’d put his money on Alex. Even Katherine always did better in science at school than Jonah ever did. But Jonah had a thought about time travel that nobody else seemed to have figured out.

What if all those changes are because of us too? he wondered. What if we had an even bigger impact than we’ll ever know?

“Speaking of changes . . . ,” JB began, putting his knee down and turning slightly so he could look at all of the kids at once. “I really didn’t come here just to talk.”

Katherine put her hands on her hips.

“I knew it!” she said. “You’re still going to try to get Jonah to take his turn now, aren’t you? I told you, I am not going to let that happen!” She whirled toward the house as if she was about to let out a huge bellow: Mom! Mom! Come quick! Call 911! Someone’s trying to kidnap Jonah!

“Will you just let me explain?” JB interrupted. “Before you start panicking?”

Katherine looked confused for a moment, then let the air fizzle out of her lungs.

“Explain fast,” she muttered.

“We are ready to send the next kid back in time—but it’s not Jonah,” JB added quickly. “It’s Andrea Crowell. Remember her?”

“Oh, yeah,” Jonah said. “The really quiet girl with the braids?”

“That’s right,” JB said. He began toying with a twig that had landed on the driveway. He pushed it one way, then the other. He looked back up, directly at Jonah. “We’ve run all sorts of projections, like we always do. And we keep finding unbelievable odds against success. Unless . . .”

“Unless what?” Katherine said suspiciously, glaring down at JB.

“Unless she has help from people who aren’t time travel experts,” JB said.

“Us?” Alex gasped.

JB nodded.

“Partially. It’s Jonah, Katherine, and . . .” He grimaced, as if he found what he was about to say preposterous. “This dog.” He lifted the leash toward Katherine’s hand. “Don’t ask me why that combination works. I don’t know. I don’t even know why the analyst thought to include the dog in the projection. But . . . sending the two of you and the dog with Andrea gives us our best chance of success.”

Katherine pointedly did not take the leash from JB’s hand. She looked like she was in shock.

“You want us to go back in time again,” Jonah said numbly. “And not even to my own time. To help someone else.”

“I thought we were done.” Katherine spoke as if she was in a trance, staring off past the basketball hoop, past the neighbor’s chrysanthemums. “I thought all I had to do was make sure you didn’t take Jonah away. . . . Do you know I have nightmares about the fifteenth century? Every night I’m back there on the battlefield. Every night I’m invisible, and I can’t get Chip and Alex to listen to me, to hear what they have to do. . . .”

“Are you refusing?” JB asked.

“Oh, I didn’t say that . . . ,” Katherine mumbled dazedly.

JB didn’t pressure them. He didn’t say, “You do realize that all of history is depending on you, don’t you?” He didn’t say, “You don’t really have a choice.” Jonah almost wished he would pressure them and try to boss them around—because then it would be easier to say no. Then it would be all about standing up for himself, about defending his rights. Defending his life.

This was something else. This was leaving him free to imagine another kid, Andrea, going back in time all by herself, having no one at all to help her through. This was forcing him to be all mature and self-sacrificing and responsible—and choosing it for himself.

He sighed.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

“Really?” Katherine stared at him. “Well, that’s just great. It’s horrible having you for a big brother, always trying to set a good example. Because now I have to do it too!” Despite her words, there was a note of excitement in her voice now. “Please, can’t Chip and Alex come too?”

“No,” JB said. “Sorry. After their experiences they’d be just a little bit too trigger happy. Er—arrow happy.”

Another time period with bows and arrows? Jonah thought. Great. I bet they won’t have decent food then, either.

“Katherine,” Chip said. “Please . . .”

Katherine glanced at him, and it was almost like watching Mom and Dad communicate silently. It was like she was telling Chip, Don’t get all mushy or macho-boy protective on me now. Don’t make this harder than it already is.

“To you it’ll be like they’re just gone an instant,” JB assured Chip.

“But I’ll know,” Chip retorted. “I’ll know that they’ll really be gone much, much longer. They’ll be so far away. . . .”

He was gazing toward Katherine, but Katherine dived down toward the dog’s head, burying her face in the fur.

“So if the dog’s coming with us, we need to know his name,” Katherine said, speaking almost directly into the fur.

“It’s Dare,” JB said softly. “The dog’s name is Dare.”

Jonah knew he should be asking about the exact time period they were going to, and Andrea Crowell’s other identity, and his own identity and time period as well. But for a moment he just sat there in the grass peering around his neighborhood: at the peaked roofs of his neighbors’ houses, at the wide street where he’d ridden his bike so many times, at the mailboxes and garage doors and sewer drains. . . . If he didn’t stop himself, he’d start blubbering about how much he was going to miss the fire hydrant across the street.

It’s incredible how precious everything looks when you know you’re about to lose it, Jonah thought. He wondered if Richard III had felt that way in his last moments on the battlefield at Bosworth; he wondered if Chip and Alex had felt that way leaving their tracers behind, leaving their fifteenth-century lives forever. Someday he’d have to ask them. Someday after he’d met his own tracer. But for now . . .

“So, we’re going with Andrea Crowell, huh?” Jonah said, trying to sound cocksure and confident, like going back in time again was no big deal. “Does she know what we’re all getting into?”

“No,” JB said. “Nobody does, really. To quote a famous philosopher revered in my time, ‘But this is no different from regular life. When have you ever known what’s going to happen in the future?’ ”

Wait a minute, Jonah thought. I said that. Back at Westminster, with Katherine. Does that mean I’m going to be a famous philosopher in the future? Does that mean I’m going to be revered?

There wasn’t time to ask.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

People have been trying to figure out what really happened to Edward V and his brother Richard ever since the fifteenth century. Here are the facts that everyone seems to agree on:

Edward IV, the king of England, died on April 9, 1483, and his twelve-year-old son, Edward, was named as his successor. Edward V’s coronation was scheduled but never held. Instead, after accusations about the boy’s parents, his uncle was proclaimed king and crowned on July 6, 1483.

Edward and his younger brother were known to be in the Tower of London during the summer of 1483. Then they vanished.

And already, writing that last sentence—“Then they vanished”—I have to resort to extreme vagueness to avoid adding qualifiers like “and most people think that . . .” or “at some point within the next year or two . . .” Most people seem to think that the boys were murdered—but were they? If they were, who did it? When? How? Why?

I did my best in this book not to fudge or change any facts that are irrefutable. Chip’s description of what happened to Edward V during the spring of 1483 is as historically accurate as I could make it. (So are his and Alex’s descriptions of Edward IV’s eating habits—and I bet you thought bulimia was only a modern problem!) Fortunately for my job as a fiction writer, the historical record regarding Edward and Richard is full of gaps and disputed details, so that left me lots of room to fill in with my own imagination.

Historians studying an event like the disappearance of Edward and Richard look for accounts written by people living at the same time, who were close enough to the action to know what they were talking about, but not so close that they were overly biased and might be lying. In this case, the perfect account just doesn’t exist—or hasn’t been found. When I was researching this book, I had to laugh at the many, many times I would read, “The Croyland Chronicle was surely right about this detail, but probably wrong about . . . ,” or, “Though Sir Thomas More was accurate about this part of the story, he must have been confused about . . .” And then I’d put down that research book, pick up another one, and discover that the author of the second book totally reversed which details of which versions were surely or probably right or wrong.

For centuries Richard III was painted as the villain of the story. One notable account says that, years later, a man who’d worked for Richard III confessed to killing the boys on Richard’s orders. But that account rather conveniently came out during the reign of Henry VII—a.k.a., Henry Tudor, the man who defeated Richard and took the Crown at the Battle of Bosworth. And Henry had every reason to want to discredit Richard as much as possible to make his own claim to the throne look stronger. (By then Henry was also married to Edward V’s sister—yes, this is a very tangled tale—and so it also helped him to make sure everyone believed Edward V had deserved to be king but was very certainly dead.) Almost a century later William Shakespeare—writing when Henry’s granddaughter Elizabeth I was on the throne—based his play about Richard III on the earlier account. In Shakespeare’s version Richard III is a complete monster, the kind of villain audiences love to hate.

More than three hundred years later a group of Richard supporters began trying fervently to change Richard’s reputation. The Richard III Society, founded in 1924, now claims nearly 3,500 members worldwide. Richard’s defenders offer very different views of history. Some blame Richard’s onetime friend the Duke of Buckingham or even Henry VII for killing Edward V and his brother. Others give credence to accounts that say the boys survived, in hiding or in exile in another country. In the 1490s a man showed up in England claiming to be the younger brother, Richard, seeking the throne for himself. His claim was convincing enough (or useful enough) that other European rulers supported him, and he raised a rebel army to fight Henry. His efforts failed, though, and he was eventually hanged for plotting against the king.

One piece of evidence that is almost always cited in this story is the fact that workmen renovating the Tower of London in 1674 found skeletons in a spot that could fit a description of where the boys’ bodies were once buried. (However, the same account that describes that burial place also says a priest later dug them up and moved them.) The skeletons were assumed to be Edward’s and Richard’s; they were moved to Westminster Abbey. In 1933 scientists got permission to unearth the skeletons again to study them closely. Even though the scientists couldn’t actually be sure if the bones belonged to males or females, they concluded that the bones were the right size and age to belong to Edward and Richard if they had been killed in 1483. Everything I read about that study made me wonder what the scientists would have concluded if they hadn’t known ahead of time whose skeletons they were supposedly looking at. And I wonder what scientists now would be able to discover examining the same bones with more-modern techniques—especially DNA testing. (So far, no one’s been allowed to do such tests.) But even if scientists could prove conclusively that those skeletons were Edward’s and Richard’s, we still wouldn’t know how they died.

That pretty much leaves time travel as the only way to completely solve the mystery. And if we could travel back in time to begin solving all the mysteries of history, how could we resist wanting to save all the victims?
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Jonah fidgeted in his seat, and his chair fidgeted right along with him. In another mood, Jonah would have been fascinated by this—how was the chair programmed? Did it have a computer chip making it squirm? But right now Jonah was too distracted. He was sitting in a sterile, nearly empty room, waiting to travel back in time to an unknown era and unknown dangers. So all he could do was fidget.

You’d think, with time travel, there wouldn’t have to be any waiting, he thought grumpily.

Beside him, his eleven-year-old sister, Katherine, bounced in her chair—making the chair bounce too—and chattered away to Andrea, the third kid who would be going to the past with them. Indeed, Andrea was the most important time traveler that day. She was the reason they were all going.

“Don’t worry,” Katherine told Andrea. “You don’t have to hold your breath or anything to travel through time. It’s easy.”

“That’s good,” Andrea said softly. She sat perfectly still, and so did her chair. She had her eyes focused on the blank wall across from her and barely seemed to be paying attention to Katherine. Normally Jonah would have approved of that—he tried to ignore his younger sister as much as possible too. But unlike Katherine and Jonah, Andrea had never traveled to the past before. She didn’t know what time period she was going to, or what she’d have to do there. Shouldn’t she be asking questions? Shouldn’t she at least act like she cared?

“Only, if you get time sick, that’s no fun,” Katherine rambled on, flipping her blond ponytail over her shoulder. “When we went back to 1483 with Chip and Alex, I thought I was going to throw up for sure. And I felt really dizzy, and—”

“Katherine!” Jonah interrupted, because he could put up with Katherine’s babbling for only so long. “Andrea won’t get time sick like you did. Remember? She’s going back to her proper time. Where she belongs. So she’ll feel good.”

At that, Andrea’s whole face brightened.

Wow, Jonah thought. She’s really pretty. He honestly hadn’t noticed before. Of course, he barely knew Andrea. The first time he’d met her, there’d been thirty-four other kids around, and four grown-ups fighting about what was going to happen to the kids, and people being Tasered and tied up and zapped back in time . . . Jonah had had a good excuse for not looking closely. All he remembered from that first meeting was that Andrea had worn her long brown hair in two braids, and she hadn’t screamed and panicked like a lot of the other kids. And he guessed he knew that—like him and the other kids the grown-ups were fighting over—Andrea was thirteen years old, and she was a missing child from history, one who had been stolen from her proper time and place by baby smugglers. One who had to go back, to save history.

Suddenly Jonah really wanted to remind Andrea that he and Katherine had already proved that they could save history and save missing kids, all at once, even when the time experts thought it was impossible. They’d managed to save Chip and Alex from the 1480s, hadn’t they? Jonah started to smile back at Andrea and was working up what he wanted to say to her: something suave but casual and not too conceited-sounding . . . . Did, Don’t be scared. I’ll take care of you sound stupid?

Katherine began talking again before Jonah had a chance to say anything.

“Andrea can too get time sick,” Katherine argued. “Not the kind from being in the wrong time period, but the kind just from traveling through time. Remember JB thought I had both kinds? And that’s why I felt so awful? And . . .”

Katherine broke off because the door opened just then and JB, the very person she’d been talking about, stepped through.

JB was a time traveler from the future, and the main person who was trying to fix time by returning all the stolen kids to history. Tall, with gleaming chestnut-brown hair, JB was so good-looking that Katherine had nicknamed him cute janitor boy before any of them had found out what he really did for a living. For some reason, JB’s appearance really annoyed Jonah right now. Depending on how you looked at it, Jonah had known JB for only a few weeks—or for more than five hundred years. (Or, actually, more than a thousand, if you counted the fact that Jonah, Katherine, Chip, and Alex had traveled between the fifteenth and twenty-first centuries in both directions.) Regardless, it had taken Jonah a while to figure out whether to trust JB or not. JB had helped Jonah and Katherine and their friends, but Jonah still wasn’t sure: If JB had to choose between saving kids and saving history, which would he pick?

I have to make sure that isn’t the choice, Jonah told himself grimly. He gazed over at Andrea again, with her clear pale skin and her gray eyes that somehow looked sad again—haunted, even. I will protect you, he thought, even though he figured he’d really sound foolish if he said that now. He kicked his foot against the ground, and his chair kicked too.

“Careful,” JB warned. “Those are calibrated to a very sensitive level.” He seemed to notice Katherine’s bouncing for the first time. “They’re not really meant for kids.”

Katherine stopped mid-bounce. Her chair rose up and caught her.

“Sorry,” Katherine said. “Can we go now? There’s no chance that we’ll hurt your precious chairs if you just send us to the past.”

She sounded offended. Jonah wondered if he should warn JB that it wasn’t a good idea to offend Katherine.

“Not yet,” JB said. “You need to be debriefed first.”

Katherine leaned forward in her chair, and her chair leaned with her.

“Really?” she breathed, seeming to forget any hurt feelings. “You’ll tell us where we’re going this time—before we get there?”

JB laughed.

“You didn’t give me much of a chance the last time,” he reminded her.

“That wasn’t our fault,” Jonah argued hotly. “If you hadn’t sent Chip and Alex back without telling them anything, and if you hadn’t cheated when I gave you the Elucidator, and if—”

JB held up his hand, cutting Jonah off.

“Hey, hey,” JB said. “Calm down. I’m sorry, okay? That’s over and done with. Water under the bridge. Haven’t you ever heard the expression, ‘No need to relive the past’?”

Katherine and Jonah both stared at him blankly.

“Um, isn’t it kind of, uh, contradictory, for a time traveler to say that?” Katherine asked.

“Yep.” JB beamed at them. “You caught the irony. Time-traveler humor—gotta love it.”

He turned toward Andrea, who was still sitting quietly, unaffected.

“As far as I’m concerned, we’re all on the same team this time around,” JB said. “From the very beginning. No keeping secrets unnecessarily. Deal?” He held out his hand to Andrea.

“Of course,” Andrea said calmly. She shook JB’s hand, before he moved on to shake Jonah’s and Katherine’s in turn. Maybe if Jonah hadn’t been paying such close attention to Andrea now, he wouldn’t have noticed that Andrea hesitated slightly before speaking, before taking JB’s hand.

She is scared, Jonah thought. She really does need me to take care of her.

“So you’ll tell Andrea who she really is?” Katherine asked eagerly.

And me? Jonah almost asked, forgetting that he was supposed to be all about protecting Andrea at the moment. Jonah had seen his two friends Chip and Alex learn their original identities in history. And he knew that, ultimately, he would have to return to his original time period, at least briefly—just like all the other missing kids from history. But, as much as he wanted to know his own identity and his own time period . . . maybe he wasn’t quite ready to know right now?

The moment when he could have asked was past. JB was answering Katherine.

“I thought I’d just show her,” he said.

JB flipped a switch on the wall behind Jonah’s chair, and the wall opposite them instantly turned into what appeared to be an incredibly high-definition TV screen. Waves crashed against a sandy beach, and Jonah had no doubt that, if he looked carefully enough, he’d be able to make out each individual grain of sand.

“Just skip to the part she’s going to be interested in,” JB said.

Jonah wasn’t sure if JB was talking directly to the TV screen (or whatever futuristic invention it actually was) or if there was someone in a control room somewhere who was monitoring their entire conversation. Sometimes Jonah just didn’t want to think too much about the whole time-travel mess. He knew that JB had already pulled them out of the twenty-first century, and the waiting room they were in was a “time hollow,” a place where time didn’t really exist. He knew that JB was probably about to show them some scene from Andrea’s “real” life, before she’d been kidnapped by unethical time travelers, and before she’d crash-landed (with all the other missing kids) at the very end of the twentieth century. But it made Jonah feel better if he told himself he was just watching a TV with really, really good reception.

The scene before him shifted, seeming to fly across the water to a marshy coastline and then inland a bit to a primitive-looking cluster of houses. Some of the houses were encircled by a wooden fence that was maybe eight or nine feet tall. Both the houses and the fence looked a bit ramshackle, with holes in several spots.

The view shifted again, focusing on a woman rushing out of one of the nicer houses. The woman was wearing what Jonah thought of as old-fashioned clothes: a long skirt, long sleeves, and a funny-looking hat covering her head. The skirt wasn’t quite as sweeping as the ones he’d seen in the fifteenth century, but Jonah wasn’t sure if that meant that he was looking at a different time period now, or if he was just watching different people. Poorer ones. Not royalty anymore.

“Mistress Dare’s baby has arrived!” the woman called, joy overtaking the exhaustion in her face. “A wee girl child, strong and fair!”

Other people began rushing out of the other houses, cheering and calling out, “Huzzah, huzzah!” But Jonah got only a brief glimpse of them before the camera—or whatever perspective he was watching—zoomed in tighter. Through the door, across a clay floor, up to a bed . . . On the bed a woman hugged a tiny baby against her chest.

“My dearest girl,” the woman whispered, her face glowing with love, even in the dim candlelight. “My little Virginia.”

“NO!” someone screamed.

It took Jonah a moment to realize that the screaming hadn’t come from the scene before him. He peered around, annoyed that Katherine would interrupt like that. But Katherine, beside him, was gazing around in befuddlement too.

It was Andrea—quiet, calm, unperturbed Andrea—who had her mouth open, who was even now jumping to her feet, eyes blazing with fury.

“NO!” she screamed again. “That’s not me! That’s not my mother!”
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The “TV screen” turned back into a blank wall.

“Andrea,” JB said soothingly. “I know this is hard to comprehend, but you really are Virginia Dare. The first English child born in the so-called New World. Would you like to see the DNA evidence?”

“That’s so great,” Katherine interrupted. “I’d love to be Virginia Dare. You’re, like, one of the most famous mysteries in American history.” She looked up at JB. “So what did happen to Virginia Dare? Or, I mean—what’s supposed to happen?”

Jonah wanted to kick his sister. Maybe, if he knew how to work it right, he could get his chair to do that for him. Couldn’t Katherine see that Andrea was traumatized by the news of who she really was? Didn’t Katherine understand how hard it must be for Andrea, to know that she wasn’t really the person she’d always thought she was?

Of course not. Katherine wasn’t one of the missing kids from history. She wasn’t adopted, like Andrea and Jonah were. She’d always known that Mom and Dad were her parents, in every sense of the word. She’d never had to doubt her own identity.

JB ignored Katherine’s question.

“Andrea?” he said again.

Because Jonah was watching very closely, he saw something like a mask fall over Andrea’s expression. One moment she looked furious, ready to scream some more. Maybe even ready to attack. The next moment her face was smooth and blank, every emotion erased.

“Sorry,” she said softly. She eased back into her chair. “I just—sorry. You can go on.”

“Wait,” JB said. “I know what to show you. The direct link, maybe?”

This must have served as directions for the TV. An image reappeared on the opposite wall, this time focused in even more tightly on the newborn Virginia Dare, a tiny red-faced infant. It took Jonah a moment to realize that the baby was growing up before his eyes, in a weird sort of time-lapse photography. After a minute or so, the screen went dark for a second. When the image reappeared, it was clearly the same baby, but she was wearing a Mickey Mouse T-shirt now.

The baby grew even more, into a toddler wearing an Elmo sweatshirt, a preschooler carrying a book of fairy tales, a six- or seven-year-old holding a soccer ball . . . the images flew by, one blurring into another. Jonah couldn’t have said how old the child was before she was clearly recognizable as Andrea—eight? Nine? She kept growing, changing, maturing. In the last seconds of the flashing images, Andrea’s appearance changed again, even more dramatically than the switch from the infant in the old-fashioned nightgown to the baby with the Mickey Mouse T-shirt. In all of the last few images Andrea’s expression was plaintive, guarded.

The final image might as well have been pulled from a mirror held up to Andrea exactly as she was now, dressed in a nondescript gray sweatshirt over a T-shirt and shorts (which was a little odd, Jonah thought, since it had been November back home.) In both the image and reality, her hair fell straight and smooth past her shoulders—and she had her lips pursed, her jaw tight, her eyes narrowed.

“Wow!” Katherine exploded, forgetting herself and bouncing in her chair again. “That is so cool! Can you do that for me? Show what I’ve looked like since birth, I mean?”

“Not right now, Katherine,” JB said. He was watching Andrea. He touched some control on the wall, and the last image of Andrea as Virginia Dare appeared again: a baby in a bonnet and a gown edged with lace. Beside it he pulled up the image of baby Andrea in her Mickey Mouse T-shirt. And then he zoomed out from both images, to show the scene surrounding the different versions of Andrea as a baby. In both, a woman was holding the baby: on the left side, Mistress Dare, thin-faced and haggard now, but still gazing at her daughter adoringly; on the right, a petite muscular, curly-haired woman who was grinning down at the baby cradled in her arms.

In both images, the baby Andrea looked so happy that Jonah could practically hear her gurgling.

“You could have done that with trick photography,” Andrea said in a tight voice. “You could have used Photoshop.”

“You know we didn’t do that,” JB said.

A single tear rolled down Andrea’s cheek. Almost all of Jonah’s experience with girls crying was with Katherine, who was given to big dramatic wails, “Oh, this—is—so—unfair!” In fifth grade Katherine had had some problems with friends being mean, and it had seemed to Jonah as if Katherine had filled the house with her loud sobs every night for weeks: “I can’t believe she said that to me! Oh, why—would—anyone—say—that?”

Jonah had gotten really good at tuning out all of that. Somehow, Andrea’s single tear affected him more. It seemed sadder. It made him want to help.

Andrea was already brushing the tear away, impatiently, as if she didn’t want to acknowledge that it was there.

“Don’t do this to me,” Andrea said. “Just send us back. Now.”

Her voice was hard. She could have been a queen ordering soldiers off to war or calling for an execution.

“Uh, Andrea, that’s probably not a good idea,” Katherine said. “I mean, you will have Jonah and me there to help and all, but being in a different century . . . it’s probably smart if we can find out as much as we can ahead of time.”

By this, Jonah knew that even Katherine was scared. Maybe she was also hoping that there was still some way to avoid going back in time.

“JB can tell us what we need to know once we get there, right?” Andrea asked, her expression still rigid.

“I could,” JB said. “I will be in contact with you through the Elucidator the whole time.”

Jonah grimaced a little, remembering how much trouble he and Katherine and their friends had had with an Elucidator in the fifteenth century. Part of his problem was that he still didn’t understand it completely—it was a time-travel device from the future, capable of doing much more than Jonah had ever witnessed. But it impersonated common objects from whatever time period it happened to be in. In the twenty-first century, it mostly looked like an iPhone.

In the fifteenth century, it had looked like a rock. It had still managed to translate Middle English, communicate back and forth with JB, turn Jonah and Katherine and their friends invisible, and—oh, yeah—annoy Jonah’s friend Chip so much that he’d thrown it across the room.

Jonah tried to figure out how to mention the problems with the Elucidator without sounding cowardly or scaring Andrea. But she was already answering JB.

“Fine,” she said. “Then give us an Elucidator and let’s go.” She sat up straight, and her chair seemed to rearrange itself in a way that made Jonah think of mother birds pushing baby birds out of the nest.

“I don’t think that that’s the best—” JB began. He stopped, a baffled look coming over his face. He turned slightly, no longer addressing Andrea. “Really? Are you sure?”

He took a few steps away, like someone suddenly interrupted by a call on a wireless headset. Of course, Jonah couldn’t see even the slightest trace of a headset near either of JB’s ears. By JB’s time, Jonah figured, they might be microscopic.

“Yes? Yes? You ran that projection? Just now?” JB paused. “Yeah, Sam, I know it’s your job to think of everything, but still . . . that was fast.” Another pause. “Oh, when Katherine asked, not Andrea. That makes more sense.” He waited, then gave a pained chuckle. “No, of course I won’t forget the dog.”

He looked back at the kids.

“I’ve been corrected,” JB said. “My top projectionist says it would be best if we sent you right away and then filled you in on everything once you get there. It seems counterintuitive, but projections often are.”

“Projections?” Andrea repeated nervously.

“Predictions,” JB said. “Forecasts. Before any time trip, our projectionists run checks on as many variables as they can think of, and as many combinations of variables, to see what would lead to the best outcome.”

“But,” Jonah began, “you said the projections don’t always . . .” He stopped himself before the last word slipped out. It was going to be work. The projections don’t always work. JB had told them that. But again, Jonah didn’t want to scare Andrea. He finished lamely. “The projections don’t always . . . make a lot of sense.”

“Exactly,” JB said. “Which is why we’re sending Andrea back with two untrained kids. I didn’t think I’d ever have to do anything like that again. And you don’t need any special clothes this time, but you do need . . .” He opened the door he had used before and whistled out into the hallway. “Here, boy!” he called. “Here, Dare!”

A shaggy English sheepdog came padding into the room.

“Oh!” Andrea said, clearly surprised.

“Didn’t JB tell you?” Katherine said. “That was one of the experts’ projections, that this was the only combination we could succeed with: you, me, Jonah, and the dog, all going back in time together.”

“Um, okay,” Andrea said.

JB rolled his eyes.

“Believe me, I’ve never sent a pet back in time before,” he said. “I mean, kids and a dog? If it was anyone else giving me that advice, I’d tell them they were crazy. But Sam is the most brilliant projectionist I’ve ever worked with, so . . . meet Dare. Your fourth traveling companion.”

The dog padded right over to Andrea and put his big head in her lap. He gazed up at her sympathetically, as if he knew that she’d been crying a moment ago, and he completely understood and would sacrifice his own life if that would make her feel better.

How do dogs do that? Jonah wondered. He was a little afraid that the dog gazing at her might make Andrea cry again, but she just buried her face in his fur and gave him a big hug.

“Nice to meet you, Dare,” she mumbled. Jonah noticed that she sounded happier than she had meeting him and Katherine. She lifted her face and peered up at JB again. “And the Elucidator?”

JB pulled something small out of his back pocket—it looked like the Elucidator was currently impersonating a very, very compact cell phone. He pressed a few buttons on the “phone,” and slid it into a pouch on Dare’s collar.

“All set,” he said. “I’ll talk to you again once you get there. All you have to do is link arms and hold on to Dare’s collar.”

He waited while the three kids got into position. Jonah was kind of hoping he’d get to stand next to Andrea, but Katherine ended up in the middle. JB reached down and touched something on the Elucidator. “Three, two, one . . . bon voyage!”

The room disappeared.
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Does anyone ever get completely used to time travel? Jonah wondered.

He knew, because he’d done it before, that it just seemed like he was falling endlessly through nothingness, toward nothingness. He knew that eventually lights would rush up at him, and he’d feel as if his whole body was being torn apart, down to each individual atom. And then he’d land, and he’d sort of feel like himself again. After a while.

He knew all that, but it was still horrifying to fall and fall and fall. . . .

It must be worse for Andrea.

“Are you doing all right?” he yelled across to her, the words ripped from his mouth by the air rushing past.

Still, she nodded. She had a resigned look on her face, as if she was braced for anything.

Or—as if she didn’t really think this was that bad, because she’d already gone through something that was much worse?

Jonah reached out to her with his free hand. If he linked his left arm around her elbow the same way he’d linked his right arm around Katherine’s, they could travel through time in a circle, with the dog in the middle. When he and Katherine and Chip had traveled back to 1483, they’d formed a circle like that, and it had been comforting, a way to close out at least a little of the void around them.

But Andrea jerked back from Jonah’s touch, swinging away from him.

“Hold on—I’m scared the Elucidator is going to fall off,” she called.

The pouch on the dog’s collar had looked secure to Jonah, but he couldn’t really see it clearly now, in the dark nothingness. He sensed, more than saw, that Andrea was leaning in toward the dog’s collar.

“The strap’s loose,” Andrea said. “I’ll just hold the Elucidator myself.”

Your hand might go numb at the end, Jonah wanted to tell her. When you land, you may not even be able to be sure that the Elucidator is in your hand. . . . That’s what had happened to him in the fifteenth century.

But some random air current hit Andrea just then, and she swung even farther away from Jonah. She still had her left arm linked around Katherine’s elbow and her left hand clenched around the dog’s collar. But the rest of her body flipped almost completely behind Katherine’s back.

“Watch out!” Katherine shrieked, just as Jonah called, “Andrea! Hold on!”

He reached over to put his free hand on top of her hand on the dog’s collar, to hold her in place. It seemed entirely possible that she could be yanked away. And then what would happen to her?

He jerked his head to the right, trying to see behind Katherine’s back. This was kind of like playing three-dimensional Twister—his hand had to stay on Andrea’s hand, his arm had to stay linked through Katherine’s, and that didn’t leave him much room for arcing back, trying to see where Andrea was now. He got a quick glimpse before his head jerked forward again and Katherine’s shoulder blocked his view. Oddly, Andrea wasn’t flailing about, trying to swing back around. Instead, she seemed to be curled into a ball, hunched over the Elucidator. It made Jonah think of how kids at school would hunch over their cell phones when they got some text message they didn’t want anyone else to see.

“Andrea!” Jonah yelled. “Try to, like, swim back around! Here! I’ll help you!”

He kept his left hand clasped tightly over hers, both of them clutching the dog collar together. But he took his right hand off the collar just for a second, just long enough to give Andrea’s arm a little yank. This was like physics, wasn’t it? If they were traveling through a vacuum, his pull should bring Andrea back into place and him. . . .

Oops. It sent him swinging too far out to the left—and crashing into Andrea, as she swung back.

The dog began to bark. Katherine was screaming, “Hold on! Just—everyone hold on!” Jonah could hear that clearly, because he’d bounced back this time in a way that put his ear right in front of Katherine’s mouth. He threw a quick glance over his shoulder—he thought Andrea was screaming something too, but he couldn’t hear what it was.

And then he couldn’t even hear Katherine or the dog, because they’d hit the part of the trip when the lights rushed up at them and Jonah felt as though his whole body was being torn apart by gravity and time. His ears roared with his own pulse, faster, faster, faster. . . . This had happened before, but what if his heart actually exploded this time?

They landed. Jonah was too blinded, too deafened, too numbed, to be able to tell where they were. They could be on a soft sandy beach, basking in the sun, or in the middle of a blizzard, constantly slammed by ice crystals. It would be all the same to Jonah. He blinked frantically, trying to recover his sight. He tried to get his hands to reach up to his head, succeeding only on his left side. . . . What was that? Had he gotten pine needles in his ear?

He did his best to brush away everything from his left ear, and that made a difference. Now he could hear someone screaming, though the voice seemed far away.

“. . . lose . . .”

“. . . lose . . .”

“. . . you made me lose . . .”

“Who made you lose? Lose what?” This wasn’t screaming. This was Katherine, sounding weak but relatively calm.

“Jonah . . . It was Jonah. . . .”

It seemed to require superhuman effort, but Jonah managed to struggle up a little and blink his eyesight slightly back into focus. Was that dog fur? Oh. The dog had landed sprawled across the right side of Jonah’s body. No wonder Jonah had been able to move only his left arm. But now Dare squirmed off with an offended yelp. Once the dog moved, Jonah could see and hear much better.

“What did Jonah make you lose?” Katherine was demanding, even as she swayed in and out of focus.

Andrea had her face clutched in her hands. Her voice soared into a wail.

“He made me lose the Elucidator!”
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Jonah still couldn’t see very well, but he could tell that all the color had instantly drained from Katherine’s face.

“Is it . . . just . . . on the ground beside . . .” Katherine began.

“No, it’s gone! Completely gone!” Andrea fumed. “Jonah knocked it out of my hand when we were traveling through time!”

“I didn’t . . . ,” Jonah started to protest, but his lips and tongue weren’t functioning yet, so the words came out more like, “Uh unhh . . .” He swallowed hard, ready to try again, and his mind flipped frantic images at him: him jerking on Andrea’s arm, him crashing into Andrea’s side. . . .

Maybe he had made her lose the Elucidator.

“It’s okay. JB knows where we are,” he said, and this time the words came out in a recognizable way. He kept talking. “Remember, part of the time we were in the fifteenth century, we didn’t have an Elucidator either, and everything turned out fine.”

“Because we knew what we were supposed to do,” Katherine said.

“What if we didn’t even end up in the right place and time?” Andrea asked. She waved her hands like someone about to explode into hysterics. “We could be anywhere!”

“It’s all in how the Elucidator’s programmed,” Jonah said, trying to sound more confident than he actually felt. He thought of something, and genuine confidence caught up with him. “Remember, Katherine, when JB sent Alex to the fifteenth century before he sent the rest of us? Alex didn’t have an Elucidator with him. He just went where JB programmed him to go. So that’s how it would have worked for us, too.”

“Really?” Andrea said. “Are you sure?”

Jonah glanced at her. He must have been wrong about her being on the brink of hysterics. She looked and sounded fine now. Completely relieved. Even . . . happy.

Jonah’s vision and hearing must still be messed up. She couldn’t be happy.

“I’m sure,” Jonah said, partly to convince himself. He forged ahead to another point. “Anyhow, we know how JB does things—he tries to send kids back as close as he can to the moment when they originally disappeared. So we’ve got to be in—well, whatever time it was for Virginia Dare . . . er, you, Andrea . . . right when you were kidnapped.”

“Hmm,” Andrea said, looking around. “I guess this could be right. Close, at least.” She sounded distracted, as if she’d lost interest in what Jonah was saying. Or as if she was thinking about something entirely different from Virginia Dare.

Jonah followed her gaze. All he could see were pine trees towering overhead, the branches overlapping so closely that they almost blocked out the sky. It was too hard, trying to see so far off into the distance. He looked back at their little cluster. He and Katherine were still mostly sprawled on the ground, almost exactly as they had fallen. The dog had inched over only slightly, to lie at Andrea’s feet. But Andrea herself was sitting up perkily, looking completely alert. She’d even had the energy to yank her sweatshirt off and tie it around her waist, revealing a dark green T-shirt that said, Camp Spruce Lake.

Jonah was still at a stage where he was proud just that he could notice, Oh, yeah. It’s really hot here. Doing anything about it was far beyond him.

“See how it is, Andrea?” Jonah said. “You’re in better shape than Katherine or me. This must be the time you belong in. Everything’s fine.”

“Then where’s Andrea’s tracer?” Katherine asked. She was struggling to sit up herself now. Pine needles showered down from her hair, and she fumbled at a cobweb that hung down into her face. “If we’re in the right place and the right time, why don’t we see Andrea’s tracer?”

Tracers were ghostly representations of what people would have been doing if time travelers hadn’t interfered. Jonah and Katherine had been completely freaked out the first time they’d seen tracers, on their last trip through time. It had also been eerie to see their friends Chip and Alex join with their tracers, blending so completely that they could think their tracers’ thoughts.

The real Chip and Alex—the twenty-first-century versions—had seemed to disappear.

It would undoubtedly be the same for Andrea.

“We’ll find the tracer,” Jonah said, though he was thinking, Do we have to? The original Virginia Dare undoubtedly would have faced some life-threatening danger that Jonah and Katherine needed to save Andrea from. Once she was joined with her tracer, it would be very hard to pull her away from that danger. And now that they didn’t have the Elucidator, how would they know what danger to watch out for?

Jonah stifled his fear and turned to Andrea.

“Andrea, did anybody explain tracers to you?” he asked.

“Oh, um . . . ,” Andrea seemed to have make a great effort to turn her attention from the pine trees back to Jonah. “Sure. JB told me all about them.” She jumped up. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s go find my . . . uh . . . tracer.”

She began striding off, going toward an area of the woods where the trees didn’t grow as thickly. The dog, with great effort, stood up and hobbled along behind her.

“Wait for us,” Jonah said feebly, struggling to get his feet. He was as tottery as an old man. Katherine was wobbly just sitting up. Andrea skipped away, past the nearest tree.

“Hurry up, then!” she said, looking back over her shoulder.

Was she giggling?

“No! Listen!” Jonah hissed. “You have to be careful! You can’t let anyone see you! You can’t let anyone hear you! You can’t let anyone know we’re here!”

He thought about mentioning that if they still had the Elucidator, it could have turned them invisible—invisible and safe. That was undoubtedly what JB had been planning, the reason he hadn’t made them wear old-fashioned clothes. But if it really had been Jonah’s fault the Elucidator was missing, he wasn’t going to bring that up.

Andrea peeked out from behind the tree.

“We’re in a wood that doesn’t even have a path,” she said and giggled again. “What are you so afraid of?”

Jonah tried to remember everything he knew about the Virginia Dare story. She was the first English child born in North America, in the . . . Roanoke Colony. (Wow—wouldn’t his Social Studies teachers be proud of him for remembering that!) And then, hadn’t the whole colony disappeared? Because of what?

Wild animals? Jonah wondered. Hostile Indian tribes? Some enemy the English were fighting with back then—the Spanish? The French? Some other country I don’t remember?

Jonah had reached the end of his knowledge about Virginia Dare. Somehow, not knowing what he was supposed to be afraid of made things even scarier.

“Wait, Andrea!” he called again. “Come on, Katherine!”

Katherine groaned, and he took pity on her enough to reach down and give her a hand. He was still off balance, though, and for a moment it was a toss-up whether he would manage to pull her up or whether her deadweight would pull him down. Then she reached back and shoved off against a tree trunk. The whole tree shook, and a pine cone fell straight down, bonking Jonah on the head.

“Bet that pine cone was supposed to land on the other side,” Katherine moaned. “We probably just changed history, right there.”

“It’ll change even more if Andrea gets eaten by a bear or scalped by Indians or something,” Jonah said through gritted teeth.

The two of them stumbled forward, following Andrea. They wobbled terribly, bumping into each other and the tree branches. Jonah paused to take off his sweatshirt, hoping he’d do better if he wasn’t so hot.

It was still hot. The air was so thick and heavy around them that Jonah almost felt like he should be swimming. His T-shirt was quickly soaked with sweat.

None of that seemed to bother Andrea.

“Don’t you think . . . it’s weird how . . . Andrea isn’t scared anymore?” Jonah muttered to Katherine. It was hard to simultaneously walk, talk, and keep an eye on Andrea, who was practically running now.

Katherine nodded, an action that almost knocked her over. She stopped for a moment so she could speak without falling.

“Don’t you think it’s weird how, well . . . JB knows where we are, right?” she muttered back. “So why hasn’t he dropped in a replacement Elucidator for us?” She peered over at Jonah. Her whole face was twisted with fear. “You don’t think us losing the Elucidator made this Damaged Time, do you?”

“Don’t say that,” Jonah snapped. “Don’t even think it.”

But the idea had wormed its way into Jonah’s head now too. No time travelers could get into or out of Damaged Time. If they’d damaged Virginia Dare’s time period, no matter how well they helped Andrea, they could still be stranded here for days.

Weeks.

Months.

Years.

Forever, Jonah thought. It could be for the rest of our lives.

He forced himself to think only about keeping up with Andrea.

He kept losing sight of her and having to plunge desperately forward just to get the briefest glimpse of her hair or her shirt. Then he’d lose sight of her again. He finally decided it was hopeless—there was no way he and Katherine could keep up.

Just then, very suddenly, Andrea stopped.

“Can’t she at least hide behind a tree until she sees what’s out there?” Katherine mumbled.

Jonah realized that Andrea had stopped right on the edge of a clearing. He thought about calling out to her, ordering her to hide, but it didn’t seem worth the risk. It would have been like yelling at a statue. She had frozen that completely.

Jonah crept forward, Katherine alongside him. They reached a huge tree right behind Andrea and, in silent agreement, they each peeked around opposite sides of the tree.

What’s Andrea’s problem? There’s nothing out there!

That was Jonah’s first thought. And then, because Andrea was still standing stock-still, her face a stunned mask, he looked again.

In the clearing were . . . ruins.
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What Jonah had first taken for a few downed trees out in the center of the clearing were actually the remains of a tall wooden fence. The fence we saw in the scene when Virginia Dare was born? Jonah wondered. A shudder ran through his whole body. That scene had seemed so happy, so hopeful, and now it was clear that everything had been destroyed. Rusting, arched metal that might have been the remains of a suit of armor lay off to one side of the clearing, beside an overturned old-fashioned trunk, half-rotting in a trench. There were no houses anymore, no people. Vines were creeping over the last part of the fence that was still even slightly upright, as if they were on a mission to pull it down too. It was no wonder that Jonah had first mistaken the scene for more wilderness: Soon it would all be wilderness again.

“I don’t remember any of this,” Andrea murmured sadly.

Dare whined beside her, as if he was upset too.

“Andrea, you aren’t supposed to remember any of it,” Katherine said briskly, sounding more like herself again. Or maybe Jonah’s ears were just functioning better. “You won’t remember being Virginia Dare until you step into your tracer.”

“No, I mean . . . ,” Andrea let her voice trail off. “Maybe I just went the wrong way.”

She threw an anguished glance over her shoulder, as if she expected to find some other way through the woods, away from this devastated clearing. Jonah knew she would see nothing but more trees.

“Andrea . . . , I think this is the Roanoke Colony,” Jonah whispered. “Or what’s left of it.”

“Really?” Katherine whispered back. Now she was the one who seemed inexplicably excited. “Then . . .”

She gave one cautious look around before stepped out into the clearing. She peered at each tree ringing the clearing, paused for a second, then went over to the partially collapsed wooden fence. She seemed to be trying to lift the logs, to look at each one. Jonah was waiting for her to discover that that was impossible, when suddenly she let out a shriek.

“Katherine! Shh!” Jonah hissed, all his fears coming back about wild animals, hostile natives, or some other enemy.

“This is it! This is it!” Katherine answered, her voice screeching even louder. “Come look!”

Katherine was acting like she’d discovered the Seven Cities of Gold—wasn’t that one of the things the early explorers had been looking for? Jonah glanced around quickly and sneaked out to join his sister. Dare padded along beside him, and even Andrea crept forward after a few seconds.

“There!” Katherine exclaimed, pointing at the top log. “Don’t you see it?”

Jonah didn’t.

Impatiently, Katherine grabbed his hand and rubbed his fingers across the exposed side of the log.

“Oh, there’s something carved into the tree?” Jonah asked. “Letters?”

He could feel a crescent—a C, maybe? And then maybe an R . . . He tilted his head, so he could see the log from a better angle.

“It says, Croatoan,” Katherine said. “Croatoan!”

“So?” Jonah asked.
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Katherine gave Jonah’s chest a shove.

“Didn’t you pay any attention in fifth-grade Social Studies?” Katherine asked. “Didn’t you learn anything?”

“I know that Virginia Dare was born in the Roanoke Colony,” Jonah said, feeling just as queasy as he always did when he took pop quizzes.

“And?” Katherine prompted.

“And then everyone disappeared?”

“And?”

This was getting annoying.

“Katherine, you had a better teacher than I did. I bet Mrs. Rorshas never even told us.”

Katherine rolled her eyes.

“She had to. This is, like, the best part of the whole story!”

“So, what is it?” Jonah challenged.

Katherine dropped her voice down low, making it creepy and mysterious.

“Virginia Dare’s grandfather, John White, was in charge of the colony. He went back to England to get more supplies. He meant to come right back. But for some reason—”

“The war with Spain,” Andrea muttered. “The Spanish Armada.”

“Oh, yeah, the Spanish Armada,” Katherine said. “Because of that, it was three years before he made it back to Roanoke. And by then, everyone was gone. Even the houses were gone!”

“I knew that,” Jonah said defensively.

“But the colonists left behind one clue.” Katherine had begun using her normal voice again, but now she made it spooky once more. “It was the word Croatoan, carved into wood. Carved . . . right . . . here.” She pointed straight down.

Jonah had to admit Katherine had a flair for storytelling. And if there was only one clue, he probably should have remembered it. He’d probably missed the word Croatoan on the test. Mrs. Rorshas had always given hard tests.

“Okay, okay, I should have known that,” he said. “But still—so what? We already knew this was Roanoke.”

“John White thought that the word Croatoan meant that his colonists had gone to another island, to stay with the Croatoan Indians there,” Katherine said. She put her hands on her hips, obviously ready to issue a challenge. “So if Virginia Dare went to Croatoan Island, why did JB return Andrea to history at Roanoke?”

“Maybe John White was wrong?” Jonah retorted. “Maybe you got your history mixed up?”

“No, she’s right,” Andrea murmured.

She had crouched down and was tracing the carved letters with her fingers, again and again.

“How long do you think this has been here?” she asked plaintively. “Could a carving stay in wood like this, out on the open, for a long time? For . . . centuries? It could, couldn’t it?” Her voice shook, as if she might start crying again if Jonah and Katherine didn’t give her the right answer.

“Centuries?” Katherine repeated. “No way! Andrea, did you hit your head or something coming through time? It wouldn’t need to be here for centuries. I’m not sure how old you were when you were kidnapped from history, but you were still a kid. Under eighteen. So this carving couldn’t be more than eighteen years old, at the most.”

“I don’t think it’s even that old,” Jonah said. “Out in the open, wood would start breaking down. See how it’s really faint and hard to read, already?”

He kind of wanted to add, “I’m a Boy Scout. This is something I know about,” just so Andrea wouldn’t think he was a complete idiot.

But Andrea was collapsing against the log, throwing her arms across it and burying her face in her arms.

“No-o-o-o,” she moaned. “It can’t be. . . .”

Jonah peered over at Katherine, hoping she could explain Andrea’s strange behavior, going from giggling to freezing to wailing in nothing flat. But Katherine only gave an “I’m mystified too” shrug.

After a moment of Jonah and Katherine staring at each other over Andrea’s wailing, Katherine dropped down beside the other girl.

“Andrea, it’s okay,” Katherine said soothingly. She patted Andrea’s back. “Remember, we’re here to help you, Jonah and me. We’ll take care of you.”

Jonah decided if Katherine was doing the comforting, that cast him in the role of guard. He looked around, just as Dare began barking at something off to the right. Jonah caught a quick glimpse of something pale—a white shirt? White skin? He instantly dropped down with the two girls and pulled them off the top log, out of sight.

“Ssh! Stop talking! Someone’s coming!” he hissed in Katherine’s ear. He slid his hand over Andrea’s mouth, but the shock had evidently already stunned her into silence.

Dare kept barking, so Jonah couldn’t even listen for footsteps. What if whoever it was stepped right into the clearing? Shouldn’t the three kids scramble back into the woods while they still had time?

Jonah raised his head, just enough to see past the toppled logs. He scanned the scene before him: pine tree, pine tree, pine tree . . . there! Something pale was moving through the trees, coming toward the clearing. Jonah blinked, because his eyes had chosen that moment to go out of focus again. The movement he saw was blurry and indistinct; watching was like trying to keep track of a ghost.

Or . . . not exactly a ghost . . .

Jonah grinned and dropped back down with Andrea and Katherine.

“It’s all right,” he whispered. “It’s just a tracer! I bet it’s Andrea’s!”
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All three kids peeked over the logs now. Even Dare stopped barking and just watched silently. Now that Jonah knew he was watching a tracer, it made sense that the figure moved without rustling any tree branches, without snapping any twigs underfoot.

“There are two of them!” Katherine whispered.

Jonah scooted over so he could see from the same angle, and she was right—there were two figures gliding silently through the trees.

“Let’s make sure there aren’t any real live human beings with them too,” Jonah whispered back grimly.

But as the figures approached, it became clear that no one else was around. When the tracers stepped into the clearing—becoming a bit more distinct in the brighter light—Katherine began to giggle.

“Uh, Jonah, I don’t think either of those tracers are Andrea’s,” she whispered.

“Why not?” he asked. “. . . oh.”

The tracers were boys—rather scantily clad boys. At first Jonah thought they might even be naked, but then he realized that they had squares of some sort of cloth or animal skin hanging down from their waists.

Katherine kept giggling.

“Oh, grow up,” Jonah muttered. “You’ve seen boys in swimsuits before. Those . . . outfits . . . cover just as much territory. These guys are Indians. Er—Native Americans.”

From some long-ago Social Studies class, Jonah remembered the name for the clothes the two boys were wearing: loincloths. Couldn’t they have come up with a less embarrassing name? he wondered.

“Those aren’t Indians,” Andrea whispered, speaking up for the first time since she’d collapsed on the Croatoan log. “Look at their hair. The texture. It’s all wrong.”

Jonah squinted. It wasn’t easy to examine the texture of two guys’ hair when those guys were practically see-through, even if they did glow, ever so slightly. But he could kind of see what Andrea meant. Neither of the tracers had long braids or long straight hair trailing down their backs or even a ridged Mohawk on an otherwise shaved scalp—none of the hairstyles Jonah would have expected for old-timey Native Americans. One tracer boy did have longish hair, but it was very curly long hair. The other tracer boy’s hair was closely cropped and wiry.

“So maybe they come from some tribe that never got its picture into any of our Social Studies books,” Jonah said, shrugging.

“That guy came from Africa,” Andrea said, pointing at the tracer with the shorter hair. “Or his ancestors did.”

She sounded excited about this.

“Why would an African guy pretend to be an Indian?” Jonah asked.

“Hello?” Katherine said. “To get out of being a slave?”

Jonah blushed, because he’d kind of forgotten about that. He always hated it whenever they talked about slavery at school, because the teachers got a weird tone in their voices, as if they were trying really, really hard not to offend anyone. And a lot of the black kids in his class just stared down at their desks, as if they were wishing they were somewhere else.

“No,” Andrea said, her voice rising giddily. “I bet it’s because they’re actors or something. Not very realistic ones. And this is just a movie set, and it’s still the twenty-first century, and we didn’t go back very far in time at all, and . . .”

She broke off because the two tracers were suddenly both lifting bows to their chests and pulling arrows out of packs that Jonah just now noticed hanging from their shoulders.

Tracer bows and arrows? Jonah thought. Oh, yeah, I saw a tracer battle-ax too, on my last trip through time.

That wasn’t a happy memory. Jonah didn’t want to think about what these tracer boys might be shooting at, but he couldn’t keep from watching the arc of the arrows, zipping through the air.

At first it seemed that they’d fallen uselessly to the ground. Something rustled amid the pine branches, but it was only a deer aimlessly strolling away. Then Jonah saw what the deer had left behind: a tracer version of itself, pierced by the tracer arrows. The tracer deer’s glow was fading, growing dimmer and dimmer.

Oh, no, Jonah thought, horrified. JB told us before that the tracers of living things stop glowing when they die.

The two tracer Indians—or tracer Indian wannabes—shared none of Jonah’s horror. They were jumping up and down and hollering (though Jonah couldn’t hear anything). Then they took off running toward the tracer deer and . . . attacked it. There was no other way to describe it. Jonah was so glad that he was seeing only the tracer, ghostly version of the action, because otherwise he would have been sick.

“This isn’t a movie set,” Katherine whispered. “Movies always have that disclaimer, ‘No animals were harmed in the making of this film. . . .’”

“Those guys are hungry, for real,” Jonah said, turning his head because he couldn’t watch anymore. The tracer boys seemed to be eating some of the meat raw, and smearing some of the blood on their faces. “Starving. Nobody could act that.”

“But then . . . ,” Andrea began. Her face twisted with anguish. She glanced once more at the two tracers, who now were hacking at the dead tracer deer with ghostly tracer knives. “I should have known he was lying. I should have known it wasn’t possible, even with time travel. . . .”

“Who was lying?” Katherine asked. “Do you mean JB? What are you talking about?”

But Andrea didn’t answer. She slumped back to the ground, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. A whimper broke through, and she stifled it, but her whole body was racked by the effort. Even though she was so quiet, Jonah knew this was the most devastated crying he’d ever seen, a million times worse than any of Katherine’s drama. And, like the tracer boys with the tracer deer, this was much too real for Jonah. He couldn’t watch.

But, since he also didn’t want to watch the tracer boys with the tracer deer, he wasn’t quite sure where to look. His gaze fell on Dare—the dog was looking back and forth between Andrea and the tracers.

Jonah reached over and grabbed Dare’s collar, to hold him in place. Jonah didn’t have the slightest idea how to help Andrea himself, but maybe having the dog nearby would be comforting to her.

“What’s wrong, Andrea?” Katherine demanded, sounding every bit as baffled as Jonah felt. “Are you some big-time animal lover? Let me tell you, a lot more than deer got killed, back in the past—”

“I’m not crying over a deer,” Andrea spat back at her.

“Then what are you crying about?”

Jonah knew he should tell Katherine and Andrea to stop being so loud. It was dangerous. But the time sickness, the jolt of losing the Elucidator, the horror of seeing the deer slaughtered, the devastation of Andrea’s sobbing—everything seemed to be catching up with him at once. All he could do was clutch Dare’s collar, which was so nice and sturdy. Jonah’s fingers grazed the little pouch where JB had stashed the Elucidator, so long ago, so far in the future. Even that pouch was sturdily constructed, sturdily fastened, and so firmly attached to the collar. . . .

Wait a minute, Jonah thought.

He fiddled with the pouch, trying as hard as he could to pull it off. But it must have been connected with some perfect futuristic superstrong glue. Even using all his strength, Jonah couldn’t get it to budge.

A scene played back in Jonah’s mind.

Hold on—I’m scared the Elucidator is going to fall off, Andrea had said, back when they were tumbling through time, back when they still had the Elucidator. She’d reached over and touched the pouch, in the dark, when Jonah and Katherine couldn’t see her very well. The strap’s loose, she’d said. I’ll just hold the Elucidator myself.

But there wasn’t a strap. There wasn’t any reason that Andrea would have needed to take the Elucidator out of the pouch.

Unless she wanted to lose it.

Jonah straightened up, letting go of Dare’s collar. Jonah glared at Andrea, his eyes narrowed to slits.

“You’re the one who lied,” he said.
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Katherine was the one who reacted first.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, switching her baffled gaze from Andrea to Jonah.

“‘Jonah made me lose the Elucidator,’” Jonah mimicked in a mincing, whiny voice that didn’t actually sound anything like Andrea’s. “‘It’s all Jonah’s fault.’” Okay, she hadn’t exactly said that, but Jonah was mad. “She was lying!”

“Jonah, you bumped into her,” Katherine said. “It was a mistake. You were trying to help. Nobody thinks you meant to do that.”

It was weird to have Katherine acting like the peacemaker—the calm, reasonable one. Somehow that made Jonah madder.

“But I didn’t do anything wrong, even by mistake. It’s all her fault,” he accused. He pointed right at Andrea. “She took the Elucidator out and threw it away. On purpose!”

The color drained from Andrea’s face. She began shaking her head from side to side, frantically.

“No,” she wailed. “I didn’t!”

“Who are you working for?” Jonah asked. “Gary? Hodge?”

Those were JB’s enemies, the ones who had kidnapped Andrea and Jonah and all the other missing kids from history in the first place. The ones who were trying to get rich selling famous kids from history to adoptive parents in the future. With Jonah’s help, JB had sent both kidnappers to time prison. But was time prison a place someone could escape from?

“I’m not working for anybody!” Andrea cried. “I just . . .” She kept talking, but Jonah couldn’t understand a single word because she was sobbing too hard now.

“Jonah!” Katherine scolded, hitting him on the shoulder. “You had better have a good excuse for making all those wild accusations. For making her cry!”

For an instant, Katherine sounded just like their mother, making Jonah’s heart ache a little. It was entirely possible that, because of Andrea, he and Katherine would never see their parents again. But Katherine-sounding-like-Mom also made Jonah feel ashamed. He wasn’t usually the kind of kid who made people cry. And the way Andrea looked so fragile and sad had made him want to help her so much—which made him feel even more stupid, now that he knew she’d double-crossed them. . . .

How could he feel so many different things all at once?

Jonah let out a deep sigh.

“Look,” he told Katherine, pointing to the pouch on Dare’s collar. “This is perfectly secure. There was no reason for Andrea to take the Elucidator out. She must have been planning to get rid of it the whole time. And that’s why she’s been acting weird ever since we got here.” He remembered her silent crying, her hesitation to shake JB’s hand, her insistence that they go back in time without getting debriefed. “Really, ever since we met her.”

Katherine reached down to examine the pouch on the dog’s collar for herself. She pulled it this way and that, tugging on it with every bit as much force as Jonah had used. Dare whined a little—this couldn’t be comfortable for him—and Katherine let go.

“Andrea?” she said doubtfully.

Andrea took a huge breath, one that threatened to turn into just another sob. But then she grimaced, clearly struggling to hold back the tears.

“I didn’t mean to lose the Elucidator,” she said in a small voice. “Honest. That was a mistake. But—”

“But what?” Jonah asked. He meant his voice to come out sounding cold and hard and self-righteous, like a prosecuting attorney on a TV show. But some of his other, confused emotions slipped into his voice instead.

He mostly sounded sympathetic.

Andrea sniffled. She leaned back against the fallen fence and drew her knees up to her chest, hugging them close with her arms.

“The man came to my house last night,” she said. “Er—the last night before we left. I don’t know his name. I don’t know who he was working for. I don’t think he would have told me the truth if I’d asked. I knew he was from the future. It looked like he walked right out of the wall. And he knew . . . too much. About me.”

“So, what, he blackmailed you?” Katherine asked. “What had you done—murdered somebody?”

Jonah could tell Katherine was just trying to make a joke, to lighten the mood. But this was evidently the wrong thing to say. Sorrow spread across Andrea’s face, and Jonah thought she was going to fall apart again. Then, just like before, a sort of mask seemed to slide over her entire expression, hiding her emotions. But it didn’t happen so instantaneously this time, or so completely. Jonah felt like he could still see cracks, broken places that didn’t heal.

“Nobody blackmailed me,” Andrea said. “At least, not blackmail like in the movies, where it’s all about money. He didn’t even ask for anything in exchange.”

“In exchange for what?” Jonah asked. “What are you talking about?” He could feel the dread creeping over him. Hairs stood up on the back of his neck; goosebumps rose on his arms. Whatever Andrea was about to say, it was going to be awful.

Andrea didn’t answer his question.

“I know I was probably being stupid, all right?” she said. “I knew I shouldn’t trust the man. But don’t you see? If there was any chance at all, I had to try!”

“Try what?” Jonah and Katherine asked together, the words spilling out almost completely in sync.

Andrea looked up at them and blinked back tears.

“I had to try to save my parents.”

Now Jonah was even more confused.

“You mean, Mistress Dare and—what would it be?—Master Dare?” he asked.

“No, no, my real parents. The ones I knew.” Andrea seemed annoyed that Jonah didn’t understand. “Back in our time. In the twenty-first century.”

Jonah saw the real problem: Andrea didn’t understand time travel.

“Andrea, you don’t have to worry about your parents,” he said. He almost chuckled, but stopped himself. He didn’t want to embarrass her for not understanding. “They’re fine—they’re just waiting for us back home in the twenty-first century. All we have to do is get you out of history—the right way, this time—and then you can go home and see them again. Honest.”

Jonah spoke with the same soothing tone he’d used with homesick Cub Scouts when he’d worked as a counselor-in-training at camp. Really, if Andrea had been so confused all along, why hadn’t she just asked before?

Andrea shook her head.

“No, Jonah,” she corrected him. “My parents aren’t waiting for me back in the twenty-first century.”

“Of course they are,” Jonah argued. “And the great thing is, because you’ll get back just a split second after you left, they won’t even know you were gone.”

“Don’t you get it?” Andrea said. She didn’t sound annoyed anymore. The sorrow in her voice crowded out everything else. “Back in the twenty-first century, my parents are dead.”
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Jonah and Katherine both stared at Andrea, their jaws dropped. That wasn’t a possibility Jonah would have thought of. It was too awful.

“It was a car crash,” Andrea said. “Last year.”

She sounded tougher now, brusque, as if she’d learned how to mask her voice as well as her facial expressions.

“I’m—,” Katherine began.

“Don’t say you’re sorry. Don’t say you can imagine just how that would feel,” Andrea said. “You can’t.”

Jonah was trying to imagine it anyway. What would it be like to lose both your mom and dad? At the same time?

“You mean, your adoptive parents?” he asked cautiously. “The ones who got you after the time crash?”

He was hoping he’d misunderstood somehow.

“Yes, my adoptive parents,” Andrea said impatiently. “I said my real ones, didn’t I?”

Jonah kept trying to get his head around the thought of someone losing two sets of parents by the time she’d turned thirteen. Katherine sniffed, like she might start crying on Andrea’s behalf.

“I don’t like telling people,” Andrea said. “I usually won’t. Because then they start acting like this.” She waved her hand vaguely at Jonah and Katherine. Jonah tried to sit up a little straighter and look normal. It wasn’t easy.

“But you told us because . . . because it’s connected to something that man told you?” Katherine said, her voice full of bafflement. “Something . . . about the Elucidator?”

Andrea nodded.

“He promised,” she whispered. “He said I could go back. He said I could stop . . .”

Andrea waited, as if she expected Jonah and Katherine to figure everything out. But Jonah couldn’t think at all while he was watching the pain play over Andrea’s face.

“He said you could stop . . . ,” Katherine prompted. Then she gasped. “Oh, oh—I get it.” Now her words came in a rush. “That man, what he told you—he said you could go back just a year in time, right? So you thought you could stop your parents from being in that crash. You thought you could save their lives!”

Andrea looked down at the ground.

“He said all I had to do was reprogram the Elucidator,” she murmured.

Jonah felt the anger wash over him again.

“Couldn’t you tell the man was lying?” he growled. “Time doesn’t work that way. You can’t go back to a time period you’ve already lived through. You know that! Didn’t you hear anyone talking about the ‘paradox of the doubles’? Or—didn’t you think about what it meant that we’d been living in Damaged Time? Like Katherine was talking about before?” Jonah realized that Andrea had probably been too far ahead to hear anything when he and Katherine were talking about Damaged Time. He just leaned in closer, nearly yelling at her now. “No time travelers could get in for almost thirteen years! Practically our entire lives!”

Andrea recoiled, as if he’d slapped her.

“Nobody told me that,” she whispered.

Belatedly, Jonah realized that could be true. When would she have gotten her crash course in the rules of time travel? The day they’d been trapped in the cave with all the grown-ups fighting over them? Everything was chaos that day. Nothing had been explained very clearly.

“Jonah, it was Angela who mostly told us about all that,” Katherine said. Angela was the only twenty-first century adult who knew about time travel. She had taken a lot of risks to help Jonah and the other kids. “It was when we were divided up into groups—Andrea wasn’t with us then.”

Jonah sighed, his anger washing away. He wished he could stay mad—anger was so much easier.

“See, here’s how it works,” Katherine was explaining to Andrea. “When Gary and Hodge kidnapped you and the other kids from history, and JB was chasing them, you know they crash-landed into our time. Well—” she snuck a glance at her brother “—my time anyway. We still don’t know Jonah’s right time, and he’s too chicken to ask.”

“I am not!” Jonah argued, even as he was thinking, How did Katherine notice?

Katherine ignored him and kept talking.

“You were all babies, right? The ones who weren’t babies to begin with were ‘unaged’ through the magic of time travel—and don’t try to understand that, because I don’t think anyone really can. Anyhow, JB or Gary and Hodge or whoever would have tried to grab you back from our time right away, if they could.”

“But the time crash messed up everything, and no time traveler could get in or out for about the next thirteen years,” Jonah added, because he wasn’t going to let Katherine make it look as if she was the only one who knew what was going on. “That’s how we could all be adopted and have normal lives for thirteen years. And so, when your parents . . . died . . . that would have been during Damaged Time, so no time traveler could save them. Not you, not . . . anybody.”

Jonah’s voice kept slowing down and getting softer as he talked. This wasn’t about showing up Katherine. This wasn’t like getting the right answer in school and thinking, Hey! I knew something the other kids didn’t! Go, me! This was telling a girl she’d never see her parents again.

Andrea was biting her lip. She had her heels wedged in the dirt, her back pressed hard against the toppled fence.

“But—” she began. Then her shoulders slumped. “I know. You’re right. I saw how JB and Gary and Hodge were acting. If they could have come back to get us any sooner, they would have.” She was silent for a moment, then looked up at Jonah. “And, yeah, I should have known not to trust that man. I did know. But I still thought . . . I hoped . . .”

And then Jonah couldn’t yell at her anymore about losing the Elucidator, about stranding him and Katherine in . . . well, now that he thought about it, Jonah didn’t know what time period they were in. He glanced back at the tracer boys with the tracer deer once more. While Jonah and Katherine and Andrea had been screaming and crying and ranting at each other, the tracer boys had managed to truss up the remains of the dead deer. Now they had it hanging from a thick pole, which they were balancing on their shoulders as they walked away. The method they were using, with the deer slung between them, made Jonah think of a picture in a textbook. But he couldn’t remember any picture in a Social Studies book that had had a caption, “If you’re traveling through time and you get lost and you see people using this technique, that undoubtedly means you’re in the sixteenth or seventeenth century, and . . .”

Jonah had always thought that learning Social Studies was mostly pointless. It was weird that he now wished his Social Studies teachers had taught him more.

“So, Andrea, when you reprogrammed the Elucidator,” he began gently, “exactly what did you set it for?”

Andrea grimaced.

“I was trying to get back to June of last year, to this camp I always went to in Michigan. My parents had just dropped me off at camp when . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to.

June, Jonah thought. Camp. That’s why she wore shorts.

Jonah liked being able to focus on little details like that, so he didn’t have to focus on anything else.

But Andrea was still talking.

“I thought this time around I could just keep my parents at camp an extra five minutes before they left,” she said. “I thought I could make them help unroll my sleeping bag, or tell them I forgot to pack my toothbrush and they needed to get me a new one, or have them walk down to look at the lake with me . . . anything I could do to slow them down, to keep them from being on the highway beside that semi truck. . . .”

Jonah really didn’t want to hear any more of this story. And Andrea seemed to be having a harder and harder time telling it.

“Okay, but the Elucidator,” Jonah said. “Exactly what did you type into it? June—what? And . . . Michigan? The Roanoke Colony wasn’t in Michigan, was it?”

Katherine rolled her eyes.

“Try North Carolina,” she said.

Jonah wanted so badly to say, Everyone hates a know-it-all, Katherine. It would be so nice to take out all his frustration and worry and fear on her. But her face was already as white and strained and worried as Andrea’s. Jonah couldn’t go on the attack right now.

Andrea was shaking her head.

“It wasn’t like you think,” she said. “I wasn’t supposed to type in an exact date, or a GPS location, or anything. The man just gave me a code. A string of numbers.”

And you fell for that? Jonah wanted to say. But how could he? Her parents were dead.

“The thing is,” Andrea continued, “I worked so hard to memorize that code. I made sure I knew it forward, backward, and upside down. And I know I typed it in exactly the way the man told me. I checked it three times before I hit ENTER. I wanted so badly to see . . .”

This was another sentence she couldn’t finish. She just sat there, frozen. She’d stopped crying now, but the tears still glistened on her cheeks. Her hair was tangled in some of the vines.

“It’s okay,” Katherine said gently, patting Andrea’s shoulder. “We understand.”

Andrea scooted away.

“But I dragged the two of you into this too,” she said.

“Well, no, actually JB and his projectionist did,” Jonah said, trying for a joking tone. He didn’t quite succeed. He tried again. “And don’t worry, it wasn’t like we expected to have fun, rescuing you from Virginia Dare’s life. Who knows? This might be a better adventure.”

Both of the girls frowned at him.

“But where are we?” Andrea asked. “When are we? We don’t know anything.”

“Yeah, we do,” Katherine said slowly. “We know you typed in the code exactly the way the man wanted you to. So—where we landed? That was exactly where he wanted us to land.”

All three kids looked back toward the woods they’d come through. The trees were almost eerily still. Jonah looked at the ruins around him: broken down, falling apart, deserted. Desolate.

But quiet, too, he told himself. Peaceful.

The place they’d landed in the 1400s had seemed quiet and peaceful, too, at first. Until the murderers showed up.

Would we have met some murderer looking for Virginia Dare if we’d gone where JB had wanted us to go? Jonah wondered. Or are we more likely to meet a murderer now? Is that what the mystery man wanted?

“I bet Gary and Hodge are behind all this,” Katherine said, pronouncing the names as if they left a bad taste in her mouth. “Somehow they got out of prison, or bribed someone from prison, or—”

“Gary and Hodge would have sent us to the future,” Jonah objected. “We know this is the past.”

“Do we know that?” Andrea asked plaintively. “For sure?”

Jonah felt bad for her: Now she was doubting everything. She looked so sad. And yet . . . even with the tears on her cheeks and the leaves in her hair and the forlorn expression on her face, she still looked better than Jonah felt. Healthier, anyway.

That was it. Another clue.

“Andrea?” he asked. “The time sickness. You didn’t have it very bad when we first got here, did you? The way you could jump up and run right away . . .”

Andrea considered this.

“You’re right,” she said. “I wasn’t paying attention when you were talking about this before, but . . . I don’t think I had any time sickness at all.”

“And how do you feel right now?” Jonah asked. He rushed to explain. “I don’t mean whether you’re happy or sad, or scared or not scared, but how do, like, your lungs feel? Your muscles?”

Andrea took a slow, experimental breath. She flexed her arms, stretched out, and touched her toes. She seemed to be concentrating hard.

“They feel . . . good,” she said, sounding surprised. “Maybe better than they’ve ever felt before. They feel right. When we landed, I thought I just felt so good because I was going to see my parents again. But now . . . it’s like my body still thinks everything is how it’s supposed to be.”

Jonah looked at Katherine.

“Chip and Alex felt ‘right’ in 1483, too,” Jonah said.

Katherine nodded.

“You mean the friends you helped before?” Andrea asked. “This is how they felt?”

“JB said that’s how people always feel in their proper time,” Katherine said. “And it makes sense. I felt kind of off the whole time we were in the 1480s. And I haven’t really felt right since we got here. It’s not my time.”

“But it is mine,” Andrea whispered dazedly. She turned and traced the carved letters on the fallen fence before her. “This is the real Roanoke Colony, sometime before it all fades away into dust, sometime after I was born but before I’m supposed to . . . die.”

Jonah did not like the way that word lingered in the air.

“We are not going to let you die,” he said. It took a lot of effort, but he managed to stand up. He scanned the woods in every direction, as if he was Andrea’s bodyguard, watching out for her every minute. “We weren’t going to let you die if we’d ended up where JB wanted us to go, and we won’t let you die now. We’re going to figure out why that man sent us back here, and we’re going to fix whatever problem we have to fix, and then we’re going home. All of us. Together. Safe.”

Jonah couldn’t have said that Andrea looked completely reassured by that fervent speech—it didn’t help that his voice cracked in the middle of it.

But at least she didn’t say anything else about dying.

“How are we going to do all that?” she asked.

Jonah actually hadn’t thought that far ahead.

“Uh . . . ,” he began.

Katherine pushed herself up, so she was standing with Jonah.

“We’re going to start by following those tracers,” she said, pointing, even though it had been a while since the two ghostly boys had finished tying up their deer and slipped back into the trees.

“O-kay. If you say so. But . . . why?” Andrea asked.

“Because time travelers messed with them, or they wouldn’t exist,” Katherine said. “And some time traveler has definitely messed with us. So don’t you think we’ve got a lot in common?”
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They set off into the deep woods on the other side of the clearing. Andrea and the dog didn’t run ahead this time, but stayed right beside Jonah and Katherine. All of them, even the dog, kept glancing around, peering ahead before every step, as if some unknown danger could be lurking behind every tree.

“Anyone traveling through time can create a tracer, right?” Andrea asked in a hushed voice, when they’d gone just a few steps. “You just have to knock someone off his normal path?”

“Yeah,” Jonah said. He was concentrating on trying to figure out which way the tracer boys had gone. Had it been this tree or that tree they’d stepped behind?

“Then couldn’t it have been us who created those tracers?” Andrea asked. “Like, if the real versions of those boys saw us fall from the sky, got scared, and ran away? That could have made tracers, couldn’t it?”

“Ergh. She’s right,” Katherine said, sagging against a tree.

“So following those tracers, maybe we’re like a dog chasing its own tail,” Andrea said.

Jonah wasn’t fully listening. He was watching the tree behind Katherine. It shook slightly, giving off a quick glow of tracer light before returning to normal. Clumps of pine needles showered to the ground, along with a few broken twigs. But the ghostly tracer versions of the pine needles and twigs remained on the tree.

Jonah turned around. The three of them had left an entire trail of tracer destruction behind them: dropped twigs, bent branches, scattered needles. . . . It was hard to notice unless you were looking for it, but now Jonah could see the exact path he and Katherine and Andrea had followed: careening to the right a bit to avoid a downed log, swerving to the left to avoid a cloud of gnats, some of which they’d killed, leaving behind tiny tracer dots.

Wish the tracer boys had left a trail like that, Jonah thought. Then he realized: They would have. Not because the tracers were time travelers, but because there was a ripple effect to disrupted time. Because the tracer boys weren’t really there, everything they weren’t there to do would have resulted in a tracer. It wasn’t just the deer they should have killed—it was also mosquitoes they would have swatted away, leaves they would have trampled underfoot, branches they would have bent back as they walked through the woods. And so the deer, the mosquitoes, the leaves, and the branches were all tracers now too—along with any objects the deer, the mosquitoes, and the branches should have affected.

And all of those things that were alive would glow.

Jonah squinted, peering all around. There—a line of glowing ants on the ground. There—a bird perched high overhead. There—a vine swung back out of the way. And there and there and there—dozens of glowing lights that Jonah had previously taken for glints of sunlight filtered through the trees or blurry glitches in his vision because of time sickness.

The woods were full of tracers.

“We didn’t create those tracer boys,” Jonah whispered. “Or, if we did, there were other tracers here first.”

“Now, how could you know that?” Katherine asked mockingly.

“Because of that,” Jonah said, pointing to the glowing vine. “And that.” The line of ants. “And that.” The bird in the tree.

Katherine gasped and put her hand over her mouth, as if she’d just discovered the entire woods were radioactive.

“They’re—they’re everywhere,” Andrea whispered.

“Right,” Jonah said. “And how long do you think we’ve been here? Half an hour? An hour? No way could there be so many tracers created just in that time, just because of us.”

Katherine was still looking around, her eyes huge and dismayed.

“Something’s really, really wrong here,” she whispered. “That’s what this means.”

As they stood watching, a real bird landed right on top of the glowing tracer bird, melding completely. The glow instantly vanished. Now it was just an ordinary bird on an ordinary tree branch.

“Well, there,” Jonah said. “That’s one bit of time that’s been fixed.”

He didn’t want to admit how relieved he felt—or how much he wished all the other tracers glowing before him would go back to normal too.

“JB told me that people—and, I guess, animals, too—can’t see tracers unless they’ve traveled through time,” Andrea said. “How did that bird know its own tracer was there? How did it know to land in that exact spot?”

“Chip and Alex said they felt this almost magnetic pull to their tracers,” Katherine said. “The bird must have felt it too.”

“They why aren’t all the other tracers disappearing?” Andrea asked. “One by one, the lights blinking out, everything going back to normal . . .”

Jonah realized he was holding his breath, watching. The lights were not going out. If anything, their numbers were increasing: new pinpricks of light where insects were supposed to be flying, where seeds were supposed to be falling, where squirrels were supposed to be scampering.

“Something’s holding all those tracers in place,” Katherine whispered. “Something won’t let time go back the way it’s supposed to.”

“Is it—is it my fault?” Andrea stammered. “Did I ruin everything because I didn’t come back at the right time, at the exact moment that JB thought I should come back? Is this what happened when I messed up all those variables the projectionist set up so carefully?” She sniffled and waved her hand toward all the glowing remnants of tracer branches and vines and insects and ants. Her hand shook. “Does this mean I destroyed time forever?”

Jonah and Katherine exchanged glances. Jonah decided not to say, Shouldn’t you have thought of that before you changed the code on the Elucidator? But he didn’t know what to say instead.

“Well, no offense, Andrea, but how could you be that important?” Katherine asked, her voice gentler than her words. “You weren’t royalty, like Chip and Alex. You were just the first English kid born in North America, and then you disappeared. That’s all anybody knows about you.”

“Knew,” Jonah corrected automatically. “That’s all anybody knew about Virginia Dare in our time.”

Katherine glared at him.

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. I guess I’m not helping her argument. But Jonah was working on a new idea, one he’d never thought of before.

And he thought it was important.

“Nobody knew what happened to Virginia Dare because nobody wrote down what happened to her the rest of her life,” he said. “Well, not that we know of. But once there was time travel—time travelers could have known every single thing she did, every moment of her life.”

Andrea was actually blushing now.

“And I bet you did something great,” Jonah said. “I bet that’s why it mattered so much that you had to be returned to time.”

Katherine’s glare had turned into the kind that could vaporize enemies.

“And—and—we’ll make sure you get to do that thing. Whatever it is,” Jonah finished lamely. “And whenever. We’ll get you to the right time. I promise.”

Andrea sniffed. If anything, she looked more discouraged than ever. She crossed her arms and clutched the sleeves of her T-shirt, as if she was desperate for something to hold on to.

“Maybe we should keep walking?” Katherine suggested.

Jonah started to turn back around, facing toward the greatest number of tracer lights. But Andrea, beside him, didn’t turn at the same time, the way he expected her to. He bumped against her.

“Sorry,” Jonah muttered.

Still clutching her sleeves, Andrea stared at him.

I said I was sorry, Jonah thought. What’s she waiting for?

“Oh!” she said, a baffled look traveling across her face. “Do that again. Wait a minute.” She bent down and picked up a small rock, holding it out slightly from her body. “Now.”

Puzzled but obedient, Jonah jostled her shoulder.

Andrea jerked back and forth, but tightened her grip on the rock. A second later, she crouched down and carefully put the rock back exactly as it had been before, eliminating its tracer. Then she straightened up.

“I was wrong,” she said. “It wasn’t Jonah’s fault that I lost the Elucidator.”

“Isn’t that what I said all along?” Jonah said indignantly.

Andrea nodded.

“You were right. I’m sorry. It was just the timing of things. . . . You bumped me right after I hit ENTER on the Elucidator, so I got confused about cause and effect.”

“You’re losing me,” Jonah said.

“There are different ways to lose things,” Andrea explained. “I didn’t think about how it felt different, until you bumped into me just now, when I was holding on to my sleeves. I didn’t let go. And I didn’t let go of the Elucidator when you ran into me the first time. It was me holding on, holding on—and then suddenly the Elucidator just wasn’t there.”

She collapsed her fingers against the palm of her hand, showing what it’d been like to clutch something that had vanished.

“So?” Katherine said, sounding as baffled as Jonah felt. “Why does it matter?”

“Because of the code,” Andrea said. “The code I typed in myself—that’s what made the Elucidator vanish. That man who came to visit me in secret? It wasn’t just that he wanted us to go to the wrong time. He really didn’t want us telling JB about it.”

“Well, duh,” Jonah said, completely frustrated now. “Because he knew JB would put us back in the right time! All that proves is that JB wasn’t your mystery man—and we already knew that!”

Andrea’s face fell.

“I thought that was something important,” she mumbled. “I thought I’d figured something out.”

Katherine put her arm around Andrea’s shoulder, somehow managing to pat Andrea’s back comfortingly while she fixed Jonah with an even more scorching glare.

“You did,” Katherine said. “Anything you think of is helpful.”

The two girls began walking again, easily following the trail of tracer lights leading them deeper and deeper into the woods.

Jonah glanced down at the dog waiting patiently beside him.

“Looks like you’re the only one who’s not mad at me now,” he muttered. He tugged on the dog’s collar. “Come on, boy.”

As they walked forward—exiled a few paces behind the girls—Jonah remembered how much he’d wanted to help Andrea from the beginning, how he’d vowed to take care of her.

How can good intentions get so messed up? he wondered.

Ahead of him, he could hear Katherine murmuring to Andrea, “Well, you know, teenage boys. They don’t always think before they speak. . . .”

Jonah tuned her out.

Hey, JB? He thought, because it would be comforting to have JB there to talk to. Why didn’t your brilliant projectionist predict that the mystery man would go visit Andrea? Why didn’t he see that we’d get sent to the wrong time and lose the Elucidator? Why couldn’t he forecast where we are now, so you can come and help us?

But Jonah didn’t know if that was really how the projections worked.

He did know that every minute that went by without JB showing up was a bigger and bigger sign that they were in trouble.

Around them, the tracer lights kept multiplying.
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They came upon their second set of ruins in an absolute burst of tracer light.

“Ooh, lots of tracers have been here,” Katherine muttered, seeming to forget that she was too annoyed with Jonah to speak to him anymore. She pointed to tracer vines draped back from a clearing, tracer firewood stacked neatly beside a falling-down hut, still-standing tracer trees that evidently had been chopped down in original time.

“Or—the original two tracer boys have just been here a lot,” Jonah said, because he’d been working out something like a formula for tracers in his head. The absence of one action—say, a boy not slapping a mosquito—could lead to hundreds or thousands of new tracers. Mosquitoes reproduced really fast, didn’t they? So all the tracer lights Jonah had seen—that didn’t have to mean that time was completely messed up or that they were far off from the time they were supposed to be in.

Did it?

To Jonah’s surprise, Katherine didn’t grumble, Why do you always have to disagree? She just nodded and said, “You’re right. I didn’t think of that.”

Jonah figured that was the closest thing he was going to get to an apology for her nasty comments about teenage boys.

“Think this is an Indian village?” Andrea said, stepping out into the clearing.

“I think it was,” Katherine said, stepping up beside her.

Jonah thought about warning them to be careful, to make sure there were no real live human beings lurking nearby before they went any farther. But what was the point? With or without the glow of tracer lights, this village had clearly been abandoned a long time ago. Granted, it was in much better shape than the Roanoke Colony. Here, about a dozen huts made from curved branches circled an open space—possibly the equivalent of a town square. But many of the branches sagged toward the ground, and a few of the huts were more down than up.

“Do you think some time travelers ruined it?” Andrea asked.

“No, because then we’d see a tracer version of the whole village in good shape,” Jonah said. “And lots of happy tracer villagers . . .”

Katherine touched one of the huts with one finger, and the whole thing swayed perilously. An unmoving tracer version of the hut appeared and then vanished when the real hut stopped swaying and rejoined it. Katherine took a step back.

“Then what did happen here?” she asked. “Where did everyone go?”

“Don’t know,” Jonah said. He was trying not to get too creeped out by the emptiness, the desolation. Maybe there was some perfectly ordinary—even happy—explanation. Maybe the people had just abandoned this village because they’d built a newer, nicer one someplace else. What had Mrs. Rorshas said in fifth-grade Social Studies? Hadn’t it been common for Indians to move around, going from village to village based on the growing seasons or animal habitats or whatever?

Jonah wasn’t sure enough about that to mention it to the girls. Mrs. Rorshas really hadn’t talked that much about the Indians. It’d mostly been the explorers, Jamestown and the Plymouth Colony, the American Revolution . . . all done and over with by Halloween.

Jonah didn’t remember anything in that history about Indians getting nicer, newer villages. Or happier lives.

“Look,” Andrea said in a hushed voice. “You can tell they had a cornfield over there.” She pointed at a rectangle of cleared land just beyond the last falling-down hut. “We’re going to need food. . . .”

She didn’t add, if we’re stuck here a long time. But Jonah could tell by the others’ faces that everyone was thinking that.

Jonah walked over and kicked at a downed dried-out stalk. Dare snuffled along beside him, nosing aside empty husks. This was more like the ghost of a cornfield—Jonah couldn’t imagine how long ago it had last been planted. Years? Decades? Whatever food had once grown here had undoubtedly been carried away long ago, by birds and mice, if not by people.

Jonah’s stomach twisted, but it was more from fear and worry than hunger. For now, anyway.

“When we catch up with the tracer boys, maybe they’ll have some food we can eat,” Jonah said, with more confidence than he felt. The tracer boys weren’t likely to have anything but tracer food.

He began peeking into some of the huts that were in the best shape, just in case. It was dim enough in the huts that the glowing tracer boys would really show up brightly, if they were there. But the enclosed spaces made Jonah nervous. He didn’t like looking into darkness, in the midst of all this desolation.

The first hut was empty. As was the second. And the third.

In the fourth hut, something leaped out at him.
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“AHH!” Jonah jumped back, scrambling to get out of the way. He had a quick impression of hooves and glowing eyes. What is that—a demon? he thought. Where are we?

Barking furiously, Dare streaked off into the woods after the creature.

Jonah couldn’t figure out what it was until his heart stopped pounding so hard and he turned around, catching a glimpse of the tracer that remained in the hut: It was only another deer.

Or, no, it could be the very same one that the tracer boys had killed, because that one is really still alive . . . how many tracers of the same deer could there be? Jonah was picturing the one deer multiplying into dozens of tracer deer, every time it came into contact with some new disruption in time. Then Jonah realized his leftover panic was making him stupid. There can be only one tracer of any animal. Because there is only one version of original time, only one way time is supposed to go.

It was ridiculous, but Jonah felt much better knowing that this wasn’t the same deer the tracer boys had killed. He gazed almost fondly at the single tracer version of the deer he’d startled. The tracer deer didn’t even lift its head, but just kept peacefully munching on—what was that? Some sort of rotten melon?

Then Jonah noticed the commotion behind him.

“Dare, no! Come back, boy!” Andrea was calling out after the dog.

Katherine was practically falling on the ground, she was laughing so hard.

“Oh, my gosh! You should have seen your face! You’re white as a ghost. You almost look like a tracer!” she screeched.

“Ha, ha,” Jonah muttered. He leaned weakly against the side of the hut, which bowed dangerously inward. Jonah decided he could stand on his own two feet. He straightened up.

“Dare!” Andrea screamed, her voice echoing off the trees. “Dare!”

“Shh,” Jonah said. His ears were ringing, and he didn’t think he could blame leftover time sickness anymore. The screaming, the laughter, the dog and deer crashing through the woods—it was all too much noise, too much more change in this silent, deserted, tracer-haunted place. “Be quiet! Somebody will hear us! We really will ruin time!”

How much change was too much? At what point would there be too many tracers to ever fix?

Katherine’s laughter softened to snorts and little bursts of giggling. Andrea called out, “Dare!” once more, but then she turned back to Jonah.

“Really, Jonah,” she said soberly. “I don’t think there’s anyone except us and the tracers on the whole island. Can’t you feel it?”

Someone could be hiding, Jonah wanted to say. Like your mystery man, coming back to make us do whatever he wants us to do. But which was worse—bringing up the possibility that dangerous, unknown people could be lurking anywhere? Or acknowledging the emptiness, the desolation, the ruin? It feels like something bad happened here, Jonah thought. And, maybe . . . it’s not over?

Jonah was not going to say that.

Instead, he muttered grumpily, “How do you know we’re on an island?”

“That’s where the Roanoke Colony was,” Andrea said. “On Roanoke Island.”

Jonah threw up his hands.

“Am I the only one who didn’t pay attention in fifth-grade Social Studies?” he asked.

To Jonah’s surprise, Andrea laughed. But it was kind laughter. Not at all like Katherine’s.

“I don’t really remember hearing about the Roanoke Colony at school. I’m not sure my teacher ever mentioned it,” Andrea said. “But remember that day in the cave? When they told us the names of the missing kids stolen from history, even though they wouldn’t say which of us was which kid?”

Jonah nodded and shrugged.

“Yeah. So?”

“So I went home that day and decided I was going to research every single one of the girls’ names I could remember,” Andrea said. “I live with my aunt and uncle now and, well . . . anyhow, it’s good if I can just go in my room and shut the door and have something to do.”

“But—” Katherine began. Jonah could tell by the way she had her eyes all squinted together and her nose wrinkled up, that she was about to ask some really nosy question like, Don’t you like your aunt and uncle? Why not? What’s wrong with them?

“Wow,” Jonah interrupted quickly. “I just went home that day and ate most of a large pepperoni pizza all by myself and then went right to sleep.”

Andrea laughed again. It was a nice sound.

“That’s okay—you did have that whole detour to the Middle Ages in between,” she said.

“Yeah, after being in the 1480s, I was . . .” Jonah stopped himself before he got to the last word, which was supposed to be starving. It didn’t seem smart to bring that up right now. He shifted gears. “So you really learned everything about all the missing kids from history? All the girls, anyway?”

Andrea shook her head, her eyes very solemn.

“No, and this is kind of weird,” she said. “I started with Virginia Dare, and I meant to move on, but I just . . . kept . . . reading about Virginia Dare.”

“Ooh . . .” Katherine let out a low, spooky-sounding moan. She’d stopped squinting—now her whole face was lit up with excitement. “So you must have known that’s who you were. Did you just have this feeling about Virginia Dare? Like something subconscious, or not so subconscious, telling you, ‘That’s who you are. It has to be!’”

Jonah glared at his sister. Didn’t Katherine remember how Andrea had reacted back in the time hollow with JB, when JB had said she was really Virginia Dare? That’s not me! That’s not my mother! she’d screamed. Was Katherine trying to upset Andrea again?

But Andrea didn’t scream this time. She just tilted her head thoughtfully to the side, considering Katherine’s questions.

Maybe Jonah didn’t understand anything about girls and their moods.

“I don’t think I knew anything,” Andrea said after a few seconds. “Even subconsciously. I was just really interested in the Virginia Dare story. I think it was because of the grandfather coming back—how hard he tried to get back to his family, and how many times he failed, and then when he finally made it to Roanoke . . .”

“No one was there,” Katherine whispered.

Jonah should have been immune to all of Katherine’s dramatics after living with her for nearly twelve years. But he couldn’t help shivering at the eerie tone in her voice. Off in the distance, Dare’s barking seemed to have a plaintive, desperate quality to it now.

“That’s not just him barking at the deer anymore, is it?” Jonah asked.

“No—do you think he’s hurt?” Andrea asked. “Fallen into some hole left by a hunter or—oh my gosh, they wouldn’t have had metal leg traps at Roanoke, would they?”

She whirled around and started running toward the sound of Dare’s barking. Jonah and Katherine rushed after her.

They weren’t going back into the woods now, but into an area of tall grasses that whipped against their faces and cut into their arms. Jonah began wishing he’d kept his sweatshirt on, despite the heat, just to protect his skin. But there wasn’t time to stop and put it back on.

Dare’s barking shifted, becoming higher pitched, more panicked.

“Something is wrong!” Andrea called back to Jonah and Katherine. “I can tell. We have to . . .”

She didn’t finish her sentence. She just sped up.

“Wait, Andrea! You don’t know what’s out there!” Jonah called after her. He didn’t even know what danger he should be worrying about. The mystery man, back to steal Andrea away completely? Whatever enemy had destroyed the Roanoke Colony and the Indian village to begin with? Some other danger the mystery man wanted Andrea to encounter? Pirates, brigands, murderers, thieves . . .

Listing dangers helped Jonah run faster. But the faster he went, the faster the grasses whipped against his face, against his bare arms, against his ankles. He was glad when the grasses thinned out, but then he was running through sand. It spilled into his shoes, making every step twice as hard.

And then he sped around a corner and discovered that Andrea had caught up with Dare.

The dog wasn’t caught in a metal trap. He wasn’t being carried away by evil time travelers or pirates. Instead, he was crouched on a narrow beach and barking furiously at something out in the water.

“What is it, boy?” Andrea asked him. “What do you see?”

Still running, Jonah put his hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from the bright sun so he could stare out into the surf. The waves were rocking violently back and forth; it was almost impossible to tell from one moment to the next which section of the water he’d already looked at and which he still needed to scan. There was a dark shape bobbing up and down out there—or was it just a shadow?

Jonah squinted harder and ran closer to the edge of the water. The dark shape began to make sense.

“It’s an upside-down boat,” he said. “Smashed up, like from a shipwreck.” He instantly regretted saying that word. Shipwreck, car wreck—maybe Andrea won’t think about the similarities? “It probably happened years ago,” he added soothingly. “I think sometimes it takes debris like that a long time to wash up onshore.”

“Jonah, it was right side up a minute ago,” Andrea said. She raced to the edge of the water. She jerked off her right shoe, then her left. She rolled up the bottom edges of her shorts.

“What are you doing?” Jonah asked.

Andrea shoved away the sweatshirt she’d knotted around her waist. It dropped onto the sand, one sleeve trailing into the water.

“There was someone in there!” she screamed. “I saw him!”
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Jonah barely had a moment to think before Andrea plunged into the water.

“No!” Jonah called after her. “It’s not safe!”

Jonah knew there were other objections he should be yelling at her—something about time, about how you weren’t supposed to change time, about how maybe this was a trap or a trick set up by the mystery man? But she was being buffeted by the waves so completely he couldn’t put two words together. She was underwater; she was back on the surface; she was underwater; she was back on the surface. . . .

Beside Jonah, Dare was now barking furiously at Andrea. The dog put one paw into the water, got hit by a huge wave, and backed out, whimpering.

“You’re a lot of help,” Jonah muttered. He dropped the sweatshirt he’d been carrying, so he could cup his hands around his mouth and scream, “Andrea! Come back!”

Andrea turned slightly—maybe to yell back at Jonah—and a wave knocked her sideways, somersaulting her deeper into the water.

She didn’t resurface.

“Andrea!” Jonah screamed.

He threw himself into the water and began paddling desperately toward the spot where he’d seen Andrea disappear. His shoes and clothes got waterlogged within seconds, dragging him down. But he didn’t have time to tug off even his sneakers. He kept pushing forward, doggedly, even though all the water in front of him looked the same now. He couldn’t remember where Andrea had vanished. He reached down, and his fingers brushed something soft—seaweed? Or Andrea’s hair?

Jonah kicked hard, lifting his head high above the water, trying to gulp in a good breath before he dove down to search for Andrea.

The wind seemed to be calling his name.

“Jonah! Jonah!”

Jonah looked to the right, and it was Andrea.

“Swim—parallel—shore!” she called.

Oh, yeah. Jonah knew that. That’s what you did when you got caught in an undertow.

He wasn’t sure if the force tugging at him was really an undertow—or if it was just the dragging weight of his own clothes. But he did a sort of modified dog paddle toward Andrea.

“It’s coming close!” she shouted.

It took Jonah a moment to realize that she meant the boat. It wasn’t just coming close—it was rising up, towering over them. In a minute, depending on how the wave broke, it could be slamming down on them.

“Watch out!” Jonah yelled, just as Andrea screamed, “The man!”

Jonah glanced back at the boat, and caught a quick glimpse of a man’s hand, clutching one of the splintering boards.

“This way,” Jonah shouted, getting a faceful of salty water. It seemed as if an entire gallon had landed in his open mouth. He sputtered and coughed, but still managed to grab Andrea’s arm and shove her toward the shore. That sent Jonah reeling backward, barely able to keep his head above water.

The waves heaved up, then hurled the boat down, down, down. . . .

It didn’t hit Jonah. It hit a rock formation Jonah hadn’t even known was there. The boat shattered instantly, setting off an explosion of broken boards. So now it wasn’t just one boat Jonah had to watch out for, but dozens of sharp, pointed remnants of the boat, constantly being tossed by the waves near Jonah’s head.

And Andrea was swimming back into the debris.

“No! Don’t!” Jonah screamed.

“He’s right here!” Andrea screamed back.

She’d reached the man floating in the debris. He seemed to be trying to swim, but Jonah saw that that was an illusion: His arms and legs were only moving with the current.

“Help—flip—over!” Andrea called.

Belatedly, Jonah remembered that he should actually know how to deal with this situation. He’d taken junior lifesaving lessons at the pool the past summer. But the pool had always been so calm and safe, one kid at a time jumping into the peaceful blue water to “save” an instructor flailing about in imaginary danger. There’d been no hazardous debris, no heaving waves, no actual unconscious victim.

Jonah shook his head, trying to focus.

“Uh—armpit!” he screamed at Andrea. “Grab him by his armpit!”

Either Andrea couldn’t hear him, or she couldn’t understand. Jonah grabbed the man himself, yanking him by the arm to pull him close, then awkwardly turning him over. Finally Jonah wrapped his own arm around the man’s chest, both of them rolling in the waves together. Any of Jonah’s lifesaving instructors would have frowned and pointed out everything Jonah had done wrong. Jonah knew he wasn’t supposed to end up clinging to the drowning victim like this, as if he was just trying to use the victim’s buoyancy to keep his own head above water. And there was something Jonah was supposed to remember about clearing obstructed airways and checking to see if the man needed mouth-to-mouth or CPR. But right now Jonah was doing well just to breathe himself—to breathe air, that is, not saltwater. Jonah was starting to forget which was which.

“Maybe—we can—go in—there,” Andrea sputtered, her words coming out between waves and breaths.

Jonah looked, and the shoreline had changed. The current had flung them downwind from the sandy beach: Now they were facing rocks. And the waves were already smashing the debris from the boat against the rocks, splintering the boards into smaller boards—more dangers that Jonah and Andrea would need to avoid.

Jonah glanced down at the man in his arms. The man’s chest was moving up and down, but Jonah couldn’t tell if that meant he was breathing or if it was just his body bobbing in the surf, bobbing along with Jonah.

Sidestroke, Jonah reminded himself. Just do the modified sidestroke like you’re supposed to, and don’t think about anything else.

He’d only managed to take three strokes forward when something hit him in the head—something from the air, not in the water.

Now, that’s not right, Jonah wanted to complain. It’s not fair for everything to be dangerous!

He turned his head to look and discovered that a huge branch had fallen into the water.

“Grab on and climb out!” Katherine yelled. “Don’t swim! Climb!”

Oh . . .

Katherine was at the other end of the branch. Katherine must have thrown it in.

Had Katherine been trying to hit him?

No, Jonah realized, she was trying to help him. The branch was a wonderful thing to hold on to while the water seemed to be trying harder and harder to dash him and the unconscious man against the rocks. Holding on to the branch, Jonah could almost stand up. He braced his feet between two rocks and yelled at Andrea, “Help me drag the man in!”

She grabbed on to the branch too. Between the two of them, they managed to jerk the man toward the shore. When they finally reached dry ground, Katherine let go of the branch and helped Jonah and Andrea yank the man out of the water. Jonah fell back on the scrubby grass, completely spent. But Andrea leaned over the man, putting her ear against his chest, her hand beneath his nose.

“He’s alive!” she screamed. “He’s breathing!”

Jonah didn’t move. The ground seemed to be spinning beneath him. Overhead, the clouds were whipping across the sky with amazing speed. The contrasting motions—spinning earth, speeding clouds—were making Jonah feel nauseated. So he closed his eyes. But that just made him feel as if he was back in the water, being tossed back and forth by the waves. . . .

“You saved his life!” Katherine said, in awe, her voice coming from the same direction as Andrea’s. “You and Jonah. That man would have drowned without you.”

. . . would have drowned . . .

. . . would have drowned . . .

Jonah winced, thinking about how moments ago, standing on the shore, he’d wondered if the capsized boat in the water was a trap or a trick set up by the same man who’d convinced Andrea to sabotage her own trip through time. Jonah had been worried about Andrea drowning. But this was something else. This was him and Andrea willfully changing time. Katherine had felt guilty about knocking down a pine cone in the wrong place. Now the three of them had saved a man’s life. What if the man went on to change history even more? He might have children he wasn’t supposed to have; he might turn around and kill someone who wasn’t supposed to die; he might do anything.

Jonah felt sick, but he couldn’t have said what was making him feel worse: Thinking that he could have stood by and let the man drown? Or thinking that maybe that was what he was supposed to do?

This setup was a trap, Jonah thought. It was a trick.

Back when he was in 1483, Jonah had argued with JB about taking so many chances with Chip’s and Alex’s lives. But even JB wouldn’t have set Jonah and Katherine up with a dilemma like this one.

“Not fair,” Jonah muttered. “Not fair.”

He didn’t know how it had worked, but he felt certain that the mystery man had planned for Jonah and Andrea to be on the beach right at that moment, right as the boat capsized. He had planned for them to have to make a choice.

Did he know what we would choose? Jonah wondered. Does he know what will happen because the man didn’t drown? Does he use projections, like JB?

“Jonah? Are you all right?” Katherine asked.

Jonah realized he still had his eyes squeezed shut. And he was probably moving his lips, like a little kid just learning how to read silently.

“Yeah . . . yeah . . .” Jonah didn’t want to talk about tricks and traps and dilemmas with the others. Not yet. He didn’t want to talk about how they might have ruined time by saving the man’s life. Because that wouldn’t change anything they did from here on out—it wasn’t as if they were going to push the man back into the water. Jonah opened his eyes, cleared his throat, tried to remember how to act normal.

“I’m fine,” he told Katherine. “Thanks to you throwing that branch in.”

“Yeah,” Andrea agreed. She was brushing sand from a huge scrape on her leg. “That was really smart. How’d you think of it?”

“Oh, you know me, I’m just so brilliant,” Katherine said, grinning. She hadn’t used up all her energy fighting the waves, so she had some left for clowning. She held one hand out, placed her other hand on her stomach, and dipped down in a mocking bow. “Thank you. Thank you very much.” Then she shrugged. “Really, though, I just thought of it because I saw what they did.”

“They, who?” Jonah said, baffled.

Katherine was already pointing, toward a spot directly behind Jonah.

“Them,” she said.

Jonah turned around. There in the grass were the two tracer boys they’d seen earlier.

And lying between them was a tracer version of the man Jonah and Andrea had just rescued from drowning.
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It took Jonah’s waterlogged brain a moment to figure out what that meant.

If the two tracer boys rescued the drowning man in the original version of history, then . . .

“He was supposed to live!” Jonah burst out. “We didn’t ruin history by saving him! We saved history by saving him!”

Andrea whirled around and glared at Jonah.

“Is that why you didn’t want me jumping into the water?” she growled at him. “You think history is more important than a man’s life?”

“No, no—” Jonah tried to explain. “I was worried about you! I—”

“If I’d gotten back to my parents the day of their crash, would you have stopped me from saving them?” Andrea asked.

“Of course not!” Jonah said. “I would have helped you! But . . .”

“But what?” Andrea asked, her glare intensifying.

“I don’t think we would ever get that choice,” Jonah said.

“Because of Damaged Time,” Katherine reminded Andrea.

Jonah could have left it at that. It would have been easier. But he had too many ideas roiling around in his mind. Some of them were going to spill out whether he wanted them to or not.

“I think some things just aren’t possible, even with time travel,” Jonah said. He turned to Katherine. “Don’t you remember JB talking about how time protects itself from paradoxes? Certain things aren’t supposed to be possible.” He gestured at the man who had nearly drowned, at the churning waves beyond. “This wasn’t supposed to be possible. We weren’t supposed to be here!”

Andrea patted the man’s chest protectively.

“But we are,” she said. “And we saved him.”

Jonah shook his head.

“That’s not what I mean,” he said. “I’m not saying it right. I’m glad the man’s alive. I helped save him too, remember? But don’t you think there was something wrong with how it all worked? Don’t you feel . . . used?”

“Used?” Andrea repeated numbly.

“Why were we here on this island, in this time period, just at the right moment to see the man drowning?” Jonah challenged.

“You mean . . . because I changed the Elucidator code?” Andrea whispered.

“And because Dare barked,” Katherine reminded him. “Don’t forget that.”

Jonah reached over and grabbed Dare.

“How do we know he’s even a real dog?” Jonah asked furiously. “How do we know he’s not some . . . some animatronic thing that’s supposed to spy on us and direct us wherever Andrea’s mystery man wants us to go?”

Jonah rolled Dare over on his belly and felt around in his fur, looking for some on/off switch or computer chip implant. The dog yelped and squirmed away.

“Jonah, you’re being paranoid,” Katherine said. “It was JB who gave us Dare, not the mystery man.”

“And why would he need a fake dog to spy on us?” Andrea asked. “Couldn’t he watch us anyhow? Can’t time experts do that, if they know where you are?”

Oh, yeah . . .

Jonah turned his face to the sky.

“We’re onto you!” he yelled at the dark clouds. “We know exactly what’s going on here!”

But he didn’t. That was the problem. He didn’t know what would have happened if the man they’d rescued had died. He didn’t know if there still might be other reasons Andrea’s mystery man had wanted her to go to the wrong time. He didn’t know where the real versions of the tracer boys were, when they were supposed to be right here, acting like lifeguards.

He spun toward the tracer boys, as if he could catch them doing something wrong. But they were only tending to the tracer man: pulling tracer seaweed out of his hair, brushing tracer sand away from his mouth. Somehow that made Jonah angrier. He scrambled up and stood over them.

“Where are you for real?” he screamed at them. “Why aren’t you here?”

He reached out toward the curly haired boy, wanting to shake his shoulders. But of course Jonah’s hands went right through the tracer. And he’d been so sure that he could grab the tracer boy’s shoulders that he was thrown off balance. He fell facedown in the sand.

For a moment he just lay there, not moving.

Then he felt a hand on his arm, pushing him to roll over. It was Katherine.

“Jonah?” she asked, peering down at him. “Jo-oh?”

The old baby name steadied him a little. That was what she’d called him when they were in preschool. But that had been a long time ago. He braced himself for her to start making snarky comments about how teenage boys couldn’t control their temper.

Instead, she just kept looking at him.

“I don’t like this setup either,” she said. “But what do you want us to do?”

“What JB sent us to do,” Jonah said stubbornly. “Fix time. Save Andrea. Then go home.”

And not have to think, he could have added. Not have to worry that everything we do might ruin time. Not have to watch out for tracers.

“But we’re not where JB sent us,” Katherine said. “So . . .”

Jonah could tell she was trying to choose her words very carefully, trying not to set him off again.

“What if everything’s connected?” Andrea asked, looking up from beside the man they’d rescued. She was mimicking the tracer boys almost exactly, picking kelp out of the man’s hair. “What if we have to fix their problems with time”—she pointed to the tracer boys—”before we can fix mine?”

Jonah felt really, really tired all of a sudden. How could they solve tracers’ problems? Tracers didn’t even exist, not really. They were just place holders. Signs of trouble. They were useless without their real selves.

At least we have the real version of the drowning man, Jonah thought. Could he be a clue?

“Hey, look,” Katherine said abruptly. “Their guy’s sitting up and talking.”

She gestured toward the tracer man, who was looking dazedly from one tracer boy to the other. He seemed to be thanking them.

“Is our guy awake too?” Katherine reached over and tapped on the real man’s shoulder. “Sir? Sir?”

The man didn’t respond. His eyelids didn’t even flutter. He lay deathly still.

“What’s wrong with him?” Katherine asked.

She put her wrist against his forehead, feeling for a fever. She put her finger against his neck, feeling for his pulse. She put her hand on his head, ready to turn it side to side. Jonah guessed she wanted to study the bruises already showing up on his face. She stopped.

“Oh, no,” she whispered.

She lifted her hand.

It was covered with blood.
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Jonah was amazed that Katherine didn’t start screaming, “Ew! Ew! Get it off me!” and start running away from the man. She did look a little pale. But she just wiped her hand on a clump of beach grass and said faintly, “Maybe, if there’s something we could use as a bandage . . .”

“My sweatshirt!” Andrea volunteered. She took off running down the shore, to the spot where she’d left her sweatshirt and shoes right before she’d rushed into the water.

“How bad is it?” Jonah asked quietly.

“I forget how it works with head injuries,” Katherine said. “Do they bleed a lot and always look worse than they really are? Or is it the other way around?”

Jonah didn’t know.

He looked carefully at the man for the first time. It had been easier to stay mad when Jonah wasn’t looking, when he was thinking of the man as just part of some trick or trap—or a clue—not as a real live, flesh-and-blood person. But the man was real. Beneath his tattered white shirt, his chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, and Jonah almost felt like cheering at each sign that the man was still alive.

“He’s old,” Jonah said, surprised.

The man had wrinkles beneath the sand caked on his battered face. Along with his thinning white hair, he had a white beard that might have looked dapper and well trimmed if he hadn’t just gone through a boat crash.

“Why would an old man go out in a boat by himself?” Jonah asked.

Before Katherine had a chance to answer, Andrea was back and handing Katherine two sweatshirts. She’d picked up Jonah’s, too.

“The one sleeve dragged in the water a little,” Andrea said breathlessly. She pulled her shoes back on; she hadn’t taken the time to do that before.

“That’s okay,” Katherine said. “If we just wrap them around like this . . . and press against the wound . . .”

Andrea held her hand firmly on the sweatshirts, even when the blood began to show through. She glanced back at the tracer man behind them.

“Why doesn’t he need a bandage?” she said.

Jonah walked over to the tracer man and studied the back of his head.

“He doesn’t have any big cuts like that,” Jonah said.

That was probably the reason the tracer was sitting up and talking—even weakly—while the real man lay still and unmoving.

And what does that do to time? Jonah wondered dizzily. Is this man’s head injury part of the trap or the trick? Or is it just . . . something that happened?

“It doesn’t make sense,” Andrea complained. “Both men were rescued the same way. Right?”

“You and Jonah were just a little later getting the man away from all those broken boards,” Katherine said apologetically. “From where I was standing, I could see the one tracer boy swim out to him while you were still floundering about, getting thrown around by the waves.”

Jonah wanted to protest, We were doing the best that we could!

But then, to his surprise, Katherine added, “And I was a lot slower holding the branch out to you . . .”

Just then a sudden gust of wind shoved against them, practically knocking Andrea over. Both girls were forced to hold their hair back so it didn’t whip into their faces. Andrea peered up at the sky, where the dark clouds were now racing even faster.

“I think there’s a storm coming,” she said, shivering in her wet clothes. “That’s why the water’s so choppy.”

Katherine frowned.

“The man’s not even conscious,” she said. “He can’t stay out here in a storm.”

A bolt of lightning slashed the sky, followed by a crack of thunder. Andrea looked up appealingly at Jonah.

“Will you help us get him to safety?” she asked. “And then worry about what it all means for time?”

“What kind of a person do you think I am?” Jonah asked indignantly. “You think I’d leave a hurt old man out on a beach in the middle of a storm? Of course I’ll help!”

“Thanks,” Andrea said, smiling at him. Even with her hair blowing around, the smile made her look pretty again.

Am I being used again? Jonah wondered. Did Andrea’s mystery man know that I’d react to her like that? Did he know this storm was going to blow in? Did he cause it?

Or was Jonah just being paranoid, as Katherine had said?

“Okay, great,” Katherine said. “We’re all willing to help. But what are we going to do? Even working together, I don’t think we could get him back to that Indian village, and there’s nowhere else to go. . . .”

Without thinking about it, all three kids looked toward the tracer boys.

They were casting anxious looks at the sky as well. They jumped up and grabbed another downed branch which, as soon as they moved it, turned into a tracer as well, with the original branch still lying flat on the ground. This branch had slick, shiny leaves and several rather large offshoot branches, but the tracer boys dragged it effortlessly across the ground. When they reached the tracer man, they gently eased him into a crook between the main branch and one of the offshoots. Then they tugged on the other end of the branch, pulling the man along behind them.

“The very latest in ambulance transportation, circa—what? One thousand B.C.?” Katherine muttered.

“Who cares! We’ll try it!” Jonah said.

He ran over and grabbed the end of the branch, but it wasn’t quite as light as the tracer boys had made it seem. Jonah had to do a lot of tugging and jerking to maneuver the branch into place beside the unconscious man. Then, no matter how the three kids tried, the best they could do was roll him facedown onto the branch.

“One of us will have to walk beside him, holding him on,” Katherine directed.

Ahead of them, the tracer boys were marching steadily along, the man perched on the branch sliding smoothly behind them.

For Jonah, Katherine, and Andrea, it was more a matter of tugging, jerking, and snarling at one other, “Can’t you push any harder?” and “I’m doing my best—can’t you push harder?” Jonah began to have a lot more respect for the tracers. They may have looked scrawny and malnourished—and they were wearing ridiculous clothes and evidently belonged to a culture that hadn’t figured out how to invent the wheel. But they were incredibly strong. In Jonah’s time, they probably would have won several Olympic gold medals for something.

Jonah couldn’t have said how close they’d gotten to the deserted Indian village—halfway back? Two-thirds of the way?—when the blinding rain began.

This is impossible, he wanted to say. I give up. But how could he say that when Andrea and Katherine were still pushing and pulling and tugging and yanking, even as water streamed into their eyes, twigs stabbed into their arms, and mud slipped against their shoes? So he kept trying too.

The tracers were just a dim glow ahead of him. And then, suddenly, they were out of sight.

“No! I can’t—” Jonah screamed. Rain pounded against his face, drowning out anything he tried to say.

“Let’s go into the same hut,” Katherine said, speaking directly into his ear.

The same hut? Oh . . . The Indians went into one of the huts in the village, Jonah realized. That’s why I can’t see them.

He got a final burst of energy, pulling the branch even harder. Then he dropped the branch and tugged the man into the dim but dry hut. All three kids collapsed in a heap, not even caring that they had fallen right on top of the tracer boys.
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For a while, Jonah just lay of the floor of the hut. At least the rain wasn’t pounding down on him anymore. But his shoulders ached from fighting the waves and struggling with the branch. His legs felt as if they’d been rubbed raw, walking all that way in wet jeans. His clammy T-shirt clung to his skin, the saltwater that had soaked into it stinging against the dozens of scrapes and cuts he’d gotten scrambling over the rocks.

“Ohh,” Katherine moaned. “I need a hot shower.”

“Dry clothes,” Jonah mumbled.

“Make it a nice warm robe for me,” Katherine said. “And my fluffy bunny slippers.”

“Hot soup,” Jonah said. “Mom’s chili maybe?”

“Stop it!” Andrea said fiercely. “That just makes it worse, wishing for things you can’t have. You know?”

Jonah could tell she wasn’t just talking about clean, dry clothes and hot food.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

Andrea ignored him. She sprang up and began fussing over the unconscious man.

“We put him down on the dirt floor and he’s got cuts all over him, and they’re going to get infected if we’re not careful. But the water’s coming off his clothes and hair, and that’s turning the dirt into mud . . . how did people do it, hundreds of years ago?” she ranted. “How did they stay clean and healthy?”

A lot of them didn’t, Jonah thought. A lot of them died.

He wasn’t going to say that to Andrea.

She was adjusting the way the sweatshirts were tied around the man’s head and muttering, “At least we can keep the cut on his head up and out of the mud . . . we should rinse it off, but where are we going to get clean water?”

Jonah noticed that one of the tracer boys had stepped out of the hut—it was a little hard to keep track of someone who was under you and who could move right through you. But the boy was just now coming back in, carrying a tracer version of a hollowed-out gourd in his hand. The boy bent down beside the tracer man and gently lifted the man’s head, so the man could drink out of the gourd.

“I’ll go see where he got that,” Jonah said.

He stepped out of the hut into a stiff wind. Oddly, the rain had stopped—it had lasted just long enough to make the final part of their trip back to the village really, really challenging. But the sky was still dark and ominous, and the dim light made it hard to see where Jonah was going. He practically tripped over the hollowed-out water barrel before he saw it.

The twin of the tracer boy’s gourd was floating about halfway down in the barrel.

Oh . . . they just used this to catch rainwater, Jonah thought. That’s why there’s not much water in there—there wasn’t much rain.

He filled up the gourd as best he could and stumbled back toward the hut.

The tracer boys had started trying to build a fire while Jonah was away. Jonah handed the gourd over to Andrea and then stood watching the tracers. They piled together sticks and twigs and dried-out leaves; one of the boys was twisting a pointed stick against the groove of a stick below it.

“If those guys can start a fire that way, they’re superheroes,” Jonah said. “We tried that in Boy Scouts, and even the scoutmaster couldn’t get a flame going. It’s impossi . . .”

The ghost of a flame flared out from the tracer boys’ fire. Moments later, the flames were crackling across the dried-up leaves, spreading to the small twigs.

Katherine snorted.

“Shows how much you learned in Boy Scouts,” she said.

“But . . . but . . . I could start a fire with a magnifying glass,” Jonah protested. “Or, I saw this thing online, where you use a Coke can and a chocolate bar—”

“Do you see any of those things lying around here?” Katherine asked.

“Maybe I could try doing it just like the tracers,” Jonah muttered.

He saw that the sticks and twigs and dry leaves that the tracer boys had used were still in the hut. In original time, the way time was supposed to go, they’d been stacked up neatly. But right now they were scattered about, probably by squirrels or badgers or some other animals looking for food.

Jonah began picking up the sticks and laying them in the exact pattern the tracer boys had used. It was eerie reaching into the blazing tracer fire. Jonah kept flinching and bracing for pain. But the tracer flames felt like nothing. Like air. Dust. Empty space. He breathed in tracer smoke—so wispy, like the ghost of a ghost. It didn’t even have an odor.

When all the sticks and chunks of wood were arranged, he tucked in the twigs and leaves as kindling. Then he found the same pointed stick the tracer boy had turned to create enough friction to spark the first flame. Jonah twisted it back and forth in the palms of his hands, the friction warming his hands, at least. He kept the image in his head of the way it had worked for the tracer boy—like magic. One moment the boy had just been rubbing two sticks together, and the next, he had a roaring fire. Jonah tried not to think about how things had worked in his Boy Scout troop: He and his friends had tried and tried and tried, and then the scoutmaster had brought out the matches.

Jonah didn’t have any matches now. There wasn’t a backup plan.

He kept trying, long past the point where he and his Scout friends had given up.

“There!” Katherine shrieked, leaning down close to watch. “You did it!”

Jonah sat back and looked. If there had been a flame, Katherine had just blown it out.

“Stay back!” he ordered.

The two tracer boys were sitting around their fire staring into the flames, cryptic expressions on their faces. They probably didn’t feel cold and wet, even though they were practically naked. They probably weren’t worrying that the man that they’d pulled from the waves might die from infected mud. They definitely weren’t worrying that time had been irreparably harmed or that they’d been set up in some elaborate trap.

Even though Jonah knew that they were staring into their own fire and had no way of knowing that Jonah was there—because he hadn’t been, in their time—Jonah felt like they were watching him. Their cryptic expressions seemed to be hiding scorn at Jonah’s constant failure, trying to start a fire.

“I can so do it!” Jonah muttered, rubbing the sticks together faster than ever.

A leaf crackled and began to smoke—real smoke, not ghostly tracer smoke. A tiny spark leaped from one leaf to another.

“Whoo-hoo!” Jonah cheered. “Take that, Scoutmaster Briggs! That should be the test for Eagle Scout!”

“Oh, good,” Andrea said, flashing a rare smile at Jonah. “Now the man can dry off next to the fire.”

“We can all dry off next to the fire,” Katherine corrected.

The fire was tiny, and there was no more dry wood around for making it bigger. Jonah had never had to solve any math problems where X was the size of a fire; Y was the rate at which water evaporated; and Z was the likelihood that someone would survive after nearly drowning, bashing his head, and lying in germ-infested mud or that three kids would manage to outsmart someone who had sabotaged their trip through time. Jonah knew the fire couldn’t make that big a difference. Still, it felt like the fire was a big deal. It felt like they all had a chance now.

“Here,” Jonah told Andrea. “I’ll help you move the man closer, so he warms up faster.”

Jonah shoved at the man’s waist. Katherine shoved at his shoulders. Andrea gingerly moved his head. Jonah’s main goal was to keep from pushing the man all the way into the fire, so he wasn’t paying attention to much else. He’d forgotten that the tracer boys had placed the tracer man right next to their tracer fire, which was in the same spot as Jonah’s fire. He’d forgotten what happened when a person joined with his own tracer.

Jonah gave the man’s body one final shove, and suddenly the glow of his tracer went out. The man had slipped exactly into the outline of his tracer.

The man’s color instantly improved. His lips moved, even though his eyes remained closed.

“Greedy privateers,” he muttered. “Thinking of naught but money . . . Coming to Roanoke too late in the season . . . Dangerous winds, dangerous seas . . . Help! The rocks! The rocks! Beware the rocks!” He took in a ragged gasp. “No! No! Our ship! We’re doomed! All will perish. . . . It’s happening! Oh, dear God! All have perished but me!”

Jonah jerked the man back away from his tracer.
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“What’d you do that for?” Andrea demanded.

It had been only an instinct, unthinking fear. The man and his tracer were both still moving their lips, but soundlessly, now that they were apart. Jonah could tell what each of them was saying only because it was almost exactly what he’d just heard: All perished but me; all perished but me; all perished but me. . . .

Jonah shivered.

“What’s wrong?” Andrea asked harshly. “Can’t you take hearing another sad story?”

Jonah rubbed his hands hard against his face.

“No, I just—what if it’s too confusing for the man, being joined with his tracer, thinking with his tracer brain?” Jonah asked, trying to come up with an explanation that sounded reasonable. “The tracer knows he was saved by two boys dressed like Indians, not three kids in T-shirts and jeans or shorts. And then if he sees us but not the tracer boys—because people can’t see tracers in their own time—that will really mess him up.”

“But this guy never saw us save him,” Katherine argued. “He’ll just think the tracer boys saved him and left, and then we arrived. . . . We saw people rejoin their tracers after seeing different things before, back in the 1400s. I don’t think anything bad happened then, because of that.”

Jonah was still figuring out other problems.

“You think, when the man wakes up, it’s going to be okay for him to see us in our twenty-first-century clothes?” Jonah demanded. “Here, now, where we really don’t belong? When it’s all a setup by some mysterious time traveler who lied to Andrea?”

“No,” Katherine admitted. She winced, probably thinking about how she’d poked at the man back on the beach, trying to wake him up: Sir? Sir? That had been a mistake. They were lucky the man hadn’t awakened.

Very deliberately, Katherine pulled her hand back from the man’s shoulder.

“Hold on. Are you saying you just want to . . . sneak away?” Andrea asked incredulously. “Leave the man alone when he’s hurt?”

The man was still mouthing his silent lament: All perished but me; all perished but me; all perished but me. . . .

Moving just as deliberately as Katherine, Andrea grabbed the man’s hand and held on tight.

“Shh, it’s over now,” she whispered to him. “You’re safe.” She looked back up at Jonah and Katherine. “Didn’t you hear him? He’s the only survivor of some awful shipwreck. So nobody would know to look for him. He’s just as stranded as we are. We can’t abandon him!”

Jonah shook his head.

“Nobody’s saying we should abandon him,” he said. “We’re just trying to figure out how to take care of him without ruining time.”

But was that possible? Or was this another trap, one where they’d be forced to endanger time, no matter what?

“I wish we still had the Elucidator to make us invisible,” Katherine said.

Andrea sighed.

“Sorry about that,” she said. She stared into the fire for a moment, her face almost as inscrutable as the tracer boys’. “No. You know what? I’m not sorry. If I hadn’t changed the code on the Elucidator, this man would be dead right now.” She squeezed his hand. “Do you know how much time I’ve spent the past year wishing it was possible to go back and save someone from dying?”

“Andrea,” Katherine said. “This doesn’t change anything about your parents. You still can’t save them.”

“I know, I know, but . . . this is one little victory over death, all right?” Andrea said fiercely. “One way to stick it to death and say, ‘Ha, ha, this is one person you can’t have yet. Yeah, you’re going to win in the end, but not right now. Not this time.’”

The man still could die, Jonah thought. And is it really a victory over death if he was supposed to be rescued in original time anyhow? Or is it more of a victory over . . . time?

Andrea’s face was flushed, as if she’d said more than she’d meant to. Jonah had to look away, because he couldn’t think straight, watching her.

“Should we hide, except when we have to be in here taking care of the man?” Katherine asked. “Should we put the man back with his tracer, and leave him like that, because that’d be putting time back the way it’s supposed to be? Or should we keep him away from his tracer until we can find the real versions of the tracer boys? How are we going to find the real boys . . . and Andrea’s tracer . . . and whatever else we need to fix time and get out of here?”

She sounded completely perplexed.

This must be what Andrea’s mystery man wanted, when he told her to change the Elucidator code, Jonah thought, staring into the fire. He wanted us confused. So he could make us do . . . what?

Jonah’s thoughts twisted like the smoke flowing up toward the chimneylike hole in the roof. While he watched, the smoke completely combined with the tracer smoke, so it was indistinguishable. And, he realized, the fire now flamed out and drew in at exactly the same rate as the tracer fire.

Not scientifically possible, Jonah thought. Two fires, started at different times, by different people, should not be identical.

But that was how it worked when time was trying to fix itself. Given a chance, the tracers always took over.

Unless some time traveler intervened.

“The man who lied to Andrea,” Jonah said slowly. “He’s not standing here telling us what to do. But he’s put us in all these situations where we have to make choices. And I think he’s manipulating things so we always make the choice he wants.”

“Like the way he got me to change the Elucidator in the first place,” Andrea said, scowling.

“Exactly,” Jonah said. “So I think we should stop doing what the man expects, what we would normally do. We have to do the opposite instead.”

Katherine squinted at him.

“You’re saying we should abandon—” she began.

“No, no,” Jonah said, before Andrea got upset again. “Nothing that extreme. I really don’t think we should let this man see us, but he’s unconscious and it’s pretty dark in here anyway, so I’m not going to worry about it tonight.”

“You’re talking about whether or not we put the man back with his tracer,” Katherine said, catching on quickly.

“Right,” Jonah said. “I was feeling guilty for pulling him away before, for interfering with time like that.”

“And I was going to say that if we put him back with his tracer, maybe we’d hear more,” Andrea said. “About him, anyway, even if that doesn’t help with my problem with time.”

“I agree,” Katherine said. “So, normally, we’d be deciding to push the man back together with his tracer.”

“So we won’t. We’ll keep them apart,” Jonah said. He tugged the man a little farther away. He looked up at the dark sky, through the hole in the roof. “How do you like that, Mr. Elucidator Code-Changer? We’re forcing your hand!”

“But what if we really do ruin time, doing that?” Andrea asked.

“We won’t,” Jonah said, hoping he sounded confident. “Because that’s what your mystery man is trying to do. We’re showing him he can’t trick us into playing along. It’s like chess or Stratego, games like that, where sometimes you have to use reverse psychology.”

“Jonah, you’re terrible at chess and Stratego!” Katherine objected.

“I am not,” Jonah said. “Not anymore. Remember a few years ago, when I used to go over to Billy Rivoli’s house and play board games? I got a lot better.”

Katherine frowned, but then she shrugged.

“It’s not like I have any better ideas,” she admitted.

Across the fire, the tracer boys were lying down, settling in for the night. Dare curled up at Andrea’s feet. Andrea let out a jaw-splitting yawn.

“I guess it’s worth a try,” she said.

Jonah lay down, feeling surprised that Katherine and Andrea hadn’t argued more.

We’re all too tired to think straight, he thought. But my idea will work. I hope.

The truth was, Jonah really didn’t like Stratego or chess or games like that. There was too much planning, too much strategy, too much trying to figure out your opponent’s plans ten moves ahead.

What was that really complicated game Billy was always trying to get me to play? Jonah tried to remember. The one where you weren’t just competing against one other person, but there could be five or six people, all trying to win?

Jonah remembered the name of the game just as he was slipping off to sleep: Risk.

He woke hours later, to darkness and the sound of screaming.

“Stop! Stop! Halt the battle!”
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Jonah sprang to his feet, his heart pounding. He gazed frantically from side to side. The fire was barely even embers now, but the dim glow of the tracers cast a little light into the darkness, onto the arched walls of the hut.

Hut . . . we’re still in the hut . . . I don’t see any battle anywhere. . . .

The man they’d saved from drowning was thrashing about on the floor. He seemed caught in the grip of some unceasing agony.

“These are the wrong savages!” he screamed. “They aren’t the ones who killed George Howe! They’re Manteo’s people! Oh, Lord, forgive us—forgive us this blood on our hands!”

Dare whimpered at the loud shouting. Jonah saw that Andrea and Katherine were awake now too. Andrea sat up and reached over to pat the man’s shoulder.

“Shh,” she said soothingly. “You’re okay. It’s just a dream.”

“Andrea, stop talking to him!” Jonah hissed. He tried to stay back in the shadows, out of sight. “He’ll see you!”

“Don’t worry—he’s talking in his sleep again,” Andrea whispered back. “He doesn’t have his eyes open.”

Jonah thought about rushing forward and pulling Andrea away, just in case. But it seemed as if that would be even more disruptive.

And just then, the man began to sob.

“Oh, Eleanor, we were star-crossed from the start,” he wailed. “What Fernandez did . . . the enmity Lane left behind . . . killing over a communion cup . . . Oh, how can I leave you now? With the wee babe . . . in this wilderness, under constant threat from mine enemies . . .”

Even in the dim light, Jonah could see Andrea stiffen. For a moment she sat completely frozen, a shadowed silhouette. Then she moved her hand. She wrapped her fingers around the man’s hand and held on tight.

“Oh, Father,” she whispered. Her voice broke. Jonah saw her lower her head, gulping for control. After a moment, she raised her head and went on. “You are the only one who can go. You must talk to Sir Raleigh. He’ll listen to you. Only you can save us.”

Sir Raleigh? Jonah thought. What’s Andrea talking about?

The man seemed to know.

“What if Sir Raleigh thinks I abandoned my duty?” the man moaned. “Oh, ‘tis a dreadful choice. To stay, to go . . . I see evil encroaching, either way. If evil befalls you—”

“It won’t be your fault,” Andrea said firmly.

“But ’twas I who brought you here! My child! And I will not be here to protect you!”

The man seemed to be getting more and more upset. Across the hut, the tracer boys were stirring now. One propped himself up on his elbow, to stare over at the man. He spoke.

Of course Jonah could hear nothing, but he thought he could almost get the gist of the boy’s words from his expression, from the clipped way he opened and shut his mouth. His words would be something like, You. Sleep now. No more noise.

“Oh, no,” Katherine moaned.

“What’s wrong with you?” Jonah muttered.

“The tracer boy’s talking to our guy. Which means . . .”

“The man we saved joined with his tracer again,” Andrea finished for her, quite calmly.

Jonah looked back at the tracers again. He’d never been good at waking quickly and instantly thinking clearly. He squinted, counting and recounting the tracers. One. Two. Clear enough. But there should have been three tracers in the hut—even without counting any random tracer bugs or other tiny tracer detritus. Maybe he’d miscounted. One. Two. Two tracer boys.

No tracer man.

“Our guy could have just rolled over in his sleep, and, boom, that was it, he was with his tracer again,” Katherine was speculating.

Like the smoke, like the flames, Jonah thought. I knew tracers worked like that.

“We need to pull him away from his tracer again,” Jonah said, sighing. “Then one of us should sleep between him and his tracer.”

Wearily, Jonah moved toward the man and reached for his arm. But Andrea blocked Jonah’s way.

“Leave him alone!” she commanded.

Jonah blinked, even more confused. He’d just had trouble counting to two—and now he was supposed to figure out Andrea?

“Andrea, remember the experiment we’re doing?” Katherine said softly. “Jonah’s plan?”

Jonah himself was having a hard time remembering.

Oh, yeah—we’re not going to be used. Not going to fall for any tricks or traps. Not going to put the man with his tracer . . . going to do the opposite of what anyone would expect . . .

Andrea laughed, a little wildly.

“Isn’t this weird?” she asked. “You don’t want to be manipulated, so you’re going to manipulate this man? Use him as a pawn, to keep from being pawns yourself?”

Jonah winced at the bitterness in her words.

“That’s not how I meant it,” he muttered. He guessed he should explain everything all over again, but he was so tired. It was the middle of the night. Jonah just wanted to pull the man away from his tracer and go back to sleep.

He started to reach for the man once more, but this time Andrea actually shoved him away.

“I won’t let you,” she said. “I’ll stop you, no matter what.”

“Andrea, this isn’t a game,” Jonah said, bewildered. “Just—”

“You’re right,” Andrea interrupted. “It isn’t a game. But you’re the one treating it like one. Chess! Stratego!” Her voice arced wildly again. “This is this man’s life. This is his dearest dream, what he’s been working toward for years. . . .”

“What are you talking about?” Katherine asked.

“We have to keep this man with his tracer,” Andrea said. “He has to see me. I have to talk to him.”

“What?” Jonah said. “But that could really ruin time!”

“Oh, time,” Andrea said scornfully. “What has it ever done for me? Besides taking away my parents . . .”

“Andrea,” Katherine began. “You can’t blame—”

“I can,” Andrea said. “And I do. And I don’t care.” She bent over the unconscious man as if she was going to try to shake him awake.

Now it was Jonah’s turn to reach out and try to pull her back.

“Did your mystery man come back and tell you more lies?” he asked. “Is that why you’re acting like this?”

“No!” Andrea said, struggling against Jonah’s grasp.

“Then what changed?” Jonah asked, holding on. “You agreed with Katherine and me before. Why do you care so much about keeping this man with his tracer?”

Andrea lifted her head, so her chin jutted out. Even in the near-total darkness, Jonah could see how determined she was. Her eyes glistened.

“Because,” she whispered. “Now I know who he is.”
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Jonah let go of Andrea’s arms. He was too stunned to say or do anything else. For once, he was glad that Katherine was so rarely at a loss for words.

“Andrea, I really don’t think you do understand,” Katherine said, almost snippily. “How could you know? Who could this man possibly be, that would—”

“He’s my grandfather,” Andrea said. “John White.”

Katherine gasped.

Jonah was struggling to catch up. Andrea’s grandfather . . . had they somehow missed the chance to save her parents’ lives, but zoomed back instead to rescue her grandfather? No, her real grandfather—her twenty-first-century, adoptive grandfather—wouldn’t be from Virginia Dare’s lifetime. This would have to be Virginia Dare’s grandfather, the one Andrea had read so much about. The one who had captured her interest in the Virginia Dare story in the first place.

I think it was because of the grandfather coming back, Andrea had said. How hard he tried to get back to his family, and how many times he failed, and then when he finally made it to Roanoke . . .

Jonah gasped now too, only a little after Katherine.

“How can you tell it’s him?” he asked.

“He keeps talking about Eleanor, which was his daughter’s name—my . . . mother’s name. My birth mother’s, I mean.” Andrea sounded defensive.

“I bet a lot of women were named Eleanor back then,” Katherine said.

“The other names he said were people at Roanoke too—Fernandez, Lane, George Howe . . . And what he was saying about a battle with Manteo’s people? That was this really stupid sneak attack the Roanoke colonists made on an Indian village. They figured out in the middle of it that they’d attacked their own friends,” Andrea said.

“John White wouldn’t have been the only colonist in that battle,” Jonah pointed out, proud that he could come up with something logical.

“But John White was the only colonist who left Roanoke to sail back to England to talk to Sir Walter Raleigh to get supplies,” Andrea said. “He didn’t want to. The other colonists had to beg him. They told him he was their only chance.”

“And he was talking about a baby,” Katherine said thoughtfully. “That would be . . .”

“Virginia Dare,” Andrea said. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Me.”

She gently patted the man’s shoulder again, and it was almost as if she was claiming him, agreeing to be his granddaughter. Jonah blinked, trying to see better in the nearly nonexistent light. He knew something important had just happened. Did Andrea want to be Virginia Dare now? Was this something else that Andrea’s mystery man had manipulated her toward?

When we got back to 1483, Chip and Alex wanted to be Edward V and Prince Richard, too, Jonah remembered. But that was after we found their tracers.

Andrea might have found her grandfather, but they still didn’t have a clue where her tracer was. Jonah glanced across the hut to the glowing tracer boys, sprawled out flat again, looking soundly asleep. Those tracers were even more proof that time and history were out of whack.

“I thought you said the grandfather didn’t find anybody when he came back to Roanoke,” Jonah said accusingly. “Just the word Croatoan carved into wood. Not two Indian boys.” He gestured toward the tracers. “Er—two boys dressed like Indians.”

“Something must have changed,” Andrea said. “Even without us interfering. Or maybe the historical accounts are wrong?”

She looked down at the man—John White?—who had settled back into a peaceful sleep again. He was even smiling slightly, and it seemed as though he was responding to Andrea’s voice. As if he knew her. But how could that be? Sure, he’d seen her as a baby, but not after that—not in any version of history—until she and Jonah had fished the man out of the waves.

Jonah shook his head. Really, history was complicated enough without there being multiple versions.

“What was supposed to happen when John White came back to Roanoke?” Jonah asked. “In the accounts you read?”

“It was three years before he made it back,” Andrea said. “That wasn’t just because of the Spanish Armada—he had all sorts of bad luck. It was like nobody cared about Roanoke but him. He was on one ship that was attacked by pirates, and he got cut up in a sword fight. And then, when he finally found a ship that would take him to Roanoke, he wanted to bring a bunch of new colonists with him, but the captain wouldn’t let him.”

“Why not?” Jonah asked.

“The captain didn’t want all those extra people taking up space on his ship. He was hoping to make a fortune privateering, and he wanted the room for all his treasures.” Andrea’s voice was bitter, as if the ship’s captain had personally offended her.

“What’s privateering?” Katherine asked.

Jonah was glad that she’d asked the question, that she was the one who looked dumb.

“The man—Mr. White?—didn’t he say something about privateering?” Jonah asked.

“Governor White,” Andrea corrected. “He was governor of the Roanoke Colony. Though”—she grinned, seeming almost cheerful now,—”the colony was just a hundred and sixteen people, so it’s not that big a deal.”

“But, privateering . . . ,” Katherine reminded her.

“Oh, yeah.” Andrea shrugged. “It was like being a pirate, only legal. English ships would go out and attack Spanish ships and steal all their treasure. And then they’d just pay a certain percentage to the English government, like taxes, and everyone thought it was okay. It was patriotic.”

“That’s crazy!” Jonah said.

“Yeah, I bet there weren’t any Boy Scouts involved in that,” Katherine said.

“Well, there wouldn’t be, because Boy Scouts weren’t founded until . . .” Jonah realized that Katherine was teasing him. And he’d fallen for it. He cleared his throat. Maybe if he pretended he hadn’t said anything, nobody else would notice. “Why didn’t Mr.—er—Governor White get on a ship that wasn’t doing that privateering stuff?”

Andrea tilted her head to the side, considering this.

“I think, back then, pretty much all the English ships going to America were privateering,” Andrea said. “One of the reasons the English wanted the Roanoke Colony in the first place was so they could stash stolen treasures there, and hide from the Spanish, and get food and water.”

“They never told us that in school!” Katherine protested.

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t sound very noble,” Andrea said. “Who wants to hear that your ancestors were a bunch of thieves?”

Jonah kind of did. He might have remembered the Roanoke Colony better if Mrs. Rorshas had talked about pirates and stolen treasure.

Katherine looked down at the sleeping man.

“But this guy wasn’t bringing a bunch of treasure with him to Roanoke,” she said. “He was alone in a rowboat.”

“He wasn’t supposed to be,” Andrea said grimly, her voice low. “It was supposed to be several men who rowed from their ship to Roanoke Island. And then after they saw the word Croatoan, Governor White wanted to go on to Croatoan Island and look for the colonists there. But this horrible storm blew up—a hurricane, I think—and caused lots of problems. So they had to leave. And that was it. Nobody ever looked for the colonists on Croatoan Island.”

Andrea was practically whispering by the end of her story. She was probably just trying to keep from disturbing her grandfather, but the effect was creepy. Jonah shivered, almost as if he was one of the colonists abandoned on the opposite side of an ocean from everyone he knew.

What if it’s like that for me and Katherine and Andrea? he wondered. What if we’re abandoned in the past, the way the colonists were abandoned in America?

Jonah had an image in his head of JB hunched over some sort of computer monitor, desperately searching for the three of them. JB would search. Jonah was certain of it. But time was—well—endless, wasn’t it? What if JB never found them?

What if that’s part of the plan? Jonah wondered. What if Andrea’s mystery man wants us to stay lost forever?

“Are you sure you remember the story right?” Jonah asked Andrea. His voice came out too harsh and accusing, almost as if he was mad at her again. “If this is John White, he didn’t even make it to Roanoke Island before the storm hit. I think that could have been a hurricane we rescued him from!”

Andrea twisted her hands together, an agonizing gesture.

“There are a lot of things that don’t fit,” she admitted.

“The shipwreck, too,” Katherine said. “There wasn’t a shipwreck in the original story, where everyone died but John White, and he escaped in a rowboat.” Her face turned white. “Do you think Andrea’s mystery man caused the shipwreck?”

“No, because John White’s tracer was talking about the shipwreck too,” Jonah said. “That was part of original time.”

“Some of the details must be a little off in the historical accounts,” Andrea said. “Maybe the historians lied?” She brushed a lock of hair from her grandfather’s forehead. “We can get the real story tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll wake up then, and I can talk to him. . . .”

And they were back to that, to Andrea’s determination to talk to the man-joined-with-his-tracer, no matter what.

“Andrea,” Katherine began, “you can’t do that. Especially now that we know who this is, that he’s connected to you . . . We know we aren’t in the right time. We know your tracer isn’t here. We know these tracers are here”—she gestured toward the boys on the other side of the fire,—”and so we know two kids are missing. There’s too much that’s already messed up! We can’t risk—”

“I. Don’t. Care,” Andrea said.

Jonah started to say, “But—” and Katherine started to say, “Listen—”

Andrea shook her head at both of them and kept talking.

“You listen,” she said. “I know what you’re going to say. I know you think your plans and your strategies are important, and it really, really matters to outsmart the man who lied to me, and to protect time, like it’s some perfect, priceless jewel. But it isn’t. It doesn’t matter. None of that matters. Life isn’t like a game. You’ll see. When you lose the people you love most in all the world—when you lose everything . . .” She was getting choked up. Jonah could hear the tears in her voice. She gingerly touched John White’s sleeve. “This man came all the way across the ocean to find his family. He risked his life for that. So if I’m one of the people he’s looking for—and I am—I’m not going to hide from him. I’m going to tell him who I am!”

There had been a moment on Jonah and Katherine’s last trip through time when they had come so close to violating a sacred rule of time travel that JB had yanked them out of the fifteenth century in nothing flat. Jonah found himself hoping that that would happen to Andrea right now. Wasn’t she threatening to upset everything about time? Didn’t she need to be yanked out of the past?

Nothing happened. Andrea sniffed once, defiantly. Her grandfather let out a soft moan. One of the tracer boys turned over in his sleep, his arm disappearing in Dare’s fur. And the fire that Jonah had worked so hard to build flickered out.

There’s proof then, Jonah thought grimly. He realized, in spite of everything, he’d been holding on to just a bit of hope that JB knew exactly where they were and that, somehow, everything was going according to plan. If JB’s projectionist really was the best ever, couldn’t he have predicted that Andrea would change the Elucidator code, that the Elucidator would vanish, and that Jonah and the others would save the drowning man? Wasn’t it possible that the three kids might do something on their own that was better than what they could do with JB bossing them around? It had kind of worked that way in the fifteenth century.

But what Andrea wanted to do—that was just reckless. JB would never allow it. So there was no way that JB knew where they were. Nobody knew where they were.

Except Andrea’s mystery man, Jonah thought.

It wasn’t a comforting thought.

“Andrea—” Jonah began.

“My mind’s made up,” Andrea said. “I’m not going to change it.”

She leaned down to whisper in John White’s ear, but Jonah could hear every word she said.

“Tomorrow. We’ll talk tomorrow. . . .”
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Jonah expected to lie awake the rest of the night, worrying and trying to figure out the right argument to make to Andrea, to stop her.

This is like Risk, he thought. There are too many sides, too many complications. There’s what Andrea wants and there’s whatever her mystery man is trying to do and there’s original time and there’s the historical account. . . .

It was hard to stay awake in such complete darkness, in such complete despair and confusion. Jonah drifted off, and the next thing he knew, there was sunlight streaming in through the doorway of the hut.

The sunlight was odd, though: It didn’t seem to filter all the way down to the floor of the hut. Jonah couldn’t make out the lumps that would be Andrea’s sleeping form, and Katherine’s, and John White’s. He couldn’t even see any tracers.

Jonah sat up quickly. The problem wasn’t with the sunlight. Or his eyes. The problem was that he was the only person left in the hut.

Jonah was about to give himself over to panic when he heard a snoring sound coming from right outside the hut: It was a deep, masculine sound and had to belong to John White. Jonah couldn’t fathom why the girls had moved the sleeping man out of the hut—was Katherine trying to get him away from his tracer? Or was Andrea trying to keep him with it? But it was so good to hear the man snoring, to know that he was still soundly asleep, to know that nothing irreversible had happened yet. Jonah let himself relax a little, and he went back to thinking of arguments to use on Andrea.

She doesn’t care about time, but she cares about her grandfather. . . . What if we tell her she can’t talk to him because that might worry him, she might scare him. . . .

Something tickled at Jonah’s brain—an idea, something he might have thought of the night before, right before he fell asleep, or even in the middle of sleeping. Something important about Andrea. But he wasn’t awake enough; the idea slipped away, just a tease.

Along with the snoring, Jonah could hear a girl’s muffled voice outside—it was too muted for him to tell if it was Andrea’s or Katherine’s.

Katherine’s more likely to be talking, but Andrea’s more likely to talk softly, he thought, grinning slightly to himself.

Then he heard the rumble of a man’s voice in response.

Jonah froze, straining his ears. It had to be just the man talking in his sleep, right? Talking deliriously again? It couldn’t be John White answering Andrea, who was so disdainful of time that she might have said something like, Hi, Gramps. Long time no see.

Suddenly Jonah knew the perfect argument to use on Andrea, the idea he’d almost thought of earlier. The idea he should have thought of hours ago, when there was still time to stop Andrea.

Was there still time now?

In one motion, Jonah jerked to his feet and crashed out the door of the hut. He almost tripped over Dare, who was stretched out, sound asleep, just outside the doorway—oh, great, it had been the dog snoring. Jonah whipped his head from side to side, looking for Andrea, looking for her grandfather.

Andrea was sitting right in front of him in the clearing, her back mostly turned to Jonah, her mouth open. What if she was about to say the words that would ruin everything, right now?

Jonah dived toward Andrea. He thought he would just get close by and whisper in her ear, but he miscalculated. He ended up tackling her, knocking her to the side. He scrambled to right himself, to get his mouth next to her ear, to tell her what he’d just figured out.

“Andrea, it was only three years!” he hissed. “You said so yourself—Governor White came back to Roanoke after three years! That means . . . he’s looking for a granddaughter who’s only three years old!”
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Andrea didn’t react right.

In Jonah’s wildest dreams, she might have thrown her arms around him and given him a big kiss and burst out, “Oh, thank you! Thank you! You saved me from ruining my life! And my grandfather’s!”

Jonah didn’t really expect that.

But he was kind of hoping for an “Oh, you’re right—I should have thought of that!” Or at least a “Thanks—you stopped me just in time!”

Andrea just lay in the dust and mumbled, “Whatever.”

Jonah slid back.

“You didn’t say anything to him yet, did you?” he whispered.

Andrea shrugged.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t matter?” Jonah repeated incredulously. “Of course it . . .”

Jonah stopped talking, because Katherine came up just then and shoved him back into the dust.

“Jonah, you are a total idiot! What if John White had seen you?”

Jonah looked around and replayed everything in his mind. He’d come running out of the hut—and John White was sitting right on the other side of the clearing, in between the two tracer boys.

Jonah crouched down.

“He’s looking right at us!” Jonah hissed to Katherine. “What should we do?”

He’d been so concerned about Andrea ruining time by talking to John White, and now what had he done himself?

Suddenly he had an idea.

He jumped up and waved at John White.

“Aye, matey,” he said, trying to sound like an old-timey sailor. All he could think of was Johnny Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean. “Sailing out on the sea for a long time, you can get to wearing some mighty strange clothes. And acting strangely too. But it be time to sail again, so I promise you, you will never see us again.”

He slipped into the woods, gesturing for Andrea and Katherine to follow him.

Katherine burst out laughing.

“At least sometimes he’s a funny idiot,” she said to Andrea.

Andrea gave a halfhearted smile.

“Shh!” Jonah hissed. “Careful!” He kept motioning for Andrea and Katherine to come into the woods with him, out of John White’s view. “He can see you!”

“He can’t see us,” Andrea said. “Or hear us.”

“Of course he can! His eyes are open!” Jonah whispered. “He’s awake.”

“Come and look for yourself,” Katherine said.

Jonah hesitated, then inched back into the clearing.

He could tell John White was joined with his tracer because the tracer boys, on either side of him, were taking turns placing some sort of food in his mouth. They were treating him like an invalid, tearing the food into such tiny morsels he didn’t even have to chew.

And, just as Jonah had said, John White’s eyes were wide open.

Er, no, they’re not, Jonah corrected himself.

Or were they?

Jonah’s brain seemed to be having a war with itself, trying to decipher what he was seeing. It was almost like the first time he’d seen his friend Chip join with his tracer, when it seemed as if Chip had vanished but he really hadn’t.

Ohhh, Jonah thought.

John White had his eyes shut.

His tracer’s eyes were open.

Jonah turned to Katherine.

“How’s that possible?” Jonah asked. “Is he joined with his tracer or not?”

“You tell me,” Katherine said. She swallowed hard. All the laughter was gone from her voice.

“It’s not right,” Jonah said. “This isn’t how tracers work.”

It was unnerving, the old man’s steady gaze and peaceful slumber, simultaneously. It was like double vision, or a double exposure.

Or a huge time error.

“It was weird enough watching Chip and Alex join with their tracers, when we could still kind of see their different clothes and their different hair,” Katherine said. “And the fact that, sometimes, they were different ages from their tracers. But this is the same man, in the same clothes, in the same place. . . . Why can’t he meld with his tracer completely?”

“It must be because the real man hurt his head,” Andrea said glumly.

“Or . . . maybe it protects him from having to figure out why he can’t see the tracers?” Jonah asked.

“There were real people around tracers back in the 1500s, and none of them were half awake and half asleep,” Katherine complained.

John White said something to one of the tracer boys, but even though the real man moved his mouth, he made no sound.

“We can’t hear him either?” Jonah asked. “But I thought—”

“We can—sometimes,” Andrea said. “Katherine and I think it’s only when he says something he would be thinking with both his tracer brain and his real brain. A minute ago, he was talking about how hot it is.”

Jonah shook his head. John White’s eerie gaze bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

“Andrea, when that mystery man came to your room back in the twenty-first century, and told you to change the Elucidator code, are you sure he didn’t say anything about it making tracers act weird?” Jonah asked.

“All he talked about was how I could save my parents,” Andrea said in an icy voice. “I told you.”

Jonah racked his brain for some other explanation.

“Well . . . maybe this is normal, after all, and we just don’t have enough experience with tracers to know,” Jonah said. He thought hard. “Remember that time in 1483, right when the assassins grabbed Chip and Alex? Alex was kicking and fighting, but his tracer was asleep. That’s sort of the same thing. Just reversed, who’s sleeping and who’s awake.”

“That was just for a few seconds,” Katherine said. “John White and his tracer have been like this all morning, ever since Andrea and the tracer boys dragged them out here. This feels . . . permanent. Like he’s stuck.”

Is this something Andrea’s mystery man planned too? Jonah wondered. His plan from the night before for outsmarting the mystery man seemed hopelessly naive. Jonah couldn’t understand anything about their opponent’s strategy.

Jonah’s stomach growled, reminding him he’d had nothing to eat in, well, centuries.

“Maybe if we eat some of their food, we’ll be able to think better and figure this all out,” he said.

“Great idea,” Katherine said. “Except I think that’s the deer they killed yesterday. For us, it’s still alive and running around the woods. Want to go hunting with a bow and arrow?”

“We don’t have a bow and arrow,” Andrea pointed out. “Just the tracers do.” She slumped down beside John White, sounding completely discouraged. “We don’t have anything.”

“Oh, hey—there was some melon in that hut where I saw the other deer,” Jonah said, because he had to offer something. The melon had looked slimy and unappealing the day before, but it was the only possible food Jonah could think of.

Jonah stood and walked into the hut where he’d frightened the deer. The melon vines stretched across the dirt floor, their leaves pale and limp from growing indoors, with the only light coming from broken places in the roof. Jonah bent down to search under the leaves. Every time he lifted a leaf and then let go, it quickly settled back together with its tracer. At least the leaves are obeying all the tracer rules, Jonah thought. He found the remains of the melon the deer had been eating, but it was just a glob of mush that left slime on Jonah’s hand when he brushed it by mistake.

“Find anything?” Katherine said behind him.

Jonah wiped his hand on a leaf and discovered a hard green, baseball-size melon underneath.

“Just this,” he said, holding it up.

“Better than nothing, I guess,” Katherine said. “We can split it on a rock, divide it three ways.”

“Four,” Andrea corrected from outside the hut. “My grandfather needs some real food too.”

Jonah wasn’t sure what the nutrition rules were for someone sort of joined with his tracer, but sort of not. He looked at the melon in his hand. Regardless of whether they each got one-third or one-fourth of it, it wasn’t going to be enough.

“Are you sure that’s the only one?” Katherine asked.

Jonah ruffled the pale, anemic-looking leaves before him, setting off a ripple of even paler tracer leaves.

“See anything I missed?” he asked sarcastically. “Geez, there’s not even a whole tracer melon left anym—” He broke off. He looked back down at the leaves. He lifted the slimy leaf where he’d found the melon.

The leaf itself instantly developed a tracer, but there was no tracer melon underneath.

Jonah shoved aside the nearby leaves. He found the remains of the rotten melon the deer had eaten part of. It had just an edge of tracer light along its top, where Jonah had brushed against it and carried some of it away. But there was no tracer of the small green, hard melon in Jonah’s hand.

“It’s not supposed to be here,” Jonah mumbled, more to himself than Katherine. “Maybe it’s not even from this time. I moved it, and it didn’t leave a tracer.”

He turned the melon over and over again in his hand. Its surface was rough and ridged, except for one section where the pattern of webbing seemed almost carved into the rind.

No, Jonah thought. That’s not webbing. Those are letters. Words.

He flipped the melon over, and this put the letters right side up. Now Jonah could read the words in the crude lettering:

Eat. Enjoy. You’re doing great.

Can’t say more.

—Second
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Jonah dropped the melon.

“I am not eating this,” he said.

Katherine was leaning so far over Jonah’s shoulder she was able to catch the melon before it hit the ground.

“Ooh—words,” she breathed. “Is it an Elucidator?” She brought the melon up toward her mouth and began yelling: “JB? Anyone? Hello? Are you there?”

Nothing happened.

“An Elucidator wouldn’t come with instructions to eat it,” Jonah said. “And it’s not from JB.”

Katherine bent lower over the melon and touched the words with her finger.

“Second?” she said. “Is that a name?”

“It has to be,” Jonah said. “Think it’s the same person who told Andrea to change the code on the Elucidator?”

Katherine looked back over her shoulder.

“Andrea?” she called. “Look at this.”

Andrea patted her grandfather’s arm, whispered, “I’ll be right back” in his ear, and came over to look at the melon.

“Is this . . . typical?” she asked, squinting down at it with a baffled expression on her face. “Did you see anything like this in the fifteenth century? Messages on food?”

“Oh, no,” Katherine said.

“I think JB would think it was wrong,” Jonah said. “Interfering too much with time. And dangerous, because someone native to this time period might see it. But this Second guy—who knows what he thinks?”

Katherine rolled the melon side to side, so Andrea could read the whole message.

“Does this sound like it might have been written by that guy who came and visited you and told you to change the code on the Elucidator?” Katherine asked her. “Can you analyze the—what do they call it in Language Arts class? The diction?”

“‘Analyze the diction’?” Jonah said incredulously. “It’s not even ten words! That’s like telling her to analyze a text message!”

“I don’t know about any of that,” Andrea said. “But the way this is carved? It does look like his handwriting.”

Jonah and Katherine stared at her.

“When he gave me the code, he wrote it out, so I could memorize it,” Andrea explained.

Katherine nodded excitedly.

“So the guy who sabotaged us calls himself Second,” she said, acting like she was Sherlock Holmes making a brilliant deduction. “And he’s the same guy communicating with us now.”

Jonah didn’t see any reason for excitement.

“Communicating?” he said bitterly. “That’s not communicating.” He pointed at the melon. “‘You’re doing great’?” He yelled up at the sky, “We are not doing great!”

He suddenly realized that the melon might be a response to their experiment from the night before—or to Andrea’s deciding to keep John White with his tracer, no matter what. Either way, the message was annoying. Insulting. Patronizing. Jonah threw his head back farther and yelled even louder: “We don’t want to do ‘great’ for you!”

“Calm down,” Katherine said. “Second. Let’s see. Second place? Second rate? Second-in-command? Second, as in, not a minute or an hour, but a really, really short period of time?”

“Who cares?” Jonah asked disgustedly.

“If someone calls himself Second, there’s got to be a reason,” Katherine said.

“Yeah, maybe his parents didn’t have any imagination with names, and he’s just their second kid,” Jonah said. He shoved at the melon in Katherine’s hands. “I don’t like this guy, and I’m not going to pretend this makes any sense. And I am not doing anything he tells me to do. Eat this? I’d rather starve!”

Andrea turned to Katherine.

“What about you?” she asked. “Are you going to eat it?”

Katherine stared down at the melon, her face scrunched up in concentration.

“No,” she finally said. “It’s too much like Alice in Wonderland. ‘Eat me,’ and then it’s something that makes you grow or shrink. Or . . . it’s like having a stranger offer you candy. Everybody knows you shouldn’t take that.”

“This isn’t candy,” Andrea said. “It’s a melon. And we’re hungry.”

“Do you think we should eat it?” Katherine challenged.

Andrea bit her lip.

“You two can do whatever you want,” she said. “But . . . I’m going to.”

“What?” Jonah said.

“Look, my grandfather needs to eat, or he’s never going to get better,” she said. “But if there’s a chance this is dangerous, I’m going to try it myself, first.”

She took the melon out of Katherine’s hand and hit it against a rock sticking up in the dust. The melon broke into even halves, revealing five brown pellets where there should have been the fruit and seeds.

“Five?” Katherine muttered.

Andrea flipped over one of the pellets, which was a slightly lighter shade of brown. It had the words, “For Dare,” carved into its surface.

The others weren’t labeled.

“Okay, then, at least test the food on the dog first,” Jonah suggested.

“No, I’ll be the test case,” Andrea said.

She hesitated for a second.

“Don’t do it,” Jonah said. “Please.”

Andrea popped a pellet into her mouth.
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Jonah had a sudden image in his mind of the girl in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory puffing up and turning blue after chewing defective gum.

“Spit it out!” he yelled at Andrea.

Andrea swallowed instead.

“Okay, you guys can watch me for the next couple hours, and then we’ll know if it’s safe to give this to my grandfather,” she said calmly.

Jonah shook his head.

“You’re crazy,” he said.

Andrea shrugged.

“Time will tell, won’t it?” she said, grinning slightly.

“That’s not funny,” Jonah objected.

Andrea scooped the other four pellets out of the melon half and put them in her pocket. Katherine and Jonah watched her warily.

“Look, I feel fine so far,” Andrea said. “Not so hungry anymore, but maybe that’s just my imagination. It couldn’t work that fast. Let’s just . . . go on, okay?”

Go on, Jonah thought dazedly. What would that mean? Fixing time? Rescuing Andrea?

Those had been his original goals, but everything was so mixed-up now. How could they fix time when it just kept getting more and more messed up? How could they rescue Andrea when she was determined to do crazy things like talk to her grandfather and eat suspicious food?

Right then, out of the corner of his eye, Jonah saw one of the tracer boys pat John White’s shoulder and stand up. The tracer boy was nodding, nodding. . . . Had John White’s tracer just asked him to do something? The old man’s tracer was still speaking, but he kept blinking, as if he was fighting off sleep. He seemed to be struggling to get the words out before he slipped toward unconsciousness, toward joining the real man completely.

The tracer’s eyes closed, and now Jonah could hear what he was saying because the real man was speaking, too.

“Find it,” John White murmured. Clearly the tracer and the real man were thinking the same thing. “Please find it, I beg of you.”

The tracer boy nodded once more and began walking out of the village.

“Did you hear that?” Jonah asked Katherine and Andrea. “This is a clue! We should follow him, see what he’s looking for!”

Andrea shook her head, firmly.

“I’m staying with my grandfather,” she said.

“But this is something for him!” Jonah said. “Maybe it’s connected to you! Or your tracer!” He turned to his sister. “Katherine?”

Katherine was grimacing.

“You go,” she said. “I’ll stay here with Andrea.”

Her gaze flickered from Jonah to Andrea to John White. She cocked her head and made a face. Jonah could tell what she was thinking: Andrea’s not going to leave her grandfather, and there’s no way we can trust her alone with him. Who knows how many different ways she might try to ruin time?

“So I should go . . . alone?” Jonah asked. He wasn’t scared—of course he wasn’t scared. But it was a little weird to think that he would be going off on his own without a cell phone, without an Elucidator, without any way to communicate with anyone. “If you two go somewhere before I get back, uh, carve a map on a tree or something, okay?” he said, trying to make a joke of it.

“That didn’t work out so great for the Roanoke colonists,” Andrea muttered.

She walked over to Dare, who was still snoring, and gently shook him awake. She held out his pellet of food in her hand and he eagerly gobbled it down.

“Now you’ll have energy to go with Jonah and keep him company,” Andrea told the dog. She pushed him forward. “Hurry! Before you lose the tracer!”

“Um, okay then,” Jonah said. He took off after the tracer, the dog at his heels. He had to stop himself from turning around and saying to Andrea and Katherine, Are you sure you two don’t want to come too? Or, You’ll come after me if I get lost, won’t you?

When he was pretty sure he and Dare were out of earshot of the girls, Jonah turned to the dog.

“Don’t think this means I trust you,” he told Dare. “I am still watching you, to make sure you’re not animatronic or a decoy or a spy or something.”

The dog licked Jonah’s hand.

“I mean it,” Jonah said sternly. He addressed the sky, “And, Second, you can’t fool me either. I am not eating your food, and we are not blindly going along with any of your plans. Got it?”

Jonah hoped that Second had not planned for Jonah and Dare to go off with the one tracer boy while Katherine and Andrea were left behind for . . . what? The danger Jonah had been fearing all along?

You’re being paranoid, Jonah told himself. Just like Katherine said.

To distract himself, he concentrated on looking around, watching everything carefully. The tracer boy seemed to be following the same trail he and the other boy had taken the night before, when they’d dragged John White back to the village on the tree branch. Jonah would have expected the whole trail to be lined with tracers—bent-back grasses, footprints, other dents and gouges in the sandy soil. But the trail ahead was almost completely clear of tracer changes.

Because of the violent storm? Jonah wondered. Or . . . because of the branch that Andrea and Katherine and I were dragging behind the tracer boys?

Jonah watched the tracer boy in front of him trample a clump of grasses. A crumpled tracer version of the grasses instantly appeared. Jonah purposely dodged it.

Dare stepped on the grasses instead, tamping them down in the exact same pattern as their tracers.

Jonah found that unless he concentrated very hard, he automatically walked in the exact same footsteps as the tracer boy in front of him, erasing almost all of his tracer prints. Or the dog did it for him. And even though the tracer boy was barefoot and Jonah was wearing sneakers—and the dog had paws—they all seemed to leave very similar markings on the trail. It happened again and again, the boy creating a tracer, Jonah or the dog erasing it.

Weird, weird, weird, Jonah thought. Is it time making me do that, healing itself? Or is this part of Second’s plot too?

It was so frustrating not to know. He wished he’d paid more attention to the habits of tracer objects the last time, in the fifteenth century. But they really were hard to see. And there hadn’t been so many of them then. They hadn’t seemed so . . . threatening.

Time is so much more messed-up here, Jonah thought, shivering despite the bright sunlight.

Jonah forced himself to catch up with the tracer boy.

“You know, it’d be nice if it turned out that you were going off to talk to your girlfriend, who’s babysitting a little three-year-old girl named Virginia,” Jonah muttered. But John White had said, Please find it, I beg of you—it, not her. Jonah didn’t have any hope that things could end so easily.

The tracer boy turned and stared directly at Jonah. He couldn’t have heard Jonah, but it was unnerving how the tracer was looking toward Jonah so coldly, so calculatingly. In a split second the boy had an arrow out of his pouch and lodged against his bow. A split second later, the arrow was zinging toward Jonah.

Jonah threw himself at the ground. He lay there for only an instant—his heart pounding, his shoulder throbbing from the impact—before he rolled to the right, just in case the boy was already loading again, aiming again.

Why is he shooting at me? He’s not supposed to be able to see me!

Dare raced toward Jonah, barking furiously. Jonah smashed into thick grasses and dared to look up. Off in the distance, some sort of bird—a duck? a goose?—was rising into the sky, squawking its protest against Dare’s barking. And, slightly behind it, the bird’s tracer rose like a shadow, its wings flapping just as frantically, its beak opening and closing just as angrily. Only, the tracer couldn’t have been bothered by the barking. It was protesting . . .

Being shot at, Jonah realized. The boy was shooting at the bird, not at me.

Jonah’s heartbeat slowed slightly; his tensed muscles slipped out of panic mode. He rolled his head to the side so he could see the tracer boy, who might right that minute be putting another arrow against his bow and aiming for some tracer groundhog or beaver waddling near Jonah.

But not at me, Jonah thought, hoping to calm down his reflexes. The tracer can’t shoot me. Even if he did, the tracer arrows can’t hurt me. Got it?

But when Jonah looked up at the tracer boy, he wasn’t slipping another arrow into his bow. He was letting his bow slip to the ground, his shoulders slumped.

The tracers are worried about food too, Jonah thought.

Jonah sat up, studying the tracer more carefully. This was the one with the longer, curly hair. It was hard to tell skin color with a see-through tracer, but Jonah didn’t think this boy’s skin would be much darker than Jonah’s with a tan. The boy’s nose and lips were narrow; his eyes would have been round if he hadn’t squeezed them into such dejected-looking slits.

“I guess you could be English,” Jonah muttered. “Are you one of the lost colonists?”

But then, why was he dressed like an Indian? What had happened to all the other English colonists if he was the only one left? And why was this boy hanging out with the other tracer, the one Andrea was so sure had come from Africa?

Jonah shook his head, trying to shake away the questions. At the same time, the tracer boy shook his head and slung his bow over his shoulder again. Dare whimpered.

“Come on, boy,” Jonah told the dog, almost forgetting that he suspected him of being a decoy or a spy. “We’re going on.”

The dog stayed a few steps behind Jonah and the tracer the rest of the way. Maybe the bow and arrow had spooked him, too; maybe he was afraid that Jonah would suddenly throw himself to the ground once more. But Jonah found himself trying to stay as close as possible to the tracer boy. It was a shame Jonah couldn’t hear the tracer’s thoughts just by stepping into his space. Several times the boy stopped and Jonah walked right into him, his knees raised at the same height as the boy’s knees, his arms swinging at the same angle.

To understand another man, you must walk a mile in his moccasins, Jonah thought, remembering a phrase an old scoutmaster had been fond of—a phrase that Jonah and his friends had laughed at so hard that one of his friends had even peed in his pants during a campout years ago. Even now (well, now in Jonah’s regular time), all someone had to do was whisper, “moccasins” during a flag-raising or some other supposedly solemn ceremony, and the whole troop would instantly be fighting giggles.

But walking where the tracer boy walked, and following his gaze whenever he turned his head, Jonah could tell: The boy was hunting. Hunting without much hope that he’d find something.

“So there’s not enough food on this island, not even for just two boys,” Jonah whispered. “So why are the two of you here?”

It was just another layer of mystery: Why were the tracer boys on Roanoke Island? Where were their real versions? Why didn’t John White’s return to Roanoke match up with history? What was wrong with him and his tracer? Where was Andrea’s tracer? Why had Second wanted to send Andrea someplace apart from her tracer? Who was Second anyway?

Before Jonah ran out of questions—or came up with a single answer—they reached the shoreline and the tracer boy went to stand on a small spit of land jutting out into the water. Jonah thought maybe it was the same spot where Katherine had stood yesterday to throw the branch out into the water. But he wasn’t sure. He hadn’t exactly had time for sightseeing before.

The tracer boy stood gazing out at the choppy waves. He put his hand against his brow to shield his eyes against the sun and turned slowly, methodically scanning the water before him. Jonah did the same. But Jonah was done in about three seconds—yep, there’s a lot of water out there. And maybe a bit of land out there to the right—too far away to really see without binoculars. Meanwhile, the boy was still staring, as if each square inch of water was more fascinating than the last. Once he finished studying the water, he shifted to peering out along the coastline just as thoroughly.

Suddenly the boy’s mouth opened and closed—if Jonah had had to guess, he would have speculated that the boy had said something like, “There it is!” The boy jumped down from the outcropping of land and began to run along the shore. Dare barked at the unexpected movement.

“Okay, okay—ssh!” Jonah hissed at the dog. Jonah took off after the tracer boy.

Debris from the storm had washed up onto the shore, so Jonah had to dodge dead jellyfish, spiky shells, and, here and there, splintered scraps of wood.

From John White’s boat? Jonah wondered. It was frightening how small the wood fragments were, how thoroughly the wind and water had smashed them to bits.

The tracer boy was several steps ahead of Jonah; now he stopped and bent down among some rocks. He seemed to be searching frantically along the water’s edge, all but ignoring the waves that slapped against his bare legs.

If he’s going to this much effort just to find a single crab or a single clam, I give up, Jonah thought.

Suddenly the tracer boy rose up, hoisting a tracer version of a rectangular box onto his shoulders.

No, not a box, Jonah corrected himself. A chest. A treasure chest?
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Jonah scrambled over the rocks, hoping he could get to the real chest before the tracer boy moved away. As far as Jonah was concerned, one rock looked pretty much like any other. Without the tracer boy standing there, Jonah might have to search for a long, long time.

The tracer boy stepped to the next rock, the tracer chest balanced on his shoulder. It was that other rock where he bent down and found the chest, Jonah thought, the rock shaped like a witch’s nose. . . . The tracer boy was walking faster now. He was three rocks away. Jonah crouched low and dived forward, straight through the tracer boy.

The witch-nose rock was hard, with razor-sharp edges.

“Note to self,” Jonah mumbled. “Don’t tackle rocks.”

He’d scraped both the palm of his right hand and his right knee—ripping right through his blue jeans. And, for the first time, Jonah realized that his dive might have been for nothing: What if some time change affected the chest, too, and the real one isn’t here? he wondered.

But it was right there at the base of the witch-nose rock. Waves still slapped against the lower half of the chest, but it was wedged in so tightly that it wasn’t being battered like the boards from the boat.

Jonah reached down and tugged on the handles. Once again, Jonah was in awe of the tracer boy’s strength: Jonah had to tug so hard, and the tracer boy had picked up the chest as if it was nothing.

Maybe it wasn’t wedged in as tightly, in original time, Jonah rationalized.

Grunting, he managed to free the chest from between the rocks and drag it up to more level, dry ground. The chest was fairly small—not much bigger than Jonah’s backpack for school. Jonah turned it on its side and started trying to figure out its latch.

Dare began barking.

“Don’t worry, boy, if it’s a million dollars’ worth of gold coins, I’ll share,” Jonah muttered. “Or if it’s the clue to solving all our mysteries, you’ll get to go home too.”

Dare kept barking.

“Okay, okay—what?” Jonah looked up.

Dare was twisting back and forth between Jonah and the tracer boy. But the tracer boy was barely visible now. He hadn’t stopped to look at what was in the chest. He was just carrying it away, back toward the Indian village. Only his head and the tracer chest on his shoulder showed above the tall grasses.

“Never mind,” Jonah told the dog. “We can find our way back on our own.”

Dare whined and tilted his head to the side, as if he didn’t trust Jonah’s sense of direction. Or, as if he wanted Jonah to picture how worried Katherine and Andrea would be if the tracer boy showed up back in the village and Jonah was nowhere in sight.

Jonah fiddled for a moment longer with the latch, which was made of some sort of ornate metal. But he couldn’t really focus anymore. His hands shook.

“All right,” Jonah told Dare. “Since you miss the girls so much . . .”

Jonah lifted the chest and stepped to the next rock. At first he tried to hold the chest in front of him, by both handles. But that made it hard to walk. His legs kept hitting the chest.

Jonah glanced ahead at the tracer boy, at how effortlessly he carried his tracer chest.

When in Rome . . . , Jonah thought, one of his mother’s expressions. Only, here would it be, When on Roanoke Island, do what the fake Indians do?

With difficulty, Jonah managed to raise the chest to the level of his shoulder and slide it into position. He staggered forward.

“Really, I am in good shape,” Jonah told the dog. “I play soccer. And basketball.”

His arms were going numb from holding the chest up so high.

In the end, Jonah found he had to drag the chest most of the way, just to keep up with the tracer boy. He didn’t even look at the ridges he made in the sandy soil. He kept himself going by imagining exactly what sort of treasure might be inside. Gold coins actually wouldn’t be very useful right now—maybe the chest contained food that John White had brought from England.

Surely the trunk was watertight enough that the food wouldn’t have been ruined? Surely, if there was food in both the tracer and real versions of the trunk, that would mean it was safe to eat?

Jonah was afraid he might begin drooling, thinking of this possibility.

Maybe the chest contained weapons meant for hunting food: knives, compact bows and arrows.

Maybe Jonah was adapting to this time period a little too well: He was actually hoping for weapons instead of gold.

The tracer boy entered the Indian village with the bearing of a warrior coming home from a great victory. A few steps behind, Jonah decided the least he could do was put the chest back on his shoulder before he walked into the village. He stumbled into the clearing on the tracer boy’s heels.

“Oh, no, Jonah, what happened to you?” Andrea gasped.

Jonah looked down. Beneath the torn place in his jeans, his knee was caked with dried blood. He had scrapes from the rocks on his arms, as well as his hands. He put on a grin, hoping he just looked like some battered action hero at the end of a movie. Indiana Jones, maybe. Or Jason Bourne.

“I found a treasure chest,” Jonah offered. “It was a little rough, getting to it.”

He hoped Andrea and Katherine didn’t notice that the tracer boy wasn’t so battered.

“You think John White really was doing some of that privateering himself?” Jonah asked, to distract them. “Stealing Spanish gold?”

“No, no, not him,” Andrea said, wincing. “It couldn’t be. . . .”

The tracer boy was placing the tracer chest down on the ground, in front of John White. Jonah was surprised to see that the real man was completely joined with his tracer—both men were sleeping. But the second tracer boy was shaking the tracer man awake.

“Quick—put the real chest where the tracer chest is,” Andrea said. “So my grandfather won’t be confused if . . .”

“Quick”? Jonah thought. Do you know how heavy this is?

But he managed to drop the chest onto the ground in roughly the proper location. The chest didn’t join completely with its tracer; it didn’t shift into position the way a person would have.

Or, like a person should, Jonah thought.

Katherine nudged the real chest into place, exactly lined up with the tracer.

“Just in case,” she muttered. “At least we can do that much to fix time.”

Andrea crouched down in the same spot as the tracer boy. She began jostling her grandfather’s shoulder the same way, too.

“Wake up,” she whispered in his ear. “Oh, please, wake up!”

Jonah looked at Katherine. She shook her head.

“He’s been asleep the whole time,” she said. “That’s better for us, but . . . it’s breaking Andrea’s heart.”

Andrea was shaking her grandfather’s shoulder harder and harder.

“Andrea, you’re going to hurt him!” Jonah said sharply.

Andrea let go and slumped down to the ground. She put her head in her hands.

“Why doesn’t anything work?” she moaned. “The food pellet didn’t hurt me, so I gave him the food. I gave him water. I cleaned his wound again—he should be healing! He should be awake!”

Katherine moved over and gently put her arm around Andrea’s shoulder.

Hey! I could have done that! Jonah thought. He remembered how he’d vowed, way back at the beginning, to take care of Andrea. He hadn’t realized how complicated that would be. He was glad that Katherine seemed to know what to do.

“Let’s just watch,” Katherine said softly. “See what happens.”

The tracer version of John White was awake now. Jonah found that it really bothered him to look at the old man’s face, with the eerie staring eyes superimposed over the closed eyelids.

“Open it,” John White whispered, the tracer and the real man together. And then the tracer sat up, his upper half separating from the real man. Jonah winced—that didn’t look right either. But then he got distracted, watching the tracer.

The tracer John White was still talking, though Jonah couldn’t hear him anymore. He gestured, clearly giving directions for exactly how to open the chest. The boy who’d found it was crouched by the chest, his hands on the latch.

“We might as well see what’s inside too,” Jonah said, trying to sound casual, as if he was used to half tracers giving ghostly instructions.

He put his hands in the exact same position as the tracer boy’s and mimicked every movement. When the boy finally raised the lid, Jonah had to push a little harder. He hoped neither of the girls noticed how much it strained his muscles.

“So what’s in there?” Katherine asked. “Andrea’s family fortune?”

The tracer boy was already lifting the first item out of the chest. Jonah looked at it, did a double take, and then glanced down into the open chest.

“Paintbrushes?” Jonah said in disbelief. “Who bothers carrying art supplies halfway around the world?”
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“John White did,” Andrea said quietly, pride in her voice. “He was an artist. Is. That was his job on all his trips to Roanoke Island. He was supposed to record views of the local people, the local plants and animals. To get more people to come here. And just to show what everything was like.”

“Let me guess,” Katherine said. “Nobody had invented cameras yet?”

Andrea shook her head.

“John White has been widely praised in modern times for his sympathetic depiction of Native Americans,” she said, as if quoting. “It’s a tragedy that so little of his work survived.”

Jonah shook his head. Art supplies! Whatever happened to going back to England for everything the colonists needed? Like . . . food? And whoever heard of an artist also being a governor? Were the English trying to make their colony fail?

The tracer boys were pulling other things out of the chest, so Jonah did the same. Quill pens. Little jars that must have contained inks and paints. Tablets of blank paper. Tablets full of pictures.

The papers and jars were wrapped in cloth—no, it was clothing: another shirt just like the one John White was already wearing and two dresses that seemed to amaze the tracer boys.

“I bet he was bringing those for Eleanor,” Andrea murmured.

The tracer boys held the dresses up against their own chests and laughed, just like the football players at school who had dressed up like cheerleaders for Halloween.

“Oh, grow up!” Katherine muttered.

John White’s tracer must have said something similar, because the tracer boys quickly put the dresses back into the chest. At the old man’s direction, they picked up a tablet instead and began looking through the pictures. John White waved his arm, apparently telling the boys, Turn the page, turn the page, that’s not, the picture I want to show you. . . . Jonah pulled the real version of the same tablet out of the chest, so he could turn pages along with the tracer boys.

On the first page was a drawing of an Indian village with huts made of curved branches. Jonah looked at the picture, then glanced the disheveled huts around him.

“Do you think . . . It’s a drawing of this village we’re sitting in right now, isn’t it?” he asked, holding up the page so Andrea and Katherine could see.

“Yes,” Andrea whispered. “Except . . . everything’s in good shape. And there are people.”

The drawing was actually full of people. Indians—dancing, cooking, laughing, harvesting healthy-looking corn . . . They practically jumped off the page, they looked so alive. Jonah could see on their faces how happy they were, how proud they were of their thriving village.

Where had they gone? What had happened to them?

The tracer boys were holding the tracer tablet out to John White, pointing to a particular picture. Jonah could practically hear them asking, “Do you mean this one?”

John White’s tracer nodded vigorously, tears glistening in his eyes.

Jonah glanced at the picture the tracer boys held up and quickly flipped through his tablet until he located the same drawing.

It was a woman holding a tiny baby tightly wrapped in a blanket. The woman’s hair was pulled back from her face rather severely, but her eyes shone with love.

At the bottom of the page were the words Eleanor and Virginia.

Katherine gently touched the woman’s face in the picture.

“She looks a lot like you, Andrea,” Katherine murmured. “I didn’t notice when JB was showing us that DVD . . . or whatever that was.” She laughed a little, an embarrassed-sounding snort. “But she’d just given birth then. Maybe women don’t look like themselves when they’ve just given birth.”

Jonah wasn’t going to comment about that. He peered down at the picture: It was definitely the woman from the scene JB had shown them. And she did look like Andrea or like what Andrea could look like in ten or fifteen years.

He looked over at Andrea, wanting to compare. But Andrea had turned her face to the side.

Meanwhile, the tracers were still conferring over the picture. Both tracer boys were shaking their heads, shrugging apologetically. Disappointment clouded the face of John White’s tracer.

It was so clear what each of the tracers had been saying. John White had been asking if the tracer boys had ever seen his daughter and granddaughter, if they knew where his family was.

The tracer boys had said no.

John White’s tracer swallowed hard, struggling to regain his composure. He weakly lifted his arm and swiped it through the air, telling the boys to turn the page again.

The next picture—which Jonah turned to in the real version of the tablet as well—was of an Indian. He stood proudly, posing with his chin held high. He was wearing nothing but a loincloth, unless you counted the tattoos on his chests and the feathers in his hair. The word at the bottom of this page was Manteo.

“Manteo was the Indian who got along with the English the best,” Andrea said. “Do you think these boys know him? That might be a clue!”

But the tracer boys were already shaking their heads. John White’s tracer grimaced and lowered his head into his hands.

“No, no—don’t give up!” Andrea exploded. “I’m here! Look at me!” She waved her hands in front of the tracer’s face, but of course he looked right through her. She dived through the tracer and grabbed the real man by the shoulders.

“Why can’t you see me?” she shouted. “Why can’t you hear me? Why don’t you know I’m here?”

“Andrea,” Katherine said softly. “I don’t think—”

But Andrea had stopped yelling. A horrified expression was spreading over her face.

“Look at him,” she mumbles. “Without his tracer he looks . . . he looks . . .”

Awful was the word that jumped into Jonah’s mind. Without his tracer, John White was ghostly pale, but with beads of sweat trickling down into his hair. His cheeks were sunken, the hollows almost an ashy gray.

“He looks like he’s going to die,” Andrea whispered. “Quick! Help me put him back with his tracer!”

But just as she started to tug on his shoulder—before Jonah had a chance to even think whether that was the right thing to do—John White’s tracer lay back down, rejoining the real man completely, even down to the closed eyes. Was the tracer giving up?

No. He was still struggling to speak, even as he seemed to be slipping toward unconsciousness.

“Please,” John White said, the tracer and the man talking as one now that they were back together, thinking alike. “Please take me to Croatoan then. Canst thou take me to Croatoan Island?”

Jonah glanced up just in time to see the tracer boys nodding their heads yes.
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“That’s it!” Andrea exclaimed. A smile spread across her face, instantly hiding the anguish. “That’s how everything is supposed to work! I understand now! We’ll all go to Croatoan, and that’s where we’ll find my tracer! It makes sense, if that’s where the Roanoke colonists went. And when I’m with my tracer, my grandfather will be able to see me. . . . He’ll be whole again; there won’t be anything throwing him off. . . .”

She bent down and hugged her grandfather’s shoulders. The real version of the man flinched and she sat back.

“Andrea, remember, your tracer will be a three-year-old,” Jonah cautioned. “When you join with your tracer, you’ll have to go back to being a preschooler again—not that they probably had preschool in this time period.”

Andrea’s smile trembled slightly, but she replied evenly, “I don’t care. It’d be worth it, being a little kid again, if that’s how things are supposed to work for my grandfather to see me.”

How things are supposed to work, Jonah thought, a little dizzily. It wasn’t just the lack of food that was making his head spin. Was this what JB would want for them? Was this the way to fix time and rescue Andrea? Or was this another setup?

“What if this is just part of Second’s plot for us?” he asked. “You said in original time, John White never made it to Croatoan Island. He never saw you or anyone else from his family again!”

“But they’re taking him!” Andrea said, pointing. Already, one of the tracer boys was bending down, as if preparing to carry John White away. “The historical accounts that I read were wrong about other things—they must be wrong about this, too!”

“Or Second is tampering with time again,” Jonah said darkly. “Tricking us . . .”

“How could he?” Katherine said. “Andrea’s right—if the tracers are taking John White to Croatoan, that’s how original time went. Tracers are always right—er—accurate, I mean. They have to show how time really went.”

Jonah squinted at the girls.

“How did John White know to ask to go to Croatoan?” Jonah asked. “He hasn’t even been to his old colony yet, to see the word carved in wood.”

“Maybe he was actually leaving Roanoke Island when his rowboat broke up, and we rescued him?” Katherine suggested. “Maybe he was here two days ago, went back to his ship, and then came to Roanoke again only because the ship was wrecked?”

“None of that’s what history says,” Jonah said stubbornly.

“But this is what time says is supposed to happen,” Katherine said, gesturing toward the tracers.

“You want to make time go right, don’t you?” Andrea asked softly. “Don’t you think we should go to Croatoan with the tracers?” She was looking at Jonah, not Katherine. And, for that matter, Katherine was looking at Jonah. Both of them were waiting to see what he had to say. He thought about making a dumb joke: Hey, America isn’t a democracy yet. You don’t have to wait for my vote! But they were all in this together. Andrea and Katherine did need to hear Jonah’s vote.

Jonah frowned, trying to think through everything.

“I guess you’re right,” he finally said. “Nobody was at the Roanoke village, and we saw the word Croatoan with our own eyes, so we know that part of the story’s true. And if all the tracers are going to Croatoan Island and that’s where Andrea’s tracer probably is . . . what good would it do to stay here?”

“Exactly!” Andrea said, grinning.

Jonah tried to keep himself from noticing once again how pretty Andrea looked when she was happy. He wanted to be able to think clearly. He wanted to be able to analyze this new development for ulterior motives or secret behind-the-scenes plans by Second. Could things really fall into place this way? Or . . . was there more reason than ever to be suspicious?

“If we’re going to keep up with the tracers, we’d better get moving,” Katherine said.

While one tracer boy crouched beside John White, the other was pouring water on the site of their fire from the night before. Then he went toward a hut at the far end of the village, at a distance from all the others.

“I’ll go see what he’s up to,” Jonah volunteered.

He reached the hut just as the tracer boy began putting strips of dried meat into a deerskin bag.

Venison jerky from that deer they killed? Jonah wondered. But where did they dry it?

The tracer boy poured water on the floor of this hut too. For the first time, Jonah noticed that there had been a tracer fire going here as well.

Oh, this is a smokehouse. . . . They must have come straight here and started the fire right after they shot the deer, before they went to the beach and rescued John White, Jonah realized. They could have been getting up every few hours through the night, to turn the meat.

It bothered him that he hadn’t noticed any of that—he hadn’t even thought to wonder about where they’d cooked their meat.

What else am I missing? Jonah wondered. What else am I just not paying attention to?

He realized he hadn’t looked into all the huts in the village the day before—or since, even after he discovered the melon with the message from Second.

“I really don’t want any more messages from that guy,” he muttered.

But as he walked back toward Katherine and Andrea and John White, he poked his head into every hut along the way. All of them were empty and dark, their dirt floors bare except for the occasional unhealthy-looking plant. The melon plant in the broken-roofed hut looked like it was thriving, by comparison. Jonah glanced into that hut quickly . . . and then stopped.

There on the floor, nestled among the melon leaves, were two jars. Jonah bent over and picked them up.

They left no tracers.

And they each had the same words engraved on their stoppers:

With my compliments.

—Second
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“What’s this? Ketchup and mustard for the little food pellets?” Jonah muttered.

He pulled the cork out of one of the jars and got a whiff of the thick purplish liquid—it was paint.

In fact, the jars were identical to the ones in John White’s trunk.

“You have a really sick sense of humor, Mr. Second,” Jonah murmured. “Given everything we don’t have—all the answers we don’t have—and you just send us more paint?”

“Jonah! What are you doing? Come on!” Katherine called from outside the hut. “The tracer boys are leaving!”

Jonah came out of the hut waving the jars of paint.

“Look what else Second left for us,” he said. “‘With my compliments,’ he says. I say we take a stand: Second, we don’t want your stupid presents!”

He tossed the jars back into the melon plant. They broke off several of the leaves, creating a line of tracer leaves.

Katherine frowned at him.

“No, wait,” she said. “We should take those along. Not leave behind any more time mess-ups than we have to, you know?”

“All right, all right,” Jonah mumbled. He fished the jars back out of the melon leaves. He went over to the trunk and dropped them in with John White’s other art supplies.

“I’m glad we’re getting away from this creepy island and that creepy hut and that creepy guy Second’s gifts,” Jonah said. Somehow, he was sure Croatoan Island would be different.

“Some help?” Katherine muttered.

Jonah realized that Katherine and Andrea were attempting to pull John White across the clearing, following the tracer boy carrying the old man’s tracer.

“Oh, right. Sorry,” Jonah said.

He rushed over to the girls. They had been trying to tug the old man by his armpits, but with all three of them working together, they were able to lift him up, almost into a standing position. John White’s head sagged forward; his legs dragged uselessly.

“We’ve—got to—get him back with his tracer!” Andrea grunted.

Ahead of them, the tracer boy placed John White’s tracer in the crook of the branch they’d carried him on the night before. Much less gracefully, Jonah, Katherine, and Andrea settled the real man into the same spot.

“Now he looks so much better,” Andrea said.

It was true. John White’s color instantly improved. The sweat beads disappeared from his face. And even though his eyes remained closed, his whole countenance looked more peaceful now.

Does it really help John White that much to be with his tracer, like Andrea thinks? Jonah wondered. Or is it just that the tracer’s healthier, and that’s what we see?

Dare began barking. The second tracer boy was carrying the tracer chest over to put on the branch beside John White.

“Right. Don’t worry—I’m getting it, boy,” Jonah muttered.

He was glad that Andrea and Katherine were looking down at John White and didn’t notice that Jonah just dragged the chest. No, now the girls were peering through the trees ahead of the branch. As Jonah heaved the chest onto the branch—almost splintering it—he realized that they were looking at a small sliver of water visible through the woods.

“Do the tracers think this branch is going to float?” Andrea asked. “If we’re going to a whole different island . . .”

Jonah hadn’t thought of that. There was too much to keep track of.

“John White would fall off,” Katherine said. “He wouldn’t even make it across a puddle, if this was all he had holding him up.”

“Surely . . . ,” Andrea began.

She broke off because the one tracer boy was pushing the branch forward—all by himself.

“Show-off,” Jonah muttered.

The other boy was walking down toward the water.

“We have to push too!” Andrea said. “We can’t let my grandfather get separated from his tracer!”

It took all three of them heaving and shoving to get the branch lined up again with the tracer boy’s branch. Fortunately, from that point, there was a slight downhill tilt, so the main problem was controlling the branch’s slide.

The next time Jonah looked up, they were at the water’s edge, and the second tracer boy was a few yards down the shore. He disappeared behind a tree. Then he reappeared on the water—in a tracer canoe.

“Oh, there’s a canoe,” Jonah said. “That’s how it’s going to work.”

He was a little annoyed with Andrea and Katherine for scaring him. Of course the tracer boys wouldn’t try to sail an old man and a treasure chest from one island to another on a splintery, unstable branch.

Jonah dashed over to the tree where the tracer boy had stood just a few moments before. This was like searching for John White’s treasure chest. Jonah just had to look in the same spot where there’d been a tracer. Granted, the tracer boy had disappeared behind the tree, but he’d reappeared so quickly in the canoe that the real version of it would have to be right there.

Jonah looked down.

No canoe.

He looked to the right.

Nothing.

To the left.

Nothing.

Jonah peered far down the shoreline, in both directions, then out into the water, as far as he could see. Nothing, nothing, nothing. There wasn’t a real canoe anywhere in sight.

“Oh, no,” Jonah groaned, dread creeping over him. “Oh, no.”

It made so much sense that the tracer boys would have a canoe. They’d been alone on an island, after all—they had to have gotten there somehow.

But they weren’t here for real, Jonah thought dizzily. In our version of time, they weren’t here. So . . . neither was their canoe?

Jonah didn’t want to trust that conclusion. He leaned weakly against the tree, trying to think through everything again, trying to come up with a different answer.

The tracer boy was angling the canoe up against the shore. He held the canoe steady while the other boy helped the tracer version of John White climb into the canoe. Then the second boy loaded the chest and the pouch of venison jerky. He shoved the canoe out into deeper water before jumping in and grabbing a paddle.

Then, without a backward glance, both boys paddled away with John White’s tracer.
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“Hey!” Andrea screamed, waving her arms uselessly. “Wait for us!”

The tracer boys kept paddling.

“Jonah! Hurry up with that canoe!” Katherine yelled.

“There isn’t a canoe!” Jonah yelled back. “Not a real one!”

“What?” Katherine hollered back.

Both girls scrambled out toward the water’s edge, to look up and down the shoreline for themselves.

“Maybe the branch would work better than we think?” Jonah said.

The branch was already sagging down into the water. A wave hit it, and Andrea reached back just in time to keep her grandfather from toppling over. He would have fallen in if they’d been out on the open water.

“Or we could swim?” Jonah revised his suggestion. “I carried John White yesterday. . . .”

Katherine fixed him with a withering glare. She didn’t have to say, Are you crazy? Do you want us all to drown? Can’t you see how far away the nearest land is?

The nearest land was just a sliver on the horizon. Everything was so flat, Jonah wasn’t even sure it was land. The thin layer of green and brown might have just been a trick of the eye.

And who knew how far it might be to Croatoan Island?

“Second!” Andrea screamed at the sky. “If you really want to help us, give us a canoe! A canoe! That’s all we need!”

Nothing happened. No canoe floated down from the sky.

Andrea slumped against her grandfather’s side.

“It figures,” she muttered. “Second’s just been toying with us all along. And now look at my grandfather!”

John White’s skin looked clammier than ever. A pained expression covered his face, as if he was being poked in the back by various twigs and other sharp, pointy offshoots of the branch.

“Maybe the stuff I thought was paint is actually medicine?” Jonah suggested.

“Wouldn’t Second tell us that if he really wanted to help?” Katherine asked. “So we wouldn’t poison Andrea’s grandfather by mistake?”

“If Second really wanted to help, he’d tell us something besides, ‘With my compliments’ and ‘You’re doing great,’” Andrea muttered. “And—oh, yeah, ‘Here’s how you can save your parents’—and it’s all a lie.”

Jonah gazed at Andrea. He could see the tears welling in her eyes.

“Forget Second,” he told her. “We are going to get off this island. We’re going to get away from Second’s plans, and we’re going to catch up with the tracer boys, and we’re going to find your tracer—even if we have to make our own canoe out of this . . .”

Log, he was going to say. There was a downed log floating in the water right at the shoreline. It had been there from the first moment that Jonah had begun looking for a canoe. But a breeze blew some dead leaves away just then, and Jonah saw that the log was actually tied to a tree with some sort of primitive braided rope.

Why would someone tie up a log? Was the log maybe not just a log?

Jonah glanced up at the tracer boys in their tracer canoe, paddling off into the distance. He squinted, trying to think what the underside of the canoe might look like, the part submerged in the water. He remembered something from Boy Scout camp, the year the water sports instructor had gone on and on during orientation about “respecting the history.” The instructor had seemed like a crazy old man, but hadn’t he said something about how Native Americans used to make canoes by burning out the insides of logs? Wouldn’t that mean that the outside of a canoe would still look like a log?

Jonah nudged the side of the log with his foot, rolling it back a bit. Jonah hadn’t pushed hard enough to completely flip the log over, so when it settled back into place, it displaced a huge wave of water. Jonah jumped back too late to avoid getting soaked.

But he’d seen enough. He’d seen that the other side of the log was hollowed out.

“I found the canoe!” he screamed. “I found the canoe!”

“Well, get it over here!” Katherine said. “Before we lose sight of the tracers!”

“You have to help!” Jonah yelled back. “I can’t do everything!”

Which was unfair, because Katherine and Andrea had worked just as hard as Jonah had, pushing John White on the tree branch. But Jonah was wet and tired and hungry and sore, and he knew he was going to have to jump into the water to turn the canoe over.

They were all wet and tired and sore—and irritable—by the time they got the canoe untied, turned over, emptied of water, and loaded with John White and his chest. It took all three of them trying five times before they managed to flip the canoe. They might have succeeded on the fourth try, except that just as they were heaving the canoe up, Katherine said, “Wait a minute! What are we going to use for paddles?”

Jonah lost his grip on the side of the canoe, and it smashed down on his shoulder, knocking him under the water. He surfaced in the air pocket under the canoe.

Oh, yeah, he thought, remembering something else from the crazy water sports instructor at Boy Scout camp. This is how you’re supposed to turn over a canoe. From underneath.

Something was banging against his head, so he grabbed hold of it as he dipped down, kicked to the right, and resurfaced outside the canoe.

“I figured out how we should do this!” he told the girls, lifting his arms high in the air, triumphantly. He decided not to mention that he should have known all along.

“And you found a paddle!” Andrea exclaimed.

Jonah looked at the thing in his hand. It was a carved piece of wood, vaguely paddle-shaped. Huh. Maybe the crazy water sports instructor at Boy Scout camp had said that was the best place to store paddles, under an overturned canoe.

In the end, once all three of them had dived under the canoe and heaved it into the air, they also found another paddle and a wooden object that looked like a rake. They didn’t have time to figure out what that was for—the tracer boys were paddling farther and farther away—so they just tossed the rake into the canoe. Even after they added John White and his chest, there was plenty of room left for all three kids and Dare.

Didn’t the guy at Boy Scout camp say that sometimes these canoes could hold as many as twenty men? Jonah thought. Or was that something that Mrs. Rorshas told us about the Indians? He wasn’t sure. He felt too dizzy and disoriented and exhausted to think clearly. And now he and one of the girls were going to have a paddle a canoe that was supposed to be powered by twenty men?

He decided not to mention that to the girls.

“I’ll take the front,” Jonah offered, stepping into the canoe. “Can one of you push off?”

“I’ll do it,” Andrea volunteered. “Hurry!”

The tracer boys and their canoe were getting smaller and smaller off in the distance.

Once Jonah and Katherine had settled into position, Andrea was surprisingly quick pushing off from the shore.

“Go!” she yelled.

“You paddle—opposite side from me!” Jonah yelled back over his shoulder. He wished there’d been time to review canoeing strategy. “Katherine, tell Andrea—”

“She knows!” Katherine yelled forward, from where she was crouched beside John White and his chest. “She’s already doing it. Just go faster.”

Jonah paddled desperately. The shoulder the canoe had slammed down on ached with every stroke, but it helped when he switched sides.

“Switch!” he yelled back to Andrea.

“She already did!” Katherine yelled forward.

Jonah kept paddling.

At first, it seemed that they were going only fast enough to keep the tracers from lengthening the distance between them. But then, slowly, almost imperceptibly, Jonah realized that they were gaining on the tracers.

Am I paddling that much faster? Jonah wondered, feeling rather proud that he could outpace the muscular tracers. Then he took a quick glance over his shoulder and realized: He wasn’t the one doing such an awesome job paddling. It was Andrea.

She was paddling frantically, her paddle re-entering the water only a split second after she’d pulled it out. And she pulled the paddle through the water at exactly the right angle to create the most force, to propel the canoe forward as quickly as possible.

Oh, yeah, Jonah remembered. Andrea went to camp too. And she ate that food pellet, so she should have more energy than me. Maybe it had steroids in it? Maybe the pellet made Dare peppier, too?

Jonah didn’t have time to follow that thought.

“Good job!” he yelled back to Andrea.

“Just keep paddling!” Katherine screamed at him.

The paddling was starting to feel grim to Jonah, like punishment. As long as they kept the tracers in sight, did it really matter if John White was joined with his tracer every single second?

He dared to glance back at John White again. How could it be? How could the man look even paler than before? And—was he shivering? Shivering in all this heat, when Jonah himself had just gotten out of the water and was already sweating again?

Jonah went back to focusing on nothing but digging his paddle into the water, shoving it back, pulling it out. Digging, shoving, pulling; digging, shoving, pulling . . .

With great effort, they drew close to the tracer canoe. The tip of the kids’ canoe touched the end of the tracer version.

“All right!” Katherine cheered. “Almost there!”

Jonah’s arms felt like they were almost ready to fall off. He’d been holding on to the paddle so tightly, for so long, that he couldn’t even feel his hands—which was a good thing, because they had blisters now. He thought he could put on a final burst of speed and draw even with the tracers. But how was he supposed to keep paddling after that?

The canoe lurched forward—Andrea was paddling harder than ever. This shamed Jonah into paddling harder too.

Jonah slipped through the body of the first tracer boy. He drew even with the tracer John White’s feet, with his stomach, with his head. The canoe wavered—losing ground, gaining, losing, gaining—and then with one last yank of his paddle, Jonah ensured that the real canoe and the tracer canoe occupied the exact same space.

Jonah glanced at the second tracer boy, who paddled alongside Jonah.

“Hey,” Jonah mumbled. “Isn’t it time for your coffee break? Er—venison break?”

This seemed hilarious to Jonah in his thirsty, hungry, exhausted state. He couldn’t really see the tracer boy except as an echo of himself: an arm separating every now and then from Jonah’s own, an extra nose leaning forward occasionally from Jonah’s face. It was like talking to his own shadow, like slipping through fog.

And then, quite suddenly, the tracer stopped seeming like a shadow or fog. It stopped seeming like a tracer, too—it seemed like an actual boy, with actual arms and legs and a torso and head, trying to take up the same space as Jonah himself. It was like having someone fall on him from out of the sky and leap up at him from underneath and dive into him from every other side, all at once. And like time and space had hiccupped and the other person somehow had a stronger claim to the place where Jonah was sitting than Jonah did.

Jonah immediately fell out of the canoe.
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Jonah hit hard, the chilly water a huge shock against his sweaty skin. He slipped beneath the surface but gave a fierce kick and came up sputtering. His legs were already cramping; it seemed to take a huge amount of effort just to keep his head above water.

This is why they always made us wear life jackets at camp, Jonah thought. Be prepared, and all that.

Jonah would have to settle for a backup plan.

Let’s see. Find something to grab on to, something that floats, to hold yourself up?

Jonah had fallen out of the canoe in the middle of acres and acres of water. He was so far from shore that finding a random branch or log floating nearby would require divine intervention. Or Second’s intervention, and Jonah wasn’t going to count on that. But he had been holding on to a paddle when he’d fallen into the water . . .

Jonah actually lifted his hands up in front of his face, looking at them carefully. Maybe he was still holding on to a paddle?

Nope. His hands were empty.

“Jonah!” Katherine screamed, the sound distorting because of all the water in Jonah’s ears. “Swim back to the canoe!”

Oh. Well, that would do. That would be something to hang on to.

Jonah had surfaced with his back to the canoe, but it was a little odd that he’d practically forgotten it was there. Maybe his mind didn’t want to deal with the weird thing that had just happened to him in the canoe?

Jonah took a deep breath and whirled around.

The canoe was several yards away now, getting farther and farther ahead of him. But it had turned back into two separate canoes again—or maybe one and a half? One and three-fourths?

Jonah decided this wasn’t one of those times when precise numbers mattered.

The tracer version of the canoe was starting to break away again—not in a straight line, but off at an odd angle, swinging wildly back and forth. No, it was the real canoe that was swinging so wildly, as if paddled by maniacs.

In the front of the real canoe, in the spot where Jonah had sat only moments earlier, was a boy with short dark hair and pierced ears and a T-shirt that said, Sarcasm—just one of my specialties. The boy was staring down at the paddle in his hand with a baffled expression on his face.

From the back of the canoe, Andrea was yelling at the Sarcasm boy, “Keep paddling! We’ll explain everything later. But for now—keep paddling!”

Jonah hoped Andrea would be able to explain everything to him later too.

When she wasn’t yelling at the boy at the front of the boat, Andrea was arguing with a boy—or was it two different boys?—sitting practically on top of her. Jonah blinked and squinted, trying to correct the double vision. The boy he could see now, like the one he thought he’d seen only a moment before, had dark skin. His hair was cut quite close to his head, almost shaved, and he wore a Beatles T-shirt. Jonah blinked again, and suddenly that boy was gone, replaced by the other boy. This boy was naked from the waist up—the only part Jonah could see—and his hair was cut in a strangely familiar style.

Oh, yeah. He looks like one of those tracers we’ve been following around. . . .

While Jonah watched, the back end of the canoe lurched to the side, and Beatles T-shirt boy was back, with only the tracer version of naked-chest boy beside him.

“No, no, you’ve got to paddle exactly the same way as your tracer!” Andrea screamed. “You’ve got to sit in the same place! You’ve got to keep it together so I can go help that guy in the front!”

She shoved the boy to the right—an amazing feat, since he was taller and bigger than she was. And then she wrapped her hands around the boy’s hands on the paddle and plunged it into the water, trying to pull the canoe back into place, lined up with its tracer. And . . . to pull the boys into their places, lined up with their tracers?

That’s who those boys are, who appeared out of nowhere, Jonah thought, his brain finally starting to catch up. Sarcasm T-shirt boy and Beatles T-shirt boy—they’re the real versions of our tracer buddies, the fake Indians.

Jonah did nothing but tread water for a few seconds, basking in the glow of actually having figured something out. He refused to let any more questions into his mind—certainly not any of the disturbing, unanswerable questions that threatened to creep in.

“Jonah, would you stop goofing off out there?” Katherine screamed. “We need your help!”

Oh, so she wasn’t interested just in saving his life? She wanted him to solve all the problems with the canoe?

“Katherine, you go to the front and paddle!” Andrea yelled. “We’re losing the tracers!”

“Not until we rescue Jonah!” Katherine screamed back.

Okay, so maybe she did care about saving Jonah’s life.

Did Andrea care so little that she was willing to leave him behind?

Jonah slipped slightly lower in the water, his cramped legs shooting with pain, his exhausted arm muscles barely compensating. The water was over his chin and mouth now; he had to tilt his head slightly to keep his nose above the waterline. For the first time in his life, he could understand how someone who knew how to swim might drown anyway.

“Jonah, swim!” Katherine commanded. “Stop treading water and swim!”

Treading water was easier—and he was so tired—but Jonah obediently launched his body toward the canoe. His flutter kick did nothing—how about a frog kick? Scissors kick? Butterfly kick?

It turned out that Jonah was worthless at everything right now except a modified dog paddle. Still, he struggled forward. Katherine leaned dangerously over the side of the canoe, holding out her hand.

“Don’t tip us over!” Andrea hollered, real panic in her voice.

“Lean . . . other . . . way . . . ,” Jonah panted.

Andrea and Katherine both leaned away from Jonah. Even Dare scrambled back as Jonah grabbed the side of the canoe and, with his last burst of energy, lunged up and over the edge.

For a moment, everything seemed like it could go in any direction. Jonah could pull too hard, tipping the canoe toward him. The girls could lean too far the other way and overturn the canoe in the opposite direction. For all Jonah knew, a hundred more boys could suddenly land in the canoe out of nowhere, completely sinking it with their weight.

But what happened was that Jonah landed inside the canoe, sprawled slightly on top of John White. The canoe rocked, Dare barked . . . and Jonah closed his eyes, completely spent.

The canoe’s rocking settled into stillness.

“Katherine,” Jonah heard Andrea say, softly.

“I’ll paddle now,” Katherine said.

Jonah was barely aware of anything for a while after that. The canoe sped forward, but it was like gliding now, smooth and seemingly effortless. Effortless for Jonah, anyway—he had no effort left in him.

Once he thought he heard Katherine say, “Oh, so that’s what the rake is for,” and then he thought something wet and slimy hit his ankle. But he might have been dreaming. He was dreaming a lot. He dreamed that he was at Boy Scout camp, and there were four new water sports instructors, some guys named John, Paul, Ringo, and George. Jonah thought they looked kind of familiar.

He dreamed that he was in art class in school, and the teacher, Mr. Takanawa, was announcing that they would draw nothing but Native Americans for the rest of the year.

He dreamed that he was at a fish fry, and the air was full of the smell of smoke and cooked fish. And even though Jonah was starving, he couldn’t make himself wake up to eat. But Katherine was shaking his shoulders, and she wouldn’t give up. She just kept shaking and shaking and shaking, and her “Jonah, wake up! Jonah, wake up!” kept getting louder and louder and louder. . . .

Wait. That dream wasn’t a dream. It was real.

Jonah managed to open his eyelids a crack.

“Finally!” Katherine exploded. “You were starting to scare us!”

“Huh?” Jonah mumbled. He’d been asleep—how was that scary?

He forced his eyes open a little wider. He was still in the canoe, but he had it completely to himself now. And, unless Katherine had magically developed the ability to sit on water, the canoe wasn’t floating anymore, but resting on land.

Weakly, Jonah propped himself up on his arms, and saw that they were on a sandy beach, the canoe pulled carefully above the high tide mark.

“Croatoan?” Jonah mumbled. “Is this Croatoan Island?”

“We’re not there yet,” Katherine said. “We . . .” She stopped and bit her lip. Then she tried again, in an overly cheerful voice. “We’re just making a stop along the way.”

Jonah nodded, too dazed to analyze the reason she’d bitten her lip, the reason she’d stopped herself from telling him something. He squinted, trying to bring his vision into focus, to look past Katherine. A few yards away, Andrea and Dare sat near a crackling fire with John White and the tracer boys.

No, Jonah corrected himself. They’re not tracers now. They’re real—the tracers and the real versions of the boys joined once more.

If Jonah squinted really hard, he could make out the slightest hint of a Sarcasm T-shirt and shorter hair on one boy, a Beatles T-shirt and cropped hair on the other.

“Brendan and Antonio,” Katherine said. “That’s their names. Well, their twenty-first-century names. They have Indian names too.”

“I thought they weren’t Indians,” Jonah muttered. He peered over at the two boys again. If they were going to fit into Jonah’s notion of Indians, one’s skin seemed too dark; the other’s, too light. And in both cases, Jonah thought their hair was wrong for Native Americans.

On the other hand, they both acted as if they felt completely comfortable walking around in nothing but loincloths.

“Neither of them was born an Indian,” Katherine said. “But an Indian tribe adopted them both.” She grinned. “Kind of ironic, huh?”

Jonah let his eyelids slip shut again. Maybe he wasn’t really ready to wake up. Not if it involved thinking about Indians who weren’t really Indians, and adoptions and . . . how had those boys just appeared out of nowhere, anyhow?

Katherine jostled his shoulder.

“Stop that!” she said. “You need to stay awake so you can eat.”

“Eat?” Jonah mumbled, opening his eyes again. “Eat what?”

“We were fishing in the canoe—well, mostly it was Brendan and Antonio,” Katherine said. “They were really good at it when they were with their tracers, you know, because their tracers knew what to do. Remember that paddle that looks like a rake?”

“It’s a fishing rod?” Jonah asked.

“More like a fish net,” Katherine said. “But close enough.”

Jonah would have preferred, say, a cheeseburger and fries, but the fish really did smell good. And it wasn’t some suspicious pellet that had come from Second.

“Come on,” Katherine said, tugging on Jonah’s arm.

Jonah let her lead him toward the fire. He was surprised at how weak he still felt. Surely that wasn’t just from canoeing and treading water and swimming.

I was tired before I fell out of the boat, he thought. But I didn’t feel this bad until that guy dropped on me . . . jumped up at me . . . tackled me. . . .

Jonah’s brain still kept dodging away from thinking about that moment. He stumbled past the two boys, who were taking fish from a sort of improvised wooden rack by the fire. One by one, they placed the cooked fish on huge leaves—stand-ins for plates, Jonah guessed.

“Uh, hey,” Jonah mumbled, because it seemed kind of rude not to say anything.

Jonah thought he saw one of the boys separate from his tracer long enough to nod stiffly at him, but he couldn’t be sure.

“That’s Brendan,” Katherine said. “He’s really nice. But he and Antonio are trying to stay with their tracers as much as they can, until they’re sure the tracers are just going to sit still for a while.”

Something about the way she put that bothered Jonah, but his brain wasn’t working well enough yet for him to figure out why.

The second boy—Antonio?—said something to Brendan just then, but Jonah didn’t really catch it. He couldn’t even tell if it was English or another language.

“They’re speaking an Algonquian dialect,” Katherine said.

“How’d you know that?” Jonah asked. Was this something else he should have learned in fifth-grade Social Studies?

“They told me,” Katherine said. “We had a long time together out in that canoe.”

Jonah noticed for the first time that Katherine’s face was sunburned and—he brought his hand to his face—his was too. He looked back over his shoulder and saw how low the sun was in the sky.

“So we were in that canoe all day?” he asked. “I was asleep all day?”

“Pretty much,” Katherine said. “Now do you see why we were worried?’

Jonah shrugged this off. He didn’t want to seem too wimpy in front of two boys he didn’t even know. But how could he have slept all day?

Antonio picked that moment to stand up and stretch, revealing perfect six-pack abs. This made Jonah feel even wimpier, since every muscle in his body felt rubbery and sore and pathetic. But Jonah wasn’t going to let the other boy see how intimidated he was. He gave the boy a hard look.

Then he did a double take.

“Wait a minute!” Jonah said. “I know you! Weren’t you wearing a sweatshirt with a skull on it? Back in the cave?”

In the time cave, the day Jonah had learned that he was one of the missing children from history, there’d been a small subgroup of kids wearing skull sweatshirts. They’d gone out of their way to be rude to Jonah and Katherine; if he hadn’t had so much else to worry about, Jonah would have been afraid of them.

Now the boy standing before Jonah seemed to quiver, his twenty-first-century self separating slightly from his fake-Indian self. Jonah could see just the hint of the Sarcasm T-shirt at the boy’s neckline, just the edge of a tracer at the back of the boy’s head.

“Yeah—so?” Antonio growled. “What’s it to you?”

Jonah recoiled. In his experience back home, that was the kind of thing bullies said right before they started looking around for someone to punch. Jonah had almost always taken comments like that as a cue to slip away, out of range of anyone’s fists.

But that was before he’d survived the Middle Ages, before he’d defied time experts to rescue his friends, before he’d rescued a drowning man, before he’d stood on messed-up Roanoke Island yelling at Second.

Jonah stepped closer to Antonio.

“Then you’re a famous missing kid from history, like me and Andrea,” Jonah said. “Who are you, really? Why did JB send you back that way, like . . . right on top of us?” Jonah was proud he could force those words out, describing what had happened. “Didn’t JB know we were there? Does he know now? What are you guys supposed to be doing here?” Jonah’s brain still wasn’t exactly functioning normally, but he found he could come up with plenty of questions. A brilliant one occurred to him, one that made him almost stammer with excitement. “D-do you have an Elucidator with you? Can you let us talk to JB?”

Katherine put a warning hand on Jonah’s arm.

“Jonah, it wasn’t JB who sent Brendan and Antonio back in time,” she said.

“Then—who—?”

“Some guy named Second,” Antonio muttered. He narrowed his eyes and added tauntingly, “Know him?”
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“You’re working for Second?” Jonah said.

He took one step closer to Antonio and would have punched him squarely in the jaw if Katherine hadn’t had her hand on Jonah’s arm. Katherine jerked his arm back and then quickly grabbed his other arm, before he could even think about getting a left-handed jab in instead.

And Jonah was so embarrassingly weak that he couldn’t pull away from her.

“Katherine, stop it!” he yelled.

“No—you stop it!” Katherine yelled back. “You’re being an idiot! Antonio isn’t working for Second any more than we are! And neither is Brendan!”

“How can you be so sure?” Jonah asked, struggling against her grasp.

“Because I’ve been talking to them all day, while you were asleep,” Katherine said. “And then you wake up and Antonio says two or three words to you, and you think you know enough to start beating people up?”

“It only took one word,” Jonah muttered. “Second.”

“You are just like all the white men who come here, to our land,” Antonio said. “You start fighting and stealing and killing before you know anything.”

Antonio had to separate even farther from his tracer to say this. Right as he was speaking, his tracer stepped completely away from him, carrying fish toward Andrea’s grandfather. Antonio stopped and clutched his head.

“That was so weird!” he said. “It was like I was thinking with my own brain, but I was thinking the way my tracer would have. . . .”

Jonah thought about saying, Yeah, buddy. You’re a white guy too. Did you ever think of that? Hasn’t your tracer ever looked in a mirror? And what did I steal or kill? But Katherine was glaring so intensely that Jonah decided he shouldn’t push things.

“Let’s all just sit down and eat,” Andrea said anxiously. “Then we can figure everything out.”

“Here,” Katherine said, thrusting a fish on a leaf into Jonah’s hands. “You’re just grumpy because you’re hungry.”

That was exactly the kind of thing Jonah’s mother would have said. Jonah didn’t want to think about what his mom would have said if she’d seen him trying to punch someone. To distract himself, he looked down at his fish.

The fish looked right back at him—or seemed to. Its little beady eye was still attached. So were all its scales and fins.

“Don’t go asking for fish sticks instead,” Antonio said sneeringly.

Jonah swallowed hard.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said.

“I’m sure it’s delicious,” Katherine said faintly. She poked at her own fish and seemed relieved that it didn’t move. She looked as if she’d almost expected it to jump off the leaf, flop over to the water, and swim away.

“But it’s not what you’re used to, right?” Brendan said. “Sorry. We were trying to stay with our tracers—we didn’t know how to cook the fish any other way but how they would cook it.” He expertly pulled away some bones and put a chunk of fish into his own mouth. “It really is good.”

Again, there was something about the way Brendan talked about staying with his tracer that bothered Jonah. Jonah looked at Katherine, who shook her head warningly. Now, what did that mean?

“At least they got a fire started,” Andrea said, taking a fish-on-a-leaf for herself and Dare, before going back to sit near her grandfather. “At least we don’t have to eat it raw.”

I managed to get a fire started back on Roanoke Island, Jonah wanted to protest. These guys aren’t so great!

But he wouldn’t have known to use the rakelike paddle to catch fish. He wouldn’t have known how to build the wooden rack that held the fish over the flames. He wouldn’t have known the way to Croatoan Island . . . assuming Brendan and Antonio did.

Jonah took a bite of fish—it really was okay, as long as he didn’t think about it having a face. And as long as he spit out the bones. He chewed carefully and tried to think about how to ask all the questions churning in his mind without once again ending up on the brink of a fight with Antonio.

“Are we close to Croatoan Island?” he finally said, trying to sound casual, even unconcerned. He looked around. They seemed to be in some sort of cove, sheltered from the water and wind. A thick woods started several feet behind them. “It feels like we’re a million miles away from anything. Like maybe nobody’s ever been here before.”

Antonio snorted and separated from his tracer enough to say, “Shows what you know. People camp here all the time. You can tell, just by looking.” He pointed behind him, toward some vague indentations in the sand. “There was a war party over there, back in the spring.” He pointed to the right, to a darker patch of sand. “A smaller group camped there, but they’d had a good day of hunting, so they took up a lot of space.”

Jonah couldn’t tell if Antonio was making this up or not.

“Okay, but Croatoan—” he persisted.

Katherine caught his eye and shook her head, ever so slightly.

“Would you stop bugging us about Croatoan?” Antonio snapped. “Our tracers aren’t thinking about that right now!”

Katherine was shaking her head furiously now.

“Great fish!” she said, in a too-bright, completely fake voice. “Andrea’s grandfather seems to like it a lot too.”

Perplexed, Jonah followed her gaze. Brendan and Antonio, both completely joined with their tracers again, were taking turns placing small chunks of fish in John White’s mouth. John White once again had the eerie closed real eyes/open tracer eyes, but he was eating with gusto. Between bites, the old man’s tracer would murmur. Jonah guessed he was just saying thank you, but it was infuriating not to be able to hear.

“Do your tracers know what John White is saying?” Jonah asked, changing his approach.

“Why do you care?” Antonio asked, before Brendan could answer.

All right, then, Jonah thought. That was supposed to be a safe question.

Antonio opened his mouth again. This time he didn’t separate from his tracer, but spoke as his tracer would have.

“It is to my great and unutterable joy that this old man shall live to see many more dawns and dusks,” he said.

Jonah couldn’t help snickering.

“Did you just say something about ‘unutterable joy’?” he asked.

Antonio separated from his tracer enough to blush.

“Hey! I’m speaking Algonquian here,” he said. “You’re not supposed to understand!”

Andrea blinked at Jonah in amazement.

“You even understand Algonquian?” she asked.

“Uh, no—I mean—I didn’t think I did,” Jonah protested. He looked over at Katherine, who had an oddly guilty look on her face. “Wait! Do you think it was because of the translator thingies JB put in our ears before we went to the fifteenth century that last time?”

Antonio whirled on Katherine.

“You girls understand too?” he asked. “You mean, all afternoon when we were talking in Algonquian—”

“I didn’t understand,” Andrea said. “I didn’t get any translator thingies in my ears.”

Katherine sheepishly wrinkled up her nose.

“I didn’t want to say anything, because I thought you might be embarrassed,” she admitted. “But what you were saying, it was so poetic . . . so lovely . . . I didn’t want you to stop.” She all but fluttered her eyelashes at Antonio.

Oh, please, Jonah thought. You think you’re going to get out of this one by acting cute? This guy’s nasty!

“Well, then, uh,” Antonio stammered.

He hovered, almost completely relaxing back into his tracer’s face. But suddenly he jumped up, totally leaving his tracer behind.

“Oh, no!” he hollered. “I am not saying that!”

His tracer stood up, too, almost as if he intended to chase Antonio down.

“Stay away from me!” Antonio yelled, darting around the fire to dodge his tracer. “Just stay away from me!” He turned and raced into the woods.

“Wait!” Andrea called after him. She sprang up.

Brendan separated from his tracer to put his hand on Andrea’s arm.

“Leave him alone,” he said. “He’ll be back. There’s not really anywhere for him to go.”

Antonio’s tracer did nothing but take another fish from the fire and settle back into his seat beside John White.

“I can take over feeding my grandfather,” Andrea said.

But her grandfather’s tracer had fallen asleep, just like the real man. Andrea felt his forehead.

“You think John White is going to be all right, don’t you?” Andrea asked Brendan. “I mean, your tracer thinks so?”

“Yes,” Brendan said. “He does.”

Jonah noticed that Brendan had carefully separated his head from his tracer just as his tracer was starting to speak too. Of course, since it was only the tracer speaking, Jonah couldn’t hear what he said. And the translator thingies in his ears hadn’t given him the ability to read lips.

“Just what was Antonio’s tracer going to say, that Antonio didn’t want to say?” Jonah asked Brendan. “What did your tracer say back to him?”

“Oh, just lots of lovely poetic stuff,” Brendan said, grinning. He slipped back toward rejoining his tracer completely, stopped, groaned, and then stepped entirely away from it. He stood awkwardly beside his tracer for a moment, then flopped down in the sand a few feet away.

“I think I’ll be sitting this one out for a while, too,” he said.

“What are they talking about?” Andrea asked. “More about my grandfather? Something about what they expect to see at Croatoan?”

“No,” Brendan said, grimacing. He looked over at the two tracer boys, who both wore solemn expressions even as they gestured toward the darkening sky, the water, the woods. “Now they’re discussing . . . um . . . becoming men.”

Katherine giggled.

“You mean, they’re talking about puberty?” she asked.

Jonah wouldn’t want to talk about that in front of Katherine and Andrea either.

Brendan shrugged.

“Sort of, but not . . . well, not how we think of it,” he said. “For them, it’s this whole—rite of passage? Is that the right term? They have to prove their bravery and their honor and their loyalty to the tribe. They have to show they’re willing to die if they have to, and kill if they have to, and . . .” He stared into the flames for a moment.

“And?” Katherine prompted.

Brendan shook his head.

“And I can’t really explain. They think about everything differently.”

“But they aren’t thinking about Croatoan Island?” Jonah asked. “Even though we’re going there?”

Brendan’s face looked troubled as he shook his head again.

“No, and . . . I don’t understand why,” he said. He winced. “Not that I understand much of anything right now.”

“You’re a famous missing kid from history,” Katherine said in a soothing voice, as if this was supposed to help. “JB told you in the time cave that you were going to have to go back to the past.”

So Brendan had been in the time cave too. Of course he had. He just hadn’t been obnoxious like Antonio, so Jonah hadn’t remembered him.

“Yeah, but why didn’t JB come and get me himself, like he did Andrea?” Brendan asked. “Who’s this Second guy? Why didn’t he tell me anything? He just shows up in my bedroom one night when I’m listening to my iPod, and the next thing I know, I’m in that canoe, my iPod’s nowhere in sight, and Andrea’s yelling at me to paddle the same way as my tracer. I didn’t even know what a tracer was!”

“Sorry,” Andrea said. “I was just worried about keeping my grandfather with his tracer.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Brendan said, shrugging. “It’s not your fault.” He looked down at the fish bones in his hand and tossed them into the fire. “You know, I was really hoping to be some great African king who just got lost because he ran off with his girlfriend or something. And it turns out, I’m a not-so-native Native American?” He turned to Jonah and asked plaintively, “Have you ever heard of some famous African American/adopted Indian named One Who Survives Much?” His voice cracked, and he stopped.

“One Who Survives Much is Brendan’s Indian name,” Katherine explained to Jonah. “Antonio’s other name is Walks with Pride.”

“Yeah, and we never studied either of those dudes at my school,” Brendan said. Jonah could tell how hard he was trying to sound like he didn’t really care. “Did you at yours?”

Jonah shook his head.

“No, but—” He looked over at Katherine and Andrea. “Remember what I was saying about Andrea being Virginia Dare? That maybe she’s famous for things in the future that we don’t know about in the twenty-first century? Time travel could make lots of new people famous in history. People who did really brave things that nobody wrote about, but time travelers witnessed with their own eyes. . . .” Jonah was liking this idea more and more. “Especially when it’s someone like you, because, um . . .”

“Because I’m black?” Brendan asked. “Because people in America weren’t writing down much of anything that black people did in . . . what year did you say this is?”

“It’s 1590,” Andrea said. “We know, because that was the year that John White came back to Roanoke.”

“Okay. So I’m supposed to be doing something brave that makes me famous in 1590?” Brendan asked. “Or I already did it, and I’m already famous, and this is the year I’m supposed to disappear?”

“Or is this just some random year that Second sent you to, because he’s sabotaging you and Antonio the same way he sabotaged Andrea?” Jonah asked bitterly. “You tell us—have you or your tracer already done something that would make you famous hundreds of years in the future?”

Brendan furrowed his brow.

“I—don’t know,” he admitted.

“How can you not know?” Jonah asked. “If your tracer—” Jonah broke off because Katherine kicked him in the leg just then. “Oof!”

Jonah turned to glare at Katherine, but she was cutting her gaze from Jonah to Brendan to Andrea and back to Jonah. Jonah had seen her do that little trick before: This was just like her, “Let’s not talk about this in front of Mom and Dad” code.

Great, Jonah thought. Another mystery. Why doesn’t Katherine want me to talk about this in front of Andrea and Brendan? How is this different from what we were talking about a few minutes ago, when she wasn’t kicking me?

“What song were you listening to on your iPod when Second showed up?” Katherine asked quickly, as if this were urgently important.

“Cold War Kids—‘Something Is Not Right with Me.’ Fits, huh?” Brendan said. “It’d be funny except”—Brendan gestured at the empty water before them, the dark woods behind them,—”look where we are now.”

Just then, some sort of animal howled in the woods. Dare stiffened and let out a low growl, deep in his throat. Then he whimpered and backed away.

“Chicken,” Jonah muttered. But he had chills traveling down his spine as well. The howl was answered by another howl—was it wolves? Coyotes? Bobcats?

The underbrush rustled at the edge of the woods, a ripple of movement through the shadowy giant leaves.

Something was running toward them.
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Jonah sprang up and darted to the side, holding his arms out protectively in front of Katherine and Andrea. He didn’t know what was coming toward them, but it seemed like a good idea to stay on the opposite side of the fire.

The last clump of giant leaves parted, revealing . . .

Antonio.

He was sprinting toward them at top speed, hightailing it across the sand.

“Is something chasing you?” Jonah yelled at him.

Antonio didn’t answer. He bent his head down, focused only on running. His feet barely touched ground. When he was still several feet away from the other kids, he suddenly leaped, launching himself upward in an amazing arc.

That’s going to hurt when he lands, Jonah thought. From Jonah’s perspective, it looked like Antonio was trying to dive into the sand.

No, Jonah realized. Into his tracer.

Antonio collided with his tracer in mid-air. The tracer had just stood up to carry fish bones toward the fire, so for an odd moment Antonio and his tracer looked like a monster with two heads and four arms and four legs sticking out at strange angles—and with skeletal fish attached to two of his hands. Then Antonio’s body straightened out, twisted around, and completely melded with his tracer.

“Is something chasing you?” Jonah screamed again at Antonio.

Almost imperceptibly, Antonio separated from his tracer just enough to shake his head. No. Nothing was chasing him.

Still, Jonah gazed off into the woods for a few moments, watching for rustling in the undergrowth. Nothing but wind moved the giant leaves.

“What was that all about?” Katherine demanded.

Another howl rose up from the woods.

“Brother Wolf speaks most eloquent—” Antonio-joined-with-his-tracer began. But then Antonio jerked his mouth away from his tracer’s mouth. “Crazy tracer!” he muttered.

Brendan dipped his head into his tracer’s head, then pulled back again.

“Our tracers know the wolves won’t come near the fire,” he explained. “The tracers aren’t afraid. But when we’re apart from our tracers, we never know . . .”

Apart from his tracer, Antonio was terrified of the wolves, Jonah realized. Even now, separated only slightly from his tracer’s head, Antonio had sweat pouring down his face and was panting heavily, gulping in mouthfuls of air. This was a particularly bizarre sight since his chest, still joined with his tracer’s, rose and fell with a calm, even pace.

“My tracer’s not afraid of anything,” Antonio said. He separated from his tracer a little more, to turn toward Brendan. “Is yours?”

Brendan shook his head.

“Not really,” he said slowly. “I mean, he knows terrible things could happen—we could starve, we could be attacked, we could die a million different, horrible ways—but if that happened, he knows it would just be the will of—”

“Don’t say it!” Antonio ordered. “Don’t say ‘Great Spirit,’ or anything like that, because that’s not how it translates—it doesn’t translate, and they’ll just laugh. . . .” He separated his arm from his tracer’s to gesture angrily at Jonah, Katherine, and Andrea.

“Us?” Katherine said, with fake innocence. “Say it in Algonquian, and Jonah and I will understand. We’ll help you translate.”

“Never mind,” Antonio muttered. He turned angrily away. Surreptitiously, he slid his head closer to his tracer’s, so that barely anything except his mouth remained separate. “The tracers are cleaning up and getting ready to camp overnight,” he said gruffly. “Brendan, you’d better get back together with your guy so we can do this the right way.”

“Okay,” Brendan said, shrugging.

“Jonah, while they’re doing that, could you help me with something over by the canoe?” Katherine asked.

“What?” Jonah said.

“I, uh, think I might have lost a ponytail rubber band,” Katherine said. Jonah glanced at his sister.

“It’s in your hair,” he said.

She shook her head, her ponytail flipping side to side.

“Not that rubber band,” Katherine said. “A different one. It could mess up time forever if we don’t find it.”

Even though he’d slept all day, Jonah was still really tired. Just the thought of standing up seemed beyond him, not to mention having to walk over to the canoe and search for some stupid little rubber band that was probably buried under three inches of sand by now. How much could one rubber band matter anyway? Second had tossed whole jars of paint into the wrong time period.

And five kids and a dog.

“Wouldn’t Andrea do a better job looking?” Jonah said. “She’s a girl. She knows about stuff like ponytail rubber bands.”

Katherine shot a glance toward the other kids. Antonio and Brendan, completely joined with their tracers now, were bent over the fire. Andrea, with Dare beside her, was gazing down at her sleeping grandfather. None of them was looking toward Jonah and Katherine.

Katherine jabbed her elbow into Jonah’s side.

“Ow!” Jonah cried. “What—”

But Katherine already had a finger poised over her lips. She jerked her head to the right, toward the direction of the canoe. Then she quickly pointed to herself and Jonah, and started thumping the fingers of her right hand against the thumb, like someone operating a puppet.

“Oh, you mean—” Jonah began.

Katherine shook her head firmly and pressed her finger against her lips once more. She grabbed Jonah’s arm and began tugging.

“Okay, okay, I’m coming!” Jonah muttered.

They walked several steps, and as soon as they were out of earshot of the others, Katherine burst out, “You are so dense! You would be the world’s worst spy! Any of my friends would have caught on about ten years ago that I wanted to talk to them alone!”

“Well, duh,” Jonah mumbled. “They actually care about ponytail rubber bands.”

Katherine rolled her eyes. Then, near the canoe, she dropped to her knees and began sifting sand through her fingers.

Jonah groaned.

“Please tell me you didn’t really lose a rubber band,” he said.

Katherine paused long enough to glare up at him.

“No, but you need to look like you’re looking for a rubber band,” she reminded him. “In case they’re watching.” She tilted her head, indicating the other three kids.

Reluctantly, Jonah knelt down beside his sister and began scooping up random handfuls of sand. His knees ached. His shoulders ached. His head was still woozy—the day of sleeping in the sun, having nightmares, hadn’t come even close to curing him. Worst of all, he was getting chills again, the little prickles of fear all along his spine that warned of some approaching danger.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked Katherine, his voice coming out rough and accusing. “Don’t you trust Antonio and Brendan after all?”

Katherine brushed aside sand, revealing more sand.

“It’s not that,” she whispered. “It’s—I don’t trust their tracers.”
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Jonah dropped a whole handful of sand, sending up a puff of dust.

“Are you crazy?” he asked. “Did you get sunstroke this afternoon? What do you mean, you don’t trust the tracers? They’re tracers! They’re not really there! They don’t know we’re here! They don’t care if we’re looking for a rubber band or not. To them, we don’t even exist!”

The dust floated up to his mouth and nose, making him cough. While he was coughing, he thought of a new argument.

“The way I see it, the tracers might be the only ones we can trust!” he said. “We know they’re doing what they’re supposed to be doing because, duh, they’re tracers! They have to be accurate! I like Andrea—”

“You like her too much,” Katherine said.

Jonah ignored this.

“—but she doesn’t care what happens to time,” he continued. “Brendan seems okay, but how can we know for sure that he and Antonio aren’t working for Second?”

“You didn’t see them the first hour or so,” Katherine said. “They were completely clueless and scared out of their wits. They didn’t know anything.”

“Yeah, but as soon as they joined with their tracers, they should have known . . .” The next word Jonah had intended to say was everything. But he stopped. He remembered Brendan saying he didn’t know if his tracer had done anything great; he didn’t know what the tracer thought about Croatoan Island. He didn’t even know what year it was. And Antonio—maybe he wasn’t just being a jerk when he’d refused to talk about the distance to Croatoan because, “Our tracers aren’t thinking about that right now!”

“You think . . . ,” Jonah began. He had to try again to get the words out. “You think the tracers are keeping secrets?”

Katherine nodded, her eyes huge and frightened. Now that they were away from the other kids, Jonah could see how scared she really was—and how fake her brave face and cheerful chatter had been before.

“Didn’t Chip and Alex know everything their tracers knew, back in the fifteenth century?” Jonah interrupted. “Didn’t they know everything right away, from the first moment they joined with their tracers?”

“I think so,” Katherine said. “That’s how they always acted. Whatever we asked them, they had answers. Unless it was something their tracers didn’t know either.”

“But maybe we only asked them questions about things they’d been thinking about anyway,” Jonah said.

“Yeah,” Katherine agreed. “We never tested them with anything like, ‘What color shirt was your tracer wearing a week ago Monday?’”

“I couldn’t answer that,” Jonah said. “With or without a tracer.”

“Oh, right,” Katherine said. But she didn’t launch into any mocking rant about how he was just a stupid boy, and she could remember every outfit she’d worn since starting sixth grade.

“Do you think the tracers are working for Second?” Jonah asked.

Katherine frowned, considering this.

“I don’t think they could,” she said. “It’s like you said, they’re tracers. They can’t change.” She hesitated. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said I don’t trust them. Maybe that’s not the right way to put it. How could any of this be the tracers’ fault? They’re just what we see, and the problem’s deeper than that. The whole setup is messed up.”

“Because of Second,” Jonah growled. “He’s behind this.”

Katherine nodded.

“He must have done something to keep Brendan and Antonio from melding with their tracers right,” Katherine said.

Jonah struggled to get his aching brain to follow this thought. It seemed every bit as impossible as finding a rubber band buried on a vast beach. Brendan said Second pulled him straight out of time from his room back home—Second didn’t take him to a time cave or time hollow first, Jonah remembered. Could that be the problem? Jonah didn’t know why this would matter. The time hollows had always seemed like conveniences, not essentials. Why couldn’t Brendan and Antonio go straight from the twenty-first century to . . .

Jonah’s head throbbed, and he saw what he had been missing.

“I bet the problem was the way Brendan and Antonio came back,” Jonah said slowly. “Antonio landing . . . on top of me.”

This was still hard to talk about. It was like the moment back home when Jonah had first seen a time traveler seem to vanish into thin air, changing dimensions. Jonah’s brain had tried so hard to recast the memory, to turn it into something else—something believable.

Now it felt like Jonah’s brain was trying very hard to get him to forget completely. The memory already seemed distant and hazy, like something from a dream.

Oh, no, Jonah thought. I am not letting go.

“You know, when Antonio . . . arrived . . . that felt wrong,” Jonah said. “I bet Second did it that way on purpose.”

Katherine nodded, still deadly serious.

“I was looking right at you,” she said. “And, for a moment, it was like there were three people in the exact same spot—you, Antonio, and the tracer.”

Jonah felt chills again.

“That’s how it felt to me, too,” he admitted. He could bear thinking about that moment only in a roundabout way, as if he had to sneak up on the memory to catch it.

Katherine evidently wasn’t so limited.

“And then for a split second after that, you and the tracer both disappeared,” Katherine said, her voice low and troubled. “Maybe I blinked. Maybe I just missed seeing you fall out of the canoe. But where did the tracer go? Before, anytime we saw someone joined with his tracer—back in the fifteenth century, with Chip or Alex—it was always the tracer we could see, more than Chip or Alex. But with Antonio and his tracer, it was like the tracer blended into Antonio, not the other way around. I could see Antonio’s T-shirt better than his tracer’s back.”

Jonah shook his head, trying to make sense of Katherine’s words.

“But that didn’t last,” he said. “The tracers look normal now.” He glanced back toward the others clustered around the fire. Antonio and Brendan, still joined with their tracers, were very clearly wearing nothing but loincloths. “Well, normal for 1590s Native Americans.” He cleared his throat, trying to get rid of the last of the dust. “When did Antonio and his tracer start looking right again? And do you think Brendan and his tracer were messed up at first too?”

“I don’t know,” Katherine said. “I started looking around for you, and when I glanced back at Antonio and his tracer, everything was like . . .” she gestured toward the two boys, moving completely in concert with their tracers.

“You mean Antonio and his tracer were following all the rules of tracerdom, as we know them,” Jonah said, back to joking a little bit, because he couldn’t stand being so deadly serious all the time. “Except for Antonio—and Brendan—not knowing everything their tracers know, and maybe that’s not that different from the last time. Maybe we just didn’t notice it before. Nobody broke any other tracer rules after that, did they?”

Katherine bit her lip.

“I know you were asleep all afternoon, but . . . haven’t you been paying attention since then?” she asked. “Haven’t you noticed how easy it is for Antonio and Brendan to move in and out of their tracers?”

Jonah gaped at his sister, his brain finally catching up.

“That’s why kept you shaking your head at me!” he said. “You didn’t want me to notice. . . .”

“No, I didn’t want you to say anything in front of the others,” Katherine said. “Andrea’s already sick with worry about her grandfather, and Brendan and Antonio are plenty freaked out as it is.”

“So you want to protect them, but it’s okay to worry me?” Jonah said jokingly.

“Yeah. Because . . . ,” Katherine took a deep breath, and for a moment Jonah was afraid that she was going to say something sappy like, Because you’re my big brother, or Because we’re in this together. Or even, Because I trust you most of all. Jonah wasn’t sure he’d be able to take it if she did that. Instead, she just frowned and said, “You know how people are supposed to behave with their tracers. You’ve seen it before. You already know something’s wrong with John White and his tracer, even though that might just be because of his head injury.”

“Antonio and Brendan don’t have head injuries,” Jonah said.

“Right,” Katherine said. “So isn’t it weird that they have to try to stay with their tracers? With Chip and Alex it practically took nuclear warfare to keep them away.”

“Yeah,” Jonah agreed. He almost added, Or true love. But this was not the right time to tease Katherine about that.

Katherine hit the palm of her hand against the sand. They’d both given up on pretending to look for a rubber band.

“I hate this,” she said. “We know Second did something wrong again, and we know everything’s messed up, but it’s like we’re boxed in—we don’t know what we can do about it.”

Another trap, Jonah thought. Or is it just another trick?

He looked back at the other kids: Andrea hovering near her grandfather, Brendan banking the fire, and Antonio . . . well, it looked like Antonio was posing, showing off his six-packs abs in front of Andrea. He was talking to her, too, probably saying, Look at me. Aren’t I hot? Jonah clenched his fists.

“Are you sure it wouldn’t help to punch Antonio?” he asked.

“Would you stop that?” Katherine said. She shoved at Jonah’s fists, knocking them uselessly against the sand. “None of this is Antonio’s fault. Can’t you tell he’s scared out of his mind?”

“Well, yeah, when he heard the wolves.” Jonah snickered. “Did you see how fast he was running?”

“Not just then,” Katherine said. “Ever since he got here, anytime he’s not thinking with his tracer’s brain, he’s terrified. It was like he couldn’t even hear half the things Andrea and I told him in the canoe. That’s why he keeps saying all those mean things, trying to make it so we don’t see how scared he is.”

“Oh, come on, Katherine,” Jonah scoffed. “Have you been listening to too many of those bullying assemblies at school? That’s the kind of thing a guidance counselor would say!”

“That doesn’t mean I’m wrong, does it?” Katherine challenged.

Jonah was about to make a snappy comeback or—to his surprise—maybe to grudgingly agree. But suddenly, across the beach, he heard Andrea scream.

“For real? Are you serious?” she yelled at the top of her lungs.

Jonah was already running toward her when he realized: No matter how loudly she was screaming, she didn’t sound upset.

She sounded delighted.
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Jonah skidded to a stop in the sand right by Andrea and Brendan and Antonio. Katherine sprinted up behind him. By then, Andrea was grabbing Antonio in a tight hug.

“Thank you!” she cried. “Thank you!”

She hugged him again before letting go.

Antonio took a step back, just enough to blur away at the edges of his tracer. He barely missed stepping on Dare.

“What did I do?” Antonio asked, stunned.

“You told me the right year,” Andrea said, her face glowing. “The year!” She looked over at Jonah and Katherine, and her grin grew bigger. “We were wrong, what we thought, and what I told Brendan, and he didn’t know any different. But Antonio, my new best friend Antonio did. . . .” She threw her arms around him once more, before jumping back, too excited to stand still. “It’s not 1590, after all!”

“Uh, really?” Jonah said blankly. “And that’s a good thing because . . . ?”

Andrea laughed gleefully.

“You don’t get it, do you?” she said. “Come on, Jonah, you were the one who figured this out before! When you were wrong!”

Jonah could feel his expression getting blanker. Still, Andrea only laughed more giddily.

“Virginia Dare was born in 1587,” she said. “She—I—wasn’t even a month old when my grandfather went back to England for supplies. He came back and found his colony deserted three years later, in 1590. So, you guys thought, John White, deserted island—it must be 1590. Doomed trip for him, no chance for us.”

Jonah was sure he hadn’t made everything sound so simple-minded.

“But,” Andrea said. She held up one finger for dramatic effect. “But! We don’t know about anything John White did after 1593. He wrote a letter describing his ill-fated 1590 voyage, and it was published in a book by a guy whose name I can’t remember. And for all anybody knows, John White might as well have died the day after he mailed that letter. But he didn’t! He didn’t!”

“You know that?” Katherine asked cautiously. “How can you be so sure?”

“Because!” Andrea crowed. “Antonio here remembers when he—er, his tracer—”

“It was both of us, really,” Antonio said. “Together. Before Gary and Hodge kidnapped me and made it so there was a separate tracer. When I was just a Spanish kid about to be adopted by Indians.”

“Okay, okay,” Andrea said impatiently. “What matters is that Antonio remembers what year he sailed from Spain, and how long he’s been in North America. Antonio?”

Antonio flashed her a puzzled look.

“I still don’t get why this is such a big deal. But . . . it was 1597,” he said. “Three years ago.”

“So don’t you see? That means it’s 1600 now!” Andrea exclaimed. “A new century! A completely different trip! And I’m thirteen years old!”

Andrea might as well have said, Ta-da! She seemed that thrilled with her revelation.

Everyone else just looked at her. Even Dare tilted his head quizzically.

“So?” Jonah finally said. “What’s the big deal about being thirteen?”

“Are you Jewish?” Katherine asked. “That whole bar mitzvah—er, bat mitzvah thing—”

“No! That’s not it!” Now Andrea sounded exasperated that the others didn’t understand. “I mean, I’m the right age for the year! I’m the age my grandfather would expect for his granddaughter! So—it wouldn’t be weird for him to see me and know who I am!”

She beamed at them, expecting everyone else to catch on. Jonah’s brain was slowly cranking out, Oh. Then that means . . . Katherine had her mouth open, but didn’t seem to have decided yet what she wanted to say. Antonio and Brendan were watching Katherine as if they expected her to tell them what to think.

Only Dare responded quickly. He began barking happily and jumping up against Andrea’s legs, practically dancing around her.

“Don’t you see?” Andrea said, reaching down to hug Dare, before letting him go to dance some more. “Don’t you think this means that . . . that everything was meant to be? My grandfather is supposed to find me, I don’t have to go back to being a toddler—everything’s going to work out!”

The other kids were still squinting and stunned and trying to understand.

“Then . . . you think history’s completely wrong?” Brendan said slowly. “What you and Katherine were telling us in the canoe—you said John White never found his family or anyone else from Roanoke.”

“The last time. In 1590,” Andrea said. “He never found anyone in 1590. But it’s 1600 now, and John White came back. And this time—he doesn’t have to fail.” She snorted. “The history we told you wasn’t wrong. Just . . . incomplete.”

“You mean, nobody in history kept track of what happened to John White in 1600,” Jonah said numbly. “Nobody wrote anything down so nobody knows. . . .”

Something about this—history having secrets, history hiding its holes—really bothered him. But he didn’t have time to think about it because Andrea was already flitting on to another point.

“Don’t you think it’s because he found his family and was happy and didn’t bother to write home?” Andrea asked. She giggled. “It’s not like there was postal service back to England!”

She pointed out toward the water glowing with the last rays of the sinking sun. The water seemed boundless; it was hard to imagine other lands off in the distance.

“This would explain why things didn’t match up on Roanoke Island,” Katherine said thoughtfully. “Why John White was alone instead of with other sailors, and why he didn’t see the word Croatoan and get driven away in a storm.”

“So maybe Second didn’t sabotage time that badly,” Andrea said. “Really, the only important thing that got messed up with my grandfather on Roanoke Island was that the wrong kids saved him from drowning.”

“And he got a head injury,” Antonio said. Jonah was glad it was Antonio who pointed that out, because Andrea glared at him.

“Yeah, but . . . ,” Andrea seemed to be trying very hard to hold on to her excitement. She glanced down, and her whole expression changed. “I bet his head injury really isn’t that bad! Now that Antonio and Brendan are here for real—and he can see them, just like his tracer can—I bet the reason he’s unconscious is just because of us! Because his mind can’t deal with us wandering around in twenty-first-century clothes!”

She jumped up and began rummaging through her grandfather’s treasure chest. Jonah knew exactly what she was looking for: the dresses. She yanked out one that was pale yellow with a pattern of tiny roses.

“Andrea, no,” Katherine said sharply. “That can’t be the answer. People saw Jonah and me in modern clothing back in the fifteenth century, and that didn’t make anyone half-unconscious!”

“Just let me try!” Andrea said stubbornly.

She jerked the dress down over her shoulders, completely covering her T-shirt and shorts. The hem dragged down in the sand as she rushed to her grandfather’s side. He was lying practically flat on his back, his tracer eyes staring toward the darkening sky. His real eyes were still closed.

Andrea knelt beside him. Something about the dress made her move differently, or she was making a conscious effort to act like a girl from 1600.

“Grandfather?” she murmured. “I have just learned of your arrival and your rescue by these fine, uh, natives. They sent word to me to come right away, and they gave me the dress you brought. So, please, please wake up. . . .”

In her own way, Andrea sounded as ridiculous as Jonah had when he was doing his Pirates of the Caribbean imitation back on Roanoke Island. But she was looking so hopefully at her grandfather.

He stirred, swaying side to side. Andrea clutched his hand.

“Grandfather?” she said.

John White opened his mouth.

“Treachery!” he cried out. “Betrayal! Deceit!”

Andrea collapsed in despair at his side, hiding her face in the skirt.

“Andrea!” Jonah called out. “He’s not talking about you! His eyes are still closed! It’s just him and his tracer thinking the same thing—it was random.”

“The savages betrayed us, and we betrayed them,” John White continued. “And I’ve never met a sea captain I could trust. . . .”

Jonah patted Andrea on the back.

“See—this isn’t about you!” Jonah said. “It’s just—you need to be with your tracer! We’ll find it! I promise!”

“Go away,” Andrea mumbled. “Leave me alone.”

Brendan crouched beside her, leaving his tracer behind.

“Andrea?” he said. “I don’t know anything about your tracer, and I don’t know why my tracer hasn’t been thinking about Croatoan Island. But I can tell you—Antonio and me, our tracers—we’re honorable tribesmen . . . er, people. If our tracers told John White we’ll take him to Croatoan Island, then that’s where we’re going. And that’s probably where your tracer is, right?”

“That’s what . . . we think,” Andrea said, sniffing a little.

“Jonah?” Katherine said, in a too-loud voice. “Don’t you think we should get back to looking for that rubber band?”

“Uh, right,” Jonah said.

They walked together back toward the canoe.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Katherine asked.

“I don’t know,” Jonah said. “What are you thinking?”

This could have been part of a comedy routine, but Katherine didn’t have the slightest trace of humor in her voice. And Jonah didn’t feel anything like laughing.

“Maybe the people who wrote history didn’t know anything about John White’s trip in 1600,” Katherine said. “But time travelers would.”

“JB knew,” Jonah said grimly.

“And . . . even before Second got involved . . . JB wouldn’t have sent us back with Andrea if she was just supposed to have a happy little family reunion,” Katherine said. “There’s still something we’ll have to rescue her from.”

“Well, yeah,” Jonah said. “And then who’s going to rescue us from Second?”
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Jonah woke the next morning to the smell of cooking fish. He groaned and rolled over.

Andrea was sitting in the sand right beside him, leafing through one of John White’s sketchbooks. She must have been waiting for him to wake up, because she looked up immediately.

“I was mean to you yesterday,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Jonah said.

“No,” Andrea shook her head, her hair whipping side to side. “It’s not. I—Do you ever feel like you just have to really, really care about something—or someone—or else you might as well be dead?” She didn’t give Jonah much of a chance to answer. Which was good, because Jonah didn’t know what to say.

Andrea stared down at the sketchbook and kept talking.

“Ever since my parents died, I just latch on to things . . . and I forget . . . other people have feelings too.”

Was there any way Jonah could say something like, Oh, I do have feelings—I have feelings for you? Without having it sound completely cheesy?

Jonah decided that was impossible.

“It’s okay,” he said again. “It’s just . . . why do you care so much about your grandfather? You don’t even know him!”

“I feel like I do,” Andrea said quietly. “What I read about him, what he wrote about trying to get back to his family, it’s kind of how I feel about . . . you know.” She didn’t have to say, my parents. “And just looking at the pictures he drew—they’re so real.”

She tilted the sketchbook toward Jonah. He sat up so he could get a better look at the picture she was gazing at. It showed another Native American village, but from a different perspective than the other drawing Jonah had seen. It was as if John White had stood in the village square and looked all around: at dogs sleeping in the sunlight, at little boys guarding the cornfield, at women braiding their daughters’ hair.

“He really was a good artist,” Jonah said, though he didn’t really know anything about art. “That picture makes you feel like you’re right there, and all those people are still alive.”

And, Jonah realized, they might be.

“I’m telling myself this is what Croatoan Island is going to be like,” Andrea said. “Except there’s a big group of extra people who came from England right over here”—she pointed to the empty section of paper, off to the side—”who fit right in. And a grandfather/governor/artist who’s totally awake and ready to draw them all. . . .”

“Andrea,” Jonah began.

“Just let me have some hope, okay?” Andrea said.

They set off as soon as they’d cleaned up from their all-fish breakfast. It turned out that Katherine and Andrea had figured out a rhythm to hanging out in the canoe all day. No matter what, everyone had to keep out of the way of Brendan and Antonio, who had to stay with their tracers to paddle, so the real canoe and the tracer canoe stayed precisely together as one—all so John White wouldn’t get separated from his tracer. But sometimes Brendan and Antonio’s tracers would take breaks from paddling, and then the two boys could come out of the tracers enough to talk.

Jonah decided it was a good time to test Brendan’s and Antonio’s memories, or at least find out a little more information. He’d missed a lot when he was sleeping.

“Okay,” he said, when the two boys were taking their first break, as the canoe drifted in the gentle current. “I know you said your tracers aren’t letting you know anything about Croatoan Island—”

“They’re just not thinking about it,” Brendan corrected lazily, stretching in the back of the canoe. “That’s all.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right,” Jonah said. “But do they know anything about what happened to the Roanoke Colony? I mean, they were right there!”

“Antonio and I have heard rumors in our tribe,” Brendan said, “that there might be a boy with yellow hair living two tribes away. That he might be one of the people-who-look-like-ghosts who came across the waters to Roanoke, many moons ago.”

“‘Many moons ago?’” Antonio snorted. “Don’t talk like that around them. They’ll laugh.”

“No we won’t,” Andrea said softly.

Antonio glowered, but didn’t say anything else.

“So that means you weren’t on Roanoke Island just waiting for Andrea’s grandfather to show up,” Jonah said, feeling disappointed.

“No, but”—Brendan shot a glance at Antonio, who was reclining at the front of the canoe—”we were there kind of waiting for white men.”

“What?” Jonah said. In his surprise, he jolted back against John White’s leg. The old man moaned in his sleep. Dare, who was sleeping beside him, opened one eye, seemed to decide that Jonah wasn’t a threat, and went back to snoring.

“White men came to Roanoke Island in the waning months of summer—er, August, I guess—every year for several years,” Brendan said. “Several times they killed Indians and burned their villages nearby. Even when they only visited local tribes, acting like they were friendly, they left behind, um—”

“Do not say, invisible evil spirits!” Antonio commanded. “Or invisible bullets! That’s not what it was!”

“Really, we’re not going to laugh, no matter what,” Katherine said.

Antonio ignored her.

“We were on Roanoke Island as sentries, all right?” Antonio finished for Brendan. “Our tribe sends someone every August. We were watching, so we could alert our tribe if anyone came. They trusted us!”

“But you saved his life,” Jonah said, touching John White’s leg. “Why did you do that if you thought his people were dangerous?”

“It’s our tribe’s code,” Brendan said. “He was alone and in trouble, so we saved him. Just like the tribe saved us.”

“Brendan was a slave when the tribe took him in,” Katherine said in a hushed voice.

“So you were right, thinking that he was a runaway,” Jonah said.

“Oh, no,” Brendan said, and for the first time, he sounded even more bitter and angry than Antonio. “I was just a baby, on a ship carrying slaves. Sir Francis Drake—remember him from Social Studies class? He stopped by Roanoke Island when there were just some English soldiers there, before they sent the colonists. The soldiers were starving—”

“And the Indians were getting sick of them stealing their food—” Antonio interrupted.

“So Sir Francis Drake became the big hero,” Brendan said mockingly. “He dumped out hundreds of slaves to make room to take the soldiers home to England.”

Jonah looked at Katherine.

“Is this something else I missed hearing about in fifth-grade Social Studies?” he asked.

“Wasn’t mentioned,” Katherine said, biting off her words.

“But it’s true!” Brendan said. “Hundreds of slaves, stolen from a Spanish colony, used to being slaves, yes, but also used to being fed—suddenly they’re dumped out on an empty island with no food, no boats to use to get to the mainland. . . . If our tribe hadn’t taken us in, everyone would have died.”

“Your tribe took in hundreds of people?” Jonah asked. He wondered why that wasn’t something he’d studied at school. These people sounded like saints.

“No. A lot of the slaves died before the tribe found them,” Brendan said, “including my parents.”

Now he was glowering every bit as angrily as Antonio. Jonah wanted to say, Look, I’m not related to Sir Francis Drake! I didn’t have anything to do with this!

Except maybe he did. He didn’t have any idea who he was related to or what time period he’d originally lived in.

“Sir Francis Drake didn’t even see the slaves as people,” Brendan said bitterly.

“It’s not just slaves who are treated like that,” Antonio said. “Did Katherine or Andrea tell you my story?” he asked Jonah.

Jonah shook his head.

“I was a cabin boy on a Spanish ship,” Antonio said. “Not such a bad life—there are worse places for orphans to live—as long as you’re good at dodging fists. So then, a couple years ago, the captain decided he might make more money trading with tribes way north of Saint Augustine. Only problem was, none of those tribes spoke Spanish. No one on the ship spoke the Indians’ languages. So—leave a little kid behind, come back a year or two later—you, captain, have got yourself a translator.” Antonio seemed to be straining harder and harder to sound as if he didn’t care. “If the kid’s still alive.”

“You mean, they dropped you off alone?” Jonah asked. “Someplace you didn’t know anyone, where you didn’t even know the language, when you were . . . how old?” He squinted at Antonio. The boy and his tracer were almost exactly the same size, which made the tracer about thirteen too. And Antonio had said before that he’d come to America three years ago. That meant he’d been . . . “Only ten?” Jonah asked.

“Yeah. But, hey, I survived,” Antonio said, and now there was pride in his voice. “Next year, the ship came back and, baby, I hid. I knew a good thing when I had it. I knew where people treated me like a human being.”

The lower half of his body was reaching for his paddle again.

“Back to work,” Antonio said, though he didn’t sound sorry about it. He slid his head back, rejoining his tracer completely. Then he froze.

“Oh, no,” he moaned.

At the back of the canoe, Brendan gasped.

“What?” Jonah asked.

“So that’s why our tracers didn’t want to think about Croatoan Island,” Antonio muttered.

“You know now?” Katherine asked excitedly.

But Antonio didn’t look excited. He—and his tracer—were just sitting there, stunned, staring off into the distance.

“The evil spirits,” Antonio whispered. “The invisible bullets.”

“Germs,” Brendan corrected.

“You’re talking about—what? Bacteria? Some kind of virus?” Jonah asked, looking from one boy to the other. He couldn’t understand why they both looked so horrified. “That doesn’t sound so terrible.”

Then Antonio pointed.

And Jonah saw the skulls.


[image: Image] 

They were strewn about on the shore of a nearby island. It looked as if so many deaths had occurred there that nobody had been left to pick up the bodies.

“Our tracers didn’t know we’d drifted so close to Croatoan while we were talking,” Brendan whispered. “And they were trying so hard not to think about it. . . . They blocked it from their minds.”

“Because it’s too awful,” Antonio agreed.

“Did Second do this?” Jonah asked, his outrage building. “This massacre—”

“No, no,” Brendan began.

Katherine let out a huge gasp of air, as if she’d been holding her breath.

“They’re not human,” she said. “I thought they were human!”

Jonah blinked. He could see why Katherine had thought that. He had almost thought it himself. But he didn’t feel any relief as his eyes assured him that there were just animal skeletons before him—skulls and rib cages that must belong to deer, foxes, wolves, beavers . . . not humans. The bones were so numerous that they seemed to whisper, Death, death, everyone died. . . .

“This is so wrong,” Brendan said in a tight voice. “An abomination.”

“A desecration,” Antonio said.

Jonah thought that they’d slipped into Algonquian to say that, as if the English words weren’t quite strong enough.

“I don’t understand,” Katherine said. “You’ve killed animals. I mean—your tracers did. And not just fish. We saw the tracers back on Roanoke shooting that deer. They . . . slaughtered it.”

“After asking the deer’s permission,” Brendan said.

“Stop trying to explain,” Antonio said harshly. “They’re not going to understand!”

“No—I have to explain,” Brendan said. He looked directly at Katherine. “Our tribe sees itself in balance with nature. When we take a life, we do it with respect. We treat the animal with respect, even in death.” He made a rueful face. “No matter how it might have looked to you, we’re not savages.”

“The white men are the savages!” Antonio said. “The way they kill—without respect—”

“Antonio, you’re white too!” Jonah said, because he couldn’t take any more of this.

“I gave that up,” Antonio said, his face utterly serious. “I am a tribesman now.”

And then Jonah couldn’t argue with that. He could tell that Antonio wasn’t talking about skin color, but a mind-set, a way of seeing the world.

“So Europeans did this?” Katherine asked in a puzzled voice. She waved her hand toward the skeletons lining the shore. “Was it the English? The Spanish? Or—”

“Yes and no,” Brendan said.

“It was because of my people,” Andrea said in a haunted voice. “The Roanoke colonists. We brought death when we came here. Plagues. I read all about the diseases, but I didn’t understand. . . .”

Jonah had been so focused on the scene before him that he’d almost forgotten about Andrea. She’d been sitting there so silently. Even now she looked like a statue, her face gone pale beneath the sunburn, her eyes glittering with pain. Jonah knew nothing about art, and didn’t often think about it, but he could imagine someone making a sculpture of Andrea right now.

The title of the sculpture would be Devastated.

“You mean, the Roanoke colonists brought some plague, some disease, that killed all these animals?” Katherine asked, still sounding baffled.

“No, their diseases killed people,” Brendan said. “Lots and lots of people. In some villages, so many people died that the survivors just fled, leaving the bodies where they fell.”

“And to us, to tribesmen—that’s a terrible sin,” Antonio said. “Sacrilege.”

“Our tracers know to avoid those villages,” Brendan said. “They believe the evil spirits linger.”

Jonah noticed that Antonio didn’t correct Brendan this time about calling the germs evil spirits.

“But here, at Croatoan, this is the worst place,” Brendan said. “As people were dying, they put out animal carcasses on the shore, to warn travelers away, to warn of the evil. Because this is evil too, treating dead animals this way.”

He gestured at the skeletons, the rows and rows of the dead.

“And all the people died, so their bones are still here too?” Katherine asked, horrified.

Brendan shrugged helplessly.

“That’s what our tracers think,” he said.

“Don’t show my grandfather this,” Andrea burst out. “Please, I’m begging you, don’t let your tracers show my grandfather what happened here.”

Jonah had stopped thinking about the tracers. It had completely slipped his mind why they’d come here—because John White had asked Walks with Pride and One Who Survives Much to take him to Croatoan Island. Because John White thought he would find his family and friends there.

Jonah forced himself to look past the skeletons littering the shore. Just beyond the shoreline, rows of native huts were falling in on themselves, clearly abandoned. They looked so much worse than the Indian village back at Roanoke. So much sadder.

This would not be the scene of the happy family reunion that John White—and Andrea—were longing for.

“Andrea,” Brendan said apologetically. “We can’t control our tracers. We don’t know how to stop them.”

Andrea bent down and hugged John White’s shoulders.

“Oh, Grandfather, I’m so glad you’re not conscious for real!” she said. “I’m so glad you’re going to miss this!”

For the moment, he was completely joined with his tracer, the tracer’s eyes closed just as tightly as the real man’s.

“Didn’t the tracer boys tell John White what he’d see here?” Katherine asked. “Didn’t they warn him?”

Antonio shook his head.

“They tried, but—they’re not communicating very well,” he said. “Our tracers can’t speak English, and John White doesn’t know much Algonquian.”

Jonah realized that the whole time Antonio and Brendan had been with their tracers, he really hadn’t heard them say much back and forth with John White.

“But back on Roanoke, all the tracers seemed to be talking to each other,” Jonah said. “Making sense. When John White asked the tracer boys to get his treasure chest . . . When he asked to come to Croatoan . . .”

Jonah remembered the slow, deliberate way the tracer boys had nodded. Had they said something before or after that, trying to explain? Jonah hadn’t really been paying attention, because he and Katherine and Andrea had gotten so excited about going to Croatoan Island themselves.

“Everything John White said, he said in both Algonquian and English,” Brendan explained.

“Oh! That’s why I could understand!” Andrea said, as if this was something she’d been wondering about.

“Even though his Algonquian’s like baby talk, our tracers can follow some of it,” Antonio said. “But no matter how much they tried to use easy words, he couldn’t understand much of what they said. So . . . they thought they’d just have to show him.”

Jonah was kind of hoping they’d just keep talking about translations or some other boring, useless topics. But Brendan and Antonio’s tracers had stopped staring silently at the skeletons on Croatoan Island. The two tracer boys set their jaws and clenched their teeth—tiny, almost imperceptible signs that they were bracing themselves for an unpleasant task—and got into position to paddle toward the Croatoan shore.

Brendan and Antonio themselves didn’t move.

“We don’t have to stay with our tracers for this,” Brendan said softly. “They’re not planning to be on Croatoan long. We can just stay in the canoe and wait for them.”

Everyone turned to Andrea, as if they all silently agreed that she deserved to make this decision.

“No, no,” she said in a strangled voice. “We should . . . I should see this. The rest of you can wait with the canoe, but I have to go. . . .”

Without another word, Antonio spun around. With a few deft movements, he’d caught up with his tracer. In the back of the canoe, Jonah could hear Brendan’s paddle dipping quietly into the water.

They reached the shore too quickly, Antonio and Brendan tying the canoe to a tree too efficiently.

I’m not ready to see this, Jonah thought.

“John White wouldn’t be able to tell any difference between Croatoan skeletons and English skeletons, would he?” Andrea asked faintly.

“I don’t . . . think so,” Katherine said, with none of her usual confidence.

“I just wouldn’t want him to look at the skeletons and be able to know, This was my daughter, this was my son-in-law, this was . . . ,” Andrea’s voice shook, but she made herself finish, “. . . this was my granddaughter.”

“Andrea, your skeleton won’t be here,” Jonah said. “Remember? You feel good in this time period, so you’re still alive; Virginia Dare is still alive. Your tracer’s still out there somewhere.”

It was hard thinking ahead, past this island of death. But they were still going to have to look for Andrea’s tracer . . . somewhere.

Even if they were out of clues.

Andrea winced.

“I’m not . . . exactly . . . feeling so good right now,” she said, and made a brave attempt at a smile.

Andrea stepped out of the canoe right behind Brendan and Antonio. Dare jumped out beside her and rubbed against her leg, whimpering, as if he understood that she was facing something awful.

Meanwhile, Antonio bent over and started to pick up John White. Then he stepped back, so it was only his tracer picking up the tracer of John White.

“We’ll leave the real man safe and asleep in the canoe,” he mumbled, and Jonah felt a little guilty for having thought that Antonio was nothing but a jerk.

Antonio rejoined his tracer as soon as the tracer straightened up. Jonah and Katherine climbed out of the canoe too.

“Really, you don’t all have to see this,” Andrea said. “It could just be me and the tracers.”

“We’re all in this together,” Katherine said, and for once Jonah agreed with his sister wholeheartedly. He even forgot to be annoyed that he hadn’t thought to say that himself.

Antonio carried John White’s tracer very gingerly past the animal bones littering the shoreline. The others all stayed close by, picking their way around the bones. Antonio stepped so carefully—and gracefully—that John White’s tracer stayed asleep, snoring gently. No, Jonah corrected himself. Antonio can’t affect the tracer. Antonio couldn’t wake him up if he tried! But Antonio was moving completely in concert with his own tracer, so it looked like the boy really was interacting with the old man’s tracer. Once they reached the row of collapsing huts, Antonio crouched down with the tracer man, seeming to shake him awake and place him in a seated position, facing away from the bones on the shore.

“He’s being so kind,” Andrea marveled. “He’s trying to keep John White from seeing the worst of it!”

No, Jonah wanted to correct Andrea, too. It’s Antonio’s tracer being kind. But right now Antonio and his tracer were one, so it was impossible to think of them separately.

And then Jonah forgot everything else, watching the drama before him. Brendan, also completely joined with his tracer, crouched on the other side of John White’s tracer.

“This Croatoan Island,” Brendan said softly, speaking in his tracer’s voice. Jonah could tell how hard he was trying to speak slowly and simply for the sake of John White’s limited Algonquian skills. “Understand? Everyone gone. Maybe all dead. Maybe just left.”

“Dead?” John White’s tracer repeated numbly. His expression was so stark that, for once, Jonah thought he could read lips accurately. “Dead means . . .”

John White’s tracer struggled to stand up. For a moment it looked like Antonio was going to try to hold him back, but then Brendan said, with his tracer, “He’ll want to see for himself. He won’t believe us otherwise.”

Antonio began helping the old man’s tracer up. He kept his arm around the tracer’s shoulder. Brendan braced the tracer from the other side, and the two boys led him to the nearest hut.

Jonah couldn’t help admiring the way they guided John White’s tracer, keeping him from seeing the animal skeletons. But what good did that do if the tracer was just going to see human skeletons in the hut?

Nervously, Jonah crept up behind Antonio and Brendan and the tracer, trying to see past them into the hut.

“Oh!” Brendan exclaimed, whirling around, away from his tracer. “There aren’t any skeletons here!”

Jonah peeked in—it was just an empty hut.

The next hut was empty, too, as was the third and the fourth. . . . Then they came to a different kind of a building, its walls lined with a sort of wooden scaffolding. Elongated lumps wrapped in animal skins lay on each level of the scaffolding—could the lumps be skeletons?

John White’s tracer nodded, as if he understood. But he didn’t look upset. He opened his mouth and spoke. Jonah wished so badly that he could hear what the tracer was saying. But of course, separated from the real John White, the tracer was completely silent.

“Oh, this is weird—he’s speaking English right now, and my tracer doesn’t understand. But I can understand what my tracer is hearing,” Brendan said. “John White is saying he knows this is the Croatoans’ temple, where the bodies of their important leaders are kept after death. He saw this in other villages, on his previous trips to America. He’s saying it’s like what they do in England, putting their honored dead in crypts in cathedrals.”

Jonah had actually been in one of those crypts, back in the 1400s, on his last trip through time. This village’s temple didn’t seem any creepier than that.

They stepped out of the temple, Jonah and Katherine and Andrea scurrying ahead so they didn’t keep Antonio and Brendan from staying with their tracers. The two boys walked John White’s tracer toward an open field.

“This is the burial ground for all the other dead,” Antonio said, speaking with his tracer.

John White spoke, and Brendan translated: “He’s asking us, ‘Many, many generations?’”

“No,” Antonio said. “Many died all at once.”

Jonah could tell that John White’s tracer understood, because sorrow crept over his face.

“But some survived,” Antonio said. “Some survived to bury their dead before they left.”

John White’s tracer spoke again, and Jonah could guess at his meaning even without Brendan’s translation: “Where did they go?”

Antonio shrugged.

“We don’t know,” he said softly. “Nobody knows until now, we didn’t know that anybody lived.”

John White’s tracer turned away, his expression sad and thoughtful—but not hopeless. He spoke.

“He’s saying, ‘My search goes on. I knew it would not be easy,’” Brendan whispered.

Andrea let out a gasp. She had tears in her eyes, but she was nodding.

She was still hopeful too.

The others turned back toward the rest of the village. But Jonah walked a little farther into the field.

No different than a cemetery, he thought. Just without creepy tombstones with the names and all. Maybe the Indians weren’t so concerned about how they’d be remembered?

Sunlight streamed down on Jonah’s head; tall grasses waved in the hot summer breeze. Without the piles of human skeletons Jonah had been expecting, this part of Croatoan Island wasn’t horrifying. It was . . . peaceful. Jonah knew there’d been death here—lots of it—but that was a long time ago. The bodies buried beneath this ground had been resting in peace for years.

Hadn’t they?

Jonah noticed a mound toward the back of the field. The soil here was more sand than dirt, and whoever had built this mound had had to pack the soil together tightly to get it to stay in place.

Jonah thought of sand castles on a beach, the way the ones you built at the beginning of a vacation always wore away by the end of the week. How could the sandy soil of this mound still look so tightly packed if it’d been built years ago?

It couldn’t have, Jonah thought.

He stared down at the mound, trying to read messages in grains of sand. They were tightly pressed. Nothing had worn away.

Didn’t that mean this grave, at least, was . . . fresh?
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Jonah whirled around and raced back toward the others.

“Hey, guys!” he said. “Come look at this!”

He decided he wouldn’t tell them what he’d figured out—he’d let them look first and see what they concluded.

“Shh,” Katherine hissed at him. “Antonio and Brendan—er, their tracers—they’re trying to decide how to get off the island without letting John White see all the animal bones.”

“We should protect him from knowing the evil that was here,” Antonio was saying, as his tracer would have. “Since it wasn’t as bad as we thought, since he still believes he will find his family, since he’s such an old man . . .”

“But he’s a ghost-man,” Brendan replied, in his tracer’s voice. “Ghost-men don’t know that it is evil to treat our brother animals that way, in death. It will not matter to him.”

Jonah barely listened, because all he could think about was the fresh grave. Who was in it? Who had dug it? Brendan and Antonio had said Indians were afraid to come to Croatoan Island, so it probably wasn’t anyone native. Andrea had said the English never went to Croatoan to look for the Roanoke colonists.

Well, not that history recorded, Jonah corrected himself. John White’s here right now. And that’s not even a change we can blame on Second, because the tracer’s here. . . .

Second! What if Second had killed someone and buried him on Croatoan Island?

Jonah was feeling a little bit dizzy, and it wasn’t just because of the heat.

“Maybe it would worry the old man more to have us cover his eyes than it would to see the desecrated animal bones,” Antonio was concluding. “Let us just leave then and be done with this place.”

“No, wait!” Jonah shouted. “There’s something I have to show you before we go!”

Katherine and Andrea turned toward Jonah—even the dog turned toward Jonah. But Antonio and Brendan were still locked in place with their tracers.

Then the boys’ tracers stiffened. They jerked their heads around, side to side, their faces masks of fear.

“We’ll leave quickly,” Antonio snapped, and Brendan’s tracer nodded.

Brendan pulled back from his tracer to report to the others, “That was so weird! My tracer thinks he heard a ghost, but I didn’t hear a thing.”

It was something that happened in original time, that didn’t happen now? Jonah thought. Because of something time travelers changed? Was it us who did that? Or . . . Second?

Jonah didn’t have time to try these theories on the others—or to show them the grave. Brendan and Antonio were pulling John White’s tracer out of yet another empty hut.

“We go,” Antonio was saying, his tracer slipping back into the simple words he used with John White. “Must leave now. Danger.”

Dazedly John White’s tracer nodded and stepped forward. But Antonio and Brendan were rushing him along too fast.

“Wait—before—shouldn’t—” Jonah couldn’t decide what to tell the others.

Antonio and Brendan and John White’s tracer were already at the edge of the village. John White caught his first glimpse of the piles of animal bones. He turned toward Antonio, horror and disbelief painted across his entire expression.

“He understands exactly what this means,” Andrea whispered. “But they’re in such a hurry they don’t see—Brendan! Antonio! Watch out!”

Brendan and Antonio slowed down and looked around. But their tracers plowed forward, shoving John White’s tracer on.

John White’s tracer stumbled, wobbled—and then plunged straight down to the ground.
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Antonio and Brendan immediately rejoined their tracers to huddle over the fallen man.

“Old man! Old man!” Antonio called out, gently shaking John White’s tracer shoulders. “Wake up!”

“Did he faint?” Andrea asked, crouching down with the two boys.

“I think so. And then—” Brendan broke off, because Antonio’s tracer was turning John White’s head side to side, then pushing him to the left, revealing the point of a rock right where his head had been.

“He hit his head!” Katherine cried.

Andrea reached out, as if she’d forgotten that she wouldn’t be able to touch the tracer. She pointed instead, to a gash beneath the man’s hair.

“It’s in the same place,” she whispered, her voice a mix of awe and fear. “It’s exactly where the real man hit his head when he almost drowned. It’s just not . . . bleeding.”

“Get ready—get ready,” Brendan separated from his tracer to tell the others. Then he rejoined his tracer to tell Antonio, “I knew there were still evil spirits here. Make haste!”

Antonio scooped up John White’s tracer and practically ran toward the canoe. Brendan was right behind him. He broke away from his tracer to call back over his shoulder, “Our tracers aren’t going to mess around getting away from here! Get in the canoe as fast as you can!”

Jonah began running through the bones, alongside Katherine and Andrea and Dare.

We’ll just have to come back later to look at that grave, he thought. There’s no way I can tell them about it now!

Antonio reached the canoe and gingerly placed John White’s tracer inside, right on top of the real man. The real man rolled to the side, fitting precisely into the tracer, linking completely. When John White turned his head, Jonah could see that Andrea had been right about the location of the tracer’s injury: The real and tracer wounds matched exactly.

But the tracer’s injury must not be as bad, Jonah thought. Because it matches the other wound after it’s had two days to heal. . . .

Should Jonah tell Andrea that now or wait until they were out on the water again?

Just then Dare reached the side of the canoe. But he didn’t leap in, the way he always had before. He stopped, then spun around to face the woods that lay beyond the village. He pricked his ears up and seemed to be staring intently at . . . something. And then, barking furiously, he began racing toward the woods.

“No, boy!” Andrea cried, reaching down to stop him. “We’re leaving!”

Dare slipped right through her grasp.

“I’ll get him!” Jonah called.

He dashed off after the dog, but couldn’t quite catch up. This time Jonah made no effort to pick his way around the animal skeletons. He cracked skulls beneath his feet; he splintered brittle bones with practically every step.

I bet I’m leaving a lot of tracers, Jonah thought.

That was hardly his biggest worry right now.

Some vague thought teased at his brain: Tracers . . . tracers . . . were there any signs of tracer lights beside that fresh grave back by the temple? That would have helped me know if Second was the one who dug it. . . .

But Jonah hadn’t thought to look for any sign of tracers back at the burial ground; he didn’t have time to think about it now. He lunged for Dare but the dog streaked away, still barking.

“No, boy!” Jonah called. “Come back!”

And then they were at the edge of the woods, Dare barking even more fervently. The dog plunged into the underbrush and Jonah lurched after him—dodging trees, ducking under branches.

“Jonah!” Katherine called from back at the canoe. “Hurry up!”

“Almost—got—” Jonah yelled. He decided to leap toward the dog rather than saying the last word. His fingers brushed Dare’s fur, and then he grabbed on to the collar. There! He had him.

Dare whined and tried to pull away. He barked again, staring straight ahead, as if to say: Look! Look! You’ve got to see this!

“What? There’s nothing there,” Jonah said disgustedly. He gestured with his free hand, and his hand swiped through something pale and ethereal.

Pale. Ethereal. See-through. Ghostly.

Glowing.

It was another tracer.

Still clutching the dog’s collar, Jonah took a step back. The dog whimpered.

“I see it, I see it,” Jonah muttered.

The tracer was an Indian girl in a deerskin dress. She had long braids on either side of her head. And even though she was a tracer, Jonah could make out the light tone of her skin, the sad gray of her eyes.

Light skin. Gray eyes. This wasn’t an Indian girl’s tracer.

This was Andrea’s.


[image: Image] 

The fresh grave, Jonah thought. Is this tracer here because Second murdered Virginia Dare?

Jonah realized he was so stunned, he wasn’t even thinking about tracer rules right. Nobody could have murdered Virginia Dare—at least, not yet. Because Andrea was Virginia Dare. And Andrea was still alive, back at the canoe, right now calling out, “Jonah?”

Jonah didn’t answer.

This tracer is here because of Gary and Hodge stealing Andrea—Virginia Dare—from history, Jonah was reminding himself. And then because Second made sure that Andrea didn’t come back to the right time or place . . .

The tracer girl stood on her tiptoes, peering through the branches, straight out toward the canoe.

She sees them, Jonah thought. She sees Walks with Pride and One Who Survives Much. Can she see her grandfather, too?

The tracer girl’s mouth made a little O of surprise, and then she looked down—evidently she’d snapped a twig with her bare toes or made some other little noise with her movement.

Back at the canoe, Antonio cried out in his tracer’s voice, “There it is again! The sound of an unsettled spirit! Let’s go!”

That’s why the tracer boys heard sounds that Antonio and Brendan didn’t, Jonah thought. Because it was this tracer walking around, moving through the woods.

“Jonah!” Katherine called from behind him. “I’m serious! The tracers aren’t going to wait for you! Get Dare and come on!”

But Jonah wanted to wait. He wanted to wait for Andrea’s tracer to step forward, out of the woods. Then Brendan’s tracer would see her, and Antonio’s tracer would see her, and maybe even John White’s tracer would be awake by now to see her too. And whatever was supposed to happen next—whatever had happened in original time—would happen.

Andrea’s tracer didn’t step forward. She shrank back.

“It’s okay,” Jonah whispered. “We’re friendly.”

But of course the tracer couldn’t hear him. She slid farther back into the woods, deeper into the shadows.

She wasn’t planning to go out and meet the other tracers—Brendan’s and Antonio’s and her grandfather’s. She was afraid of them. She was hiding.

“Jonah, what are you doing?” Katherine called again. “If you don’t come now, you’re going to have to swim!”

What was Jonah supposed to do? They’d come to the past to reunite Andrea with her tracer. It had been such a clear goal. But that was before they knew about Second, before Andrea changed the Elucidator code, before John White showed up, before Brendan and Antonio appeared out of nowhere—and before they’d discovered that Croatoan was an island of death. What difference did all those changes make? Could they change the need for Andrea to join with her tracer? What if this was the wrong time and the wrong place for it?

How could Jonah know?

“Just give me a minute!” Jonah yelled back to Katherine, even though he knew it wasn’t just her choice whether to go or stay.

And how much choice do I have? Jonah thought. How much choice should I have when it’s Andrea’s life, not mine?

Jonah glanced back toward the canoe. Katherine had exaggerated a little—they weren’t casting off quite yet. Brendan was still untying the canoe. There was still time. A minute or two.

Jonah took a deep breath.

“Andrea!” he called unsteadily. “Come quick! I found your tracer!”

“What?” Katherine yelled. “Now? Are you kidding?”

Brendan stopped in the middle of flipping the rope back into the canoe, though his tracer continued without him. Antonio almost dropped his paddle. And Andrea jumped out of the canoe.

“I knew we’d find her!” Andrea exulted. “I knew John White would find his granddaughter!”

Andrea raced toward Jonah and Dare and the tracer. She stopped only when she reached Jonah’s side, directly facing her double. She gasped.

“You don’t have a whole lot of time to stand there marveling at how weird all this is,” Jonah muttered.

“How do I . . . ?” Andrea began. “Do I jump? Hold my breath? Close my eyes? Back in?”

Jonah pushed her. It wasn’t his smoothest move, but he was acutely aware of the time ticking away.

Andrea jolted forward, her mouth still agog. She spun around, her features lining up with the tracer girl’s features; her limbs lining up with the tracer girl’s limbs: one arm bent around a tree trunk, one foot half off the ground, as if she was poised to run.

Andrea’s face came back out of her tracer’s face.

“She doesn’t live on this island!” Andrea gasped. “She came from far, away from the mainland—she came back to bury the skeletons she knew were here, to honor the Croatoans. . . . She didn’t think anyone else would come to the island!”

“Okay,” Jonah said impatiently. “And . . .”

Andrea’s face toggled back into her tracer and out again. This time her entire expression had changed, so it was easy to tell her and the tracer apart. The tracer looked slightly apprehensive.

Andrea looked furious.

“No!” she screamed. “It’s not fair! It can’t happen like that!”

“Like what?” Jonah asked.

“She’s just going to hide until the strangers leave,” Andrea said. “She doesn’t even know her grandfather’s with them! To be this close and not meet—no! I won’t let it happen that way!”

“Andrea,” Jonah said, and her name came out sounding like an apology. “It’s not your choice. You can’t control your tracer. You only get to choose for yourself.”

Jonah tried to decide how to spell out all the potential choices. Ideally, they’d all get to vote. Everyone could stay with their respective tracers, no matter what. Or everyone could stay on Croatoan, leaving the tracers of Brendan, Antonio, and John White to go on only as ghosts. Or all the kids could cast off in the canoe together, leaving Andrea’s longed-for tracer behind. Only Jonah and Katherine didn’t have a tracer here to choose or not choose, to weigh in the balance between friends and fate.

There wasn’t time to say any of that. Andrea was screaming again.

“No! My tracer’s never going to meet her grandfather! And my grandfather will never see me as myself! No! It can’t be! You’re—coming—with—me!”

Jonah could tell that Andrea wasn’t talking to him.

Andrea had grabbed her tracer’s hands, and was trying to tug her tracer away from behind the tree. It was a weird effect, like watching someone wrestle with her own shadow—from inside the shadow.

Dare whined and backed away, more freaked out than ever. Jonah tightened his grip on the dog’s collar.

“Jonah! Andrea! Come on!” Brendan called from behind them. “My tracer’s done! I’m getting into the canoe! We’re leaving!”

“No—you’re—not!” Andrea yelled.

The tracer-joined-with-Andrea took a step forward.

Optical illusion, Jonah thought. Trick of the eye.

Another step.

Andrea grinned.

Except, it wasn’t just Andrea grinning. It was the tracer, too, the smile lines around her eyes radiating back toward her braids.

“Wait!” Andrea/Virginia called, and even though Jonah understood perfectly, he knew she wasn’t speaking English. She was speaking another Algonquian dialect similar to the one Brendan’s and Antonio’s tracers used.

Andrea didn’t know any Algonquian dialects. Did she?

“Do not depart in such haste,” Andrea/Virginia continued, walking toward Brendan, out into the sunlight. “Do you have a ghost-man in your canoe? I am a ghost-girl, and he might be my kin.”

Brendan turned around.

No—it was Brendan-joined-with-his-tracer who turned around. The tracer turned too.

Can’t be, Jonah thought. I know that didn’t happen. Andrea’s tracer wouldn’t have called out. Brendan’s tracer wouldn’t have looked back.

“Are you a lost spirit of the dead?” Brendan’s tracer asked. His knees knocked together slightly, and Jonah decided the tracer was brave not to run if he was that afraid.

“No,” Andrea/Virginia said. “I am alive. But my grandfather is lost.”

Brendan’s tracer hesitated. Then he swept his hand toward the canoe.

“Come and find him,” he said.
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Andrea/Virginia raced forward, across the shoreline littered with bones. Jonah whipped his head around in disbelief. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of something pale in the spot where Andrea’s tracer had been standing only a moment before. Jonah turned his head—a tracer still stood there. But this one was even dimmer, even less substantial, fading away even as Jonah watched. Jonah looked from this tracer back to Andrea: Yes, Andrea was still wearing the deerskin dress and braids. She was still joined with her tracer.

A tracer in the wrong place, the other tracer disappearing . . . I thought tracers couldn’t change, Jonah marveled. Does that mean . . . Andrea completely changed time? Even original time? Is that possible?

Out on the water, an equally ghostly tracer canoe slipped silently away from the island, paddled by barely visible tracers of Walks with Pride and One Who Survives Much. Squinting, Jonah could just make out the translucent hand of John White’s tracer clutching the side of the canoe.

And then the entire tracer canoe vanished too.

Yet, when Jonah stepped forward a bit and shifted his view back to the shoreline, he could see Antonio/Walks with Pride and Brendan/One Who Survives Much—both in loincloths—standing by the real canoe. The Brendan figure bent down and crouched beside John White.

“He is hurt and sick and does not wake,” Brendan said.

“He has seen many troubles,” Andrea said. “It is written on his face.”

Jonah had stopped thinking of her as Andrea/Virginia. She still looked like the tracer—and was still completely joined. But Andrea was in control.

She bent down and stroked her grandfather’s forehead, smoothed back his hair.

“Your troubles are over now,” she said.

Jonah could see John White’s eyelids flutter—his real eyelids.

“Grandfather?” Andrea whispered. She had called him that before, but it sounded different now. Jonah could hear a trace of an accent in her voice—not English, but Algonquian. It sounded . . . right.

John White’s eyelids weren’t just fluttering now. They were blinking.

And then the eyelids stopped moving and his eyes focused. Even at this distance, Jonah could tell that John White’s eyes were focused on Andrea’s face.

“Oh, my child,” he whispered, “My child. You look just like my daughter, Eleanor.”

“Eleanor was my mother,” Andrea said. She touched her grandfather’s cheek. “She always said that you would come back.”

Jonah saw Katherine stumble out of the canoe. At first Jonah thought she was just making room for Andrea and her grandfather to talk, now that he could actually see her, now that he wasn’t just talking in his sleep. But Katherine kept walking, past the litter of bones, toward Jonah.

She seemed to run out of energy a few steps away. She clutched a tree as if she needed the help to stand up.

“What just happened?” she asked. “What was that?”

Jonah opened his mouth, even though he didn’t have the slightest idea what to tell her.

“Excellent question, my dear,” a voice said from behind Jonah. “I would call that a second chance. Which also happens—not so coincidentally—to be my name.”

Katherine gaped; her eyes seemed to double in size.

“Then, you’re . . . Second?” she whispered.


[image: Image] 

Jonah whirled around.

A strange man stood behind him. If they’d been in the twenty-first century, Jonah would have described the man as a standard-issue computer nerd. He had pasty-white skin, as if he’d spent too much time indoors. His blond hair stood out in all directions, as if, like Einstein, he had other things to think about than using a comb. And he had one side of his shirt tucked into his pants and the other hanging out loose—though for all Jonah knew, maybe that was the fashion in some far-off future.

“Second Chance, at your service,” the man said, bowing slightly. He cut off the ending of the bow and jerked back up hastily, to peer straight at Jonah. “But I’m forgetting myself . . . given that you were ready to punch Antonio just on the suspicion that he might be working for me, perhaps you’ll forgive me if I don’t want to place myself in such a vulnerable position.” He tilted his head to the side, thinking. “Of course, I believe flabbergasted would be a more predictable emotion than furious for the two of you right now.”

“I—you—” Jonah could barely speak, let alone throw any punches.

“See?” the man said. “Just as I predicted.”

Jonah still didn’t understand what was going on, but he didn’t like proving Second right.

“So . . . ,” Jonah tried again, struggling to gather his wits enough to ask a complete question. “This is what you were aiming for all along?” He gestured weakly toward Andrea, still bent over her grandfather back at the canoe. “This? Andrea and her grandfather—I mean, Virginia Dare and John White—finding each other?”

“Exactly,” Second said, beaming.

Jonah squinted, no less confused. He’d gotten so used to thinking of Second as someone bad, someone to fight against. To resist.

“You want Andrea to be happy?” Jonah asked.

“Don’t you?” Second replied.

“Sure, but . . . that’s not how things went in original time, was it?” Katherine said. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

Second sighed. He glanced at something in his pocket.

“It took you three minutes and forty-one seconds to reach that conclusion,” he said. “That’s about what I predicted—I was just two seconds off. Still, it’s a bit disappointing, when you’ve just witnessed the biggest scientific advance since humanity discovered time travel in the first place, and all you can say is, ‘This wasn’t supposed to happen’?”

The way he mimicked Katherine’s voice was cruel, making her sound childish and stupid.

“As your friend Andrea pointed out, original time wasn’t some priceless, perfect jewel,” Second said. “Isn’t it better to make an old man and a little girl happy?”

Jonah didn’t like Second calling Andrea little.

“But . . . but . . . if you change time, you might cause a dangerous paradox,” Jonah said. “Make it so that your own parents are never born. Or you might make other things change—so that, I don’t know, hundreds of years from now, the South wins the Civil War. Nobody ever abolishes slavery. Hitler wins World War II. Or . . .”

Jonah was casting about for other examples of how history could go terribly wrong. But he couldn’t think clearly because Second had begun grinning in such a mocking way—almost chortling, even.

“What if we make it so that Hitler never starts World War II?” Second asked gleefully. “Or that slavery never catches on in the United States, and there’s no Civil War because there’s no slavery to fight over? So there’s no racism, because there’s no heritage of slavery . . . Martin Luther King is never shot, the Trail of Tears never happens, the Bay of Pigs never happens, the Maine doesn’t sink—”

“All that’s going to happen just because of Andrea and her grandfather?” Jonah asked incredulously.

“No,” Second said. “I am 99.9998 percent certain that none of that will change because of Andrea and her grandfather. But don’t you see? We start small, almost invisibly—one girl and her grandfather, on an out-of-the-way island—and then, who knows? Maybe everything else is possible too.”

He was back to beaming again.

Jonah remembered something Katherine had said way back when they’d first learned that Jonah and his friend Chip had a connection to time travel: If you’re going to go back in time, you save Abraham Lincoln from being assassinated. Or John F. Kennedy. Or, you keep the Titanic from sinking. Or you stop September 11. Or—I know—you assassinate Hitler before he has a chance to start World War II.

Maybe Second had heard her say that.

“So you’re trying to create alternative dimensions,” Jonah said, proud of himself for figuring this out. “Ones with all sorts of different possibilities.”

“No,” Second said. “Not alternative. You didn’t enter an alternative dimension when Andrea forced her tracer to step forward. Time itself changed. There’s only one time stream, only one history. Time travel just makes it look like more.”

“But tracers show ‘original time,’ and then there’s the way time really goes, what we see when we come back in time . . . ,” Jonah interrupted. “So there’s two versions, right there.”

“You’re wrong,” Second said. “Tracers only live through time once, no more than anyone else. It was just that they always drew everyone and everything toward what seemed to be a preordained path. Toward their destinies, you might say. But tracers themselves could never change. Until now.” Jonah wouldn’t have said it was possible, but Second’s grin got even bigger. “You two just witnessed the first time shift in history. The first time destiny itself was derailed. The end of destiny. It’s like . . . you are Watson, and I am Alexander Graham Bell. You are the little boy who watched the first airplane flight, and I am Orville Wright. You are lizards in the New Mexico desert, and I am Robert Oppenheimer.”

Jonah didn’t have the slightest idea who Robert Oppenheimer was, but he thought it was a little insulting to be called a lizard.

“Hold on,” Katherine said, stamping her foot. “You want us to think this is like you just created the atomic bomb?”

Oh, Jonah thought. That must be what Robert Oppenheimer did.

“I’m not comparing the morality of it,” Second said. “I’m just saying—this is that monumental. Its repercussions will reverberate forever.”

Katherine glared at him.

“You’re crazy,” she said. “And conceited.”

“Now, now,” Second said. “Do you like the way time was supposed to go?”

Jonah opened his mouth. Then he shut it. He noticed that Katherine didn’t say anything either.

“In original time, Virginia Dare and her grandfather were never to be reunited,” Second said, a tinge of sadness entering his voice for the first time. “It was what we call a near miss. Time is rubbed so thin at the site of a near miss. . . . Virginia Dare was standing here and her grandfather was just a few yards away, and they would never know it. They were destined to go to their graves without ever knowing the fate of the other. And, believe me, their graves were coming for both of them, very soon. Wouldn’t you call that a mistake on time’s part? Didn’t it need to be corrected?”

The question hung in the air. Jonah saw doubt flutter over his sister’s face.

“You’re manipulating us again,” Jonah accused Second. “You’ve been manipulating us all along!”

Second raised an eyebrow.

“Perhaps,” he said. “Though perhaps not as much as you think.”

“You lied to Andrea to get her to change the Elucidator!” Katherine said.

“True,” Second said. “That was necessary, though I do regret the pain it caused her.”

“You wanted us to lose the Elucidator!” Jonah charged.

“Of course,” Second agreed.

“Didn’t you know we’d be scared?” Jonah asked.

“I had every reason to believe you’d be okay,” Second said.

“Then . . . somehow . . . you arranged it so Walks with Pride and One Who Survives Much weren’t there to save John White,” Katherine said.

Second shrugged.

“I just delayed Brendan and Antonio’s return to their proper time by a few days,” he said. “Just as I changed Andrea’s return to time only slightly—placing her on Roanoke Island instead of Croatoan.”

“You did that so we would rescue John White, right?” Jonah said. “And so Andrea would get attached to him?”

“Bingo!” Second said, his grin back.

“What if we hadn’t saved him?” Katherine challenged. “What if he’d drowned?”

“Well, I did have to bribe Dare with some dog treats, to get him to bark at the right time,” Second admitted. “That was a little dicey. But once you were there on the beach, watching, there was virtually no chance that you wouldn’t try to help.”

“Andrea could have drowned!” Jonah said. “I could have drowned!”

“Nope,” Second said, shaking his head. “Not even statistically possible. You were both too strong and determined for that.”

Jonah frowned. Something was still nagging at him.

“How’d you know we’d have Dare with us anyhow?” he asked. “That’s not even something JB planned for. He just sent Dare with us because his projectionist said . . .”

Jonah stopped, because Second was pulling some sort of timepiece out of his pocket.

“Hmm,” he said. “I really had projected that you would figure out this part by now. You’re eleven seconds off. Perhaps a small clue is in order. As you might have guessed, Second Chance isn’t the name my parents gave me at birth. I adopted that appellation only very recently, to go along with my quest to change history. You might actually have heard of me previously, by another name—Sam, perhaps? Sam Chase?”

Sam, Jonah thought. Sam Chase. Back home, Jonah knew two Sams and a Samuel at school, and a Sammy on his soccer team. But all that seemed so far away, so long ago—or long ahead. Even the most recent time he’d heard the name Sam seemed distant. It had been JB speaking, JB saying, Sam is the most brilliant projectionist I’ve ever worked with. . . .

Jonah’s jaw dropped. He felt his eyes bugging out.

“You’re JB’s projectionist?” he gasped.
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Second clicked his thumb against the object in his hand—maybe it was a stopwatch.

“Wow,” he said. “Thirty-six seconds off. I’m really slipping. Or, the two of you are.”

“It’s true, then?” Katherine asked. “You work for JB?”

“JB signs my paychecks,” Second said, his cocky grin back.

“Then . . . then he knew what was happening to us along?” Jonah asked. He was having trouble believing this. “He knew from the beginning that Andrea was going to change the Elucidator, that we were going to lose all contact, that we were going to rescue John White, that . . . that this was what we were moving toward?” Without looking, he gestured toward the other kids and Andrea’s grandfather, still back at the canoe.

“Let’s just say that JB can be a bit hands-off as a boss,” Second said. “All about the big picture, not so concerned about the tiny details along the way. Looks at the forest, not the individual trees. Leaves it to me to understand the trees.”

Jonah didn’t have a clue what any of that meant. He couldn’t stop thinking about how certain he’d been, back in the hut on Roanoke Island, that JB had lost them completely. Hadn’t JB assured them, back at the beginning when he was shaking their hands, that they were all on the same team? That there wouldn’t be any secrets on this trip?

No, Jonah realized. That wasn’t what JB said. He said no one would keep any secrets “unnecessarily.”

Jonah felt betrayed. He wanted to scream out, like Andrea’s grandfather in the midst of one of his nightmares, “Treachery! Betrayal! Deceit!”

“But . . . but . . . the big picture here is that Andrea changed history,” Katherine said. “JB’s big picture isn’t about changing history. He just wants to put kids back where they belong so history will go the way it’s supposed to.”

“You think JB is still the same time purist he was when you first met him?” Second asked. “Do you think, if he’d stayed like that, he would have let you rescue Chip and Alex from the fifteenth century?” Second smirked. “Don’t you know how people’s hearts go soft around orphans and dogs?”

He pointed toward Andrea and Dare, but Jonah just kept staring at Second.

“JB would never have let you give Andrea steroids in her food,” Jonah said.

“There weren’t any steroids in her food pellet. It was just food,” Second said.

“But the way she paddled,” Jonah argued, “when she was trying to catch up with the tracer canoe—”

“She was just determined. Very, very stubborn and full of resolve,” Second said. “Like you were full of resolve when the food pellets showed up—you were so determined that you were going to spite me by not eating them, that you forgot to think about being hungry. And that carried you through until you could eat the fish.”

Jonah winced. Second was exactly right—that was how Jonah had felt.

“I will admit that I tampered a bit with the food pellet I knew Andrea would give to John White,” Second said. “It had a sedative in it, to make sure that he didn’t wake up too soon. And, although the medicine in the pellet helped him heal, it made him look like he was getting worse.”

Jonah’s jaw dropped.

“Why would you do that? Andrea was so worried about her grandfather!” he protested.

“And so convinced that she had to keep him with his tracer,” Second said. He smirked again. “Ultimately, it was for her own good.”

Jonah scowled at him.

“What about the paint jars you left in that hut?” Katherine said. “What was that all about?”

“Well . . . John White can use the paint, because some of his was damaged by the seawater,” Second said. “But, mostly, the way those showed up made Jonah so mad at me that he was determined to get off Roanoke Island, no matter what, even if he had to carve a canoe himself.” Second chuckled, not very kindly. “Teenage boys really are very easy to manipulate.”

This made Jonah even angrier. If it hadn’t been for the paint jars, he would have thought more about whether or not it really mattered to keep John White with his tracer. He would have thought more about the big picture, himself.

Second probably predicted that I’d be mad now, Jonah seethed.

He forced himself to at least try to appear calm.

“There’s still something weird about all this,” Katherine muttered.

“Yeah. . . . What about the way Antonio came back in time?” Jonah said. “When he . . . fell on me. I bet that wasn’t something JB knew about, or approved, or wanted to happen. That was wrong, wasn’t it?”

“Not wrong, exactly,” Second said. For the first time, his gaze seemed shifty; he wouldn’t look Jonah in the eye. “It was a bit unconventional . . . just a little risky. . . . Okay, that kind of re-entry had never been tried before. It’s called a time smack. And it was the only way to stretch time just enough for the shift, to loosen the connection between Brendan and Antonio and their tracers . . .”

I don’t trust their tracers, Katherine had said, only the night before. She’d been right. They weren’t trustworthy. But it really wasn’t their fault.

“So I caused one little time smack, along with the time shift. Why does that give you the right to put me on trial?” Second asked. “This is all good! John White gets to meet his granddaughter! It’s a happy ending!”

“Is it an ending or—just the beginning?” Katherine asked.

“Oh, very good!” Second was beaming again. “You are so right. There are so many possibilities, even from this one little change . . . With his granddaughter at his side, John White has a reason to live now. To heal. And he’ll keep drawing pictures. In just seven years, English settlers are going to try again, at Jamestown. What if John White’s new drawings get to Jamestown and then back to England? What if that changes how everyone in England views the Americas? What if John White and Virginia Dare go and help out at Jamestown, bridging the gap between the English and the natives much better than a bunch of trigger-happy, starving soldiers? What if there’s finally some respect between the two sides?”

Jonah glanced toward Andrea and the others once again. He gasped.

“And what if your wonderful time shift ruins everything?” he asked.

He pointed.

Andrea was still bent over her grandfather, her hand gently touching his face. Brendan and Antonio still hovered nearby, staring solemnly at the reunited pair. This wasn’t so odd. The four of them might have been so awed by the moment that they wanted to stay in the same position, without moving, for a long time. But it wasn’t just them staying so still. Dare’s body arced above the canoe, frozen mid-leap. A bird flying overhead was suspended in mid-air, its wings outstretched but unmoving. Even the waves beyond the canoe had stopped lapping against the sand, the crests and valleys of water locked in place, unchanging. It was impossible, but true: Except for the little cluster of Jonah, Katherine, and Second, the entire world had stopped.
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“Oh, that,” Second said. “It’s temporary. See?”

He rubbed the surface of the thing Jonah had thought was a stopwatch. Once again Jonah heard the pounding of the surf against the sand. The bird soared out of sight. Dare landed on the sand at Andrea’s side and brushed his head against her leg. The dog looked up at her as if he expected to be petted.

Brendan, Antonio, and John White laughed.

“Our canine friend admires you,” John White said.

Jonah turned his attention back to Second.

“That’s an Elucidator you’re holding, isn’t it?” Jonah asked, gesturing toward the watchlike object. “You can stop time with an Elucidator?”

“Not really,” Second said. “That’s just how it looks to the uneducated eye. In reality, I pulled the three of us out of time. It’s like—you’ve gone into time hollows with JB, haven’t you? And the time cave? This is the same kind of thing, except easier. Not so much travel and wear and tear. We just hide in between the nanoseconds.”

Jonah was only half-listening. He was keeping his eye—educated or not—on the Elucidator. After a moment, Second slipped it back into his pocket without pressing it again. He shrugged.

“We might as well watch what happens next,” he said.

In the canoe, John White was shaking his head at Andrea.

“I have been confused these many days,” he said. “I have dreamed of you, my child, dreamed of your voice. . . .”

Andrea did not say, You mean, because I’ve been talking to you for two days, but you’ve been too out of it to really listen? Or to open your eyes and see me? Instead, she flipped her braids over her shoulder and said, “I’ve dreamed of you, too, Grandfather. My mother used to tell me stories of you. She promised you would do everything you could to come back.”

“I did,” her grandfather murmured. “I have.”

“Amazing,” Second whispered beside Jonah. “Even with the time shift, time can still adjust itself. The human mind can adjust itself. John White will never again wonder why he sort of remembers hearing Andrea before—he’ll always think that was just a dream. Because time would never have allowed him to see and hear her for real, to recognize her without her tracer. . . .”

“I thought he was unconscious and couldn’t see or hear her because you put a sedative in his food,” Jonah said. “And because of his head injury.”

“You don’t think time could have caused his head injury?” Second asked.

“Time’s not a person,” Jonah objected. “Time can’t make someone hurt his head.”

“Can’t it?” Second asked.

“But—” Jonah began.

“Shh,” Katherine interrupted. “Argue later. I’m trying to hear.”

In the canoe, John White was clearing his throat, peering down awkwardly at his hands, then back up at Andrea.

“I fear to ask,” he began. “Your mother, my Eleanor. And Ananias, your father. Are they . . .”

Andrea was already shaking her head.

“Their spirits took flight,” she said. “Five summers ago, when the sickness came. . . .”

John White had tears glistening in his eyes, but he spoke gently.

“And you, child. Who takes care of you?”

“The Croatoan tribe is kind, those few who are left,” Andrea said. “They count me as one of their own. We have moved in with distant relatives. . . .”

“Kind?” Antonio interrupted. “They sent you, a girl, alone, to an evil island? You call that kind?”

Andrea frowned.

“That is not their fault,” Andrea said. “The sickness has come back, and many are weak again. I chose this myself, as a way to make peace with the evil spirits. I thought if I could bury the dead, bury the animal bones, it would show that the Croatoans are worthy people . . . worthy to live on, not die, not all die out. . . .”

Her voice was thick with grief.

The fresh grave, Jonah thought with a jolt. That’s the explanation! It was Andrea—or, Virginia Dare, rather—she was burying all the skeletons of the dead Croatoans from some plague from years ago. Maybe she put them all in one grave, or maybe there were other fresh graves I didn’t see. . . .

Katherine turned her head to whisper in Jonah’s ear.

“Doesn’t it seem like they’ve forgotten we’re even here?” she asked. She waved her arms and raised her voice. “Hey, Andrea! Remember us?”

Second immediately clamped his hand over Katherine’s mouth.

“Shh! Stop interfering!” he hissed, which Jonah thought was a little funny, given what Second had done.

A flicker of irritation appeared on Andrea’s face, but she didn’t turn her head. Brendan and Antonio didn’t look up either. John White, however, squinted toward the woods.

“Do my eyes and ears betray me?” he muttered. “Or do I see more figments from my dreams, come terrifyingly to life?” He blinked—maybe his vision wasn’t the clearest. He looked back at Andrea. “Perhaps I was mistaken—are you but a figment too? Do I dream and think I am awake?”

“I’m real,” Andrea insisted. “You’re not dreaming. But lie back, Grandfather, and rest.”

Obediently, he slid back down in the canoe. It seemed barely a second before Jonah could hear the old man snoring.

A moment later, Andrea came stomping toward Jonah and Katherine and Second.

“Don’t ruin it!” she ordered Katherine. “When my grandfather sees or hears something he doesn’t understand, he gets confused. He has to fall asleep again. And you and Jonah don’t fit for him. You—”

“What, you’re saying we don’t belong here?” Katherine asked indignantly. “After all we’ve done for you? The help we’ve given you?”

Impatience played over Andrea’s face.

“That’s not it,” she said. “I’m grateful. I appreciate everything you’ve done. But can’t you feel how fragile this is? One wrong move, and time could snatch me back. I’ll be running toward the woods”—she pointed into the trees, and for an instant, Jonah thought he could see the other ghostly tracer again—”and my grandfather will be floating away. Out of reach.”

“Really?” Second said, as if Andrea had just provided him with an amazing detail. “You still feel the pull of the original tracer?”

“Less and less with each moment that passes,” Andrea said. “But still . . .”

Second frowned.

“But I was so sure,” he muttered.

Jonah decided it was time to take control of the conversation.

“Don’t worry, Andrea,” Jonah said. “Remember, this is all just temporary. We’re going to fix time—well, whatever that means now—and then we’re all going back to the twenty-first century and have our normal lives.”

Normal was sounding especially good to Jonah right now. Even the most boring moments of his ordinary twenty-first-century life seemed achingly precious. The time he’d spent brushing his teeth. Opening the refrigerator to look for a snack. Flipping through the TV channels with the remote control. Waiting for the computer to fire up. Sitting through Social Studies class at school and feeling like none of it really mattered—it was all history and dead and gone and past. . . .

“Oh, Jonah,” Andrea said, shaking her head sadly. A hint of tears glittered in her eyes once again. But, oddly, this time it seemed as if she was about to cry over Jonah. She was staring straight at him, just as intently as she’d always stared at her grandfather. “You never give up, do you? I just hope . . .”

She broke off, because something strange was happening to Second. He let out a strangled cry: “Erp—” It sounded like he was having trouble swallowing.

No. It was more like he was being swallowed.

In the next moment, Second seemed to age several years at once. His blond hair suddenly looked blond and brown, all at once. His face seemed to unravel and reknit itself into a completely different form.

And then Second pitched forward, looking like himself again. But he left behind someone else in the space he’d occupied a moment earlier. Someone taller and older, with darker hair.

JB.

JB glared down at Second on the ground before him.

“Traitor,” JB said.
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The next thing JB did was surprising: He reached out and grabbed Katherine with one arm and Jonah with the other, so he could draw them both into a tight hug.

“I was so worried about you,” he murmured. “Are you all right?”

Jonah pushed away, because he wanted to show JB he could stand on his own two feet.

“We’re fine,” he said. He couldn’t stop himself from adding the rest: “Now that you’re here.”

It was such a relief to know that JB would fix the mess that Second had made of time. It was such a relief to see the smug look wiped from Second’s face. He seemed almost harmless now, lying stunned in the sand.

“I’m sorry,” Jonah told JB. “We let him manipulate us.”

“You did the best you could, under the circumstances,” JB said. “Nobody could expect any more than that.”

Katherine surprised Jonah by pulling away from JB and kicking Second’s shoulder.

“You lied to us!” She cried. “You were working for Gary and Hodge the whole time, weren’t you? You were going to steal Andrea and Brendan and Antonio—and, and Jonah—and take them off to be adopted in the future . . . and you probably would have left me here alone. . . .”

She would have kicked him again, except that JB pulled her back.

“Katherine,” he said warningly. “He actually didn’t tell you any lies. A few evasions, yes, a few partial truths, but no actual lies.”

Katherine stopped in confusion.

“But—he said he worked for you! He said he was your projectionist!”

“That’s true,” JB said grimly. “Or—it was.” He narrowed his eyes, peering down at Second. “You’re fired.”

“Wh-what?” Second moaned.

“You heard me,” JB said. “Would you like to hear my reasons? Number one, for sabotaging a crucial time mission, completely subverting the purpose of sending these kids back in time. Number two, for repeatedly endangering six lives—all the kids’, plus John White’s. No, make that seven lives. I’ll count the dog, too. Number three, for double-crossing my every effort to find Jonah and Katherine and Andrea after they disappeared from contact.”

Jonah felt oddly cheered by this item on the list. He knew JB wouldn’t have left them stranded and scared on Roanoke.

“Weren’t you looking for Brendan and me?” Antonio interrupted. Jonah was surprised—he hadn’t even noticed when the other two boys and Dare had shown up beside them.

JB glanced sympathetically at Antonio and broke off his list making.

“To the best of my knowledge—which, obviously, wasn’t very good—I thought the two of you were still safely in the twenty-first century,” JB said. “You were supposed to be going on with your lives, waiting your turn to go back in time. And”—JB glared at Second again—”it wasn’t their turn yet.”

“But—but—Andrea and us,” Brendan said. “We’re connected.”

“Not really,” JB said. “Only because Gary and Hodge were supremely lazy and sloppy in the way they pulled the three of you out of time in the first place.” He sighed heavily. “This was all so unnecessary.”

“How can you say that?” Andrea asked wildly. Her voice was thick with emotion. “My grandfather—”

“Was a remarkable man,” JB said. “History has never given him the respect he deserved. But neither did time.” He sighed again. “His best efforts were doomed to fail. His connection to you—except as a fairy tale, a pleasant story your mother told you—all of that was supposed to end when you were a baby. You truly were never supposed to see him again.”

“That’s so wrong!” Andrea complained, and this time she made no effort to hide the tears brimming in her eyes.

“You of all people know that things go wrong all the time,” JB said gently. “And I know it’s no comfort, but as a time traveler, I’ve seen so many ways that wrong things can turn out to be right after all, that bad can lead to good, that no one can get the good without the bad coming first. . . .”

“You’re right,” Andrea said, snipping off the ends of her words. “It’s no comfort.”

JB shrugged helplessly.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“What was supposed to happen to Andrea and Brendan and Antonio?” Katherine asked. “What were they supposed to do when they came back in time?”

JB nodded, as if he thought this would be easier to talk about.

“Gary and Hodge kidnapped Andrea from Croatoan Island while she was in the midst of burying all the skeletons and corpses,” he said. “She actually would have been a good candidate for them to take to the future, if they’d just waited a few extra days, until she’d finished.”

“Only the animal bones were left,” Andrea murmured.

It took Jonah a minute to grasp this.

“Hold on,” Jonah interrupted. “That’s all you wanted me and Katherine to do when we came back with Andrea? Help her bury some bones?”

“Not even that,” JB said, shaking his head. “You just needed to be there. My brilliant projectionist said you and the dog would provide the ‘emotional support’ she’d need during her task, which would be too ‘traumatic’ otherwise,” JB’s tone cast doubt on every word. He snorted scornfully. “And I fell for it!” He nudged Second’s shoulder with his foot. “You must have thought I was a complete fool! Trusting you!”

“Wasn’t complete lie,” Second muttered. “Jonah . . . gaga . . . over Andrea . . . Romance always . . . distracting . . .”

Now Jonah felt like kicking Second too. He didn’t quite dare to look at Andrea—or anyone else—to see how they took this news. He was grateful when JB ignored Second and kept explaining.

“You wouldn’t think a scattering of animal skeletons would matter so much in the grand sweep of history,” JB continued. “But if Virginia Dare hadn’t moved them, Croatoan Island would have kept its reputation as an evil island. The memory of the plague spread by the Roanoke colonists would have lingered, setting off massacres when the next wave of English colonists arrived. . . .”

“So Virginia Dare did do something crucial to history,” Katherine said. “It wasn’t just that she was famous for being born.”

Andrea ducked her head. Jonah couldn’t tell if she was being modest or if she was still annoyed with JB.

“Which was the reason I was kidnapped?” Andrea asked. “Because I did something important or just because I was born?”

There was bitterness in her voice—Jonah decided she was still upset.

“It’s hard to know for sure,” JB said gently. “For generations you were known only as the first English child born in the Americas. Before time travel, that’s all there was to know about you. That was enough for Gary and Hodge to want you for their baby-smuggling operation. But one of their customers also specified that they wanted a famous child who was capable of being brave and loyal, who was willing to take risks in desperate times. So we know Gary and Hodge planned to charge more for you, because they knew more of your story.” He swept his hands out helplessly. “Who can say how much that affects time and history?”

“That’s why you thought it had to be Andrea who came back to bury the bones,” Jonah said, catching on. “That’s why it had to be her and not me or Katherine or just some random time traveler. . . .”

JB nodded.

“Authenticity matters,” he said. “We can never know all the consequences of any action, so we were trying to err on the side of caution and restore everything we could.”

Jonah looked down at Second, who had not erred on the side of caution, who’d been gleeful about changing time, rather than restoring it. Everyone was quiet for a minute.

“What about Brendan and me?” Antonio asked. “The ex-slave and the Spanish orphan turned tribesmen? What made us famous and worth being kidnapped?”

“Your artwork,” JB said.

“Yeah, right,” Brendan said, laughing. “Very funny. Tell us the truth—were we in some famous battle? How brave were we? Don’t worry—I won’t brag too much about it when I find out.”

Antonio just stood there.

“Dude,” he said. “I think he’s serious.”

“Huh?” Brendan said.

“My tracer—he’s been thinking a lot about the drawings John White showed them,” Antonio said. “He’s been wondering if the old man could show him how to draw like that. . . .”

JB nodded.

“It’s true,” he said. “After you two rescued John White, he got well enough, temporarily, to give you a few art lessons. And then—art’s not my specialty—but I think the proper term is that you fused the various traditions, English art and Native American art and African art and Spanish art, and the two of you came up with something completely new, far ahead of your time. You were like twin Leonardo da Vincis—except that Leonardo’s work survived, and yours was all destroyed in a fire that blew through your village . . . also killing you.”

“That’s seriously twisted!” Brendan said.

“That you died with your work?” Andrea asked softly.

“No—that I’m supposed to be some famous artist,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “I almost flunked art last year!” He stopped, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Because . . . I thought the teacher was wrong, always wanting to have separate categories of art. . . . You say we were famous for mixing things up?”

JB nodded.

“But . . . we weren’t really famous,” Antonio said, “not if everything was destroyed, and nobody ever knew what we did.”

He already looked sad at the thought that artwork he hadn’t created yet would never be seen.

“But time travelers saw the work, right?” Katherine asked. “They’re the ones who would have made you famous.”

“Right,” JB said. “There was a strong—and illegal, I might add—art-smuggling effort, where renegade time travelers managed to rescue all your work, right before it burned. It made for some very dramatic time-travel stories.”

“Wow,” Antonio said, puffing up his chest. “Famous artist! Worth having his work stolen!”

“But then Gary and Hodge decided, why steal the art when you can steal the artists instead?” JB said. “So they yanked you out of time right when they pulled Virginia Dare out, while they were in the neighborhood. Before you’d rescued John White. Before you’d done any of your art.”

“So that created a paradox, didn’t it?” Jonah asked.

“Exactly,” JB said. “If there’s no artwork, there’s no reason Brendan and Antonio are famous, so there’s no reason Gary and Hodge would kidnap them.”

“Not . . . paradox. If ripple . . . stopped,” Second murmured, from his position on the ground. He’d managed to roll to his side, but it looked painful.

“Ah, yes,” JB agreed, frowning. “As my former projectionist reminds me, there isn’t a paradox, or isn’t one yet, because we put up a time barrier to prevent the results of your kidnappings from rippling on into the future. So there’s still time to fix things.”

“So you still want me to move all these bones?” Andrea asked, looking down at the skeletons strewn along the sand.

“And we have to do all that artwork?” Brendan asked. His words made it sound as if he didn’t want to, but he had a faraway, dreamy look in his eye.

“We’ll help as much as possible,” JB said, looking toward Andrea. “And . . . I will make sure I get you out of this time period before your village burns, Brendan and Antonio. And before you drown, leaving Croatoan, Andrea.”

His voice was soft, saying Andrea’s name.

“What about my grandfather?” Andrea challenged.

JB sighed.

“I’ll see what we can do about him,” he said.

Jonah wasn’t quite sure what that meant. But he remembered what Second had said about JB, implying that he wasn’t such a time purist anymore, that he’d gone softhearted.

And JB said that Second didn’t lie to us, Jonah thought. Still, something nagged at him, something he’d missed.

He remembered what it was.

“Are you sure you’ve told us everything we need to know?” He asked JB, a bitter twist to his words. “Or are you still working on not keeping secrets unnecessarily?”

JB’s face flushed.

“Sam—Second—he told me I had to say it like that,” JB said. “To make Andrea feel like it was okay not to tell you about her parents from the beginning. I swear, I wasn’t saying it for my own benefit!”

Jonah believed him.

“Add that to . . . the list,” Second muttered.

“The list?” JB said blankly.

“Of reasons I’m . . . being fired,” Second whispered from the ground. “Tell me all of them.”

“Got a couple centuries?” JB joked. “There’s the time smack, of course, with Antonio coming into 1600 in the same space as Jonah. Though, actually, I’m grateful for that, because that was the clue that helped me find you. You camouflaged all your other tracks, but you couldn’t hide that. So maybe the time judge won’t charge you for that one. But I don’t think anyone will forgive you for forcing me to do a time smack, hitting you, because it was the only way I could get in to rescue these kids. . . .”

Second gulped.

“That was a time smack then too?” he asked. “An authentic one? Not just a very, very close call?”

“Perfectly planned, perfectly executed,” JB bragged. A hard look came into his eyes. “I did all the calculations myself.”

Second’s face went pale.

“But there was only a 38 percent chance that you would find us, only a 20 percent chance that you would take such a huge risk . . . ,” he whispered.

“Obviously you underestimated me,” JB said.

Second looked up at Jonah.

“That day in the canoe,” Second murmured. “Yesterday. After your . . . time smack. Did you have to sleep the rest of the day? Or were you just being lazy?”

“It just happened,” Jonah said. “I couldn’t help myself.”

Second’s face turned even paler.

“Then I don’t have much time,” he said. “I didn’t want to have to work things this way, but . . .”

With great effort, he forced himself up from the ground. He staggered toward Andrea, reaching his hand toward hers.

“You take . . . Elucidator,” he whispered. “You have the most interest . . . in seeing this through. Just press . . . No, wait, I can do that. . . . My one last . . .”

He collapsed to the ground at her feet. A hearty snore escaped from his mouth.

“He’s out,” JB said, sounding relieved. “He’ll sleep for hours. Except—Andrea, did he hit that button?”

Andrea was staring down at the Elucidator that Second had dropped into her hand.

“I don’t—” she began.

Just then, something like a movie screen appeared in the trees behind them.

“He did,” JB muttered. “But why? What’s he trying to do?”

Second’s face appeared on the screen, beaming and confident.

“I can answer that,” he said.
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Jonah stared in confusion back and forth between the sleeping man on the ground and the grinning, triumphant-looking man on the screen.

“He knew ahead of time what JB was going to ask?” Katherine muttered.

Oh—it’s pre-recorded, Jonah thought. Video, or something like that.

“Actually, I’m only 94 percent certain that you would ask, ‘What’s he trying to do?’” Second continued, speaking from the screen. “And only 88 percent certain that Andrea would press the button, if I couldn’t. But, as you can see, I prepare for every eventuality. It’s what JB’s been paying me top dollar for, all these years.”

He cleared his throat.

“Speaking of dollars, I want to be clear—I am not in this for the money. I am not like those greedy bumblers, Gary and Hodge. Then, why did I do this, you ask?” He stroked his chin, like an actor trying to look deep and thoughtful. “The short answer is: hope.”

“Oh, please!” JB erupted. “You know better than that!”

“Hope, and . . . I have to admit . . . a bit of boredom,” Second continued. “In my job, I watch the same bit of history again and again, sometimes hundreds of times. Can you blame me for getting a little tired of it all? For wanting to do something besides always making sure everything turns out the same way? For wanting something . . . better?”

“How can you be so sure your changes would be better?” JB yelled at the screen.

“You doubt my certainty?” Second asked, as if he’d anticipated JB’s outburst. “Never mind. I am done with all that. I am finished with projections and predictions and everything we were always so sure about. Let the changes begin! Because . . .” He smiled sweetly. “I have released the ripple.”

“No-o-o-o-o!” JB wailed, diving toward the Elucidator in Andrea’s hand. He fell short, landing on Second’s unconscious form. “No,” he moaned again.

“Too late,” Second taunted from the screen. “It’s already happening.”

JB dug an Elucidator out of his own pocket and began frantically pushing buttons.

“What does he mean, he ‘released the ripple’?” Andrea asked. “And what’s already happening?”

“He broke down our time barrier, to allow the ripples of change to spread forward from you and Brendan and Antonio being kidnapped, and from all of you being incorrectly returned to time,” JB said, without looking up from his Elucidator. “The ripples are already flowing. . . .”

Jonah shivered. Nothing looked any different around him—he was still standing in sand near skeletons and trees. The sun still beat down on his head; the heat was still thick around him. Only Dare acted like something had changed: The dog whimpered and moved close to JB.

Then the ground began to shake.

“What’s that?” Katherine screamed.

“Time’s reacting. Too much change all at once,” JB said curtly. “Here.” He held out his Elucidator. “We’ve got to get you kids to safety. Everyone grab on. I can only send you as far as the site of the next time barrier, but as soon as I fix things here, I’ll come and get you. Or”—he seemed to very carefully avoid looking directly at anyone—”somebody will.”

None of the kids made the slightest move toward JB’s Elucidator.

“But this is our time period,” Andrea said stubbornly. “You need us to fix it. And to take care of my grandfather.”

“And Katherine and me, we came to help Andrea,” Jonah said, just as stubbornly. “We aren’t finished yet!”

“I was pretty sure you’d feel that way,” JB muttered. “Fortunately, I don’t need your cooperation.”

He hit something on the Elucidator. Jonah caught one last glimpse of JB standing on sand, with Dare huddled against his leg.

And then everything went black.
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Jonah could feel the time speeding past him: seconds, minutes, hours, days, months, years. . . . He was aware of the time passing before he could draw in a single breath, before he could open his mouth to complain, “No, wait, JB, don’t send us away. . . .”

He could hear the other kids protesting too.

“No!”

“Stop!”

“Don’t!”

“Please!”

Jonah blinked. They weren’t actually in total darkness: A dim light glowed off to his left. It was just bright enough that he could make out shadowed figures nearby—four of them.

So just us kids, Jonah thought. Not JB. Not Dare. JB and the dog stayed behind.

Jonah and the other kids were all zooming forward in time together, in a loose circle around the light.

The light must be coming from the Elucidator.

Jonah reached toward it.

“JB, I’m going to reprogram the Elucidator,” he threatened. “If you don’t tell me the right code, I’ll just hit numbers at random, and who knows where we’ll end up!”

“I thought you might try that.” JB’s voice came from the Elucidator. “So I locked out any changes.”

“Why?” Jonah asked. “You probably just ruined time, sending us away!”

“But I’m keeping you safe,” JB said.

Jonah remembered way back at the beginning, when he’d wondered what JB would do if he had to make a choice between saving kids and saving history. This was his answer.

Who would have thought that Jonah would disagree?

“It gets harder and harder to care only about abstract issues like history when you get to know the people involved,” JB continued.

“Right, and this is about my grandfather, too,” Andrea yelled. “Please . . .”

“Don’t worry, Andrea,” another voice said.

This voice also had the tinny, slightly distorted sound of an Elucidator transmission, but it wasn’t JB speaking.

“Second?” Andrea whispered.

It was Second’s voice. Jonah saw Andrea looking down; he saw the surprise register on her face as she realized that she was still holding Second’s Elucidator.

“I planned for this, too,” Second continued. “This is a pre-recorded message, set to be triggered if you were sent forward in time. I knew what JB would do. If you hold on to your friends’ hands and press the glowing button, you can all go back to 1600.”

“Yes!” Andrea cheered.

“Can we trust him?” Katherine asked.

Jonah leaned closer to the Elucidator that JB had programmed.

“Do you hear that, JB?” he yelled. “If you don’t bring us back, Second will.”

JB didn’t answer.

“JB?” Jonah yelled.

The Elucidator made a whirring noise and clicked out an automated-sounding voice: “Subject you are attempting to reach has been knocked unconscious. Danger! Danger! Alert! Rescue mission needed!”

“That’s it,” Andrea muttered. “I’ll take my chances with Second’s plan. Brendan? Antonio?”

“I’m in,” Antonio said, grabbing Andrea’s hand. “I miss my tracer already.”

“I’m all for saving the world with art,” Brendan said, grabbing for Second’s Elucidator as well, his hand landing right on top of Andrea’s and Antonio’s.

“Me, too!” Jonah said, reaching forward. He hesitated. “But maybe Katherine shouldn’t—”

“Oh, no, you don’t!” Katherine screamed in his ear. She clutched her brother’s arm. “You’re not going to protect me! I’m going back too!”

Jonah’s fingers brushed Andrea’s, but at the last moment she yanked her hand away.

“What are you doing?” he yelled.

Andrea stared at him, her eyes sad in the dim light from the Elucidator.

“I don’t know if I can save my grandfather,” she said. “Or myself. But I know I can save you.”

“What? No!” Jonah screamed. He was dizzy suddenly. Did Andrea really mean that she was willing to take chances with her own life, but not his and Katherine’s? Was she protecting him?

“It’s supposed to be the other way around!” He yelled at Andrea. “Katherine and me, we’re supposed to be saving you!”

Andrea gave him a wistful half smile.

“If you really care about somebody, it works in both directions,” she said.

And then she was gone.
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“No!” Jonah screamed. “No!”

“Wait!” Katherine screamed. “Andrea? Brendan? Antonio?”

All of them had vanished.

Jonah grabbed the Elucidator that JB had programmed.

“JB?” he yelled into it. “Andrea?”

Silence. They kept zooming through the darkness.

“At least you got what you wanted,” Katherine said after a few moments.

“What are you talking about?” Jonah asked. “We’re floating through time! We don’t know where we’re going! We don’t know what’s happening to Andrea and the others! I don’t have anything I want!”

“You got to hear Andrea say she cares about you,” Katherine said.

“She didn’t—” Jonah began. Then he stopped. He remembered Andrea’s last words: If you really care about somebody, it works in both directions. And then she’d protected him, just as he’d been trying all along to protect her. Was that like saying she cared?

“But that’s not how I thought it’d work!” Jonah complained. “When you and Chip had your big boyfriend-girlfriend talk, he ended up coming home with us. It fixed everything!”

“Yeah, well, it’s different this time,” Katherine said. “And—aaahhh!”

Something hit Jonah just then, a force powerful enough to spin him around and somersault him head over heels. He clutched the Elucidator with one hand; with the other, he grabbed Katherine’s arm while she held his.

“Wh-what was that?” Katherine asked when they’d both stopped spinning.

The Elucidator clicked and whirred.

“That would be the ripple,” a voice said from the Elucidator. “Flowing from all the changes in 1600. It’s come this far.”

“Is that Second again?” Jonah asked incredulously.

“On JB’s Elucidator?” Katherine added.

“If you’ve reached this point, you know I prepare for every possibility,” the voice continued. It was definitely Second’s. “I don’t want to brag, but I preloaded 6,582 different messages onto JB’s Elucidator, and I covered my tracks so thoroughly that I’m 99.994 percent certain that he didn’t find any of them. Although, if it’s you hearing this message, JB, I apologize for underestimating you again.”

Second paused.

“Still with me, Jonah and Katherine? I thought so.” Jonah could hear the smirk in Second’s voice, the overconfidence. “This message was triggered by a very exact set of circumstances, some of which may leave you a bit anxious about your friends’ fate.”

“No, duh,” Jonah muttered.

“Oops, did I say fate? That’s not really the right word anymore,” Second continued. “I can’t offer anyone as much certainty as I once could, but it’s most likely that your friends’ nobility and self-sacrifice and talent and, well, sheer goodness, have paid off. I believe you’re passing the year 1602 right about now, and by then, odds are that Brendan and Antonio have already finished their first major masterpiece, and Andrea has nursed her grandfather back to health. Everyone’s doing great. Even JB.”

“Then let us stop in and see for ourselves!” Katherine hollered at the Elucidator.

“Now, now,” Second said. “I’m sure you’re clamoring for some proof of this, but the fact is, I can’t do everything. And, well, there are a few teensy problems I sort of created when I released the ripple in 1600. Some would even accuse me of being reckless but, let me just say, I have every confidence that the two of you are going to be able to fix my mistakes. Or, at least, as much confidence as possible, given this new uncertainty.”

“Wait a minute—what? What are you talking about? What are we supposed to do?” Jonah sputtered.

He began spinning again: up, down, left to right, right to left, head over heels, heels over head.

“No-o-o-o-o,” Katherine moaned.

“Sorry about that,” Second said. “You’ll be leapfrogging back and forth through the ripple for a while. It will be a race, to see who gets to 1611 first. The two of you, on your mission to fix time? Or the ripple, changing everything?”

Jonah began spinning again.

“I did check, and it appears that neither of you are particularly susceptible to motion sickness,” Second said. “Which is a very, very good thing.”

More spinning.

“I will never go to an amusement park again!” Katherine screamed.

“Isn’t this fun?” Second asked, his voice entirely too cheerful. “I’ve never been a betting man—what was the point of betting when I always knew the outcome? But now, when anything could happen . . .”

Jonah missed the rest of Second’s sentence, because the spinning started all over again.

“So I was thinking a little bet is in order,” Second was saying when the spinning stopped. “You succeed in cleaning up the problems in 1611, and I’ll guarantee your friends get safely out of the 1600s and back to the twenty-first century. Safely and happily, even in Andrea’s case.”

“And . . . JB’s,” Jonah mumbled, fighting back dizziness. He couldn’t tell if the spinning had begun again or if it all was in his head. “Save JB, too.”

“What’s that you say?” Second asked. “You say you count JB as your friend now too? Aw, how sweet. I can throw him and the dog in as a bonus. So the bet is, you succeed, and everyone’s safe. You fail and—well, anything could happen then! Time itself could end!”

“Jonah,” Katherine whispered, tugging on his arm. She pointed.

Jonah had been too focused on the spinning to notice, but there were lights directly ahead of them, zooming closer and closer, faster and faster.

“We’re about to land,” Katherine whispered.

“My message can only last the duration of your trip through time,” Second was saying. “So I’ll leave you with this final thought: How many times did you cross the ripple?”

“Five?” Jonah said. “Six?”

“I wasn’t counting!” Katherine fumed.

“The actual number doesn’t matter as much as whether it’s even or odd,” Second said cheerfully. “Even numbers mean you’ll beat the ripple to 1611; odd means you’re starting out behind.”

“But we don’t know!” Jonah screamed.

“Either way, best of luck!” Second continued. “I’ll be waiting for you after 1611!”

“He can’t be sure of that,” Katherine complained. “He passed out, remember? By now, JB will have him in time prison!”

“Don’t you think—” Jonah began, but they hit the last part of their journey just then, the part where everything sped up and it felt like they were being torn to pieces, down to each individual atom. The re-entry into time was harder than ever because they kept hitting the ripple. Spin, stop, spin, stop, spin, stop . . .

Even if Jonah had had an accurate count before, he would have lost it through all that spinning and tumbling.

And then everything stopped for good.

“Numb,” Jonah mumbled. “Can’t see. Can’t hear.”

Or maybe Jonah couldn’t speak, either, and he only imagined that his mouth was moving. Could he feel anything? It took a moment or two, but he could tell that the Elucidator was still in his right hand; he could feel Katherine’s hand still clutched around his right arm; he could tell he was lying flat on his back on some hard surface. And then something hit him in the face. Something light—a feather? A leaf?

Remembering how he’d had to brush away pine needles when he’d first arrived on Roanoke Island, Jonah clumsily groped his left hand up toward his face. It took three tries, but he managed to grab on to something: a piece of paper. There was a ripping sound. Jonah didn’t really have enough energy even to rip paper, so he froze, clutching the paper.

“Jonah? Katherine? Please answer! Please!”

Absently, Jonah noticed that this was JB’s voice again, coming from JB’s Elucidator.

Good, Jonah thought. That’s how it’s supposed to be. Not Second on JB’s Elucidator. That’s too confusing.

“Please answer! Are you there? Can you hear me?”

“—uh?” Jonah said.

He’d been trying for Huh? but evidently that was beyond him right now.

“We’re on emergency backup power—I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to talk to you,” JB continued. “This is what I have to tell you. Second escaped—”

“Escaped?” Katherine repeated. She was apparently recovering more quickly than Jonah, if she was able to say a whole two-syllable word. And sound outraged, all at once.

“Yes . . . I don’t know how he did it—he must have been prepared for me to hit him with that time smack. He must have just been faking it, when he passed out,” JB said. “And then he knocked me out and vanished. I should have been prepared for that, just in case. . . .”

Jonah blanked out for a moment. He wasn’t worried about Second just then. There was something else . . . someone else. . . .

“Andrea?” he whispered, with great effort. “How’s Andrea?”

“Jonah, she’s fine for now,” JB said. “We’re all fine. She’s buried the bones; Brendan and Antonio are doing their artwork. . . . We’re coping. But listen—” The urgency was back in his voice. “Everything depends on you and Katherine.”

Jonah couldn’t hear what JB said after that. Maybe the Elucidator shorted out for a few minutes.

“Feel like . . . John White,” he muttered to Katherine.

“What are you talking about?” Katherine asked.

“Him, us . . . had to leave everyone . . . go . . . help . . . ” Jonah had it worked out much better in his mind, better than what he could say. He meant that now he could understand how John White felt, how heart-wrenching it must have been for the old man to sail away from the people he loved, thinking that their very survival depended on him.

Katherine slugged Jonah’s arm. She was definitely recovering faster than he was.

“How can you say that?” she asked. “Look what happened to John White!”

“He made it back,” Jonah protested. “Found . . . granddaughter, at least.”

“Did he?” Katherine asked. “How can we know which version of history really happened?”

Jonah waved his arm warningly at her. He was trying to look threatening, trying to keep her from slugging him again. But he’d forgotten that he was still clutching the paper that had blown against his face. Moving the paper back a little meant that his eyes could focus on it now.

It was a page torn from a book. The top of the page had the words NEW VIEWS OF THE NEW WORLD printed in old-fashioned type. Below that was a drawing of a girl in a deerskin dress and a white-haired man standing in the midst of a crowd of Native Americans. The old man was shaking hands with a dark-skinned boy who was wearing a loincloth.

Below the drawing was the caption: John White and Virginia Dare joining a native tribe, welcomed by One Who Survives Much. Drawn by Walks with Pride.

“This happened,” Jonah whispered.

Katherine stared at the paper.

“Then—the ripple,” she said. “It’s here.”

Jonah thought about that. He thought about how he’d landed and then the paper had come fluttering down onto his face.

“We got here first,” he said confidently. “That’s good, don’t you think?”

The Elucidator crackled to life again.

“Jonah, Katherine, I have to tell you what to do,” JB shouted.

Jonah was still looking at the drawing on the page before him. He saw the way Virginia Dare/Andrea held her grandfather’s arm, the peacefulness that shone from her face.

“Not if it means undoing 1600,” Jonah said. “I won’t do that to Andrea.”

Time travel was so confusing—making it hard to see what was right and what was wrong, who was a friend and who was an enemy, even which events followed which, and which led to something else. But this was one fact Jonah was sure of: He didn’t want to do anything to erase the joy on Andrea’s face in this picture.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” JB said grimly. “Believe me, nobody can undo anything about 1600 now.”

Katherine gasped.

“Then you’re all stuck there?” she asked. “You, Brendan, Antonio, Andrea—none of you can ever get back to the twenty-first century? None of you will ever see your families again, ever—”

“I didn’t say that,” JB said, his voice tense. “The year 1600 is sealed off now, all but carved in stone. But we’re living through it. We’re not in any imminent danger, and there are still some possible escape routes up ahead.”

“Then why can’t we just come back and get you?” Jonah asked. “Meet you at one of those escape routes, maybe. At the bottom of the exit ramp, or whatever you’d call it for time travel.”

“Because those escape routes will work only if you and Katherine fix things in 1611,” JB said. “Everything’s connected.”

“That kind of sounds like what Second told us,” Katherine whispered.

“You have to keep 1611 stable!” JB yelled, speaking quickly now, as if he was running out of time. “You’re our only hope! You’re time’s only hope! Or else—”

The Elucidator went dead again.

Jonah didn’t mind too much. He wasn’t quite ready to think about or else’s. He went back to staring at the drawing of Andrea, soaking in the peace and joy in her expression.

I did help her, he thought. And she helped me. It worked in both directions.

“I can see why some old people just want to think about their pasts,” Jonah muttered. “Where they know how things turned out.”

“We know some things about the future, too,” Katherine reminded him. “We know, no matter what, that we’re going to do everything we can to fix time and rescue our friends. Second was wrong—some things are always predictable.”

Second was wrong, Jonah thought. He was wrong about a lot of things.

It was dizzying to think about how much Second had manipulated them—had manipulated even JB. And though the projectionist had made Andrea happy, Jonah knew that Second had been too reckless, too dangerous, too much of a threat to time.

There would be consequences.

Jonah lowered the picture of Andrea and squinted out toward the world beyond. It was all still just a big gray blur, but he knew that everything would come into focus soon.

Maybe they hadn’t exactly outsmarted Second in 1600. But they’d held their own: Everyone was still safe for now. And 1611 wasn’t just another dangerous year.

It was also another chance.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

If you go to Roanoke Island in North Carolina right now, in the twenty-first century, you can get there by driving across Virginia Dare Memorial Bridge. And, when you arrive, you’ll be in Dare County. Go a little farther east, to the islands that make up the Outer Banks, and you can drive along Virginia Dare Trail. Go north, to Smith Mountain Lake in Virginia, and you can take a cruise on a ship called the Virginia Dare. Or, if you just want to stay home, you could bake a cake using Virginia Dare vanilla or listen to music by a band called Virginia Dare.

Virginia Dare is incredibly famous for someone we know so little about. History records only two events from her actual life: She was born to Ananias and Eleanor Dare on August 18, 1587. And she was baptized six days later, on August 24, 1587. And that’s it. That’s all we know for sure. Both of those details come from accounts written by Virginia’s grandfather, John White, who was the governor of the Roanoke Colony. And he left Roanoke on August 27, when Virginia was only nine days old. After that, Virginia’s life is a complete unknown. Everything else about her is speculation, myth, and mystery.

I first became intrigued by the Roanoke Colony story when I was a kid. I can even remember reading a biography of Virginia Dare—Virginia Dare: Mystery Girl—in the Childhood of Famous Americans series. (You would think that that would have been a really, really short book, but it wasn’t.) When I first began thinking about The Missing series, I knew right away that I wanted to include Virginia Dare as one of the missing kids from history. But when I began doing research about the Roanoke Colony, I discovered a much more complicated story than the one I thought I knew.

As far as anyone can tell, Virginia Dare truly was the first English child born in the Western Hemisphere. But even the Roanoke Colony’s claim to being the first English settlement in the Americas is a little suspect. As early as 1583, a group of Englishmen tried to start a settlement in Newfoundland. But they gave up after just a few weeks because of a lack of supplies.

When I was a kid thinking about the early Europeans coming to the Americas, I pictured it as being comparable to people in the late twentieth century landing on the moon. But that really isn’t the best comparison. First of all, unlike the moon, the Americas already had people living there. Secondly, in a forty-year time span, humans have made exactly nine manned trips to the moon. During the 1500s, Europeans made hundreds of trips back and forth from the Americas. English fishermen, along with those of other nationalities, were routinely sailing to the waters off Newfoundland, fishing during the warmer months, and then taking their catch home to sell. The Spanish, who had gotten a huge head start and already had numerous settlements in the Western Hemisphere, were routinely crossing the Atlantic with ships full of treasure from Central and South America.

When the English looked at that imbalance—we’re getting fish; they’re getting gold—they didn’t like it. They considered the Spanish their enemies, anyhow, for a variety of reasons, including religion. (Spain was a Catholic country; by the late 1500s, England was Protestant.) Spain seemed to have all the power and was expanding its influence across Europe as well as in the Americas. One of England’s main ways of fighting back was to have English ships attack Spanish ships and steal everything they could. This sounds like piracy—or outright acts of war—but the English had another name for it: privateering. All that meant is that the English didn’t feel they were doing anything wrong. The English government and its leaders not only allowed the theft of Spanish treasure—they encouraged it. And Queen Elizabeth got a cut of the profits.

Sir Walter Raleigh, one of the queen’s favorite courtiers, was also one of the men most heavily involved with privateering. (You probably remember Raleigh’s name from some Social Studies class, if you were paying more attention than Jonah.) Raleigh thought that starting a colony in North America would be a way to counter Spain’s power in the Western Hemisphere—especially if it served as a base and hiding place for English privateers.

Raleigh himself didn’t plan to go to the new colony he envisioned; he stayed in England and sent others out on his behalf. It’s hard to know what motivated the actual Roanoke colonists to leave everything they knew and try to set up new homes in an unfamiliar place. Some historians think some or all of the colonists might have wanted to separate from the Church of England and practice their own religion, like the Pilgrims who settled in Massachusetts thirty-three years later. Other historians think the financial incentives might have been more important: Each male colonist was supposed to receive five hundred acres of land.

One of the things I didn’t remember about the Roanoke Colony—or had never known—was that there were a few trials runs before John White, the Dares, and more than a hundred other men, women, and children showed up on Roanoke Island at the end of July 1587. Various all-male groups of English explorers and soldiers inhabited the island on and off beginning in 1584. In many ways, these trial runs were disasters and planted the seeds of more disaster. The Englishmen expected the local people to supply them with food—never mind that there was a drought and the natives had barely enough food for themselves. And never mind that the English acted almost schizophrenic, alternately befriending and killing their new neighbors. When the English thought an Indian might have stolen a silver communion cup, they burned an entire Indian village and destroyed the villagers’ corn. Later, they stole and ate dogs belonging to other Indians. They also kidnapped a prominent Indian leader’s young son. None of this could have endeared the English to the natives. When Virginia Dare’s parents and their fellow Roanoke colonists arrived in the summer of 1587, they expected to find fifteen soldiers who had been left to guard an English fort. Instead, they found a skeleton, presumably belonging to a soldier who’d been killed by Indians. Nobody knows what happened to the other fourteen soldiers.

That first discovery must have been disheartening, but there was plenty of bad news to come. Six days after they arrived, one of the colonists, George Howe, was killed by Indians while he was out alone looking for crabs. He left behind his young son, now an orphan. When the colonists decided to retaliate for Howe’s murder and attack a nearby Indian village, they discovered partway into the attack that they’d made a huge mistake: The village was occupied by Native Americans who were friendly toward the English, not the enemies they expected to find.

Amazingly, those Indians seem to have been willing to look past that error. But the Roanoke colonists still had plenty of other problems. For a variety of reasons, they’d failed to load up on necessary supplies—including food—on their way to America. And because the captains of the ships bringing them to America had wanted to spend as much of the sailing season as they could privateering (a common theme in the history of the English on Roanoke Island), the colonists didn’t arrive until late summer, when it was too late to plant any crops. Finally, one of the things the English had learned from their previous trial runs was that Roanoke Island was actually a lousy place for the English to try to settle. This time around, the colonists intended to settle farther north, in the Chesapeake Bay area. But Simon Fernandez, the pilot leading their fleet of ships, reportedly refused to take them anywhere else. Much of the speculation about the Roanoke Colony’s fate has been directed at Simon Fernandez. Was he intentionally sabotaging the colony? If so, who told him to do that? And why? Was he secretly working for Spain? Or was he taking bribes from some enemy of Raleigh’s within the English court?

Or have Fernandez’s intentions simply been misinterpreted because his side of the story is lost to history?

Regardless, Simon Fernandez did agree to let one person go back to England to plead for more supplies: John White. According to his own account, White was very reluctant to leave Roanoke, but the other colonists persuaded him that his word would carry the most clout—he would be the one most likely to be able to get help.

Once he got back to England, White faced obstacle after obstacle. The English were worried about a naval attack from Spain, so Queen Elizabeth ordered English ships to stay in port, to be ready to defend their country. At one point, White had permission to sail, but then the permission was revoked before he could actually leave. Another time, White managed to leave in a small ship with supplies and fifteen new colonists, but they never made it to America. Instead, the ship did a lot of privateering and then came under attack by French privateers. White himself was injured twice during the ensuing fight, and the ship was so badly damaged that it had to return to England. A few months later, the Spanish Armada attacked. But even after England defeated Spain in that epic battle, the Roanoke Colony investors were apparently too distracted to put together another rescue attempt right away.

White finally set sail for America on March 20, 1590, nearly three years after he’d left his colony behind. And he was able to sail then only because he agreed not to take any new colonists. He complained in his writings that he wasn’t even allowed to take a boy to act as his servant during the trip. The ship’s captain wanted as much room as possible to store the treasures he expected to gain through privateering. And he took a very leisurely path toward Roanoke, detouring to help capture a Spanish ship. As White himself described the situation, “both Governors, Masters, and sailers, regard(ed) very smally the good of their countreymen” in the Roanoke Colony.

The ship White was on, the Hopewell, finally neared Roanoke Island in mid-August 1590. The first evening, White was encouraged when he saw smoke rising from the area where he’d left the colony. The next morning, seeing smoke rising from another island nearby, White and others from the Hopewell decided to search there first. But this turned out to be a wild goose chase: No humans were in sight, and the fire evidently had natural causes. The second morning, two boats rowed toward Roanoke, but one capsized in the dangerous waters, and seven men drowned. By the time the survivors had dealt with this disaster, they decided it was too late and getting too dark to go to Roanoke. Anchored nearby, in sight of a fire on Roanoke Island, White and the others called out and played the trumpet and sang familiar English songs, in an effort to get the colonists’ attention. White heard no reply, and in the morning when he and the sailors were able to land on Roanoke, they discovered that the fire was only from dry grass and dead trees. On their way to the colony site, they saw footprints in the sand that White concluded belonged to Indians, but they met no one.

The rest of the story is as Andrea and Katherine told it: White and the men with him found the colony site deserted and mostly destroyed, but with CRO carved on an nearby tree and CROATOAN carved on a post of the wooden fort (which the kids in this book refer to as a fence, though White would have called it a palisade). White was upset to find that some of his own possessions—including a suit of armor—had been dug up from their hiding places in trunks and left to rot and rust and spoil. He blamed enemy natives for this. But he was overjoyed by the carved CROATOAN, especially since there was no cross carved along with the word. A cross was the sign he and the other colonists had agreed upon to mean that they had left the island in distress. White concluded that his colonists were safe with the friendly Croatoan tribe on nearby Croatoan Island (probably the island now known as Hatteras).

White intended to go to Croatoan Island the very next day. But a storm blew up in the night, and a series of disasters caused the Hopewell to lose three of its four anchors. At first, the plan was to go to Trinidad to make repairs and get supplies before coming back to search for the colonists on Croatoan. But continued violent weather blew the Hopewell far off course, and it ended up in the Azores, in the mid-Atlantic. From there, the ship’s captain decided to return to England.

And that was the end of the Hopewell’s efforts to find the Roanoke colonists.

In 1593, White wrote a letter to a man named Richard Hakluyt describing his 1590 voyage. By then—six years after he’d last seen his daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter; three years after he’d made it back across the ocean to search for them—he seemed to have a philosophical attitude toward his losses. But he was still praying for the safety of those he had left behind at Roanoke.

After that 1593 letter, John White vanished from history almost as completely as the rest of his family. Some believe that, since he wrote that last letter from Ireland, he must have lived out his days there, on land belonging to Sir Walter Raleigh. Others point to records of a Brigit White appointed to administer the estate of her late brother, John White, in 1606. They say this means Governor John White must have died that year—even though it’s impossible to know if this is the right John White. Still others believe that White might have returned to America yet again to look for his family, just on a voyage that wasn’t very well documented. (This is the theory that I would want to believe, even if it didn’t help the plot of my book.)

Regardless of what happens to them in life, artists can hope to live on through their work after they die. Woodcuts of White’s drawings were published in 1590, but for many years his original work was lost. Some of his drawings showed up in 1788, and they were eventually purchased by the British Museum. Because of growing interest in his work, The American Drawings of John White was published in 1964, as a joint project between the museum and the University of North Carolina Press. As Andrea boasts, White’s work really is praised for his sensitivity and his depiction of Native Americans as human beings, not completely alien creatures.

For the past four hundred years, Virginia Dare and the other people John White left behind on Roanoke Island have been referred to as the Lost Colonists. What constantly amazed me, researching this book, was how poorly that term fits. It’s not exactly that the colonists were lost; it’s more that looking for them just wasn’t a very high priority for anyone besides John White. In more modern times, if we’d been forced to leave astronauts behind on the moon, I’m sure we would have done everything we could to rescue them. But again, I’m making the mistake of trying to look at the past as if it’s the same as the present.

After Roanoke, the English waited twenty years before they tried again to start a settlement in the Americas. This time they targeted a site a little farther north, on the James River in Virginia. The Jamestown settlers heard rumors about sightings of people nearby who had fair skin and blond hair—or people who wore English clothing or spoke English or lived in English-style houses. And there were suggestions that some of those people might have been the remnants of the Roanoke Colony. But the Jamestown residents put very little effort into searching for them. This is frustrating for historians, but understandable. The Jamestown settlers were struggling just to survive. In their first year, all but 38 of the 104 original Jamestown settlers died.

So what really happened to Virginia Dare and the rest of the Roanoke Colony in “original” history? The most depressing possibility is that everyone died not long after John White left. Maybe some of their Indian enemies killed them all. Maybe a Spanish raiding party murdered them. Maybe everyone starved to death.

What John White found in 1590—particularly the lack of a cross alongside the word CROATOAN—would seem to indicate that, if nothing else, the colonists did manage to get safely off Roanoke Island. Some historians theorize that the colonists might have split into two groups: One group could have gone to the Chesapeake area as originally planned, while a smaller group stayed with the Croatoans, close enough to Roanoke to watch for White’s return. A modern Indian tribe in North Carolina known as the Lumbee claims that the Roanoke colonists intermarried with Native Americans and became their ancestors. One study of these Indians in the late nineteenth century found that 41 of the 95 surnames represented among the Roanoke colonists were carried by members of this tribe.

Others tell different stories about the colonists. Captain John Smith said that Powhatan, the powerful Indian leader near Jamestown, claimed at one point that he had killed all the Roanoke colonists. (Powhatan was also Pocahantas’s father, as you might remember if you were paying attention in Social Studies and/or watched the Disney movie.) Another sad possibility is that some of the Roanoke colonists might have become slaves of a rather cruel tribe farther inland from the coast. There were reports of unusually light-skinned people working for that tribe, along with the reports of light-skinned people living more happily alongside other natives.

Of course, the Roanoke colonists of 1587 weren’t the only ones with light skin who might have been wandering around North America in the late 1500s and early 1600s. Besides the Spanish and the English, other Europeans such as the French and the Dutch were exploring North America. And the history Antonio describes really did occur: European sea captains did leave behind cabin boys to learn native languages, so they could eventually serve as translators. If the European ships then sank or just didn’t bother coming back, the European kids who managed to survive would have blended in with the native cultures. Or maybe, like Antonio, some of them might have decided they liked life as adopted Indians better than life as lowly cabin boys. Apparently, many of the Native Americans were quite open-minded about welcoming outsiders into their tribes.

Even before the official “Lost Colonists,” the trial-run settlements on Roanoke Island provided several missing persons who might also have accounted for some of the reports of people who looked or acted like Europeans, residing in various places along the Atlantic coast. Virginia Dare may be the most famous person to have vanished from Roanoke Island, but she had a lot of company. There were the fourteen soldiers who vanished from the island sometime between the summer of 1586 and August 1587. There were also three men abandoned in June 1586 when their fellow soldier/explorers took Sir Francis Drake’s offer of a free ride back to England.

I had never known the story of Drake’s rescue effort before, and, like Brendan, I was horrified by his choices. Drake really did abandon hundreds of slaves (both of Indian and African origin) on Roanoke Island to make room to rescue the English soldiers. And he undoubtedly thought he was being heroic and generous, doing this. The slaves immediately vanish from the historical record—nobody knows what happened to them.

It is hard to read the history of this time period without feeling appalled: by how slaves were treated, by how Native Americans were treated, by how the common (nonnoble) English people were treated. And so many of their stories are lost to history because their voices weren’t considered important either. I do think time travel would show us many, many fascinating individuals and perspectives and events that have been completely overlooked by history.

Even without time travel, history is constantly re-evaluated. Historians have a much better understanding now of how devastating it was for Native Americans to be exposed to European diseases. It is true that entire villages vanished; entire tribes were reduced to a handful of survivors. It’s impossible to know exactly how many people died, but early European accounts of travel to the Americas tell again and again of explorers meeting teeming communities of natives at first contact and then, when Europeans came back later, finding nothing but a vast empty wilderness.

If I were a time traveler, I would want very badly to sneak vaccines into the past.

In the absence of any verifiable accounts of what really happened to Virginia Dare and the other Roanoke colonists, numerous stories and fables and myths have grown up during the past four hundred years. Sometimes the stories are passed off as truth: In the late 1930s, people across Georgia and the Carolinas found 48 carved stones allegedly left by Eleanor Dare to tell her family’s story. A 1941 magazine article discredited the stones and revealed them as elaborate hoaxes. But as recently as 1991 a book called A Witness for Eleanor Dare argued that the stones were authentic.

Even more fancifully, a woman named Sallie Southall Cotten wrote a book in 1901 claiming to retell an “Indian fable” in a long narrative poem: Virginia Dare spurns the advances of an evil Indian magician so, in revenge, he turns her into a white doe. Her true love, an Indian warrior, tries to rescue her by shooting her with a magic arrow, but a rival is hunting her as well. Struck by two arrows at once, she turns back into a human just in time to die.

Maybe if we’d known what really happened to Virginia Dare from the beginning, nobody would remember her or care. Maybe it’s just the mystery that makes her so interesting.

Or maybe the truth is an even better story than anyone can imagine. We just don’t know what it is.
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“We didn’t know what we were doing,” a voice whispered near Jonah’s ear.

Jonah struggled to pay attention. He and his younger sister, Katherine, had just traveled through time, from one foreign era to another. He was becoming an experienced time traveler—a thirteen-year-old expert, you might even say. So he’d learned that when he first landed in a new place and time, he just had to expect his brain to be a little fuzzy.

And his eyes.

And his ears.

And … Really, for all Jonah could tell, he and Katherine might be seconds away from being burned at the stake or tortured on a rack or trampled by stampeding horses fleeing a war. And he wouldn’t be able to see or hear or notice any of those things until it was too late.

Anything was possible now.

No, no, Jonah told himself. It’s history. Everyone knows how it’s supposed to go. JB wouldn’t have sent us here if we were going to be in danger. Not right away, at least.

JB was the true time-travel expert. It had taken a while, but Jonah trusted JB. The problem was, Jonah didn’t have a very high opinion of the past. Twice now he and Katherine had gone back in time with other kids. They’d been sent to fix history and save endangered children. Each time, their mission had gotten a little complicated … and endangered them.

Jonah could have drowned.

Katherine could have died in battle.

Their friends could have been murdered.

Near misses, Jonah thought. Those two words, together, had more meaning than Jonah could bear to think about at the moment.

And what’s supposed to happen now? Jonah wondered. I don’t know anything about what happened in … 1611. He was proud that he could remember the year they’d been sent to. But the pride was followed by a shiver. What if this is the year that fate catches up with us?

That word—fate—prickled at his brain. It was too much for him to think about right now. He blinked and squinted, trying desperately to bring his vision into focus. A moment ago he’d managed to read a paper held close to his eyes. But beyond that range everything was just a gray fog around him. The only thing he could hear was a muffled thump-thump, thump-thump, off in the distance. He could feel some cold, hard surface beneath him—wood, maybe? Wet wood? Why would he be lying on wet boards?

“Jonah? Katherine?” The voice spoke again, sounding so tinny and distorted that Jonah could barely understand. Jonah wasn’t sure if the problem was his ears or the fact that the person was speaking to them from another time. “We tried. We really tried….”

“JB?” Jonah moaned.

“Who else would it be?” the voice said.

“Maybe … Second,” Jonah’s sister Katherine whimpered nearby. “Second was talking to us on the way here.…”

“Second was talking to you again?” JB asked, clearly alarmed. “Oh, no….”

Once upon a time—well, once upon a time in the distant future—Second had been JB’s most trusted employee. They’d worked together restoring history to its proper course after unethical time travelers had messed it up.

Then Second himself had decided to change the past.

He’d sabotaged Jonah and Katherine’s trip to return their friend Andrea to the year 1600—and to her original identity as Virginia Dare, the first English child born in North America.

Second had set up a reckless scheme to shift time from its intended path—to improve it, he said. He’d manipulated Andrea and Jonah and Katherine and their new friends Brendan and Antonio. He’d risked their lives.

And he’d achieved everything he’d wanted to in 1600.

He’d even managed to break down the barriers protecting time after 1600, so the results of his changes had rippled forward, changing everything along the way. Now all of time—and history itself—was in danger of collapsing, unless Jonah and Katherine could keep 1611 stable.

No pressure, Jonah told himself. Nothing to worry about.

It was too overwhelming to think about saving all of time, all of history, all of humanity from the year 1611 on. Jonah focused his thoughts a little more narrowly, on just one person:

Andrea.

Second promised, Jonah thought. He promised if we fix 1611, we can rescue Andrea….

Actually, it was a package deal. Second had promised that Jonah and Katherine could rescue Brendan and Antonio and JB as well. All of them were stuck in the past. And, sure, Jonah wanted each of his friends to be safe. But it was Andrea he thought about the most: Andrea with her soft gray eyes, her gleaming brown hair, her stubborn hope that …

Katherine slugged Jonah in the arm.

“Stop daydreaming about Andrea,” she said. “We don’t have time for that.”

Sheesh, how did she know? Jonah wondered. He stopped himself from looking again at the drawing of Andrea on the paper he was holding in his hand. The drawing was torn from a book that had dropped on him only moments after they’d arrived in 1611, and it proved that Second’s changes had arrived too. But it also proved that somewhere back in time Andrea was still okay.

Jonah realized Katherine was waiting for an answer.

“I wasn’t daydr—,” Jonah started to protest, but Katherine interrupted.

“Yeah, you were,” she said. “You’re looking all lovesick and gloopy again.”

“You mean, the way you look any time you’re around Chip?” Jonah taunted. He was trying to think of a better put-down, when something else struck him. He managed to raise himself slightly on trembling arms and turn his head toward his sister. “You can see my face already?” he asked. “You’re getting over the timesickness that fast?”

He squinted but could see Katherine only as splashes of color in the general fuzziness. Was that blur of yellow her hair? Pink, her T-shirt? Blue, her jeans?

It seemed wrong, all those bright colors in the midst of the gray haze.

We don’t belong here, Jonah thought, shivering. Katherine doesn’t. I don’t.

Which would make fixing 1611 even harder.

“I—,” Katherine began, but stopped, because JB was talking again.

“I see that we made even more mistakes than I thought,” JB said.

Now Jonah could tell where JB’s voice was coming from: a small metal box that had fallen between him and Katherine. It looked like some antique meant for—what? Jonah wondered. Holding a candle? Scooping flour?

It didn’t matter. Jonah knew that the box was anything but antique, and that its appearance was completely fake. If it was transmitting JB’s voice, it was actually an Elucidator, a device from the future that could camouflage itself to fit any time period. In Jonah’s time—the early twenty-first century—it always looked like an ordinary cell phone.

Having it look so primitive now probably meant that the technology in 1611 would be really, really lame. But Jonah was just glad to have an Elucidator. On their trip to 1600, Second had made sure they lost it. They’d been entirely cut off.

And exposed.

Jonah managed to hold himself back from grabbing the Elucidator and clutching it like a little kid with a security blanket. But he did interrupt JB to ask, “Shouldn’t we set the Elucidator to make us invisible? Right away?”

Invisibility was one of the Elucidator’s best apps.

“Um … no,” JB said nervously. “Not just yet.”

This was odd. Usually JB was all about being cautious, not taking chances. Staying hidden.

“Listen,” JB said. “We don’t have much time. We really messed up.”

“We know,” Katherine said. “We saw what happened in 1600.”

Jonah shivered again, practically trembling. This was odd too—he didn’t remember shivering as a symptom of timesickness before.

“That’s not what I mean,” JB said. “What we thought about time itself—a lot of that was wrong. You have to understand—time travel was so young then. We were as confused as all those early European explorers in their Age of Discovery. All their crazy notions … Did you know they thought that in the summertime the North Pole would be as hot as the equator, because of the constant sunshine?”

“So then someone went there, saw the glaciers, and figured out they were wrong,” Katherine said impatiently. “Just like you guys went back in time, figured out what it was like, and—”

“No.” JB’s voice was hard suddenly, almost angry. “We didn’t find out that quickly. Time travel is not like geography. There are so many complications. So many extra variables. Things that don’t show up until you’ve made mistake upon mistake upon mistake.”

Jonah realized that his vision was clearing. He could see past the Elucidator now, past Katherine. Beyond her a thin layer of ice shone dully on a weathered wood floor and a cluster of equally weathered-looking barrels. And beyond that—Jonah squinted—was fog.

So I still can’t see everything, he thought. He snorted, because the salt water in the air was stinging his nostrils. No, wait—that’s real fog! That’s why I can’t see anything!

He sat all the way up, swaying only slightly. Now he could see the spot where the wooden floor met a wooden wall of sorts. But the wall rose up only about three or four feet. After that—Jonah looked toward the gray, foggy sky—there was an intricate arrangement of ropes leading up to billows of dingy, tattered white cloth.

Sails, Jonah thought. Rigging. We’re on a ship.

The ropes also had a sheen of iciness. Icicles hung from the side of the ship.

Jonah finally understood why he couldn’t stop shivering: He was wearing only jeans and a T-shirt, and it was absolutely freezing here. The world around them seemed like the kind of place that never thawed.

He gasped.

“Are you sending us to the North Pole?” he asked.
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“No, no,” JB answered. “This is 1611.”

He said the date as if it was supposed to mean something to Jonah and Katherine. When neither of them jumped in with something like, “Oh, yes! Of course! 1611!” he sighed and started to explain.

“By 1611 the early explorers had figured out that sailing over the pole wouldn’t work,” JB said, sounding like a teacher who really, really wished he were dealing with smarter kids. Or at least more educated ones. “You’re in James Bay, in what’s going to be Canada. You are on Henry Hudson’s ship—for a little while longer, anyway—and he was the one who disproved that whole ‘warm seas near the North Pole’ theory. But you’re on a later voyage of his—his last, in fact.”

Jonah shivered again at the ominous tone in JB’s voice.

He glanced over at Katherine, and she was actually grinning.

“Henry Hudson?” she said, sounding almost as excited as if they were talking about one of the Jonas Brothers, not some dusty old explorer. (Or, Jonah thought, some icy old explorer?)“One of the kids stolen from history was named John Hudson, right?”

“Correct,” JB said.

“Same family?” Katherine asked.

“I think you can figure it out,” JB said. “John was Henry Hudson’s son.”

Katherine gave Jonah’s shoulder a shove, almost knocking him down.

“So that’s who Jonah really is!” she practically squealed. “He must be, since you didn’t bring back any other missing kids!”

Jonah felt his stomach lurch. He didn’t think that he could blame timesickness anymore. Maybe it was sea-sickness?

He’d known that he was one of the missing kids from history, stolen from time by the unethical kidnappers/baby smugglers from the future, Gary and Hodge. He’d known that at some point he would have to go back to his original time period, to repair the damage Gary and Hodge had left behind. He knew that he should have asked ages ago exactly who he was, what time period he’d come from.

But it was scary knowing he was supposed to be someone other than Jonah Skidmore, ordinary kid, adopted by an ordinary family.

No, it was terrifying. Jonah’s general strategy had been to try not to think about it.

Katherine—who wasn’t adopted, who’d never had to worry about being anybody but herself—had no such fears.

She slugged Jonah’s shoulder again.

“Way to go, Jonah!” she exclaimed. “Son of a great explorer!”

“You want him to be the son of Henry Hudson?” JB interrupted her rejoicing. “Son of an explorer whom history has accused of being crazy, monomaniacal, or possibly just really, really bad at managing underlings?”

“JB,” Katherine said in a low voice, as if she were trying not to let Jonah hear. “You really shouldn’t say things like that if we’re talking about Jonah’s biological father.”

“Fortunately, we’re not,” JB said drily. “Jonah is not John Hudson.”

Jonah felt a wave of relief. Suddenly his stomach felt fine. Just … hungry.

He remembered that back in 1600 they’d eaten nothing but fish. Jonah had never been a big fan of fish, mainly because he could eat a bunch of it and be hungry again fifteen minutes later.

Time travel kind of threw things off, but Jonah really did feel as if it’d been eleven years since he’d had anything to eat.

“Crazy, monomani—whatever. Who cares?” Jonah said. “What I want to know is, does Henry Hudson have lots and lots of food on his ship?”

JB gave a low chuckle.

“Ah, his story could have turned out so much differently if he did,” JB said.

“Please!” Jonah begged. “Can’t we have some food before we do whatever we’re supposed to do here? I’m starving!”

“Sorry, but no,” JB muttered. It was hard to tell with his voice just coming from the Elucidator, but Jonah had the sense that JB was looking guiltily side to side, glancing back over his shoulder. His voice varied that much in volume.

“Couldn’t you just yank us out of time, let us eat, then bring us back?” Katherine asked. Usually she made fun of Jonah for being hungry all the time—if she was asking too, things must really be bad. “Or let us have something we can eat fast, without making any noise? We won’t leave any crumbs, we promi—”

“No!” JB exploded. “I can’t! We don’t even have time to talk about food right now! Everything’s about to start!”

Jonah’s stomach started churning again. But it wasn’t just the hunger. There was something about the way JB sounded—as if he was even more scared than Jonah and Katherine. And was it Jonah’s imagination, or was there just the faintest hint of a siren sounding through the Elucidator along with JB’s voice?

“What’s about to start?” Jonah challenged. “You have to tell us—”

“We’re out of time,” JB said tensely. “There! Do you see the tracer?”

A ghostly figure appeared on a narrow stairway from below the deck. It glowed faintly, throwing its eerie light into the fog around it.

Jonah knew that this wasn’t actually a ghost, just like the Elucidator wasn’t actually an antique metal box. Long ago, on their first trip through time, Jonah had learned about tracers, the mostly see-through figures that represented what people would have done—how time would have flowed—if time travelers hadn’t intervened. Only time travelers could see them; they didn’t really exist.

Jonah still thought tracers were creepy. His experiences in the year 1600 had made him even more suspicious of them. He watched this one warily.

“Is it just that one tracer, coming up those stairs?” Katherine asked in a barely audible whisper. “Or are there any real people behind him? Do we need to hide?”

“Don’t worry about that yet,” JB whispered back.

The tracer walked unsteadily to the side of the ship. It was hard to tell anything about the tracer’s identity, because he was wrapped in a ragged, dirty cloak. Then the tracer leaned out over the railing. The wind knocked back the hood of his cloak, revealing a filthy tangle of light-brown hair and a bony, pockmarked face.

“Allow me to introduce John Hudson,” JB muttered. “Ship’s boy for his father’s last four voyages.”

“That’s a kid?” Jonah asked. “His face is so shriveled up I thought he was an old man.”

“That’s from frostbite, scurvy, knife fights … It’s been a rough winter,” JB said grimly. “And spring.”

The tracer of John Hudson turned away from the railing and yelled back toward the trapdoor.

“Ice is breaking up!”

It took Jonah a moment to realize that the hoarse, creaky voice didn’t come from the tracer’s mouth—even though his lips moved in perfect sync with the words. Instead the voice came from the Elucidator.

“JB?” Jonah asked. “What are you doing? Whatever happened to not changing time? And—”

“I’m not changing time. I’m trying to keep time on track.” The voice coming from the Elucidator sounded like JB again, though a very hushed, tense version. “The rest of John Hudson’s shipmates are supposed to hear the boy yell out about the ice breaking up. Since no one can hear a tracer, I had to do it for him.”

Jonah squinted at the Elucidator. His brain still wasn’t working at its usual speed, but something seemed odd about JB’s answer.

“Why didn’t you just bring the real John Hudson back a few moments ago and let him say it himself?” Katherine asked. “Wouldn’t that be easier?”

“Yes, it would,” JB said, and now it sounded as if he was talking through gritted teeth. “That’s how we would have preferred to do it.”

“Then why didn’t you?” Jonah asked, catching up. “What’s the problem?”

“That’s one of the things I’ve been trying to tell you,” JB said.

“What?” Katherine asked, sounding exasperated.

JB paused. Jonah was almost eerily aware of the seconds ticking by—seconds marked off by the ship bobbing up and down in the water; the icicles dripping on the deck; the wind blowing the raveling end of a rope back and forth, like a pendulum. Time was not waiting for JB’s answer.

“I’ve been trying to tell you,” JB finally said, “that we lost the real John Hudson.”
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“Lost!” Jonah exploded. “You mean, like, he died?”

“Oh, no,” JB replied. “At least, he hasn’t yet.”

“I know, I know!” Katherine said. “Is it like that old movie—what was it called? Back to the Future?—where time travel almost made it so this kid and his brother and sister were never born? Did some time traveler before 1611 make it so John Hudson never existed?” Katherine clapped her hand over her mouth and turned about two shades paler than her natural color. “Did we do that in 1600?” Now she clutched her brother’s arm. “Oh, Jonah, I hope that doesn’t happen to you!”

Thanks a lot, Katherine, Jonah thought. You’re really helping here.

“Calm down!” JB commanded. “That’s not what happened. First of all—John Hudson was already born before 1600. He’s a teenager, can’t you tell?”

“Oh, yeah,” Katherine said, a little sheepishly.

“I’m sure the real John Hudson is absolutely fine, not in any danger of being extinguished from history,” JB assured her. “It’s just, we had a little … uh … technical difficulty getting him back here in time.”

Jonah watched the tracer, hunched again at the railing. Now he really did seem like a ghost, some empty husk of a boy who might as well have died.

With all the time-travel worries Jonah had tried to avoid thinking about, he’d never once thought to worry about it being impossible to get someone back to his native time.

What if that happened with Jonah and whatever time period he was supposed to belong in?

Does this mean that John Hudson doesn’t really belong here after all? Does this mean that JB might be wrong about … everything?

Jonah’s head was starting to hurt.

Katherine slammed her hand down on the deck. She was already jumping to another question.

“So what are you going to do?” she asked accusingly.

“Oh, we’ve figured out a plan that ought to work,” JB said faintly.

“What is it?” Katherine asked.

Back home Katherine had been agonizing over whether, the next year in seventh grade, she would try out for cheerleading or basketball. She’d made it sound like the decision of a lifetime, the chance to choose her true identity: Was she a girly girl or a jock?

Now Jonah saw that she already had a true identity. He could see her future very clearly: She was going to grow up and be a prosecuting attorney. She already sounded like one.

And JB was answering her questions. He was answering meekly, almost humbly, as if Katherine deserved to have the upper hand.

“Let me explain,” JB said. “See, Gary and Hodge were just a little premature snatching John Hudson out of time. They were so sloppy.” The scorn in his voice was palpable. “If they’d just waited a few hours, they could have pulled John Hudson out with no problem, no possible chance of damaging time.”

“So why didn’t they?” Jonah asked, curious in spite of himself.

“Because it’s a lot easier for time travelers to land on the deck of a seventeenth-century, three-masted sailing ship—rather than in a tiny rowboat bobbing among the ice floes,” JB said contemptuously. “Especially if they’re lazy.”

“Oh,” Jonah said. He could understand wanting to take the lazy way out.

“So John Hudson is supposed to end up in a rowboat?” Katherine asked. “In ice?”

“There’s a mutiny afoot,” JB said. “We’re just seconds away …”

A crash sounded below the deck. The tracer version of John Hudson straightened up and rushed over to the stairs. He peeked over the edge, then slid down the icy steps.

Silence.

“Is the real John Hudson supposed to be doing something down there?” Jonah asked.

“No, no, just hiding,” JB said. “Watching. Waiting. Until …”

“But he’s not really there!” Katherine said, sounding panicked. “He’s not going to end up in any rowboat! What’s going to happen then?”

Katherine’s panic was contagious. Jonah started thinking about all the awful things that could happen if John Hudson missed some crucial moment in his life: time ruined forever … me never getting to eat again … Andrea and the others stuck in the past forever … Oh, Andrea …

“Don’t worry!” JB said sharply. “John Hudson doesn’t actually have to be in the rowboat. His shipmates just have to think he is!”

“Well, what’s going to make them think that if you can’t get the real John Hudson back?” Katherine asked.

“Our brilliant backup plan,” JB said. “Jonah’s going to play John Hudson’s part.”
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For a moment even Katherine was stunned into silence.

Jonah thought about how John Hudson’s tracer had looked: the wild, uncombed thatch of hair; the hollow, scarred cheeks; the sunken eyes; the missing teeth. Granted, Jonah hadn’t looked in a mirror in a while. But he didn’t think he looked like that.

“Um, I’m not a very good actor,” Jonah said, because if nobody else had noticed that Jonah didn’t look anything like the grotesque John Hudson, Jonah would feel really stupid trying to point that out. “And I wouldn’t know what to say or do.”

It wouldn’t be like in the past time periods they’d visited, where their friends had joined with their tracers and instantly known everything the tracers were thinking, and how to act. People could mesh only with their own tracers.

“It’s not really a matter of acting,” JB said. “You’re just being a space filler. A prop. All you have to do is stay in the general vicinity of the tracer when he comes back up the stairs. This situation coming up—it’s all about Henry Hudson. Not his son.”

“Hold on,” Katherine said. “You said there’s a mutiny about to happen? What if someone shoots Jonah? Or stabs him to death?”

Jonah hadn’t thought of that. He stopped worrying that he might look as hideous as John Hudson.

“Let’s just say his costume will be both bulletproof and stabproof,” JB said. “Even his wig and mask.”

Oh—a costume, Jonah thought. Wig. Mask. Of course.

“I’m game,” Jonah said, immensely cheered at finding out that he would only have to pretend to be wild-haired, frostbitten, pockmarked, gap-toothed and disgustingly scarred.

“Are you crazy?” Katherine asked. Jonah couldn’t tell if she was aiming her question at him or JB.

But the words weren’t even out of Katherine’s mouth before Jonah felt something rough and scratchy settle over his shoulders. He looked down at what appeared to be an exact replica of the black cloak John Hudson’s tracer had been wearing. Or not an exact replica, Jonah told himself. Not if this one’s bulletproof. His face felt oddly stiff, and when he reached his hand up to touch it, he discovered craters and crooked scar lines. One seemed to be lightly oozing blood.

“Jonah?” Katherine whispered. Her eyes were wide with horror. “Is that really you in there?”

“Sure,” Jonah said, but even his voice came out sounding as if it belonged to John Hudson.

“We embedded voice modification software in the teeth overlays,” JB explained. “Pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

Jonah ran his tongue over his teeth—which suddenly seemed chipped and broken-off and crooked, as if he’d just gone through some kind of reverse orthodontia. He gagged, and choked back nausea. Even though it fit loosely, the woolen coat suddenly felt as if it were suffocating him. He tugged at his face, at his hair, trying to pull off the mask and wig. They didn’t budge.

Jonah couldn’t breathe. He whipped his body from side to side, struggling to escape.

“Katherine—slap him!” JB ordered. “He’s going into hysterics!”

“I’m not going to slap him!” Katherine snapped. “Not when he’s in agony like that!” She threw her arms around his shoulders. “Oh, Jonah, I know you’re in there! Don’t worry—we’ll get you out! I love you! You’re the best brother ever!”

This was so ridiculously sappy that Jonah couldn’t help himself: He started laughing.

Maybe that was all he needed, because when he stopped laughing, he found he could breathe fine.

“Can I keep this costume when we go home?” he asked JB. It was still weird to hear his voice come out sounding like somebody else’s, but he was able to hold the panic at bay. For now. “This would be great for Halloween! Look how easy it was to scare Katherine!”

He lifted his arms in a zombie/Frankenstein/monster-type move: “Argghh!”

Katherine shoved him away.

“You are so mean!” she said. “I was really worried about you! I thought you were actually scared.”

“Not me,” Jonah bragged, even though it was a lie. “Nothing scares me.”

“Would you two focus?” JB asked. “The tracer’s going to be coming up the stairs again in a moment. With other people, real people—”

“Then you have to make Katherine invisible,” Jonah demanded. He might tease Katherine like crazy, but he wasn’t going to leave her exposed in plain sight in the midst of a mutiny.

“I’m trying,” JB said grimly.

“What do you mean, trying?” Jonah asked.

Then, in the next instant, Katherine became as transparent as a tracer. Jonah had seen his sister—and himself and others—turn invisible before. But it was still bizarre to watch. He knew that anyone from 1611 would be able to look right through Katherine; the ship’s crew wouldn’t know she was there. Only Jonah, as a time traveler, was able to see her faint outline.

To him it looked like she’d turned into glass.

“What about the Elucidator?” Katherine asked, since it was still sitting on the deck, in plain sight.

“Oh, um, right,” JB said, sounding distracted.

For a moment the Elucidator seemed to quiver, but it never quite turned invisible.

“I can’t do it,” JB said. “Jonah, quick—put it in your pocket—”

Can’t do it? Jonah thought. Can’t? First they’d lost John Hudson, now the Elucidator’s invisibility was failing—what else could go wrong?

There wasn’t time to ask. Jonah snatched up the Elucidator and tucked it and the picture of Andrea inside his cloak. Just then the dim glow of John Hudson’s tracer appeared at the top of the stairs. The tracer walked purposefully to a door beyond where Jonah and Katherine were sitting. He lifted his hand as if he were about to knock.

“Should I go stand there and knock?” Jonah asked. “If I’m playing his role …”

He was already standing up. But that was as far as he got. It was hard to keep his balance on the rolling deck. And he had another moment of fear: What if he did knock? What if someone answered the door? What was Jonah supposed to do then?

“Go stand over there, but whatever you do, don’t knock!” JB whispered tensely. “The tracer’s going to chicken out.”

Indeed the tracer had frozen, his hand poised by the door. Then he backed away.

Jonah noticed that the tracer’s lips were moving.

“What’d he just say?” Jonah asked.

“He said, ‘He never likes to hear bad news. And I’m not sure …,’” JB whispered back.

“Should you say that for him? Should I?” Jonah asked.

“No, no—nobody could hear him, so it doesn’t matter what he says,” JB whispered.

Like that whole ‘if a tree falls in a forest …’ question, Jonah thought. If no one hears him, who cares if there’s a sound or not?

Jonah was feeling light-headed, and still wasn’t entirely certain that his thoughts were making sense. Was it from the timesickness? The panic? The effort of trying to figure out what he should do as John Hudson?

He stepped carefully into the space that John Hudson’s tracer occupied. Crazily Katherine stepped up right behind him, as if they both needed to stay within the tracer’s dimensions.

Or maybe she was scared too.

A strangled cry sounded behind them, and both of them whirled around. A man’s head was just dipping down out of sight at the top of the stairs.

Jonah had no clue what the tracer was thinking—Jonah had no idea what to think himself. Had the man slipped on the icy stairs? Had someone attacked him?

The tracer began creeping toward the stairs, stealthily, as if he wanted to see what had happened to the man but didn’t want anyone to see him. Jonah shuffled forward too, not quite getting the rhythm of the tracer’s steps.

Oh, yeah, you kind of have to wait between rolls of the ship. Is the water always this rough? Jonah wondered, lurching forward, catching his balance, then lurching forward again.

Jonah reached the edge of the stairs only a split second behind the tracer. He peeked down into the—what would it be called? The hold? But he couldn’t really see what had happened, because his eyes hadn’t adjusted to the darkness below. He squinted, trying to make out shapes.

Then he heard screaming above him.

“No! You are not going to hit my brother! Jonah! Watch out!”
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Jonah whipped his head around to see a giant club descending toward him. It was already too close to dodge, but Jonah tried anyway. He hunched his shoulders and brought his arms up to protect his head and rolled to the right and …

And how is it that that club hasn’t hit me yet?

He realized that he’d squeezed his eyes shut, defensively, but now, still rolling, he dared to open one eye partway.

The club was still poised above him, but he was no longer directly in its path. He scooted a little farther to the right. The club still hovered overhead.

It wasn’t moving.

“What the …,” Jonah muttered.

He pulled himself together enough to sit up and look toward the handle end of the club. A cruel-faced sailor was holding on to it with filthy, infected-looking hands.

The sailor wasn’t moving either.

Looking around—more leisurely now—Jonah realized that John Hudson’s tracer was frozen in place as well, sprawled across the deck in the exact spot where Jonah had been only seconds before. The tracer seemed completely unaware of the man above him. And his head was directly below the club, the perfect target.

The tracer wasn’t moving at all, not even with the rolling of the ship.

For that matter the ship wasn’t rolling anymore, either. It was also frozen in place, at the peak of a swell lifting its right side up and plunging its left side down.

“So, JB,” Jonah said, calmly taking the Elucidator out of his cloak. “Why’d you decide to freeze time?”

“I’ve got to stop Katherine from screaming over every little thing,” JB complained from the Elucidator. “Or else—”

“Little?” Katherine shrieked, darting out from behind the club-wielding sailor. “Jonah, that man was going to kill you!”

Jonah saw that she’d been tugging on the sailor’s arms, trying to hold them back.

“Bulletproof! Stabproof!” Katherine sputtered. She grabbed the Elucidator out of her brother’s hands and yelled directly at it. “You made it sound like Jonah was going to be safe! How’s a lousy costume supposed to protect him against being clubbed to death?”

“Katherine,” JB said. “Jonah. Look at the man holding that club.”

Jonah looked.

The only thing Jonah had noticed before was the filth and the cruel expression. Now he studied the sailor’s face: the eyes even more sunken than the tracer’s, the cheeks pitted with sores, the cheekbones and chin jutting out sharply, as though they could break right through the papery skin.

“I’ve seen skeletons in better health,” JB said. “He can barely even lift that club.”

It was true: Even frozen in place, the man’s arms looked as though they’d been trembling with the exertion of holding the club in the air.

“He couldn’t have really hurt Jonah,” JB said. “But John Hudson—the tracer—he isn’t in very good shape himself. One little tap, and he would have been out of the action until he’s on the rowboat.”

“So I’m supposed to go through a whole mutiny pretending to be unconscious?” Jonah asked. Sure, he’d been worried about what he was supposed to do and say. But wasn’t this a little … insulting? “Couldn’t you just have used a dummy to play this role, and left me out of it?”

“Wouldn’t have worked,” JB said, the tension back in his voice. “There wasn’t time; we didn’t have enough control….” Jonah felt an icy blast of air, and the ship lurched slightly to the left, before locking into position again, still seriously tilted. “Hurry! I can only hold this for so long! Jonah, get back into place!”

Jonah shot a glance at his sister. Generally Jonah was a pretty obedient kid. Life was easier that way, he thought. Spend two minutes taking the trash out to the curb, and then you didn’t have to listen to a forty-five minute lecture about how “everyone in the family has responsibilities; everyone has to pull his own weight” and “Jonah, we’re just trying to prepare you for adulthood, when you’ll have to take care of yourself and other people too….” And on and on and on.

But Jonah had also always been around grown-ups—parents, teachers, coaches—who were big on explaining everything. “The reason you have to clean your room is …” “You have to show all your work on that math problem because …” “If you pass the ball instead of trying to take the shot on goal yourself, then …”

Jonah wanted to yank Katherine aside—was there a way to doubly pull someone out of time? He wanted to be able to confer with her privately, somewhere JB couldn’t hear them. What if obeying JB was a really, really bad idea? What if they couldn’t trust JB after all? What if he was lying? Should Jonah and Katherine be staging a mutiny of their own?

Jonah tried to convey all of those questions in one quick glance. He didn’t know if Katherine understood any of them, but she scrunched up her face into an agonized expression.

Then she shoved the Elucidator back into his cloak and muttered, “Go ahead. I’ll watch out for you.”

Jonah thought about throwing back a sarcastic comment like, You and what army? You’re barely five feet tall! And do you even weigh eighty-five pounds? But really, she probably was strong enough to overpower the skeletal sailor.

Cautiously, Jonah lay down on the deck, awkwardly trying to fit his body into the space occupied by the tracer. At the last minute he turned his head back, defiantly. Maybe he was stupid enough to let himself be hit in the head by a club, but he wasn’t going to do it blindly.

Wham!

The club slammed into Jonah’s forehead. Jonah reeled back.

Okay, maybe the sailor wasn’t strong enough to swing that very hard himself, Jonah thought. But … gravity! Wasn’t anybody thinking about how gravity would pull the club down? That was a hard hit!

Automatically Jonah lifted his hand to his head, to rub the sore spot.

“Jonah, you had better pretend you conked out, just like the tracer, or else he’ll hit you again,” JB whispered, very, very softly.

Jonah dropped his hand and let his body go limp.

“Jonah!” Jonah heard Katherine wail, as she flung herself down to crouch over him.

The sailor who’d hit Jonah had to have heard her too.

“Witchcraft? Bedevilment?” he muttered in a frightened voice.

Jonah opened one eye just a crack, just enough to see the sailor looking side to side, his eyes bulging in terror.

“Katherine, shut up! Jonah’s fine! He’s just acting, the way he’s supposed to,” JB hissed, again so softly that Jonah was fairly sure the sound couldn’t travel up to the sailor’s ears.

Jonah couldn’t see what Katherine was doing, but the sailor shrugged, as if deciding he had other things to worry about than devils and witches.

“I found the pup,” the sailor called down into the hold. “I gave ’im what was coming for ’im, I did.”

As far as Jonah could tell, nobody answered. But the sailor began tugging on Jonah’s legs, pulling him toward the side of the ship.

If he lifts me up like he’s about to toss me overboard, I am not lying still for that, Jonah thought. I don’t care what JB wants me to do.

It was hard enough lying still while being dragged. The sheen of ice on the rough deck probably made Jonah’s body slide more smoothly, but it stung the bare skin of his face.

So much for the protective mask, Jonah thought. He didn’t want to think the next thought, but it came anyway: What if there isn’t a protective mask? What if it’s just ordinary makeup?

The sailor stopped tugging on Jonah’s feet—now he was wrapping a rough rope around Jonah’s ankles, looping the rope around Jonah’s wrists, and tying all of them together. Then he shoved Jonah’s body into the dim area behind a row of barrels.

“And that’s where you’ll stay,” the sailor muttered. “Cur!”

A big watery blob hit Jonah’s cheek.

One huge droplet from a melting icicle? Jonah wondered. Spray splashing in from the sea?

“Jonah!” Katherine’s urgent whisper sounded right beside Jonah’s ear. “That man just spit on you!”

“Eww, sick!” Jonah barely remembered that he had to whisper, barely remembered to open his eye halfway and make sure that the sailor had turned away before Jonah brought his hand up to his face and rubbed away the spittle. Because his wrists and ankles were tied together, he had to jerk his feet up at the same time.

“Loosen the rope, will you?” he asked Katherine. “Just in case …”

Katherine bent near him, picking at the knots.

“Ow—broke a fingernail,” she muttered, with an exaggerated pout.

“You’ll live,” Jonah muttered back.

“Shh!” JB hissed at both of them. “Don’t change anything!”

Katherine paused for a second, glared down at the spot in Jonah’s cloak where he’d tucked the Elucidator, and then went back to picking at the knots.

“Nobody’s going to know,” she muttered. “And this way, we’ll be able to protect ourselves if we have to.”

She pulled the end of the rope back. Jonah spread his wrists and ankles apart, making room to slip the ropes off if he had to.

Footsteps sounded on the other side of the barrels, and Jonah shut his eyes and let his head loll back, just in case.

“Okay, they went on past,” Katherine whispered. “There’s a group of them, going up to that door where the tracer was afraid to knock …”

She fell silent.

“What’s happening now?”

“They’re trying to decide who’s going to knock—wait, I think one of them just volunteered. …” She drew in a sharp breath. “No, they’re going to fight about it.”

It was maddening, lying there waiting for Katherine’s descriptions. Jonah sat up—his head woozy and throbbing—and peeked around the side of the barrel.

The fight seemed to be happening in slow motion. One man shoved another; a third man drew back his fist to punch the first. But the potential puncher seemed to have balance problems—just the action of moving his fist was enough to topple him over backward. He landed with a thunk on the deck and lay there blinking up at the sky, as if wondering what hit him.

Jonah choked back laughter.

“Jonah, shh, they’ll hear you,” Katherine hissed. “And get down, before someone sees you! The door’s opening.”

Jonah crouched down but kept his head up, watching.

The handful of sailors who hadn’t ended up flat on the ground were standing back from the door. They twisted their hands; they glanced nervously at one another.

The man closest to the door pulled out a gun.

“Um, JB?” Katherine whispered. “I know you said Jonah’s safe because his costume is bulletproof, but what about me? If that man shoots his gun over in this direction—”

“He’s not going to,” JB whispered back.

“Maybe you should crouch down behind the barrel a little more,” Jonah whispered.

Katherine hunkered down, almost on top of Jonah. Both of them peered around the barrel.

The door had swung all the way open now. A man stood in the doorway, calmly regarding the gun.

“So it’s come to this,” he said.

Jonah could see the gun shaking in the other man’s hand.

“M-master, you leave us no choice,” he said. “To avoid an icy grave we must sail for home now, whilst we can, whilst it still be summer.”

Summer? Jonah thought. This is summer?

“JB, are you sure we aren’t at the North Pole?” he muttered.

JB didn’t answer.

Neither did the “master” in the doorway.

“Bind his hands!” the man with the gun cried.

Two of the other sailors stepped forward with ropes.

The man standing in the doorway held his wrists out, as if he didn’t care what the others did.

“So the glory of discovery will be mine alone,” he said. “Long after you are dead and forgotten, people will praise my name as they sail the Hudson Passage!”

Katherine drove her elbow into Jonah’s back.

“That must be Henry Hudson!” she whispered.

“I’m not an idiot!” Jonah whispered back. He really wanted to ask, Is there a Hudson Passage somewhere? Is he right? But, well, he didn’t want to look like an idiot.

“Won’t be no ‘Hudson Passage,’” the man with the gun said. “We’re sailing for home.”

“’C-cause, you just want to drive us all to our deaths, looking for something that isn’t there,” one of the other men said.

He looked around at his buddies for agreement.

They nodded, and shuffled forward menacingly.

Hudson didn’t step back.

“You’ve lost your faith,” he said. “Now? Just when I’ve found out—” He broke off, and stared coldly out at the assembled men. “No, no, it’s not worth discussing with the faithless.”

Jonah couldn’t help being impressed that Hudson seemed so calm. Either he was crazy or really, really brave.

Or maybe he’s blind? Jonah thought. Doesn’t he see that gun?

The man with the gun lowered it.

“How could you have found out anything?” he asked. “We’ve been trapped in the ice since Monday. Trapped in ice in June!”

“I am a brilliant sea captain,” Hudson said airily. “I read the winds. I read the waves. I see things no other man could.”

Now the other men looked at each other nervously. Some in the back—the ones who’d fallen on the deck—were whispering together.

The man with the gun glared at the whisperers, then aimed the gun more precisely at Hudson.

“Do you see that you’re not the captain anymore?” he asked.

Hudson looked directly at him for the first time.

“I see that you will hang for mutiny,” he said. “You, and anyone who joins you.”

This set off more whispering.

“We’ll say you died a natural death,” the man with the gun said. “We’ll swear an oath together—nobody will speak the word mutiny. Nobody will ever know.”

Hudson’s head shot up.

“You’ll say you left me in the shallop,” he said. “At my request.”

“Shallop?” Jonah whispered. “What’s that?”

“It’s the rowboat,” JB whispered back.” Or—kind of like one.”

“He’s asking to be put out in a rowboat?” Jonah asked. “In ice?”

“It beats being shot,” Katherine said in a shaky voice.

“Would you deny an old sea captain his last wish?” Hudson pressed.

Now the man with the gun stepped back to whisper with the others.

Jonah caught bits and pieces of the argument, because the sailors weren’t very good at keeping their voices low.

“But what if we need the shallop to go out fishing?” one sailor moaned.

“Will this make us more or less likely to hang?” another yelped.

Finally the man with the gun stepped back toward Hudson.

“Fine,” he said. “You get the shallop. And any man crazy enough to follow you.” He nudged Hudson’s chest with the gun. “We get to keep the food you’ve been hiding.”

“Wait—there’s not going to be any food in the rowboat, either?” Jonah asked.

“Jonah—shh!” JB hissed.

“Go get the others,” the man with the gun muttered to the sailors beside him. Two broke off from the group and scurried down the stairs—Jonah had to admire the way they could walk so quickly even on the rolling ship.

A few minutes later the men reappeared, carrying or prodding along a small group of even more sick-looking sailors.

“Are those corpses?” Katherine asked. “Are they going to send Hudson out in a rowboat with a bunch of dead bodies?”

“No, they’re not dead … yet,” JB whispered grimly. “Just very, very close. Hudson’s going to be out in a rowboat in the ice with a bunch of dying sailors.”

Katherine sank down to the floor, sliding away from Jonah. She wasn’t trying to peek around the barrels anymore. She stared unseeingly at the dark wood of the cask before her.

“I don’t get it,” she said. “Okay, sure, the sailors are mad at Henry Hudson because they’re ready to go home and he’s not. But those other guys are already dying. You don’t put dying people out in a rowboat in ice. You tuck them into bed and feed them, I don’t know, chicken noodle soup.”

“When no one’s seen a chicken since they left England more than a year ago?” JB asked her. “When every bite that crosses a dying man’s lips is food that the others can’t have? When every man on this ship is already scared he’s going to starve to death?”

Jonah shivered. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the cold or because JB’s words were so harsh. This ship was an awful place. It would be cold and brutal and nasty even if they weren’t floating through ice.

Jonah poked at John Hudson’s unconscious tracer.

“Hey, dude,” he whispered. “Don’t you want to wake up and be a hero? Fight back for your dad and all those dying sailors?”

But of course Jonah’s hand slipped right through the tracer.

Katherine turned her head toward her brother.

“Jonah?” she said. “Do you think—”

She broke off, because the sailors were screaming on the other side of the barrel now.

“Watch out!”

“No, no, don’t—”

“He’s got a sword!”
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Jonah sprang up to watch.

“Stay out of sight!” JB ordered.

“Oh, sorry,” Jonah muttered, crouching slightly so his eyes would barely show above the top of the barrel. He expected JB to complain about that, too, but the Elucidator was silent.

Jonah eagerly turned his gaze toward Henry Hudson. Hudson had been talking a few moments ago about being an old sea captain, but maybe that was just a bluff. Maybe he was really youthful and athletic and agile—and good with a sword. Maybe he’d had one hidden in his sleeve. He could have used it to slash the ropes binding his wrists, then flicked the tip of the sword against the gun, swinging it out of the other man’s grasp. Stuff like that happened all the time in the movies. Jonah hoped he’d sprung up in time to see some really fancy moves, like Henry Hudson spinning the gun around the tip of the sword a few times before flinging it out into the water.

But Henry Hudson was still standing quietly by the door, his wrists still tightly bound.

Only the man with the gun had moved. Rather than pointing the gun at Henry Hudson, he’d turned it, so he was now aiming at …

Jonah had to crane his neck and try to look around the mast.

A whole cluster of sailors was jumping around over by the stairs. Jonah saw a flash of sword, but he couldn’t tell who was holding it. One of the sailors on the edge turned around and yelled at the man with the gun.

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! You’ll hit one of us!”

“Then stand back!” the man with the gun yelled.

“But he’s chasing us!”

The cluster of men scattered and re-formed, as the man with the sword lunged toward the others, and the others lunged toward him, trying to knock the sword out of his hands. This was nothing like a sword fight in a movie: The swordsman was clumsy and awkward, and the men around him were panicky and stupid, moving in a pack when they should have divided up.

Jonah remembered that he’d seen much better swordsmanship in the fifteenth century, at the Battle of Bosworth.

He’d also seen swordsmen die.

He closed his eyes.

“Doesn’t he know he’s going to get shot?” Katherine fumed. “It’s like a game of rock-paper-scissors—guns beat swords, every time.”

“Not necessarily,” JB said softly. “Guns weren’t very accurate in 1611.”

“So that guy is afraid to shoot?” Katherine asked. “Afraid he’ll hit one of his friends?”

Jonah opened his eyes just a crack, to see that Katherine was pointing toward the man with the gun. Jonah followed her gesture—and then stared.

“Look at that!” he muttered.

Henry Hudson had stepped forward and put his hand against the gun—not to grab it, but to push it aside.

“My loyal mate, John King,” he called out.

Jonah craned his neck again to see across the deck. The man with the sword glanced up.

“Yes, Captain?” he said.

“Put down the sword,” Hudson said. “Come with me in the shallop, and we shall meet our glory away from these cowards.”

The swordsman, John King, stopped parrying and thrusting, but he kept a hold on the sword.

“By ‘meet our glory,’ you don’t mean dying, do you?” King asked suspiciously.

“No, no,” Hudson said, waving aside the question, as if death weren’t even a possibility. “I’m talking about the Northwest Passage. I know how to find it now.”

Northwest Passage? Jonah thought. He had a vague memory of talking about that in some social studies class. I would have paid a lot more attention if somebody had told me I was going to end up on Henry Hudson’s ship in Canada. Or what’s going to be Canada someday.

The sailors reacted as if Hudson had said he knew how to win the lottery, guaranteed. Some looked awed. Others were shaking their heads, rolling their eyes.

“He lies!” the man with the gun yelled. “Just like he’s lied all along! Do you want to spend another winter here? Do you want this to be your grave?”

He pointed out into fog, toward the dark water.

Even the sailors who’d looked amazed began to grumble and complain.

Like almost everyone else John King was watching Hudson and the man with the gun. One of the nearby sailors kicked King’s hand, sending the sword scuttling across the deck.

One of the other sailors instantly grabbed King’s arms and pinned them behind his back.

King struggled, then slumped helplessly when he couldn’t break the other sailor’s grip.

“To the shallop!” Hudson cried, raising his arm in the air. He fixed the man with the gun with a withering gaze. “You do not need to coerce me. I go of my own free will.”

Hudson marched forward, the others trailing him a bit uncertainly.

“If this is a mutiny, why does it seem like Henry Hudson is still in control?” Katherine whispered.

“In control?” Jonah whispered back. “He’s going to end up in a rowboat and his enemies are going to get the ship! With all the food!”

“But it seems like that’s what he wants,” Katherine said.

“Reverse psychology,” JB muttered. “He’s really good at it. Especially for someone who’s so bad at interpersonal relationships. Unless … Oh, no! No! It can’t be!”

“What?” Jonah and Katherine said together.

JB didn’t answer.

“JB?” Jonah said.

Still no answer.

On the other side of the ship Henry Hudson and John King were climbing into a small boat—the shallop. The mutineers were lifting the dying sailors in behind them. Probably someone would come looking for John Hudson in a few moments, to carry him to the shallop as well. Jonah didn’t relish the thought of getting into a rowboat in icy water, but the sooner that happened, the sooner he could be done with 1611. The sooner I can rescue Andrea. And get something to eat, Jonah thought, grinning slightly. He looked down, thinking that JB would probably want him to make sure he mimicked the position of John Hudson’s tracer exactly.

But the tracer wasn’t glowing anymore. Jonah squinted, trying to make out the form of a tracer in the dim light sifting through the fog. Hadn’t the tracer been right there a moment ago?

He was, Jonah thought, horror creeping over him. But he isn’t anymore.

The tracer had completely vanished.
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“Um, uh, JB?” Jonah stammered. “Uh …”

He racked his brain—could he somehow have missed seeing the tracer get up and walk away? He looked over toward the group of men by the shallop, but no tracer stood among them. What if John Hudson’s tracer had awakened and slipped over the side of the railing? He could right now be swinging hand over hand around the outside of the ship, getting ready to spring out to attack the mutineers and rescue his father after all.

But wouldn’t JB have mentioned that Jonah was going to have to do that?

“So, JB, if I’m supposed to be acting like John Hudson, where should I be right now?” Jonah asked, trying to sound casual.

“I don’t know!” JB snapped.

“’Cause, see, I kind of lost the tracer,” Jonah admitted.

“So did I!” JB said. “We lost all the tracers! Every … single … one!”

Jonah tried to get his brain around that. No tracers meant there was nothing to show how history was supposed to go. There were no guidelines now. No help.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Katherine asked. “The tracers only show up if time travelers change something. So if there aren’t any tracers, that must mean everything’s back on track. So—can we go home now? Or back to 1600 to make sure everything’s okay there, too?”

“Everything is not back on track!” JB fumed. “Everything is completely messed up! It’s so messed up we don’t even know what’s wrong!”

Jonah had never heard JB sound like this before. Even back in 1600, when everything had changed, JB had stayed fairly calm. He’d focused on getting the kids safely away from the disaster.

“So—do you need to just pull us out of this time period?” Jonah asked, trying to sound casual.

“I can’t!” JB said. “Time travel doesn’t work anymore! Time itself doesn’t work anymore!”

“Don’t say things like that,” Katherine mumbled. “You’re scaring me.”

“But it’s true!” JB said.

Jonah knew it wasn’t his imagination this time: There were definitely alarm bells and sirens going off in the background, behind JB’s voice.

“You can still talk to us,” Jonah said. “Katherine’s still invisible. I still sound like John Hudson—I bet I look like him too, right, Katherine?”

Katherine nodded. But she was biting her bottom lip.

“So a lot of things are still working,” Jonah said. “Right?”

“Do you know how close we are to … not …,” JB began, and it was clear that he was speaking through gritted teeth. “It’s like the two of you are right on the edge of a cliff, teetering on the brink….”

“Really not helping, JB,” Katherine said.

Jonah thought that if she weren’t already invisible, her face would probably have turned very pale. And then in the next instant she was pale. She didn’t look like glass anymore; she looked like the tracing paper they’d used in art class back in elementary school—kind of see-through, but definitely there.

Jonah reached up and yanked on Katherine’s arm, pulling her down below the level of the top of the barrel.

“Ow!” she complained, shoving away from him. “What’d you do that for?”

Then she stopped pushing. When Jonah looked back, she was holding her hand up in front of her face, examining it as if she’d never seen it before.

“Ohhh,” she moaned.

And then in the next instant she was invisible again.

“Sorry about that,” JB said through the Elucidator, but his voice was tinny and faraway. “Things may be … in and out … for a while. … Try … keep … like John …”

The Elucidator went silent.

“Does this mean we just fell off the cliff?” Katherine muttered.

“You’re invisible again,” Jonah said, trying to think of something comforting. “And I haven’t stopped looking like John Hudson, have I? So we’ve got two out of the three things we need. Two out of three—that’s, like, sixty-six percent. That’s a passing grade in school.”

But was time like school? And, now that he thought about it, did he really want to keep looking like John Hudson? So far all that had done for him was that he’d gotten hit over the head and dragged behind some barrels.

“We’re stranded!” Katherine said. “We’re going to be stuck in 1611 forever!”

“No, we’re not,” Jonah said. “We stay here long enough, eventually it will be 1612.” He grinned, trying to make it into a joke. “Those guys said it was June already. We’ve just got six months to go to a whole new year.”

“We stay here six months, we’re dead,” Katherine said bitterly. “Starvation, remember?” She pointed out toward the sailors. “It’s not like they have any food to share.”

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. Food.

His stomach churned anxiously. He’d been hungry at various points during his previous trips through time, particularly in 1600, when they’d had nothing to eat but fish. But there’d actually been plenty of fish, a virtual all-you-can-catch, all-you-can-eat buffet.

Fishing around ice chunks probably didn’t work very well.

We could starve, Jonah thought. We really could. Or freeze to death. Or …

Katherine’s eyes, in her still-invisible face, were large and round and terrified. Her bottom lip trembled.

“Hey,” Jonah said. “Hey! Stop that! We’ll be fine! The only thing we don’t have anymore is JB telling us what to do. We got along without him when we lost the Elucidator in 1600, right? And when we hit the mute button in 1483? We survived those years, we can survive this!”

“Those years are over,” Katherine said. “We know how they turned out. Well, mostly,” she added.

“JB said to stay like John,” Jonah said. “I bet if I just keep acting like John Hudson, that will help time. And it’s not brain surgery! All I have to do is act like I’m knocked out.”

He waited for Katherine to make a crack like, Yeah, acting brain-dead, even you should be able to handle that.

When she didn’t say anything, he peeked around the side of the barrel.

“See, I bet there’s someone coming for me right n—” He froze on the word “now” as soon as he saw what was going on at the other side of the deck.

Nobody was coming to get John Hudson, to put him in the shallop. Nobody was going to.

Because the mutineers were already lowering the shallop over the side of the ship, down toward the icy water.
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“They’re leaving without me?” Jonah said incredulously.

He sat bolt upright, his foot jerking out and striking the bottom of the barrel.

The barrel seemed to move in slow motion, its top section wobbling back toward Jonah and the railing. Jonah reached up and shoved at the rim, trying to maneuver it back into position.

The shove would have worked perfectly—if Jonah had been on flat, unmoving dry land. But his shove came just as the ship hit a swell, dipping down and then up.

The barrel crashed forward, slamming against the deck. It began to roll toward the mutineers.

“I’ll get it! Lie still!” Katherine hissed.

It was the hardest thing in the world to slump over and pretend to be unconscious, when he had so much adrenaline coursing through his body. Every nerve ending he had seemed to be yelling, No! Do something! Run!

Jonah let one eye drift halfway open—sometimes people did that when they were unconscious, right?

He immediately wished that he’d kept his eyes closed.

On the other side of the deck the mutineers had whirled around. They looked perplexed at the sight of the barrel rolling toward them. They looked even more perplexed when the barrel came to a complete stop, even as the deck tilted further to the side.

The lead mutineer whipped out his gun.

He pointed it right at the barrel—which meant it was pointed toward Katherine, since she was the one invisibly holding the barrel back.

“What evil is this?” the mutineer muttered. “Does a spirit possess our water cask?”

“Proof that our master was dabbling in devilment!” one of the other mutineers cried out.

“Nay—’tis proof that your mutiny is evil!” yelled back one of the men in the shallop.

And then they all just stood there. It made Jonah feel as if he were watching a defective DVD, the kind that leaped forward or froze at random. Time hadn’t stopped—the ship was still lurching up and down, jerkily; the shallop, on ropes, swayed unevenly back and forth. The men weren’t completely motionless either. The man with the gun had begun to squint, as though trying to center his aim more precisely … more precisely in Katherine’s direction.

I know you said Jonah’s safe because his costume is bulletproof, but what about me? Katherine had asked JB, only a few moments ago.

JB hadn’t told Katherine she was safe.

“Oh, hey!” Jonah said, jumping up. The loose ropes fell from his wrists and ankles. “Like my new barrel trick?”

He took a few steps forward, past the ropes. He whispered, “Get out of the way!” in Katherine’s ear, and then hopped up to stand on the side of the barrel. He thought maybe he could walk it forward and back like some circus performer, and then the sailors would be so mesmerized that they’d forget how strangely the barrel had stopped.

But evidently being a circus performer took a lot of training and practice. Jonah didn’t even manage to stand completely upright before he came crashing down, slamming his chin against the side of the barrel. He landed in a heap on the deck, and the barrel rolled on, crookedly, until it cracked against the railing.

Water gurgled out, pooling on the deck.

Jonah sincerely hoped their water wasn’t in as short supply as their food.

“Oops,” he said. “Sorry.”

Everyone was staring at him now. They seemed beyond baffled. The sailor who’d bashed Jonah over the head and dragged him over behind the barrels looked as if he’d forgotten all about Jonah. Maybe the man was just stunned to see “John Hudson” reappear, fully conscious and acting ridiculous.

But Jonah couldn’t quite understand the other men’s expressions.

What if JB was completely wrong about what was supposed to happen to John Hudson? What if he was never supposed to end up in the shallop—what if he was supposed to sail away with the mutineers, leaving his father behind in the ice?

Jonah looked toward Henry Hudson, as if he would provide some kind of clue. Maybe Hudson would be gazing at him proudly and lovingly, and muttering, “My son, you know I’d never leave you behind.” Or maybe he would look disappointed, if he’d been hoping that his son could stay safely on the ship and manage to get back to England, even with a pack of double-crossing mutineers.

Instead Henry Hudson looked more baffled than anyone else.

“They sent you back?” he murmured, disbelievingly. “They sent you back?”

He seemed devastated at the sight of his son. Indeed for the first time he began acting like a sea captain being kicked off his own ship in disgrace. His shoulders slumped and his face fell. His head pitched forward; he brought his bound hands up to his mouth, as if he needed to hold in his cries of outrage, just for dignity’s sake.

Hudson’s quite visible despair seemed to help the mutineers make up their minds about what they should do next.

“Think ye that the shallop needs its own ship’s boy?” one of the sailors called out.

“Aye,” another replied. “He’ll be shallop’s boy now!”

Jonah had never heard the word shallop until a few minutes ago, but he could tell this was supposed to be a huge insult, maybe like Lance Armstrong being forced to ride a tricycle. Some of the sailors laughed so hard they fell down on the deck.

“Devil’s spawn should stay with the devil!” one of the men cried.

He advanced toward Jonah, scooped him up, and then thrust him into the partly lowered shallop.

Oddly, as soon as Jonah landed in the boat, everyone else shifted positions. It wasn’t a matter of making room for him, because there was plenty of room. It was more as if, once he was there, everyone else could fit into their proper spots, where they belonged.

“Good job,” someone whispered, the ghost of a voice.

It seemed to be coming from Jonah’s cloak.

The Elucidator? Jonah wondered. JB?

He wanted so badly to yell out, Okay, did that fix everything now? Are we back on track? But he was only about a foot away from the nearest sailor, and it would be impossible to converse with his own cloak without being noticed. He looked around for Katherine, thinking maybe she’d have some good suggestion about what to do.

But of course nobody had scooped up Katherine and tossed her into the shallop.

Katherine was still back on the ship.
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Katherine was standing by the railing, a few steps apart from the mutineers. Her mostly see-through face was twisted in anguish. As soon as Jonah looked her way, she began exaggeratedly mouthing words. Jonah wouldn’t have said that he was very good at reading lips—especially mostly invisible lips—but he could tell what she was trying to say: What should I do? What should I do?

She pointed down at the ship, and lifted her other hand questioningly, then pointed to herself and out toward the lowering shallop. Her sign language was clear too: Should I stay on the ship? Or should I try to climb into the shallop? Now she lifted both hands, palms open to the sky, and grimaced. This meant, How could I possibly get into the shallop now?

With all the mutineers clustered near the railing, Katherine wouldn’t be able to reach the shallop without knocking a few of them out of her way. Anyhow, the shallop was being lowered on ropes, and it was far enough down that Katherine couldn’t jump in without knocking everything off-kilter.

Jonah could imagine Katherine trying to climb down one of the ropes, throwing the entire shallop off balance and pitching everyone—Jonah, Henry Hudson, John King, and five sick, dying sailors—into the icy water below.

“Don’t!” he said out loud. “You can’t!”

Who cared what the sailors around him thought he meant?

Katherine’s face twisted even more. Jonah didn’t need lip-reading or sign language to know what she was thinking: It’s bad enough to be stranded in 1611, expecting to starve to death, but to be stranded alone?

“You’ve got a better chance of surviving on the ship,” Jonah said, and this was meant as a parting gift to his sister, his best effort at a hopeful good-bye. He wasn’t sure if this was true or not. Sure, all the food was on the ship. And sure, Katherine was invisible, so she could sneak around eating whatever she wanted. But those mutineers seemed a little nutso—and they had weapons—and what if Katherine lost her invisibility again?

Jonah wondered if he should toss the Elucidator up to Katherine, so at least she’d have that, if it worked again. But how could he do that without everyone noticing?

Jonah had been staring so intently at his sister that he’d mostly ignored everything going on around her. But now he let his gaze slide over to the men clustered along the railing. One man in particular was watching Jonah very carefully. As soon as his eyes met Jonah’s, the man called out, “Aye, lad, I know you are only trying to protect me. But I know who I trust the most on water.”

The man evidently thought Jonah had been talking to him.

Jonah wanted to say, No, no, I’m talking to my sister. Who you can’t see because she’s invisible—or something that would sound a little more reasonable, but would convince the man that Jonah had nothing to do with him. But the man had already turned to the head mutineer.

“If ye must do this, then put me into the shallop too,” the man said.

“What? Staffe, have you lost your mind?” the head mutineer said. “You’ve disagreed with the master near as much as the rest of us! He’s punished you for nothing—nothing!”

“But I’d trust Henry Hudson in a shallop to sail me out of here before I’d trust the rest of you to navigate this ship,” the man—Staffe?—said. “Let me take my tools and I’ll go.”

“But the master doesn’t want to sail out of here,” some of the other mutineers mocked. “He’s just going to sail around in circles looking for the Northwest Passage.”

Jonah really did wish he could remember what that was. This time the men said the words as scornfully as they might say “fairyland” or “Shangri-la”—someplace nice but completely imaginary.

“Still,” Staffe said, setting his jaw firmly. “I’m going. In a mutiny doesn’t every man make his own choice?”

There was grumbling around him, but the men operating the pulleys began raising the shallop again.

Now it was Jonah’s turn to mouth words at Katherine: You come too! When he climbs into the shallop, you worm your way in too!

And she mouthed back, grinning, I know! I will! Don’t worry!

Staffe stood waiting at the railing while someone went back for his “tools”—whatever that meant. It turned out it was a wooden box. When Staffe turned around to take the box, Katherine brushed past him. Staffe startled slightly; maybe Katherine’s ponytail had slapped against his cheek. But he didn’t say anything, only straightened up and looked around, a baffled expression on his face.

“Go, then, if you’re leaving,” the lead mutineer said brusquely.

By then Katherine had scrambled into the boat. She hugged Jonah, doing her best to keep away from the sailors around them. Jonah thought that the last time he’d willingly let his sister hug him, he’d been about six years old. But there was something comforting about huddling together, even as the shallop dropped lower and lower.

They landed with enough force that icy water splashed up into the boat. Only a little of it hit Jonah and Katherine, but it was enough to make Katherine start shivering violently. Jonah didn’t care how strange he would look: He spread out his cloak so it draped over Katherine, too.

“Thanks,” she whispered. “That helps.”

Fortunately, everyone else in the boat was distracted, watching the man who’d wielded the sword—John King?—maneuvering a rope so that they were still tied onto the bigger ship.

“They’ll let us back on as soon as they search for food,” one of the skeletal sailors croaked in a raspy voice that sounded as if it took his last ounce of energy. Or maybe just his last ounce of hope. “Won’t they?”

Nobody answered. By craning his neck and looking up, Jonah could tell that some of the sailors on the larger ship were unfurling the sails.

But we’re still attached, with the rope, Jonah thought. They can’t sail away from us.

Just then someone from the larger ship bent down and slashed a knife through the rope. The end fell into the water, causing another icy splash. And then the ship sailed away into the fog.

“We’re adrift!” one of the sailors sitting near Jonah cried. “We’re all going to die!”

The despair in his voice was horrible, like a tidal wave washing over everyone. Jonah felt his own hopes begin to ebb away.

No, no, he thought. This is what has to happen. What happened in original time. It’s terrible if everyone cast out into the shallop dies, but … this means that once we’re out of sight of the ship, I can stop acting like John Hudson. Our job will be done. JB can pull us out of 1611 and everything will be okay. For us, anyway. And Andrea and Brendan and Antonio …

Katherine gasped beside him.

Jonah scowled at her. How could she draw such attention to herself? Then he realized that many of the others in the shallop had gasped as well. He turned, and saw what they were all so upset about.

A huge chunk of ice was floating right toward them. Now that Jonah was down on the same level as all the ice, he could see how massive the ice chunks were. They were practically icebergs. Even the ship probably would have been damaged if such a big ice chunk hit it.

But in the shallop …

We’re going to sink, Jonah thought. This is the end.

“JB!” he screamed. “Get us out of here! Now!”
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Jonah kept his eyes wide open, eager for his first glimpse of a nice, safe, sterile time hollow or—better yet—his own home back in the twenty-first century. But the desolate, foggy view around him didn’t change, except that the ice slid closer and closer and closer. …

JB wasn’t going to rescue them. Maybe he couldn’t.

“Raise our sails!” Henry Hudson screamed. “Row toward starboard!”

Jonah felt a hand slam against the side of his head.

“I said, row!” Henry Hudson growled.

It was Katherine who thrust the handle of an oar into Jonah’s hand. Jonah glanced around and saw that John King, on the other side of the shallop, was already dipping an oar of his own into the water. And Henry Hudson and the man the others had called Staffe were setting up sails in the middle of the boat.

So a shallop isn’t just a rowboat, Jonah thought numbly. It can use sails, too….

Katherine was already helping him pull on the oar, coordinating with John King’s paddling. But it was the sails that really saved them. As soon as the wind caught the first billow of cloth, the shallop lurched to the right, narrowly edging past the towering ice.

Jonah slumped against the side of the shallop in relief.

“I am an excellent captain!” Henry Hudson screamed out into the fog. “You had no right to banish me!”

Just in the moment that they’d spent dodging the ice, the larger ship had vanished completely. Henry Hudson’s screams echoed off the ice around them.

Banish me …

Banish me …

A hand slammed against the side of Jonah’s head once more, trapping air painfully against his ear.

Okay, I’m guessing that John Hudson and his dear old dad didn’t have the best relationship, Jonah thought, cringing away from the man.

“Who’s this JB you were calling out to?” Henry Hudson asked suspiciously. “Some code name? Could it be? My own son plotting against me?”

“No, no,” Staffe said smoothly, holding on to the sails. “He was merely being reverent. He said, ‘JC.’ Jesus Christ. Your son was beseeching the Lord for our aid. And where do you think these winds came from? His prayers were answered!”

The wind in the sails was pulling them away from the ice at an amazing speed.

Henry Hudson gazed suspiciously back and forth between Jonah and Staffe. As soon as Hudson turned his head, Staffe winked at Jonah. Then he straightened out his face into an innocent gaze as soon as Hudson’s eyes were upon him again.

So that’s how it works, Jonah thought. Captain Hudson’s mean to his son—er, me, for right now—but this Staffe guy protects him….

It wasn’t as good as JB protecting him by yanking him and Katherine out of time, but Jonah was glad not to be hit again.

“Sir?” John King asked, taking over the sails from Staffe. “Shall we sail toward shore, to set up camp at the winter cabin?”

Toward shore? Winter cabin? What’s he talking about? Jonah wondered. He remembered what JB had said earlier, that the men from Hudson’s ship had had a rough winter and spring. Evidently they hadn’t stayed on the ship all that time. They’d packed up to get away from the floating ice and the howling winds and camped out on shore.

Jonah stared at the ice floating past the shallop and reminded himself that it was June now. Summertime. If this was what June was like, he really didn’t want to see what it’d be like to live through January and February here.

“The winter cabin?” Hudson sneered. “Odd’s bones, man, we’re sailors, not rabbits. At least, I am. Henry Hudson does not cower in a hole when there are treasure routes to be found, glory to be attained …”

He’s crazy, Jonah thought. Totally bonkers. Has he already forgotten that he’s been thrown off his own ship in disgrace? That we’re in a glorified rowboat? In ice? Shouldn’t he be more concerned about staying alive than anything else?

“But if we go to the cabin, we can lay in supplies for next winter,” Staffe said, taking up John King’s argument. “By next spring a rescue expedition is bound to come for us—”

“Henry Hudson will not be rescued!” Hudson thundered, smacking his hand down on the side of the shallop in his fury. “Henry Hudson will sail home in glory, with a shipload of treasures from the Orient!”

“The Orient”? Jonah thought. Wasn’t that one of those old-fashioned expressions his grandparents used sometimes? Would it mean the same thing in 1611 that it means to Grandma and Grandpa? he wondered.

It couldn’t. Grandma and Grandpa talked as if the Orient was China and Japan and other places in Asia.

We’re somewhere in Canada right now. Does Henry Hudson really think we’re going to sail this shallop all the way to China or Japan? And then back to England? Jonah didn’t know much about geography, but that had to be a long way. Like, halfway around the world and back again. Hudson couldn’t go that far even if he still had the ship! Could he?

“You still believe in the Northwest Passage?” one of the sickly, dying sailors murmured. He sounded as if those might be his last words. “Even now?”

There were those words again: “Northwest Passage.” Some old memory stirred at the back of Jonah’s mind. Something from fifth-grade social studies, something Mrs. Rorshas had droned on and on and on about, with her talent for making even the most interesting subjects boring. Explorers … China … treasure … What kind of treasure was everyone looking for?

“You shall refer to it as the Hudson Passage, henceforth,” Hudson said haughtily. “Because I shall discover it.”

You’ve got to give this guy credit for having confidence, Jonah thought. But how does he think he’s going to discover anything in a rowboat—er, sailboat? In ice? How does he think anyone here is going to survive?

The cloak and mask and wig of Jonah’s disguise seemed too tight again. It seemed harder and harder to draw enough of the cold air into his lungs.

The Northwest Passage, Henry Hudson being crazy, these people who are going to freeze or starve—I can’t do anything about any of it, Jonah told himself. Really, it already happened. It’s done. JB just has to get me and Katherine out of here….

Jonah twisted around to the side, pretending he was only trying to block the wind. He hunched over, bringing his face closer to the pocket where he’d tucked the Elucidator.

“JB!” he whispered. “You really could come for us now! I could pretend to fall over into the water or something.”

But would one of the others try to jump in and rescue him? Would Staffe? Would Henry Hudson himself?

“Maybe we should go to the winter cabin,” Jonah said aloud, so everyone in the shallop could hear him. If they landed on the shore, he could sneak away without endangering anybody.

A fist slammed into his jaw; a hand pinned his chest back against the side of the shallop. If Katherine hadn’t been beside him, holding him up, he would have fallen over sideways.

“You dare to challenge my authority?” Henry Hudson snarled, looming over Jonah. “I said we will not retreat to the winter cabin. We sail on to glory! Do you not remember who is captain here?”

Jonah stared into Hudson’s eyes. He felt so odd suddenly, feeling the choices before him. He could say, Don’t you remember you just got kicked out of being a captain? Kicked out of your own ship? He could say, Maybe I think it’s time you let someone else take over as captain. Since you’re not doing such a great job.

Or he could back down.

Which choice would protect his face from getting punched again?

Which choice would John Hudson have made?

What was the right thing to do?

Normally Jonah made decisions fast, by the seat of his pants. A split second was a long time for him to mull over anything. But whole minutes seemed to be flowing by, and his brain just felt more paralyzed.

Is it always like this, when people don’t make decisions right away? Jonah wondered. Does the decision always get harder and harder, the longer you spend not deciding?

He could feel the entire boatload of sailors watching him, waiting to see what he was going to do. Even Katherine was waiting, her face twisted in confusion.

What? Katherine isn’t going to try to tell me what to do? Jonah thought.

For perhaps the first time in his life he wished she would.

Something hovered at the edge of Jonah’s vision, off in the distance. At first Jonah thought it was some remnant of his timesickness problems. An illusion. But there really did seem to be a large shadow sliding toward them through the fog. Was it another ice chunk? How could an ice chunk rise so high above the water?

Jonah squinted, turning his head right and left. He forgot he’d been trying to make a decision.

What I’m thinking can’t be right, he thought. The direction’s all wrong. Isn’t it?

The shadow broke through the fog, its shape finally distinct: three masts, billowy sails, a weathered hull. Jonah gasped, unable to believe his eyes.

Everyone else turned and stared with him.

“The ship! It’s come back for us!” Hudson cried.
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“Huzzah! Huzzah! Hooray!”

Even the sailors who appeared to be nearly dead found the energy to cheer. They raised weak fists in the air and made feeble attempts at pumping their arms up and down. Toothless grins split across wizened faces.

“I planned this,” Hudson said. “I knew it would work out this way. The mutineers were lost without me….”

“Then how could they figure out how to sail back around and come get us?” Jonah muttered.

He looked at Katherine, trying to ask with his eyes: Does any of this make sense to you? This can’t be right!

She just kept shaking her head, bafflement written all over her face.

The sailor beside Jonah was huddled over a small box, and Jonah realized for the first time what it was: a compass. Jonah caught a glimpse of the needle jerking around, pointing north.

That’s the direction the ship was going, when it sailed away from us. North … maybe northeast, Jonah thought. We went west, trying to get away from the ice floe. So now the ship is sailing back toward us from the southwest? Impossible! How could it have circled around us that quickly?

“I’m … turned around,” the sailor holding the compass muttered. “The directions … all off …”

“Wydowse, the sickness confuses you,” Hudson said, almost kindly. “You’re an excellent navigator—you will be again, once you’re well.”

“The Discovery sailed that way,” Wydowse said, pointing north. “And now, to come back around from the south…”

“Thou knowest this bay has devilish winds and currents,” Hudson said, a light tone in his voice, as if he was only humoring the man. “Have faith—we can overcome them!”

“But what if this is a trick?” Wydowse said stubbornly. “Mayhap they return only to torture us further?”

Oh, great—thanks! Jonah thought. Just what I need—more awful possibilities to think about!

Now the boatload of men fell silent, watching the Discovery approach.

“Captain! My captain!” a voice called out.

“Abacuk Prickett?” Hudson called back. “Is that you?”

“Aye, Captain,” the voice called back. “Everything worked just as we planned.”

Planned? Jonah thought.

He could have sworn he saw a flicker of confusion cross Hudson’s face too, but the captain covered it quickly, shouting back, “Quite so! Most excellent!”

Hudson began giving commands to angle the shallop toward the ship. Jonah took up his oar quickly, before the man could hit him again.

Most of the men in this boat are too sick and out of it to know what’s going on, Jonah thought. But does Staffe think there’s something weird going on? Does John King?

It was hard to tell. Both men were concentrating on lining the shallop up with the ship, attaching the ropes. The lines began to jerk upward.

“Steady,” Hudson called. “Steady does it.”

Moments later everyone who could was stepping back onto the deck of the ship. Jonah helped Staffe lift out the men who were too weak to move.

“My captain,” a man said, bowing low in greeting.

The man had dirty, unkempt hair, and his clothes were every bit as ragged as the other sailors’. His face was just as pockmarked and scarred. But there was something different about him—an air of strength and confidence that no one else had, not even Hudson himself.

“Was that guy here before?” Jonah whispered to Katherine. “What was he doing during the mutiny?”

Katherine shrugged and whispered back, “Never saw him before.”

“Prickett,” John King said, sounding astonished. “I thought you were lamed. I haven’t seen you out of your bunk in days.”

Prickett looked toward Henry Hudson.

“It was a plot the captain and I conjured up,” Prickett said. “When we heard there was talk of mutiny, he knew he’d need a spy on the inside. Someone who seemed harmless. Not even able to walk! When in reality”—he smiled, in a way that seemed like a threat—“I could win a race with any man here, were it necessary.”

“And what did you do with the mutineers?” Hudson asked. “Did you … did you carry out my orders?”

Jonah was certain, suddenly, that Hudson had given Prickett no orders. Hudson was as confused by Prickett as everyone else.

“Of course, sir,” Prickett said, bowing again. “The other men and I—the ones still loyal to you, who were only pretending otherwise—we put the mutineers out on the ice.”

“Juet,” Hudson said, looking around. “Wilson. Greene. Pearce.”

Jonah realized the captain was listing off mutineers, the ones who were missing now.

“On the ice?” Staffe asked. “Do you not feel the air? It’s a warming day today. Ice could melt completely by noon.”

“Then the water’ll be warm enough the mutineers can swim to shore,” Prickett said lightly. “They’ve got better odds than being tried for mutiny back in London, no?”

“Mutineers always hang,” Hudson said. He looked around again, this time seeming to make a point of catching each sailor’s eye. “Even if it’s the captain’s word against the entire crew.”

Jonah had to hold back a shiver when Hudson looked his way.

He’s warning everyone, Jonah thought. Not to even think about disagreeing with him again.

“Juet, Wilson, Greene—they were leaving us to starve,” John King said. “Why shouldn’t we leave them to drown? Why would we share any of our precious food with such … such maggots?”

One of the sickly sailors from the shallop attempted a cheer: “Hear! Hear!” But his voice was hoarse and painful to listen to.

Nobody else joined in.

“The mutineers were hoarding food,” Prickett said. “We found it after we put them off the ship. Symmes?”

He gestured, and one of the men behind him—er, no, just a boy—leaned a barrel forward and pried off the lid. Jonah caught a glimpse of rounds of moldy cheese, domes of moldy bread, and greenish-colored … meats? Was that what meat looked like when it was thoroughly rotten?

Beside him Katherine gagged silently. She put her hands over her mouth, holding back the retching.

Jonah would have done the same if he’d been invisible. As it was, he clenched his teeth together and tried to think about something besides mold and rot.

Never mind eating, he told himself. That fish we had back in 1600? Had to be packed with nutrients—enough to last decades!

Around him the sailors were gasping and cheering and even drooling, as if they’d just seen a gourmet feast unveiled before their eyes.

“Well,” Hudson said, his harsh voice cutting through the cheers. “Perhaps there shall be room for extra rations at the noonday meal. If everyone attends to their morning work. We’ve wasted enough time over this treachery. We’ve business at hand. Wydowse, set a course due west. Everyone—to your stations!”

The men began to scatter.

Oh, no, Jonah thought. John Hudson was ship’s boy—he would have had duties too. Responsibilities. What am I supposed to do?

Symmes, the boy who’d pried open the barrel of food, drove a pointy elbow into Jonah’s ribs.

“You’ve got lookout,” he taunted.

“L-lookout?” Jonah repeated, casting a puzzled glance toward Katherine.

Her jaw dropped. Her eyes got big.

“Oh, yeah,” Symmes said. “No trying to get out of it. I’m not climbing up there today!”

He pointed one bony finger straight up toward the sky.

Jonah tilted his head back and looked up … and up … and up.

A wooden tub stood near the top of the tallest mast, practically up in the clouds.

It was the crow’s nest.

“I … can’t,” Jonah said. “Not today.”

Symmes smashed his foot down on Jonah’s, and then twisted it to make it hurt worse.

“Aye, and wouldn’t that be mutiny?” Symmes asked. “A ship’s boy refusing to go up to the top?” He pressed down harder on Jonah’s foot. Now the pain shot all the way up Jonah’s leg. “Don’t think I wouldn’t tell.”

No, no, Jonah wanted to say. I believe you! You’d tell! You’d climb up and push me out of the crow’s nest if you thought that would help you!

“I’m going! I’m going!” Jonah said.

He reached for a rope.
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Somehow Jonah suspected that the real John Hudson would have reached the crow’s nest much faster.

I’m not afraid of heights, Jonah told himself as he inched upward, stopped, then forced himself to keep going. Not. Afraid. Not.

For most of his life that would have been true. But last summer at Boy Scout camp there’d been a moment at the top of the climbing wall. … Jonah had completely lost his footing. He’d been wearing a climbing harness, of course, so he’d had barely a second of free fall before the ropes stopped him from plunging to the ground. He’d never been in any actual danger. But apparently one second of free fall was all it took to rewire his brain, to switch off the confident voice in his head that had always whispered, Heights? No problem! Bring ’em on! And turn on something in its place that sent out whispers of dread: No, no, don’t go up there! You’ll fall! You’ll get hurt. Maybe even killed!

Maybe traveling through time and seeing people die for real and knowing that people’s lives depended on him—maybe that had something to do with his fear too.

I’m not even wearing a climbing harness, Jonah thought, his muscles locking in place for the umpteenth time.

He glanced down, hoping that someone—Henry Hudson, perhaps? John Hudson’s own father?—would call up to him, “Now, now, didn’t you forget something? Safety first, remember?” He wouldn’t expect anything fancy in the way of safety harnesses—carabiner clips probably hadn’t been invented yet in 1611. But wasn’t there a spare rope somewhere he could tie around his waist, just in case?

Down on the deck some of the sailors were walking across the still-icy wood with bare feet. A man who must be the cook was hacking away at the greenish meat with a cleaver that barely missed hitting his fingers. A man working with him had an open flame going under a pot of boiling water that threatened to roll away with every swell of the waves.

Okay, “safety first”—not such a big concept in 1611, Jonah thought.

“It’s better if you don’t look down,” a voice whispered below him.

Jonah squinted—it was Katherine. He could barely make out her outline on the ropes beneath him in the wisps of fog.

“What are you doing up here?” Jonah asked. “You don’t have to risk your life pretending to be John Hudson.”

“You think I’m going to stay down there all by myself?” Katherine asked. “Those people are scary.”

Scarier than climbing up to the crow’s nest? Jonah wanted to ask.

But, of course, Katherine wasn’t afraid of heights.

“Besides, maybe if we’re up there, we can reach JB on the Elucidator,” Katherine said. “Maybe, I don’t know, it’s like a cell phone. They work better if you’re higher up.”

“No, they work better if you’re close to a cell phone tower,” Jonah said.

“Well, isn’t the mast tall enough to be one?” Katherine asked.

This was illogical in so many ways that Jonah started working out a list in his head.

The Elucidator isn’t a cell phone. We don’t know anything about how it works.

JB is eleven years away, trapped in 1600. Being at the top of a mast isn’t going to move us any closer to him in the past.

It doesn’t matter how tall the mast is. If it doesn’t have a cell phone tower at the top, it isn’t a cell phone tower.

Or an Elucidator tower.

Or …

With each item he figured out, Jonah moved his hands and legs up higher on the rungs.

“Though, maybe the mast really isn’t that tall,” Katherine said. “Remember how time travel can throw off your sense of distance?”

“Of course it’s tall!” Jonah said. “It’s a mast of a huge ship!”

He looked down again. They were so high up now that the Discovery didn’t look huge anymore. It looked tiny beneath them—like a toy bobbing up and down in the endless, open bay.

Jonah felt dizzy. Dizzy and terrified.

“I told you. Stop. Looking. Down,” Katherine said.

“Stop bossing me around!” Jonah said, fighting the dizziness. Just to prove he didn’t need Katherine bossing him around, he reached up again, even as he glared down at his sister.

He saw the faintest trace of a smile cross her face—a smile she hid immediately.

“Are you trying to make me mad?” he asked suspiciously.

“Yep,” Katherine admitted. “To distract you from being scared.”

Of course that made him madder.

“I’m not scared!” he insisted. And to prove it, he scrambled up the last few rungs of rope, flopped over on his belly, and landed on a circle of canvas-covered wood surrounded by short wooden walls.

He’d reached the crow’s nest.

Moments later Katherine gingerly climbed in after him.

“Jonah,” she said softly, panting a little, and holding on to the mast that shot up through the middle of the crow’s nest. “I’m scared too. It’s crazy climbing up here without a harness or net or anything. Mom and Dad would kill us if they knew what we just did.”

“That would save us from killing ourselves when we try to climb down,” Jonah muttered.

Katherine seemed to turn even paler. Which was amazing, given that she was already translucent.

“Oh, no! I didn’t think about how much worse it’s going to be climbing down!” she moaned. “Maybe … maybe JB will find the real John Hudson and get him in here before his lookout time is over. So he’ll have to climb down, not us.”

She leaned toward Jonah’s cloak and pulled out the Elucidator.

“JB! JB, please! Answer us!” she cried into it.

Silence.

“JB?” Katherine whispered.

Nothing.

“He’s not going to answer,” Jonah said. “Can’t you feel how off everything is? How we keep getting further and further from how time is supposed to go?”

He thought about pointing out how long it had been since they’d seen the last tracer, how long the real John Hudson had been missing. But all that just made him feel even more panicked.

Katherine blinked at him.

“Still,” she said stubbornly. “None of that should stop JB from talking to us.” She held the Elucidator even closer to her mouth and screamed into it: “JB!”

Her voice seemed to echo off the empty sky.

“Shh,” Jonah said. “Or else we’ll have Henry Hudson up here beating me up again, because he thinks I’m trying to send coded messages to his enemies.”

He quickly peeked over the edge of the crow’s nest—looking down made him dizzy all over again. But at least no one was staring up at him.

“Do you think Henry Hudson was that crazy in original time?” Katherine said.

“I don’t know anything about Henry Hudson in original time,” Jonah said sulkily.

“Sure you do,” Katherine said. “Remember the Hudson River? And the Hudson Bay? He must have discovered those.”

“Congratulations,” Jonah said sarcastically. “You just beat me in Geography Bee.”

Katherine went on as if he hadn’t said anything.

“And JB told us Hudson was supposed to end up in the shallop with his son and a bunch of dying sailors,” she said.

Jonah hit his fist against the mast.

“End,” he said. “The shallop was supposed to be the end of the Hudsons’ story. Henry’s and John’s. There’s our proof—the ship wasn’t supposed to come back.”

“Why did it? Why’s everyone acting so weird? Why won’t JB answer us? And what are we supposed to do now?” Katherine asked.

Leave it to Katherine to start adding up everything they didn’t know. Jonah would have been happy to leave all those questions unspoken.

No—wait. He could actually answer one of them.

“I guess I just have to keep acting like John Hudson,” he muttered. He gazed out at the gray fog, the gray sky, the gray sea. It was hard to see where one ended and the other began. “What do you think I’m supposed to do as lookout? What am I looking out for?”

“Icebergs, like in Titanic?” Katherine suggested.

Wonderful. That made him feel so much better.

“Since you’re invisible, why don’t you go back down and eavesdrop on Hudson and Prickett and the others, and figure out what’s really going on?” Jonah suggested, because right now he just wanted to get rid of his sister.

“Jonah—what if I stop being invisible again? And they catch me?” Katherine asked. Suddenly she had tears in her eyes.

She’s that upset? Jonah marveled. That scared?

Katherine was only a year younger than Jonah. She’d been a force of nature in his life for as long as he could remember, constantly flouncing in and out of the house, tagging along after him and his friends, tattling, “Jonah hurt my feelings! Make him let me play with him!” The minute Katherine walked into a room, Jonah always knew right away if she was happy or sad or angry or worried or frightened or ecstatic. And if Jonah or Mom or Dad didn’t pick up on all the cues right away, she spelled it out for them, in diatribes that could last hours.

Was it possible that Katherine had changed too? In the midst of all their time traveling and getting lost and risking their lives and saving their friends’ lives and never knowing if everything was going to work out—was it possible that Katherine had actually learned how to hide her emotions? Some of them, anyway?

A tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it away without saying a word.

She shivered, and didn’t say anything about that, either.

“Here, uh, Katherine, I bet you’re really cold,” Jonah said. “You can wear my cloak.”

He started to take it off, but even more tears welled in her eyes. Suddenly it seemed more important to make her laugh than to comfort her.

“Or—you could wrap this canvas blanket around yourself,” Jonah said, lifting an edge of the canvas they’d been sitting on. “I bet it only smells like it’s carried dead fish across the ocean.” He wrapped the canvas around himself, to demonstrate. “See? It’s almost like a Snuggie—”

He stopped, because there was something under the canvas. Something flat and smooth. … He pulled out a packet wrapped and tied in some sort of dried animal skins. He peeled back the skins to find papers inside.

“Maybe somebody has been leaving coded messages up here!” Katherine said excitedly.

“I don’t think it’s coded,” Jonah whispered, staring down at the papers. “I think it’s flat-out true.”

He’d already read the first sentence:

Something very strange and dangerouse ys happyning on The Discoverie….
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“Maybe JB figured out how to leave us written messages, even though he can’t get through to us on the Elucidator,” Katherine said hopefully. She started to reach for the papers, so she could see them too. Then her face fell. “Or—maybe it’s Second again.”

Second had left them written messages before, back in 1600. Second’s messages had always been short—and manipulative.

This message was long and written in an old-fashioned script.

“I don’t think Second would go to this much effort to make his message look like it belongs in 1611,” Jonah said. “He always wanted us to know it was him, when he contacted us before. I think—I think someone actually on the ship right now wrote this.”

He was scanning the rest of the words as quickly as he could:

Conditions have beene difficult and troubling from the time we left Lundon on the 17th of April, in the Year of Our Lord, 1610. The men have fought over coats, over bread, over which way a tossed hammer may land. … The master ys like a straw in the wind, favoring first one man, then another, deciding nothing, angering all. I believe he has secrets he chooses not to reveal. But those secrets may be the death of us all.

I have many reasons to fear for my lyfe, as I lie gravely ill, and there is little hope that I will see the shoares of my beloved homeland again. But I do not fear death. I am reconciled to my fate. What I cannot reconcile is the fear that the storie of this voyage will be told only by those who betray its purpose. Deception walks on the Discoverie; mutiny lurks in the minds and souls of cowards. I believe the evil plans will come to fruition soon….

“Aw, it’s just about the mutiny that already happened,” Jonah said disappointedly, lowering the papers. “This doesn’t help us at all.”

“It could tell us what caused the mutiny,” Katherine said. “The background. So maybe we can see where time went off track. What’s that saying social studies teachers are always yammering on about—something like ‘Those who don’t remember history are forced to repeat it’?”

“That is not the reason we’re stuck in 1611,” Jonah said defensively.

But what if it was? What if JB should have paid more attention to what happened to Henry Hudson and his mutiny? Could that have made JB notice that Second was going to rebel against him?

“Here,” Jonah said. “If you think these papers are so important, you read them.” He thrust the papers into Katherine’s hands and gazed around. “I’ll watch out for icebergs.”

What he really wanted to do was pull out the drawing of Andrea he’d tucked in his pocket and stare at it. But he couldn’t do that in front of Katherine. He was sure he could feel the picture in his pocket, though, rustling a little, reminding him, This isn’t just about you and Katherine and JB and Second and time. Andrea’s life depends on you fixing 1611 too.

But how was he supposed to know how to fix anything? There weren’t even any tracers anymore, to show how time was supposed to go.

“It’s weird—this guy never gives his name, but he says he’s going to hide notes all around the ship, so the true story of the Discovery will get out even if all the good people are killed,” Katherine told him as she pored over the papers. “Why wouldn’t he give his name, so people would know to believe him?”

“That’s not so weird,” Jonah argued. “Don’t you think the mutineers would have killed him if they found the stuff he hid?”

“They tried to kill him anyway,” Katherine said. “Don’t you think? Don’t you think he was probably one of the sick guys in the shallop with us?”

Jonah tried to think if any of them had looked particularly sneaky, as if they’d left behind secret notes.

They’d all just looked as though they were about to die.

“What’s ‘perfidy’?” Katherine asked, still studying the papers.

“How would I know?” Jonah asked irritably.

“It must be something bad,” Katherine said. “This guy says the Discovery is full of it. Oh, here it is again, sort of—he calls his shipmates ‘perfidious cretins’—no way that’s a good thing.”

How could Katherine think about vocabulary words at a time like this? Jonah shifted uncomfortably on the creaky wood platform.

Just think about being a lookout. Watch out for danger. But how was he supposed to see danger coming when everything around them was a sea of gray?

“Boy!” someone shouted from down below. “See you land to the west?”

They had to be yelling at him.

“Um, uh …,” he called back. “I’m looking!”

First Jonah had to figure out which direction was west. He got a little help with that because Abacuk Prickett, who’d apparently been the one to yell, was standing down on the deck, pointing. Jonah squinted off into the distance. Were those dark, indistinct shapes land?

“Uh, yes!” he called back. “I mean, aye! I think so!” He squinted harder. “But it’s, like, broken in the middle. Straight west—there’s a gap!”

“A gap?” Prickett called back. “Think you that it’s a passage? It must be!”

“Jonah, look,” Katherine whispered, holding out the papers toward him.

“Shh. I’m trying to hear—,” Jonah whispered back.

But down below, Prickett had already turned away. He was clapping Henry Hudson on the back, shaking Hudson’s hand.

“Huh,” Jonah muttered. “Looks like they’re best buds now. I’m the one who saw the gap. Er—passage.”

“Jonah, read this,” Katherine insisted, holding the paper right in front of his eyes, so he couldn’t avoid it. She pointed to three sentences at the very bottom:

Of all the untrustworthy scoundrels on this ship, Abacuk Prickett ys the worst of all. Believe nothing he tells you; turn your back on him only if you wish to have a knyfe plunged into it. He ys to be feared above all others.

Jonah looked back toward the deck. Henry Hudson was still standing there, gazing toward the southwest. But Abacuk Prickett was nowhere in sight.

The ropes tied around the crow’s nest tightened, suddenly pulled taut. Puzzled, Jonah leaned out, trying to see the full range of rigging below him.

And there was Abacuk Prickett, already halfway up the ropes.

The “worst” scoundrel on the entire ship hadn’t disappeared. He was climbing right toward Jonah and Katherine.


[image: Images]

“Jonah!” Katherine whispered, looking in the same direction. “There’s not going to be room for all three of us in the crow’s nest!”

“Can’t you climb down before he gets here?” Jonah asked. “Without bumping into—”

He stopped, because this wasn’t even worth asking. Most of the way up the rigging was basically just a narrow rope ladder.

Jonah looked down again. Prickett was getting closer and closer.

“Climb on my back,” Jonah told Katherine. “Hurry.”

Katherine grimaced, but quickly tucked the papers back under the canvas so both her hands were free. She put her arms around Jonah’s neck and started to lift her knees.

“You mean, piggyback?” she asked. “Or—should I get up on your shoulders? More out of the way?”

Jonah pictured this in his mind: Katherine perched on his shoulders while he stood in the crow’s nest, hundreds of feet off the ground, the ship swaying beneath them. If the ship hit a particularly rough wave, and Jonah or Katherine lost their balance for even a second, would Katherine topple over completely, out of the crow’s nest, pulling Jonah down with her?

“Just on my back,” Jonah muttered, through gritted teeth.

Katherine climbed on. Jonah locked his arms around her knees, and crossed his hands over his stomach—he hoped that didn’t look too unnatural. He backed up, trying to take up as little of the room in the crow’s nest as possible.

“Stay like that,” Katherine whispered.

Jonah realized she was sitting precariously on the narrow railing. This worked—as long as she could hold on to him.

Prickett’s weathered face appeared at the opposite edge of the crow’s nest.

“Stand aside, boy,” Prickett said irritably. “Make room for your betters.”

Jonah leaned away from Prickett—which leaned Katherine out even more, far over the edge of the crow’s nest. She tightened her grip around Jonah’s neck and let out a soft gasp.

“What’s that, boy? Did you say something?” Prickett asked, climbing into the crow’s nest. Unlike the technique Katherine and Jonah had used—landing mostly on their hands, and then turning over right side up, trying to dodge the mast—Prickett’s movements were confident and effortless. He entered the crow’s nest as easily as if he were merely striding into a room.

“N-no, sir,” Jonah stammered. “Do you wish to see the land and the passage?”

He braced himself and Katherine against the railing, and lifted one arm to point. His cloak puffed up oddly, trapped against Katherine’s arms encircling his neck. Jonah hastily pulled the cloak back into place.

Prickett didn’t see that, Jonah told himself. The mast blocked him. And he was already looking toward the land. Wasn’t he?

“The passage does exist,” Prickett murmured. “Just as your father always believed.”

Prickett spread his hands wide apart along the railing. He shifted his feet, taking up more of the crow’s nest. Jonah would have felt crowded in the tiny space even if he hadn’t had Katherine balanced on his back, leaning out over the rail.

“And there’s no sight of land to the north or south or east?” Prickett asked, turning quickly.

Katherine was perched on the railing to the south. Prickett leaned impatiently around Jonah, in that direction.

“Stand aside, boy,” he commanded.

His hand was about an inch from Katherine’s knee.

Jonah grabbed Katherine’s legs with both hands and slid her around to the right, toward the rigging. He let go with one hand and motioned behind his back, pointing down.

Katherine, this is not the time to be dense, he thought. Or scared or slow. Get out of here! Climb down!

He felt Katherine let go of his shoulders.

“Yes, yes, just as I expected,” Prickett said, moving around as he peered first to the south, then to the north and east. “Nothing in sight except to the west. Well, I’ve seen enough. I shall climb down now. Pray allow me passage.”

Jonah froze. He was pretty sure “pray allow me passage” actually meant “Get out of my way.” But Katherine had just started climbing down. She was still tugging on Jonah’s cloak even as Prickett said “allow.” If Prickett went down now, he’d run right into her.

Maybe even knock her off the ropes.

“Uh, sir!” Jonah said, standing up straight. He pointed in the opposite direction. “Look over there! Did you see—er, I mean, see you—the, uh …”

Way back at the beginning of this whole time-travel mess, before Jonah knew anything about what was going on, Jonah had fooled an FBI agent with the old “Look over there! What’s that?” ploy. He’d made up an imaginary plane crash, a ball of flame—he’d been downright inspired. But what in the world was he supposed to claim he saw out here, where there was nothing but gray sky and gray sea and gray fog? Land? They’d already established that the only land was off to the west. Some sort of animal? Would they have whales out here? Polar bears? Would they have been called polar bears in 1611?

Jonah settled on a feeble “Is that a fish?”

“A fish?” Prickett repeated. “One fish? You would have me believe you can see one fish swimming in this water, from their height?”

“I mean, fishes. A school of fish,” Jonah said quickly. He thought quickly. “Shouldn’t we go fishing? For more food?”

Prickett glared suspiciously at him, then took him by the shoulders and moved him aside.

“Out of my way! I shall report you to the captain for insolence!” Prickett threatened. “Mocking an officer. For shame!”

“No, no, I wasn’t mocking!” Jonah insisted, darting back to block Prickett’s way again. “I was … letting you know important information! Doing my job as lookout!”

Prickett’s glare intensified. Then he slammed his hands against Jonah’s chest, shoving him sideways.

“The captain shall be informed about all of this,” he said.

And then he began climbing down the rigging.

Where was Katherine?

Prickett’s bulk blocked her from view. Jonah knew she couldn’t have gotten far, but was she climbing really, really fast? Could she get down to the deck before Prickett ran into her?

Prickett handled the ropes as if he’d been racing up and down rigging his whole life. Which he probably had. He even paused every few handholds to glance down—and still seemed to be setting some unbeatable record for speed.

Prickett turned to the side for an instant, perhaps to get one last glimpse of the land. In that moment Jonah saw something glow right below him—Katherine. Her hands were only one rung below Prickett’s feet. Katherine glanced up, then glanced down quickly. Jonah could almost see her calculating: I’m too high up to jump. I’d break a leg if I tried that.

As Prickett stepped down to the next rung, Katherine swung out of the way, holding on only to the sides of the rigging. Her feet dangled in midair.

Doesn’t Prickett feel the ropes pulling over to the right? Jonah wondered.

He must have, because he stopped momentarily, his head turned directly toward Katherine. He even reached over to the side rope, Katherine just barely sliding her hands out of the way in time.

Ouch! Jonah thought. That’s got to cause some serious rope burn!

Prickett seemed to be waiting for something.

Katherine twisted her face into a grimace. Jonah began to wonder how much upper-body strength she had.

Has she done weight training in gym class yet? He thought. Not that that would really help, but …

Jonah realized Katherine wasn’t grimacing in pain. She was glaring at Prickett. And then—in a quick flash—she stuck her tongue out at him.

Prickett went back to climbing, out of Katherine’s way. Katherine put her feet back on the ropes and waited for him to go on.

They still hadn’t heard from JB, they still hadn’t seen any tracers, and the “passage” they had seen seemed like even more proof that time was messed up beyond repair. Compared with all of that, it was no big deal that they’d managed to survive their encounter with Prickett.

Still, Jonah felt like cheering.

Prickett reached the deck. He strolled over to confer with Henry Hudson. And then Hudson leaned his head back and screamed up toward the crow’s nest:

“John Hudson! Report to the deck! Immediately!”

Jonah lost the urge to cheer.
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Jonah’s legs almost buckled under him when he landed on the deck. It was partly exhaustion—climbing down the rigging hurt. But exhaustion alone didn’t account for the way every muscle in his body threatened to give way.

Didn’t ships’ captains used to beat people with whips? he wondered, his knees trembling. Beat them until they were almost dead, over nothing?

Or was that just pirate captains?

He hoped it was just pirates.

Henry Hudson was glaring down at Jonah with his eyes narrowed, his mouth set into a thin, disapproving line.

He certainly looked like he wanted to beat someone.

“I can explain,” Jonah said, which usually worked with his own parents back home.

At least it worked if Jonah didn’t accidentally say something that got him into worse trouble.

Henry Hudson’s eyes only grew angrier; his mouth flattened completely.

“Speak not,” he said in a cold, hard voice. “I have heard all I wish.”

He turned slightly toward Prickett, who was standing right beside him. Prickett gave a curt nod.

That’s not fair! Jonah wanted to protest. Whatever happened to accused criminals having the right to tell their side? Having the right to be considered innocent until proven guilty?

Jonah realized nothing had happened to those rights. They just didn’t exist yet in 1611.

It’s not like I’m an accused criminal, anyhow, Jonah thought.

Hudson’s glare made him feel like one.

Jonah tried to look at him adoringly, like a loving son. There was a trick to this, which Jonah sometimes used with his own parents. You blinked once or twice with a vacant, slightly goofy look on your face, and your parents forgot about whatever stupid thing you’d just done and started thinking instead about how cute you’d looked as a toddler, about how much they were going to miss you when you went off to college.

Evidently this trick didn’t work with the John Hudson mask.

Or maybe Henry Hudson had never liked his son, not even when he was a cute little toddler. Maybe Henry Hudson wouldn’t miss his son when he went off to … well, wherever you went after growing up as a ship’s boy.

“I—,” Jonah began.

Behind Hudson and Prickett, Jonah caught a glimpse of movement: It was Katherine, frantically shaking her head no.

Even Jonah could figure out what she meant: Stop talking. Now. Or else.

Hudson slapped his hand against the mast.

“I said, speak not!” he roared. “You have just earned yourself the harshest of punishments!”

He is going to beat me, Jonah thought, swaying slightly.

“When the others receive their noontime rations,” Hudson said, pronouncing the judgment in a voice colder than the wind, “you shall receive nothing.”

Huh? Jonah thought, trying to make sense of “noontime rations.” So that’s … no food? I don’t have to pretend to eat green, rotty meat? All right! Sounds like a reward, not a punishment! I’ll just have Katherine sneak something better to me later….

He remembered that he needed to look like this punishment devastated him.

“I’m sorry!” he cried. “Please—”

Hudson struck him across the face.

“You do not mock your father’s authority!” he screamed. “I am the captain!”

“Aye, aye,” Jonah said, resisting the urge to put his hand against his stinging cheek. He cleared his throat. “Aye, aye, sir.”

For a moment he worried that this wasn’t the right thing to say to a ship’s captain in 1611. Maybe “aye, aye, sir” came later. Maybe it would be seen as just more mockery.

But the look in Hudson’s eye softened a bit.

“That’s better,” he said.

Jonah let out the breath he’d been holding without even realizing it.

Dear old “Dad” has just been thrown off his own ship and then let back on just because of some weird mess with time and history, Jonah reminded himself. He’s bound to be a little bit touchy about the whole authority thing.

“Swab the deck!” Hudson commanded. “Now!”

“Yes, sir!” Jonah snapped back, trying once again for the very, very obedient military-recruit tone.

Someone placed a bucket and mop in his hands.

Jonah looked up and realized it was Staffe, the man who’d taken his side back in the shallop.

Staffe leaned close to Jonah’s ear. From where Hudson and Prickett were standing, it probably looked as though Staffe were just making sure that Jonah had a firm grip on the bucket handle.

But Staffe was whispering.

“Don’t stand up for us,” he said in a barely audible tone. “Don’t try to help. It won’t do any good. Not now.”

And then Staffe turned and walked away, back to repairing a row of pegs on the rail.

Jonah almost dropped the bucket.

What was that all about? he wondered.
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“Prickett’s out to get you,” Katherine said.

Jonah shoved the mop forward, then pulled it back.

“I could have figured that out all by myself,” Jonah said. “And I’m not even invisible, and I can’t go around listening to what people say without being seen.”

The coils of dingy braided cloth that made up the mop head got caught on a rough place in the wood, and Jonah had to bend over and pull it free. Jonah could have sworn he could feel someone watching him, but when he straightened up, there was no one else there besides him and Katherine. The leaders of the ship—Hudson, Prickett, and King—had retreated into the captain’s cabin to eat their lunch; the rest of the crew had disappeared into the hold. The weather had warmed up slightly, enough that the water he was swabbing on the deck didn’t instantly turn to ice. But it still wasn’t a great day for sitting out in the open air eating lunch.

Or for dipping your hands again and again into a cold bucket of water, Jonah thought sourly.

It wasn’t fair that he was stuck mopping, while Katherine could just stand there watching.

Jonah made a mocking face at his sister, and rolled his eyes just for good measure.

“Okay, genius, if you’re so brilliant, tell me this: Why is Prickett out to get you?” Katherine said. “That’s what I can’t figure out. I heard everything Prickett told Hudson about what you did in the crow’s nest—which everybody’s calling the top, for some reason. He made it sound like you practically spit in his eye and defied him and swore at him like … well, like a sailor.”

“The liar!” Jonah said. He tightened his grip on the mop handle and hit the mop head against the deck with unnecessary force.

“It took you forever to get down here,” Katherine said. “Prickett had time to tell John King he thought Nicholas Symmes should be promoted to first boy, ahead of you. And to tell that scary-looking cook person that you lost one of the fishing rods. You didn’t even touch a fishing rod, did you?”

“I didn’t,” Jonah said. “But maybe the real John Hudson, before he vanished …”

Jonah shoved the mop harder. He was okay as long as he focused on minor actions: mopping, moving the bucket, snarling at Katherine. But if he let his thoughts creep toward anything approaching a broader viewpoint, he started feeling weak-kneed and panicked again.

Whatever the real John Hudson did before I got here, that’s going to affect me, Jonah thought. And so does whatever happened that made the ship come back for the shallop instead of letting us float off into nothingness … and whatever Second wanted to accomplish in 1611, when he changed 1600 … and whatever happened to JB that he can’t even talk to us through the Elucidator anymore. … Aaah! I don’t know what any of it means!

The mop got caught on the rough wood again, and Jonah bent over it. The weird sensation of being watched hit him once more—he whirled around quickly, but it was only Katherine standing there, looking frighteningly see-through.

Jonah tried not to actually look at her, since he didn’t like seeing her as glass.

“It’s too weird, having you look and sound like someone else,” Katherine mumbled.

Great. Each of them creeped out the other.

“I’m going to go listen at the captain’s door, to see if I can hear anything Prickett and Hudson and King are saying,” Katherine said. “And then I’m going to look around the ship and see if there are any other notes hidden anywhere. Maybe the crow’s nest letter writer left a note somewhere about why Prickett hates John Hudson.”

“Maybe,” Jonah muttered. His stomach growled and he added, “See if you can find a nice pepperoni pizza lying around the ship while you’re at it, okay?”

Katherine slugged his arm. At least that felt normal.

“I think I’ll be doing well to find a few bread crumbs that aren’t covered with mold,” she muttered as she left. “And that they don’t have counted, that they won’t miss.”

How could the Discovery have gotten so low on food? Jonah wondered.

It was a stupid thought, just because back home he was so used to having food available any time he wanted it. He gazed out at the gray horizon—of course food would be scarce here. It was too cold for much of anything to grow on the land. Probably too cold for much of anything to come from the sea. And if they’d left England in April of 1610, that was fourteen months ago. How could they have carried more than fourteen months worth of food?

And what would happen to him and Katherine if everyone was just going to starve?

Jonah applied himself to diligently mopping the deck, because that was a way to fight against all the worries.

“Psst,” someone called behind him.

Jonah turned around. It was Staffe, carrying a tray toward the captain’s cabin. He was looking around fearfully.

“I’ve been watching for the right moment …,” he whispered.

As he walked past, he slipped something into Jonah’s hand.

“Cheese,” Staffe murmured. “So you can eat, after all.”

So Staffe’s been watching me this whole time? Jonah wondered. He hoped he hadn’t looked too suspicious, talking to Katherine. He eagerly closed his hand around the cheese, his mouth already watering.

But the “cheese” was hard as a rock. If Jonah actually bit into it, he’d probably chip a tooth.

Still, Jonah was pretty sure Staffe was risking a lot by giving it to him.

“No, thank you,” Jonah said, slipping the cheese back to Staffe. “You eat it. I—I’ll take my punishment like a man.”

That sounded like something someone would say in 1611, didn’t it?

Staffe stared at him. The man had startlingly blue eyes that stood out in his scarred, chapped, scruffy face.

“The wrong Hudson is leading this ship,” Staffe whispered. Then he looked around nervously, as if fearing someone else might have heard. But even Katherine was out of earshot—she was way across the deck now, her ear pressed against the door of Hudson’s cabin.

Wrong Hudson leading …, Jonah thought. Was that what was going on between John Hudson and his dad? Did lots of people think John should have led a mutiny? Is that how the mutiny went wrong? No—not if John Hudson was supposed to end up in the shallop.

Jonah’s head was starting to hurt from trying to figure everything out. Staffe turned to walk away.

“No—wait,” Jonah said desperately. “I have to ask you—”

But what could he ask that the real John Hudson wouldn’t have already known? Why does Prickett hate me? Nope. Why are you and I such great buddies? Nope. What else am I supposed to do as ship’s boy besides going up in the crow’s nest and swabbing the deck? Nope.

And then he knew what he could ask.

He dug in his pocket and pulled out the drawing of Andrea. He resisted the temptation to stand there gazing at it for a few minutes before showing it to Staffe.

“Look,” he said. “I found this. See—it says this girl joined a tribe. What tribe do you think she joined?”

Jonah thought he’d worked up a pretty clever plan in just a few seconds. Whatever Staffe answered, Jonah could say, “Will you write that down?” And then Jonah could look at his handwriting and see if it was the same as on the papers in the crow’s nest. At least that was one mystery Jonah might be able to solve.

But Staffe snatched the paper away, hiding it from view.

“You ripped this from one of your father’s books?” Staffe asked, his words weighted with as much horror as if he’d just discovered that Jonah had killed someone.

“No!” Jonah protested automatically. “Well, actually … yeah, I kind of did. But not on purpose! It was an accident!”

This was true. In his very first moments after arriving in 1611 he’d brushed away something he felt against his face, heard paper rip, and realized that he’d torn out this page from a book. It’d been his first clue that Andrea and his other friends had survived 1600—and that their actions had changed time.

The picture never would have existed in original time.

“Your father worships his books!” Staffe muttered. He looked around frantically, as if searching for a place to hide the evidence of what Jonah had done.

Jonah’s brain was running a little behind. He and Katherine had been so vague and out of it in their first few moments on the ship—and then they’d rushed so quickly into dealing with the mutiny. What had happened to the rest of that book?

And what would Henry Hudson do if he found out that Jonah had torn out this page?

Staffe was acting as though this changed everything—as though Jonah’s very life might be in danger.

Jonah reached out for the paper, because he didn’t like the way Staffe was crumpling it.

“Well, don’t tell anyone what happened, okay?” Jonah said, even though he was pretty sure people didn’t say “okay” in 1611. “It’s just, this girl …”

A bit of sympathy crept into Staffe’s expression.

“The girl,” he said, almost gently. “Of course. We all miss seeing females, and for a young lad like yourself …”

Jonah’s fingers brushed the paper, but Staffe pulled it away, out of reach.

“If I give this back to you, you’ll get caught with it,” Staffe said. “You’ll forget; you’ll pull it out just to look when others are around….”

“No, I won’t,” Jonah said.

Staffe shook his head. And even though Staffe had sunken cheeks and numerous scars and a long, ratty beard that whipped around in the wind—and so looked absolutely nothing like Jonah’s clean-shaven, unscarred, slightly overweight father—for a moment Jonah had a flash of feeling like he was back home, waiting for his dad to tell him, once again, “Jonah, you’re a kid. You’re a good kid, and there are a lot of decisions your mother and I trust you to make on your own. But—this isn’t one of them.”

Staffe took three steps, over to the railing. And then, before Jonah could stop him, he dropped Andrea’s picture into the water.
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“What’d you do that for?” Jonah demanded, rushing toward the railing.

“For your own good,” Staffe said, sounding just like Jonah’s dad again.

It always made Jonah furious when his dad said it, too.

“That was valuable!” Jonah said. “Priceless!”

He wasn’t even thinking about what the paper represented, the way the paper was evidence of how Second had changed time. The way that, if Jonah held on to it and kept looking at it, maybe it could become evidence that Jonah and Katherine had fixed time.

All Jonah could think was, What if I never see Andrea again? And now I don’t even have her picture anymore….

He leaned far out over the railing.

“I’ll jump in and get it,” he said.

But the waves had already washed over the paper, dragging it out of sight. And, well, Jonah had seen Titanic. He knew: People died in a matter of minutes in water that cold.

The door of Hudson’s cabin opened suddenly, making both Staffe and Jonah jump. Jonah almost fell over the railing.

“Were you bringing the captain’s tray?” Prickett asked Staffe. “Or merely laying about, chatting with the miscreant?”

“Miscreant” was yet another word Jonah had never heard before, but he could just tell by the way Prickett said it that he was supposed to be insulted.

“Bringing the tray,” Staffe said. “Sir.”

He rushed toward Prickett. Prickett took the tray from him and said, “Begone from my sight.”

Jonah expected Prickett to shut the door again, giving Jonah and Staffe more chance to talk. But Prickett kept standing there watching.

“It would be wise for you to be careful about whom you associate with,” Prickett told Staffe.

“Yes, sir,” Staffe said, backing away.

Staffe reached the stairway and went scurrying down into the hold. And still Prickett kept standing in the doorway.

Jonah saw Katherine slip past him, into Hudson’s cabin. She was shaking her head and frowning at Jonah—she must have seen everything that had happened between him and Staffe.

And then Prickett stepped aside and let the door slide shut behind him.

Jonah went back to swabbing the deck, but this time the action didn’t soothe him at all.

Andrea’s picture is gone, he thought, angrily shoving the mop around. And Katherine is alone in that cabin with crazy Henry Hudson and awful Abacuk Prickett and even John King, who seemed so eager to pull out his sword and start slicing it through the air back during the mutiny….

Jonah kept pushing the mop back and forth, but his eyes were playing tricks on him in the pools of water on the wet wood. He could see each and every time that invisibility had failed to protect them—or even put them in greater danger—during their previous trips through history.

At the Tower of London guards had thrust flaming torches at them—even setting a small lock of Katherine’s hair on fire before Jonah managed to put it out.

At the Battle of Bosworth, Katherine had suddenly fallen down, and Jonah had been certain she’d been hit by a flying arrow.

And at Westminster Abbey, Jonah and Katherine and their friends Chip and Alex had suddenly lost their invisibility—right in front of the king of England.

Katherine’s invisibility was even less reliable here and now, when everything about time travel was messed up. What would happen if she suddenly became visible in Captain Hudson’s cabin? If he and the others caught her spying?

Jonah broke out in a cold sweat.

He shoved his mop closer to Captain Hudson’s door. If someone came out, it would just look as though he was cleaning this side of the deck, right? He looked around quickly and, seeing no one coming from belowdecks, he pressed his ear against the door.

All he could hear was a low rumble of voices.

“… the passage …”

“… loaded with treasure …”

“… sailors we trust …”

It was frustrating, to catch only about three words of every ten. He couldn’t blame Katherine for wanting to dart inside.

“… divide up …”

Were they planning to divide the treasures, or divide the sailors?

“Oh, no!” Prickett cried suddenly in a startled voice. “What’s that?”

They’d found Katherine. That was the only explanation.

Jonah rammed his shoulder against the door, forcing it open. It gave way more easily than he expected.

Jonah landed flat on the floor of Henry Hudson’s cabin.
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Jonah looked up to see everyone circled around him: Hudson, Prickett, King—and the still-invisible Katherine.

Katherine was shaking her head in despair and mouthing the words, What were you thinking?

The others just looked furious.

“Caught listening at doors,” Prickett muttered darkly. “Eavesdropping.”

“No,” Jonah said, thinking hard. “I wasn’t. I—”

He decided to buy some time—and a little dignity—by trying to stand up. But Prickett quickly grabbed Jonah’s mop and pressed the handle against Jonah’s chest, pinning him to the ground.

“He lies,” Prickett accused.

“No, really,” Jonah said, wishing he could come up with a good lie. The mop dripping against his chest gave him an idea. “I was just leaning against the door, trying to get the best angle to—er—swab the corners of the deck. I wasn’t eavesdropping at all! Didn’t hear a thing!”

It was so frustrating telling a lie with John Hudson’s voice. It came out sounding squeaky and untrustworthy.

Not that Jonah’s real voice would have worked any better.

“We must make an example of him,” Prickett said.

The year 1611 wasn’t one of those times when people had their hands cut off for stealing, was it? If so, the punishment for eavesdropping might be … what? Having an ear cut off?

Jonah lifted his hands to grab both his ears, which probably made him look even guiltier.

“Please,” Jonah said. “F-father …”

He was appealing to Hudson, but Hudson’s eyes wheeled about, his gaze lighting first on Prickett, then King.

He wouldn’t look directly at Jonah.

“We could bring out the stocks,” Prickett said. “Put him right in the middle of the deck, for all to see.”

Stocks? Jonah thought frantically. He looked at Katherine, hoping she would know what this meant. If it was too bad, maybe he needed to jump up and try to escape.

Though, where could he escape to?

Katherine looked every bit as baffled as Jonah felt. She was mouthing something else now—maybe, I’ll rescue you if I have to?

It was virtually impossible to lip-read her almost-invisible lips.

John King reached down and grabbed Jonah by the shoulders, holding him so tightly that Jonah wouldn’t have been able to escape, regardless. King hustled Jonah out of the cabin.

“All hands on deck!” Hudson called down into the hold. “Immediately!”

“Bring the ill and the lame, too!” Prickett called behind him.

Including all the sickest people meant that “immediately” took a long time. Jonah stood shivering in John King’s grasp.

“Really, I didn’t—,” Jonah tried again.

“Silence!” King growled, and struck him across the face so hard that it jarred Jonah’s teeth.

He decided silence might be a good idea, though he kept looking around, trying to figure out what punishment Prickett and Hudson and King intended to give him.

Mutineers always hang, Hudson had said, just that morning. But surely being caught eavesdropping wasn’t considered mutiny, was it?

Finally the rest of the crew was assembled on the deck. In the past hour or so Jonah had stopped feeling so horrified at the sight of scars and missing teeth and oozing sores. But the whole crew, all together, was hideous. They were walking skeletons covered in rags. They were skin diseases stretched over bone. They were death masks come to life.

In the twenty-first century, every single one of them would be in a hospital bed, Jonah thought. In an isolation unit, probably.

Beside him Katherine took a step back.

“Hear ye, hear ye!” Hudson cried. “This boy shows no respect for the ship’s rules! Therefore, he is sentenced to the stocks until sundown tomorrow!”

“Sun don’t go down until practically the middle of the night around here, this time of year,” Staffe muttered.

“I am well aware of that fact,” Hudson said, a dangerous edge to his voice. “Since you seem to doubt my knowledge as much as this boy doubts my authority, would you care to join him in the stocks?”

Staffe looked straight into Jonah’s eyes. Then he looked away.

“No,” he said.

Jonah heard a rolling sound behind him, some sort of contraption being moved forward. John King shoved down on his shoulders, forcing Jonah onto his knees. And then King yanked Jonah’s head forward.

Jonah’s throat hit hard wood.

If “stocks” is just an old-fashioned word for “guillotine,” Katherine would figure out how to stop this before anyone actually kills me. Wouldn’t she? Jonah wondered dizzily.

Someone pulled Jonah’s hands forward, his wrists slamming against wood now too.

Jonah struggled to turn his head to look for Katherine—and to see what was going to happen to him next. He caught a quick glimpse of something descending toward his neck and wrists.

“Noooo!” he screamed.
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Jonah heard wood crashing against wood on either side of his head, but nothing hit him.

The hands that had been holding him let go. For a long moment Jonah stayed with his shoulders hunched forward, braced for pain.

None came. Nothing else happened.

Jonah dared to lift his head, ever so slightly. The back of his head bumped against wood. But it was just a bump—nothing painful.

Jonah cautiously turned his head side to side. His neck and wrists were trapped in a wooden frame. What he’d seen falling was the top part of the frame being lowered against the bottom part.

And now he could see John King fastening a lock at the end of that frame, holding everything together, keeping Jonah in place.

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. Now I know what stocks are. I’ve even been in them before!

Several years ago—back in Jonah’s real life, in the twenty-first century—Jonah’s family had taken a vacation to Colonial Williamsburg. Jonah had clowned around in the wooden stocks while the guide droned on and on about old-timey forms of punishment. Jonah just hadn’t bothered remembering what they were called.

So nothing about stocks actually hurt people, if they let tourists in them, Jonah reasoned. So what’s the point?

“Behold this boy’s shame,” Hudson intoned solemnly. “Gaze ye up on his shame, and vow to follow a better path.”

Shame? Jonah thought. That’s the point? That’s all you’ve got?

And yet … it was humiliating, to have the whole crew staring at him. He caught Staffe’s eye, and the man’s gaze was full of disappointment. Just a few minutes ago Staffe had thought well enough of Jonah to imply that he should be leading the ship. Now Staffe was looking at him as if he were a criminal.

I can explain, Jonah wanted to tell him. It’s not what you think!

Only, Jonah couldn’t explain. Not without bringing up time travel and his invisible sister, or admitting that he was only impersonating the real John Hudson. And those explanations would just make Staffe think he was crazy.

Staffe turned his back on Jonah.

Then the man who’d had a compass in the shallop—Wydowse?—turned his back as well.

Then other crew members did the same: one decrepit, ragged, skeletal man after the other refusing to look in Jonah’s direction.

Jonah began shaking.

It’s like they’re saying I don’t even exist for them, he thought. Like I’m not worthy for them to see.

Jonah turned his head, because he didn’t want to watch all those people rejecting him. But he’d forgotten, and turned toward Hudson and Prickett and King.

Those were the last people he wanted to look at right now.

He had some pride. He kept his head up and his gaze defiant and didn’t immediately whip his head back in the other direction. He wasn’t going to give the three men any more reason to gloat over Jonah’s shame.

Then Jonah realized none of the three men looked like they were gloating.

They looked … upset.

Hudson started to open his mouth, as if he was going to yell at the entire crew. But Prickett laid a warning hand on Hudson’s arm.

“Don’t,” he said softly. Probably Hudson and Jonah were the only ones close enough to hear him. “Let it go. Sometimes silence is the greatest sign of power. Keep them guessing about when punishment may come for them.”

What did that mean?

Jonah looked back and forth between the crew and the ship’s leaders, and everything he’d thought before flipped upside down.

The men weren’t turning their backs on Jonah because they were rejecting him.

They were rejecting his punishment.

Hudson had commanded them to look at Jonah’s shame. And they were turning away so they didn’t have to.

This is like—what’s that thing teachers are always talking about at school? Where you rebel, but you don’t do it by fighting? You use peaceful protest? Jonah couldn’t remember the term. But it was what Gandhi had done, what Martin Luther King had done, what Nelson Mandela had done—or would, when the twentieth century showed up. If the twentieth century still existed.

Whoa, Jonah thought. It’s like I’m the leader of a movement!

But didn’t leaders of movements know what they were leading people toward?
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“Back to work!” Hudson commanded, and Discovery’s crew scattered, leaving Jonah behind in the stocks.

As soon as everyone was out of easy earshot, Katherine knelt beside Jonah.

“Are you all right?” she wailed. “I’ll get you out of there!”

She reached for the lock.

“Katherine, no,” Jonah said. “Don’t you know how that would look?”

He could imagine how the crew would view it: the key to the lock seeming to float out of John King’s pocket, the top part of the stocks seeming to rise on its own, Jonah standing up and going free. It would look like magic.

Or witchcraft and bedevilment, as the one sailor had guessed way back at the beginning of the mutiny.

“But doesn’t that hurt?” Katherine asked.

“Nah, I’m fine,” Jonah said, trying to sound cheerful. “I can last until sunset tomorrow, no problem.”

The truth was, he already had a crick in his neck from leaning forward, and his knees were starting to ache on the hard wood of the deck. And how cold would it get at night?

He plastered a smile on his face anyhow, for Katherine’s benefit.

She frowned back at him.

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

“I thought you were in danger,” Jonah mumbled. “I thought maybe you’d turned visible again. What was Prickett yelling about? When he said, ‘Oh, no! What’s that?’?”

Katherine’s frown deepened, but now she seemed more upset at Hudson and Prickett than Jonah.

“They were looking at maps,” Katherine said. “I don’t know if this is a sign that time’s really messed up or not, but they have some very strange ideas about what North and South America look like. I wouldn’t have even been able to tell what those maps were, except that the shape of Florida was usually right.”

“We’re a long way away from Florida,” Jonah muttered.

“Yeah—I think the other parts of those maps are just guesses,” Katherine said. “What the explorers want to find.” She looked thoughtful. “Every single one of those maps had this beautiful river connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans.”

“You mean, like the Panama Canal?” Jonah asked.

“Not where Panama is,” Katherine corrected him. “Right here.” She pointed out toward the chilly water beyond the deck. Then she seemed to realize how ridiculous it was to match up a real place with mostly imaginary maps. “Or, at least, sort of in this area. Where Canada’s going to be someday.”

“That’s the Northwest Passage, then,” Jonah whispered. “What my ‘father’ wants to call the Hudson Passage.” He shrugged, or tried to. It was kind of hard with his neck trapped in the stocks. “Well, they’ll find out it doesn’t exist. Um. Does it?”

“I don’t think so,” Katherine said, and it was odd for her to sound so uncertain. “Unless the ice caps melt, or something like that.”

Jonah tried once again to remember what Mrs. Rorshas had said about the Northwest Passage back in fifth grade. Social studies had always been right after lunch, when the classroom seemed way too warm, and Jonah got sleepy. But there’d been a map on the wall that Jonah had stared at sometimes to try to stay awake—had it shown a Northwest or Hudson Passage? Or did it just show the United States, not all of North America? Jonah could remember little stickers on the map for the Pony Express, the transcontinental railroad, the Oregon Trail, the battles of the American Revolution, the battles of the Civil War …

Wait a minute, Jonah thought. Were the American Revolution and Civil War battles really on the same map?

Or had Mrs. Rorshas switched out the maps as the year went along, depending on which time period they were studying?

Jonah hit one of his hands against the framework of the stocks.

“You said Prickett was upset about one of those maps?” he asked Katherine. “And he was acting surprised, like this was the first time he’d seen it?”

“Yeah,” Katherine said. “He shouted—you heard him.”

Jonah raised an eyebrow. At least he could do that much, even though he was in the stocks.

“The Discovery left England more than a year ago,” he said. “They were stranded out here in the middle of nowhere all winter and spring. So …” Jonah paused for dramatic effect. “Where’d they get a new map?”
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“Good question,” Katherine said. This was perhaps the first time in Jonah’s life that Katherine had acknowledged that he might have a working brain. She squinted over toward the other side of the deck, where Prickett and Hudson were standing near the rail.

Then her face smoothed out.

“Oh, duh,” Katherine said. “They must have gotten the map from natives. Canadian Indians. Or whatever they’re called. Inuits?”

Jonah wasn’t ready to give up on showing off his brain-power. Especially if Katherine was going to unleash fancy words like Inuits.

“But what language was the map written in?” he asked.

Katherine went back to looking perplexed.

“English,” she said. “Or, you know, that funny-looking old-timey English, where everything’s spelled weird, but you can mostly figure out what it means.”

“How would natives out here have a map written in English?” Jonah asked, even though Katherine was clearly already trying to figure that out. “If anyone English had been here before, I think things would be different.” He was enjoying himself now, and went for the heavy sarcasm. “Wouldn’t the crew of the Discovery have gone to the English embassy for help over the winter, instead of almost starving and getting scurvy and everything?”

Katherine rolled her eyes, as if trying to make sure Jonah knew how stupid she thought his humor was.

“Maybe the map was passed from tribe to tribe, across the continent, starting from someone near Roanoke colony or Jamestown—is Jamestown there yet?” Katherine asked.

Jonah didn’t have the slightest clue when the English founded Jamestown, so he settled for looking skeptical.

“We’re, like, a billion miles away from Jamestown and Roanoke,” he said sarcastically.

“Okay, then, some aliens came down from outer space and gave that map to Henry Hudson,” Katherine said, plunging into sarcasm of her own. “Or gave it to some native, who gave it to Hudson. It was right before the aliens built the pyramids and developed the Mayan calendar.”

Jonah jolted back, banging his head and wrists against the wood frame.

“It wasn’t aliens,” he said, totally serious now. “It was—”

“Time travelers,” Katherine said, speaking with him, reaching the same conclusion at the same time. “Or a time traveler,” she added.

She always had liked getting in the last word. But Jonah wasn’t going to worry about that now.

“Second would do that,” Jonah said, all joking forgotten. “He changed 1600 for Virginia Dare and her grandfather. He wouldn’t think twice about giving Henry Hudson a map he wasn’t supposed to have. That map is one of the ways he’s changing time.”

“Yeah, but why?” Katherine asked, her eyes troubled. “What is he trying to make happen?”

Jonah peered back across the deck, toward Hudson. Jonah could see just the tip of some paper poking out of Hudson’s fur coat—possibly even the map Katherine had been talking about.

Jonah was about 100 percent certain that it was because of Second that Hudson was there on the ship, back in control, continuing to explore, continuing to sail west—rather than drifting off into oblivion in the shallop, lost to history forever.

And it was because of Second that the mutineers who’d tried to overthrow Hudson were not standing on this deck, hightailing it back to England. Instead they were stranded on an ice floe somewhere—or already drowned.

Jonah grimaced. He didn’t want to think about that. He went back to the broader perspective.

What does it matter which person or group is on the ship, in control, and which one is stranded in the ice? Jonah wondered. What does it matter? Who cares?

He realized that he’d heard kids asking those same questions in social studies class practically since kindergarten.

Er, did we have social studies in kindergarten? he asked himself. First or second grade, anyway.

Every year, sometimes even before the first week of school was over, somebody would complain, “This is boring! Why do we have to learn about old, dead people, anyhow?”

And that was always the cue for some long, boring lecture from the teacher, who, in the first week of school, still had starry-eyed dreams about Imparting Important Lessons and Opening Minds and Making Kids Care. (By the end of the year the teachers would mostly just grunt, “Because it’s going to be on the test. That’s why.”)

Jonah had never actually paid attention to any of those boring lectures. Now he wished he had.

What if the teachers actually told us exactly how the world would be different if Henry Hudson found the Northwest Passage? Jonah wondered.

Over by the railing the sailors around Hudson and Prickett were pulling a rope out of the water.

“I told ye it would be deep enough!” Hudson said, with such excitement that his voice carried across the whole deck.

Jonah realized that they were entering the passageway he’d seen from the crow’s nest. Flat, featureless land lay on two sides of the ship.

“Didn’t you say that that river you discovered when you were sailing the Half Moon seemed deep enough at the beginning too?” Wydowse asked him.

“This is different,” Hudson said. He put his hand over his heart, as if preparing to swear an oath.

Or maybe he was just holding on to the map in his pocket.

“This time it’s certain,” Prickett agreed. “I believe a toast is in order?”

He and Hudson and King and a few others went back toward Hudson’s cabin.

None of them even glanced at Jonah as they walked by.

“I should follow them,” Katherine said. “I have to hear what they’re saying.”

“Ye-es,” Jonah agreed unhappily.

But what if something happened to her while he was trapped in the stocks and couldn’t do a thing to help?
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Jonah watched the door of Hudson’s cabin. He watched the sailors creeping around the deck. He watched the flat land slide by.

Nothing happened.

Maybe shame isn’t the worst part of being punished in the stocks, he thought. Maybe you’re just supposed to get so bored that you start saying, “Please! I’ll do anything you want! Just let me out of here!”

But maybe the stocks wouldn’t have seemed so boring to the real John Hudson. Maybe he was used to boredom. Adults in the twenty-first century were always complaining about how Jonah’s generation expected to be entertained all the time, constantly watching TV or hanging out online or listening to iPods.

An iPod would really help right now, Jonah thought irritably. All I’ve got is an Elucidator that hasn’t worked since … since …

When was the last time the Elucidator had worked? Had that really been JB’s ghostly voice saying Good job in the shallop, or had Jonah just imagined it?

Somehow it seemed to matter. What if the last moment that the Elucidator worked was also the last moment that they’d had a chance to get time back on track?

Don’t think like that, Jonah told himself.

“JB,” he whispered urgently. “Please! Start talking to me again! Tell me what we’re supposed to do!”

No answer. Thinking about the Elucidator had just made Jonah realize that a corner of it was poking into his chest. He tried to shift positions a little, but it was impossible to get comfortable with his neck and wrists trapped in the stocks.

“JB, please!” he whispered again. “If you can get us out of here, now would be a great time for it! Please!”

Too late Jonah realized that Staffe had come to stand nearby. How was Jonah supposed to explain what he’d just said?

“Oh, uh—,” Jonah began.

Staffe cast an anxious glance toward the door of Hudson’s cabin.

“It is good that you be praying,” Staffe said.

“Er—yes,” Jonah said, relieved that Staffe had misunderstood. Of course he would think of praying before he thought of talking to futuristic time-travel devices.

“God does forgive those who truly repent,” Staffe said.

“I haven’t done anything to repent for,” Jonah protested. “I’m being punished unfairly! Falsely accused!”

Staffe regarded him levelly.

“You stole that page from your father’s book,” he said.

“No, I didn’t!” Jonah insisted. “I just … Well, I can’t explain, but—trust me on this one!”

Staffe kept looking directly into Jonah’s eyes.

“I am trying to trust you,” he finally said. “But as you know, this ship is a hard place to see what is right and what is wrong.”

The door of Hudson’s cabin cracked open, and Staffe nervously walked on. A burst of raucous laughter came from the cabin, as the door opened wider. A few more sailors stepped inside, and the door closed again.

Jonah was relieved to see that Katherine had stepped out of the cabin while the door was open. She stomped toward him, shaking her head.

“Remember how I always complained about walking past the boys’ locker room at school, because you guys all stink so bad?” she said. “That’s nothing compared with sitting in a tiny room with a bunch of sailors who probably haven’t taken a bath in fourteen months. And they’re all drinking something called aquavit, that makes them belch a lot. Ew, ew, ew!”

She pretended to gag.

“But did you find out anything?” Jonah asked.

“Yeah—Henry Hudson’s got the biggest ego on the planet,” Katherine said. “‘My name shall be written on the tablets of the sea. … My name shall be written on the tablets of the sea’—he must have said that, like, fifty times. And Abacuk Prickett just kept encouraging him: ‘Yes, master, you shall be the most famous sea captain of all time.’ Made me want to turn visible just so I could say, ‘Guess what? Four hundred years from now, schoolkids are just going to get you mixed up with Vasco da Gama on tests. The really stupid ones aren’t going to remember your name even when the question is, ‘Who discovered the Hudson River and the Hudson Bay?’”

Jonah thought maybe he’d done that once.

“But what if that isn’t the question on tests four hundred years from now?” Jonah asked. “What if Second messing up time makes it so the question is always, ‘Which discoverer found the Hudson Passage and changed history forever?’ What if Henry Hudson becomes the explorer that everyone remembers, the way Christopher Columbus is now?”

Katherine stopped her rant.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I—I’m going to go look for more secret messages and see if we can do anything.”

Before Jonah had a chance to answer, she rushed down the stairs into the hold below.

Maybe Jonah wouldn’t have noticed if he had been able to walk around too. But he could see what Katherine was doing: She was trying to keep moving, trying to keep busy, so she didn’t have time to think about what a mess they were in.

Jonah had nothing but time to think.

I am trying to trust you, Staffe had said.

My name shall be written on the tablets of the sea, Hudson had said.

We didn’t know what we were doing, JB had said. And then, later on, We made even more mistakes than I thought.

“But you still thought Katherine and I could fix everything, didn’t you?” Jonah muttered. “Don’t you still think that?”

It did no good to talk to JB, when Jonah knew he wasn’t going to answer. Jonah would be better off actually praying, the way Staffe thought he was.

Just then some of the sailors over by the railing let out a shout. One of them scurried toward Hudson’s cabin.

“Sir! Sir! We’ve spotted a savage in one of their odd little vessels—a kayak? What should we do?”
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The native came onto the ship.

Jonah thought this was incredibly brave of him—there was only one of him, and more than twenty Englishmen. And surely the native had never seen anything as immense as the ship before.

But the man climbed calmly onto the deck and watched expressionlessly as Hudson advanced toward him.

“I am Henry Hudson, the great sea captain,” Hudson said, tapping his chest.

“Ikau,” the man said, pointing to his own chest, which was covered in a loose-fitting shirt of some sort of lightweight animal skin—seal, perhaps? He also wore matching pants and moccasins.

“Mayhap he’ll have food to trade with us!” one of the sailors near Jonah whispered, a little too loudly. “Fresh-caught fowl or deer or …”

Hudson silenced the whispering sailor with just a glance.

“Know you where this river leads?” Hudson asked. “Does it go all the way to the great sea to the west?”

Ikau said nothing.

“The river,” Hudson said, pointing out toward the water, and then moving his hands in a swimming motion, imitating the current.

“Yes, tell me about the river,” Ikau said.

Jonah jerked back, hitting his head against the stocks yet again. He’d understood Ikau! How? How could Ikau possibly be speaking English?

Jonah realized that Hudson and all the other sailors were looking blankly at Ikau. They hadn’t understood a word he’d said.

“Oo-oo-uh-nu-oo,” one of the sailors muttered, imitating the sounds Ikau had made.

Ooooh, Jonah realized. He’s not speaking English. He’s speaking whatever language he normally speaks. I just understand because JB gave Katherine and me those translation vaccines. It’s like the way I could understand Algonquin back in 1600. And medieval English back in 1485.

Should he volunteer to translate? How in the world would he possibly explain knowing Ikau’s language?

“We are from England,” Hudson said, speaking distinctly.

Whoa, Jonah thought. Even in 1611 people think that if they just speak loud enough and slow enough, foreigners will understand them.

Except, here, the English speakers were the foreigners.

“We are a strong and powerful people, and if you don’t tell us what we want to know, we could kill you, just like that,” Hudson said, snapping his finger.

Ikau blinked at the sudden sound. But when John King pointed a gun at him, he only looked at it with a mildly curious air, the same way he was regarding everything else on the ship.

So he’s never seen a gun before? Jonah thought. Should I translate, after all, just so he knows he’s got to be careful?

In a sudden, fluid movement Ikau pulled out a harpoon that he’d been hiding somewhere in his clothes. He pointed it straight at Henry Hudson and looked defiantly at everyone else around him.

Okay, he gets it, Jonah thought. No translation needed.

“You will tell me about the river!” Ikau thundered insistently.

Now, that was weird. Ikau lived here, didn’t he? Wouldn’t he already know about the river? Wouldn’t he want the Englishmen to tell him about England, or their ship, or the gun, or stuff like that?

Ikau pulled his harpoon back a bit, as if he thought the Englishmen might be too frightened of him to reply. Jonah realized suddenly why Ikau wasn’t worried that there was just one of him and more than twenty Englishmen.

He sees how sickly everyone is. He probably thinks he could fight the entire crew and win, Jonah thought. And maybe he could, if there wasn’t a gun involved.

“This river was not here!” Ikau said. “It was not here in my father’s time or my father’s father’s time or my father’s father’s father’s time. It was not here the last time I came this way! Who brought it? You? You, with your floating mountain of wood? Or did you just find it this way, like me? Who can carry away rocks and dirt and ice and trees and leave only a crater behind, for the water to fill?”

“What?” Jonah exploded. “What do you mean, the river wasn’t here before?”

Everyone looked at him.

Uh-oh, Jonah thought. Did I somehow manage to speak in Ikau’s language by mistake?

The astonished faces around him made him think that he had. He hadn’t known the translator vaccines could work on speaking, as well as hearing. But he’d never actually had reason to try it out before.

Ikau looked as surprised as everyone else. He swung his harpoon at the sailors near him and stepped closer to Jonah.

“You don’t know about the river?” Ikau asked, a furrow appearing between his heavy brows. His deep-set eyes took in the wooden frame of the stocks, holding Jonah in place. “And you speak my language—and they have you trapped?”

“Pretty much,” Jonah said. “It’s kind of a long story.”

Ikau looked around—from Jonah in the stocks to Hudson’s self-important stance to the skeletal sailors to John King, with the gun pointing directly at him.

And then in a flash Ikau ran to the railing and scrambled over. A second later Jonah heard the muffled splash of an oar speeding through water.

“Shoot him!” Hudson commanded. “He’s getting away! He might have stolen something! He might come back with a war party!”

King shot off the gun, but then he shook his head and tried again. And again. And again. Finally Hudson put his hand on King’s arm.

“Hold your fire,” Hudson said. “He’s too far away now.”

Jonah let out a silent sigh of relief.

But then Hudson turned toward Jonah.

“It appears my son has been hiding his talents from me,” Hudson said. “I did not know he knew how to speak savage.”

“I’ve just been … studying a little … on the side,” Jonah mumbled.

“Then pray tell,” Hudson commanded, glaring down at him. “Whatever did the savage reveal?”
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Jonah looked for Katherine in the crowd. Surely she’d heard the commotion on the deck; surely she’d raced up the stairs to see what was going on—surely she’d have a better idea than he did about what he should say.

But when he caught a glimpse of Katherine’s see-through face behind a bunch of sailors, she looked just as worried and confused as Jonah felt.

“Um,” Jonah began. He gnawed on his lip and tried to figure out what to say next.

“I, too, know a bit of the savage tongue,” Prickett said, stepping between Jonah and the captain. “The boy was only speaking doggerel.” Prickett laughed, lightly, in a way that made Jonah seem ridiculous. “But I believe the savage was saying that the river is wide for many leagues ahead, until it spills into a vast sea none of his people have traveled. Isn’t that correct, boy?”

Prickett turned to look at Jonah. Jonah opened his mouth. But Prickett was already turning his back on him again.

“But what am I saying?” Prickett murmured, with a shrug. “The boy will only lie. Why should I ask him?”

Jonah’s face burned.

“Come,” Prickett said, taking Hudson’s arm. “Is not this cause for more celebration?”

But Hudson pulled his arm from Prickett’s grasp.

“I should like to see the scope of this passageway with mine own eyes,” Hudson said. “I shall stand lookout in the top.”

“Sir, your bad knee—,” Prickett began.

“It is not that bad,” Hudson said.

“As you wish, sir,” Prickett said, backing away to leave Hudson a clear path toward the rigging.

But Jonah caught a glimpse of Prickett’s face as Prickett turned aside. His eyes were squinted almost shut, and his teeth were clenched.

He really doesn’t want Hudson up in that crow’s nest, Jonah thought. Why? Because there’s something about the passageway he doesn’t want Hudson to see? Or—because he knows there are papers up there saying he’s bad, and he’s afraid Hudson will find them?

Jonah was pretty sure it was the second reason. Should Jonah call out, Yo, Dad, look under the canvas when you get up there!—or something like that, only sounding a little more 1611-ish?

Or would that just make it look like Jonah was the one who’d written and hidden those papers?

Prickett had his eyebrows raised, staring at Jonah.

He knows I’m trying to decide what to do, Jonah thought.

Prickett reminded Jonah of someone. Who? Jonah wondered. How many people do I know who have so many scars and sores and pockmarks? And that long, stringy, thinning hair … It has to be someone I’ve seen traveling through time.

Then Jonah realized: It wasn’t. It was his old friend back home, Billy Rivoli, who liked playing games like Stratego and chess. Physically, Billy didn’t look anything like Prickett—Billy had short, thick black hair and braces and was a little bit chubby, because he also liked sitting around eating Oreos all day long. But Billy had always had this way of raising his eyebrows when he was planning to trap Jonah in chess or Stratego. The raised eyebrows always said, Ha, ha, ha. You will never figure out my brilliant plan. Give up! You’ve already lost!

It was almost always true, because the raised eyebrows would make Jonah so mad that he’d do something dumb. And then he really would lose.

Prickett’s raised eyebrows made Jonah mad too.

“Father?” Jonah called out to Hudson.

Hudson turned around.

“Yes, son?” he said cautiously.

Jonah caught a glimpse of Prickett’s face, though he turned away to hide it.

Prickett was beaming. He must have thought Jonah was about to make a huge mistake.

“Just—be careful on those ropes,” Jonah said quickly. “They’re still a little icy, up by the top.”

“Thank you, son,” Hudson said.

Jonah couldn’t tell from Hudson’s voice if Hudson was grateful for the warning, or if he was annoyed that Jonah was acting as if Hudson couldn’t even climb a rope without slipping. Jonah knew from his own parents that adults didn’t like being treated as if they were too old to do stuff. But Jonah decided he’d done the right thing when he caught another glimpse of Prickett’s face.

Prickett was scowling now.
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The life of the ship went on around Jonah, trapped in his stocks. Katherine went down belowdecks again to look for messages. Hudson went up to the crow’s nest and then came back down. Various crew members raised and lowered sails, catching the best winds. Hudson conferred with Prickett, with King, with others. Late in the afternoon Jonah even saw Staffe stride into Hudson’s cabin for a brief conversation.

Staffe didn’t even look in Jonah’s direction on the way out.

Okay. So that hurts my feelings. So what? Jonah told himself. I’ve got bigger things to worry about. Like saving all of time. And—Andrea. Will I ever see her again?

Jonah managed to distract himself for a while just thinking about how pretty Andrea was, with her gray eyes, and her long brown hair, and her fragile air.

She was never as fragile as she looked, Jonah reminded himself.

Again and again, traveling through time, Jonah had discovered that things often weren’t as they seemed.

So, here in 1611, am I going to discover that Prickett is the good guy and Staffe is secretly the one who’s out to get me? Jonah wondered.

He shook his head. He might be confused about a lot of things, but he refused to believe that the world could be that messed up.

Jonah realized that while he’d been lost in his thoughts, Henry Hudson had come out of his cabin. He looked around, then veered toward Jonah and the stocks.

Around them all the sailors seemed to be carefully looking away—carefully not watching Hudson stop beside his supposed son.

“You know the story of why I ran away to sea, don’t you?” Hudson asked. “How I argued with my father about anything and everything, how we couldn’t see eye to eye, ever?”

“You’ve told me that,” Jonah said cautiously, because, if he were the real John Hudson, he’d know a story like that, wouldn’t he?

“I was just your age,” Hudson said. “Your age exactly when I left.”

Jonah nodded, because what was he supposed to say to that? Uh, just how old am I, anyway? Or I kind of doubt it, Pops. If you want to be exactly accurate about how old I am, really, I think you’d have to use negative numbers.

“And when I got back from my first sea voyage, my father was dead,” Hudson said, staring at a point just above Jonah’s head. “He died a week after I left, but of course I didn’t know that. I spent that whole two years at sea imagining coming home to my father, bringing him treasures, making up for all our fights …”

Hudson’s voice trailed off. He wouldn’t start crying, right there, would he?

“He probably knew you wanted to bring him treasure,” Jonah said, a bit awkwardly. “He probably knew you didn’t want to fight anymore.”

“But what if I did?” Hudson said. “What if the treasure was my way of saying, ‘See, I was right all along?’ The way boys think …”

Oh, no, Jonah thought. Don’t make this about “boys.” Don’t make this about you and your son!

Hudson shifted his gaze to meet Jonah’s eyes.

He’s going to see that I’m not really John Hudson! Jonah thought, panicked. He’s going to see that I’m really some other kid in a mask and a wig and a cape!

Hudson was almost glaring, his eyes narrowed to slits.

“You volunteered!” he said fiercely. “I didn’t force you—I wouldn’t have forced you. Not my own son!”

“Are you talking about putting me into the stocks?” Jonah asked, his voice coming out like a yelp in his surprise. “You may not have forced me, but John King sure did! Force was used!”

Hudson looked around. A sailor who was rebraiding a frayed rope nearby bent his head lower, clearly trying to pretend that he hadn’t heard a thing.

“I’m talking about yesterday!” Hudson hissed, sotto voce. “When you got us the special map!”

Jonah’s eyes sprang open so wide he was afraid he might split the John Hudson mask. He barely stopped himself from saying, What do you mean, I got us the map? What did I do? I thought you got the map! I thought Second gave it to you! This is crazy! What am I supposed to think now?

“I—,” Jonah began, then stopped, because anything he said would just be like screaming out, I’m not the real John Hudson! I’m a fake!

Hudson leaned closer.

“Did you run away? How did you do it? Are they following you?” he whispered.

“I can’t talk to you about that right now,” Jonah said, which was straight out of one of those guidance assemblies at school, where the counselors played out ridiculous role-plays about being offered drugs or alcohol or dealing with bullies or coping with out-of-control emotions. “I can’t talk to you about that right now” was supposed to be an all-purpose answer, what you could use when anything else you could think of was bound to get you into trouble. The entire school had made fun of that saying for weeks afterward—even the teachers had joined in.

But, what do you know? Looks like that saying actually does work when you’ve traveled through time and people are talking to you about stuff you’ve got no clue about, Jonah thought.

Because Hudson was backing away and murmuring, “Of course. Of course. Sometimes you show wisdom beyond your years, my son. We’ll talk later. After you’re out of the stocks.”

“Um, you couldn’t let me out early, could you?” Jonah asked. “Like, give me time off for good behavior? Or—for showing wisdom?”

Hudson looked around, as if suddenly remembering the sailor with the frayed rope, the other sailors clustered around the ship, everyone who could have heard what Jonah said, even if they’d heard none of the whispers and murmurings.

The sailor with the rope resorted to lopping off the end with an axe. The sound of the axe hitting made Jonah jump.

“Of course I can’t let you out early,” Hudson said coldly. “I run a tight ship. You will stay in the stocks until sundown tomorrow—not a minute more, not a minute less.”

And there’s another thing that’s different than it seems, Jonah thought. Henry Hudson doesn’t treat his son the same in private as he does when other people are listening.

But what did that have to do with the map? And what in the world had the real John Hudson “volunteered” for?
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Hours passed. A crew member Jonah hadn’t noticed before brought out a crust of hard bread and a flask of rancid water. Jonah discovered that if he thought about something else—the arrangement of desks in his math class back home, say, or the way Andrea had said goodbye the last time he saw her—he could choke down the food and swallow the water without gagging.

Shortly before dusk Katherine came up on deck and hovered nearby. Jonah waved her over and mouthed the words, I have to tell you something! But she shook her head and pointed at all the sailors standing nearby.

Later, she mouthed back. She said something else—maybe when they’re gone? And then she launched into a long, silent explanation that Jonah couldn’t make heads or tails of.

If we ever get out of 1611, Jonah thought, I am definitely learning how to read lips before I ever travel through time again!

Katherine disappeared back down the stairs.

Jonah kicked his feet against the wooden deck.

“Tsk, tsk, what a show of bad temper,” Prickett said, lurking nearby. “Is your punishment wearing on you?”

Jonah wished he’d looked around a little more before he’d started kicking.

“Oh, no,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I’m just stretching my legs.” That didn’t seem like enough when Prickett was sneering so obnoxiously, so Jonah added, “Really, if you think about it, you rewarded me, putting me here. I’m getting out of two days of work.”

Prickett fixed him with a level stare.

“Indeed,” he said. “I will take that into account the next time I recommend your father punish you.”

He turned and followed Katherine down the steps.

That was the awful thing about being in the stocks—people could just walk away, even when you weren’t done talking to them.

Jonah resisted the urge to kick the deck again.

The sailors coiled up their ropes, tied down the sails, and retreated belowdecks.

Katherine didn’t come back.

The sun vanished over the horizon, and everything around Jonah grew darker and darker and darker.

Streetlights, Jonah thought, listing things he missed about the twenty-first century. Flashlights. Even tiny glowing cell phone screens …

The Boy Scout camp he’d gone to back home was supposedly out in the middle of nowhere, but even there he and his friends had been able to see the glow of the nearest suburb on the horizon, every night.

The darkness that would descend on this ship tonight would be complete.

Jonah heard footsteps and saw a candle advancing toward him. It was amazing how much better the sight of that candle made him feel.

“Katherine?” he whispered eagerly into the darkness. He knew he should tell her to blow out the candle, but … maybe another minute or two of it would be all right?

“Katherine?” a deep voice repeated. “Is that the name of the girl in that picture you dream about?”

The candle drew nearer, and Jonah saw that Staffe was the one holding it.

“No, no,” Jonah muttered, embarrassed. How was he going to explain this one? “She’s … just someone else I was thinking about. Remembering.”

“Another girlfriend?” Staffe teased.

“No! My—” Jonah started to say “sister,” but then he remembered that Staffe had been on the same ship with John and Henry Hudson for more than a year. He’d know if the real John Hudson had a sister named Katherine or not. And odds were he didn’t.

“Just a relative,” Jonah finished weakly.

Jonah couldn’t tell if Staffe believed him or not. The man’s expression grew thoughtful.

“I see,” he murmured. “Thoughts do turn to faraway family on dangerous nights like this one. But—” He held the candle near Jonah’s face, and seemed to be looking at him intently. “You weren’t thinking you saw this relative on the ship, were you? Thinking you see people and things that aren’t really there?”

“Of course not,” Jonah said indignantly. “I know what’s real and what isn’t.”

Note to self, Jonah thought. Don’t say anything about how my sister’s invisible, and she and I traveled through time to get here, and we’d be okay if we could just get through to someone who’s stuck in 1600, and …

“Good,” Staffe said, seeming to relax a bit. “Too many people on this ship are having trouble not knowing what’s real. Did you hear Wydowse is down below, on the verge of death, and talking half out of his mind?”

He shook his head sorrowfully. Jonah tried to remember which sailor was Wydowse—oh, yeah, the one from the shallop, with the compass.

The one who’d pointed out that the Discovery could not possibly have come back for them from the southwest, when it had sailed away from them toward the northeast.

“But I did not come out here just to bring you bad news,” Staffe said. “Look.”

He pulled a book out of his coat and held it out to Jonah. By squinting, Jonah could just barely make out the title in the dim candlelight: New Views of the New World.

That’s what it said at the top of the picture of Andrea! Jonah thought excitedly.

“Now you stole one of my father’s books?” Jonah asked incredulously. “After yelling at me about taking just one page? And throwing my paper into the water?”

He was not going to forgive Staffe for that.

“I am no thief,” Staffe said sternly. “I got your father’s permission to borrow this book, to look at the picture of the natives’ kayaks. I suggested that we might want to try building one ourselves, for use in fishing.”

Jonah didn’t care about kayaks right now.

“I just didn’t tell your father I would also be showing the book to you,” Staffe said.

Staffe sounded so pleased with himself it annoyed Jonah. Jonah had been trapped in the stocks for most of the day. His knees hurt, his back ached—and now that he thought about it, his stomach ached, too, probably because of the moldy bread and the rancid water. His mind was full of maps that he had supposedly found and rivers that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere … and friends who were counting on him, that he was going to let down, because he didn’t understand anything that was going on.

“Why would you think I care?” Jonah asked sulkily. “Why would I care about that book when my favorite page is missing?”

“Because,” Staffe said, his face glowing in the candlelight, “there’s another picture of that girl in here.”
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“Let me see!” Jonah said, reaching for the book.

He thought Staffe was probably mistaken—how closely had Staffe looked at the picture of Andrea, anyway, before he threw it overboard? But if there was even a chance, Jonah had to look.

Staffe moved the book out of Jonah’s reach.

“Careful,” he said. “You haven’t exactly proved trustworthy with books. You hold the candle. I’ll hold the book.”

Jonah gritted his teeth and took the candle in his hand as Staffe turned pages.

“I think it was here—nay, a few pages on,” he murmured. “Yes, this is it.”

He held the book up before Jonah’s eyes. The candle illuminated only half the page, so Jonah saw the caption under the picture before he saw the picture itself.

The Death of John White, the caption said.

Jonah gasped.

“It’s not her?” Staffe asked sadly.

“No, no, I think it is—let me see,” Jonah cried, grabbing the book from Staffe’s hand.

He tilted the book and the candle, so most of the light landed on the picture.

It did indeed show Andrea, bent over an elderly, white-haired man. Both of them had their eyes closed, but somehow the artist who’d drawn the picture—was it one of their friends? Brendan? Antonio?—had managed to make it clear that Andrea’s eyes were closed in sorrow, while the man had abandoned consciousness altogether. The tips of Andrea’s braids brushed against his collar, and she seemed to be kissing his forehead.

Kissing him good-bye.

“Careful—the dripping wax,” Staffe said.

Jonah tilted the book and the candle the other way around, so the wax rolled harmlessly down to the wooden deck.

“You didn’t tell me her grandfather died,” Jonah said in a choked voice.

“Are you crying?” Staffe asked.

Jonah didn’t answer.

“Do you know this girl and her grandfather?” Staffe asked, sounding even more puzzled. “Did you not know of his death before we sailed? Your father has had this book on his shelf the entire journey. Did he not tell you of this man’s passing?”

Jonah sniffed.

“It’s complicated,” he said.

John White—Andrea’s grandfather in original time—had been the reason Andrea had wanted to stay in 1600 as Virginia Dare. He’d been the reason Second had been able to use Andrea to manipulate time, the reason Second could change time.

And after all that, John White had just died?

“When?” Jonah asked. He moved the candle to illuminate the text below the picture again, so if there was a date, he’d see it.

The type below the caption was tiny and blurry, and said nothing about John White’s death.

John White, governor of the ill-fated Roanoke Colony, reported that rumors of the lost John Cabot map were rampant among sea captains sailing the North American coast. But the natives he encountered in Virginia knew nothing of it, and nothing of the Northwest Passage.

A shiver flowed through Jonah’s body that had nothing to do with the cold air blowing across the deck.

“A map!” he whispered. “The Northwest Passage! Then it’s all connected? But how? And—who’s John Cabot?”

“‘John Cabot.’ “Staffe repeated the name thoughtfully. “Seems I have heard your father speak that name—have you not?” He pitched his voice a bit lower, and elongated his vowels a bit more, imitating Henry Hudson. “‘John Cabot accomplished nothing. ’Tis hard to believe he sailed to any of the places he claimed to have seen. But I—I shall bring back proof! People will know and remember me!’”

Jonah laughed.

“Sounds just like him!” Jonah said. “You’re really good at that!”

A look of fear dropped across Staffe’s face like a mask.

“I—I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I do not mean to mock the captain. I pray you, tell no one!”

“Hey, I’m in the stocks,” Jonah said. “Who’s going to believe anything I say?”

This didn’t seem to comfort Staffe. He snatched the candle back from Jonah and held it out in a circle around them, to see if anyone was nearby.

“Did you just hear something?” Staffe asked.

Wind, Jonah wanted to say. The ropes thumping against the masts. The current hitting against the ship. The same sounds I’ve been hearing all day.

But he knew what Staffe was really asking.

“Relax,” Jonah said. “Everyone’s either belowdecks or holed up in the captain’s cabin. Nobody could have heard y—”

He swallowed the last word, because Staffe’s candle illuminated a face right behind him—a face that the light passed through, a face that was almost completely transparent, a face that Staffe didn’t see at all.

It was Katherine.

You can’t sneak up on people like that! Jonah wanted to yell at her. I almost jumped out of my skin, and now how am I supposed to explain my reaction to Staffe?

“What?” Staffe said, in a panicked tone. He swung the candle more widely, even though that made the flame flicker and almost sputter out.

“Nothing,” Jonah said. “I just saw a shadow that tricked my eyes for a moment.” He tried to shrug, but that was pretty much impossible with his neck trapped in the stocks.

He glared at the spot where he’d seen Katherine’s face, even though that whole area was suffused in darkness now, since Staffe had moved the candle.

Katherine tapped Jonah on the shoulder. She stepped into the new area dimly illuminated by the candle’s glow, pointed to Staffe, and made a shoving motion. Then she pointed to her own mouth, pantomimed talking, and then pointed to Jonah.

Back in 1600, Katherine had gotten very annoyed with Jonah once because he didn’t instantly understand her improvised sign language. But Jonah was sure that he understood her perfectly this time. She was saying, Get rid of Staffe! I have to talk to you! Now!

“Um, could I maybe talk to you about all of this later?” Jonah asked Staffe. “It was really nice of you to show me the book, and I want to look at it again, but—”

“Do you know how hard it was to sneak away?” Staffe asked incredulously. “I had to stay awake until everyone around me was soundly asleep. I—”

“I know!” Jonah interrupted. “I just don’t want you to get into trouble because of me! If you get caught out here, and then you’re punished because of me—I’d feel terrible.”

Staffe stared at Jonah. Jonah decided he hated candlelight after all. It provided just enough illumination that you thought you could see, but you could never see enough, no matter how much you strained your eyes. Staffe’s face was still mostly in darkness, his scars transformed into deep shadows. Jonah couldn’t even begin to tell what the man was thinking.

“I see,” Staffe finally said. “How thoughtful of you.”

He doesn’t believe me, Jonah thought. He can tell I’ve got ulterior motives. Now he won’t trust me ever again.

“Thank you for showing me the book,” Jonah said.

Staffe shrugged. He took the book back and walked away.

Jonah turned to Katherine as soon as the man was gone.

“This had better be important,” Jonah hissed at her.

“It is!” she whispered back, urgently. “Something really awful just happened!”

“Well, what is it?” Jonah asked impatiently.

She put out her hand, bracing herself against the frame of the stocks. Holding on, to counter the rocking of the waves. Or—Jonah looked at her a bit closer—to counter her trembling legs, her shaking hands.

“I started paying attention because I found out who left that letter in the crow’s nest,” she said. “It was Wydowse. You know, the really old guy? I saw him writing another message.”

“That doesn’t sound so awful,” Jonah said, because she was really starting to freak him out. “Unless—what did the message say?”

“I haven’t read it yet,” Katherine said. “Because, because then—” She started gasping for breath, panic and fear battling in her expression.

“Because what?” Jonah asked. “What happened then?”

Katherine took in a huge, desperate breath.

“Prickett killed Wydowse,” she said.
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“Killed?” Jonah gasped. “He killed him? Are you sure?”

Automatically he glanced toward the stairs, because if a murder had just occurred belowdecks, surely there’d be men running up to notify the captain. Surely there’d be sailors screaming, Put that gun down! or Put that sword down! or No! Don’t kill me, too!

The stairs were silent and dark and, as far as Jonah could tell in the little bit of light that remained, completely empty. The only sound Jonah could hear from below was the thin edge of a snore.

“Why isn’t anyone screaming?” Jonah asked.

Katherine’s face twisted in anguish.

“Nobody knows he’s dead yet, except me. And Prickett.” She pressed her hands over her mouth, then let them slip down. “Oh, Jonah, I should have stopped him, shouldn’t I? But I couldn’t—I didn’t know what was going on until it was over.”

“Start at the beginning,” Jonah said, which was what Mom always said to Katherine whenever Katherine came home from school in hysterics over some friend being mean to some other friend, or Katherine not getting invited to the biggest party of the year, or something like that. And then Katherine would talk endlessly.

Jonah thought murder was actually something worth saying “Start at the beginning” about.

“I looked all over for more of those notes like we found in the crow’s nest,” Katherine said. “There were some hidden in a writing desk down below, but they were just about things that happened weeks ago—some guy named Juet being demoted, some other guy named Bylot being promoted above him, the captain making everyone mad.”

“Juet—wasn’t that one of the people Prickett said he put out on an ice floe? One of the mutineers?” Jonah asked.

Katherine shrugged.

“I guess,” she said, sounding hopeless. “How many people do you think Prickett killed today?”

Jonah shook his head. “Don’t think about it that way,” he said. “Go on.”

“So then, while I was standing there, Wydowse hobbled over to the writing desk and sat down. And his handwriting was exactly the same as the writing on the letters in the crow’s nest,” Katherine said.

In a different mood Jonah would have felt as if he had to say, sarcastically, Good job, Sherlock, figuring that out!—just to keep Katherine from acting too proud of her detective skills. But now he only said, carefully, “Okay.” He thought for a moment, and then added, “But you didn’t just stand there, reading over his shoulder?”

“No,” Katherine said. “That was when people started screaming on the deck, and I came up here, and there was that native standing here, talking about how he’d never seen the river before, and then you started talking to him, too—”

“I know, I know, I remember all that,” Jonah said impatiently.

Since neither he nor Katherine had a candle or a lamp, Jonah couldn’t see anything around them. Still, Jonah couldn’t help sweeping his gaze all around the deck, trying to keep an eye out for—what? Prickett bringing Wydowse’s body up on deck, to toss him overboard? Some other horror or danger that Jonah couldn’t even imagine?

“So then, after that, I went back belowdecks again, and Wydowse was slumped over his writing, like this.” She pantomimed someone having a stroke or a heart attack, and falling forward, sprawled across a desktop.

“His face and his arms were covering his papers, and he’d spilled his ink—I set it upright, because the ink was getting in his hair,” Katherine said. “And I could tell he’d just collapsed, just then, because there wasn’t that much ink out yet. … Jonah, what would you have done then?”

This question caught Jonah off guard. He’d actually been thinking, Whoa. Kind of glad it was Katherine who had to deal with all that, not me. Makes being stuck in the stocks seem not so bad.

“I don’t know,” Jonah said slowly. “I guess I would have tried to figure out how to get Wydowse some help. Without blowing my cover or making people think the ship was haunted, or anything like that.”

“That’s what I thought!” Katherine said, hitting him on the arm in her excitement.

“So what did you do?” Jonah asked.

“Well, there were other people below the deck, just not right by Wydowse. And the way his desk was angled—it could have taken hours before anyone noticed he’d collapsed,” Katherine said. “So I stood right beside him and I made this noise, trying to sound like an old man in pain. ‘Please help me! I—glug …’ I actually had to do that, like, three or four times before anyone noticed.”

“Smart,” Jonah admitted grudgingly.

“So some of the other sailors came over, and they tucked Wydowse into bed—well, into his hammock,” Katherine said. “And one of them suggested giving him some broth, and the others said, ‘No, we’ll not waste broth on a man who’s just going to die anyway’—and it was awful, it was just like JB was talking about back at the beginning, about how they’re all being so selfish with their food!”

Is it selfishness, when there’s not enough food to go around? Jonah wondered.

“So I was going to get some broth for Wydowse myself, just to serve them right!” Katherine said indignantly. “But—there were always people clustered around, so I couldn’t.”

“What was Prickett saying?” Jonah asked.

“He wasn’t there then,” Katherine said. “I came upstairs to ask you what you thought we should do, but there were people all around you, too.”

“I would have said, ‘Read the papers on the desk!’” Jonah said, shaking his head in disgust.

“Oh, I thought of that,” Katherine said. “When they moved Wydowse to his hammock, I looked right away, but the papers were turned facedown, like he’d just flipped the last one over to write on the back.”

“Then you could have picked them up!” Jonah said, barely managing to resist adding an insult like, What are you, stupid?

“There were people around, remember?” Katherine asked. “You think they needed to see papers floating through the air?”

Oh, yeah….

Jonah was glad he’d resisted calling his sister stupid.

“But I kept waiting and waiting for the right moment,” Katherine said. “Because people were starting to drift away—it’s not like any of them could do anything to help Wydowse. But then he started talking.”

“Talking?” Jonah repeated.

“Yeah, like, babbling,” Katherine said. “He kept saying, ‘It makes no sense,’ and ‘John Cabot’s map couldn’t have survived out here for more than a hundred years,’ and—”

“Wait—he was talking about John Cabot’s map?” Jonah interrupted. “But—that was in the book, with the picture of Andrea and John White!”

“It was?” Katherine asked. “I don’t remember seeing—”

“Not the original picture,” Jonah said. “The one Staffe showed me … oh, finish your story, and then I’ll tell mine.”

Katherine looked puzzled, but shook her head and went back to talking.

“Someone must have gone to get Prickett, because he came in and said, ‘Let’s leave the poor man in peace,’” she said. “And then—” Katherine’s voice turned hollow, as if she had to force herself to continue. “Then Prickett pretended to leave with everyone else. I saw him walk out! Then all the lights went out belowdecks, and Wydowse did seem to settle down. He was just, like, whimpering, every few minutes. And I was going to just grab the papers and tiptoe away, but then I heard Prickett’s voice, whispering to Wydowse, ‘I can’t have you talking like that. You’re too smart. You’ve guessed too much.’”

She spoke the same way Prickett must have: in a low voice, with a threatening growl that no one could have heard more than a few feet away. She was too good at the imitation. Jonah started shivering, and couldn’t stop.

“And then Prickett must have suffocated Wydowse, or poisoned him, or something,” Katherine said.

“But you didn’t see what he did?” Jonah asked.

“It was pitch-black!” Katherine said. “I could barely make out shadows! But Prickett stood over Wydowse for a long time, and then I heard him tiptoeing away, and right away I went over to see why Wydowse wasn’t talking anymore at all. And, and—”

“You’ve seen dead bodies before,” Jonah said, and he meant it in a comforting way.

“But I’d never touched one!” Katherine protested. “I could feel his skin getting cold!”

Jonah did not want to dwell on this.

“Okay, okay, Katherine,” he said in his most soothing voice. “I know this is really awful, but you have to go back down there and get those papers from the desk. They’re probably, like, evidence against Prickett, and—”

“I’m not stupid,” Katherine said. “I didn’t panic or anything! I picked up those papers on my way out of the room! Here!”

She thrust something into Jonah’s hand. For a moment Jonah needed to steady himself: They’re just papers. Okay, they were written by a man who was murdered a few minutes ago, but all you’re holding is paper. You didn’t have to touch the dead guy. You just need to think clearly….

“Light,” he said out loud, trying to sound normal. “We’re going to need a candle or a lantern and, oh, I guess, something to light it with—”

“Or perhaps something to burn those with?” a deep voice said.

And a second later Jonah wasn’t holding any papers. They’d been snatched straight from his hand.
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“No!” Jonah cried. Instantly a hand clapped across his mouth. Jonah tried to bite down on the fingers, but then there was an arm clutching his head.

And squeezing.

“You make another sound, and I can dream up worse punishments than the stocks,” the voice whispered in his ear.

Jonah was almost certain it was Prickett, but in the darkness he was confused. He heard something different in the voice than he’d heard looking into the man’s face.

Jonah heard a scratching noise—flint, perhaps?—then a candle sparked to life, enclosed in a metal holder that looked strangely familiar.

Oh, yeah, Jonah thought. It looks like the twin to our Elucidator.

The candle flared, and Jonah could see Prickett’s scarred, weather-beaten face. He lost track of whatever he’d thought he heard in Prickett’s voice before.

“Silence. Agreed?” Prickett said.

Behind Prickett, Jonah could see Katherine, pointing to her mouth, open wide, then flaring her hands out—then raising them, questioningly. This time Jonah could understand exactly what she was saying: I could scream, right now, and he couldn’t stop me! He couldn’t even see me! Should I scream or not?

Jonah shook his head, ever so slightly.

“Silence,” he whispered in agreement.

Katherine, you’re our secret weapon, he thought at his sister, hoping she could figure that out, too. Don’t give away that you’re here unless you really need to. Let’s figure out what’s going on first.

Prickett pulled his hand back, though he kept it cupped, ready to slap over Jonah’s mouth again at any moment if he had to.

“Smart boy,” Prickett said. “You know no one’s going to believe some crazy story told by a boy in the stocks. Certainly not when he maligns the man who saved the ship’s captain from almost-certain death this morning.”

He was holding the papers slightly off to the side. Jonah saw Katherine reach for them, but it was uncanny—Prickett chose that exact moment to move them over in front of his face.

“Now, Wydowse—everyone might believe Wydowse,” Prickett mused, looking down at the papers. “As long as his writing’s more lucid than his talking’s been, these past few hours.”

“You—,” Jonah began, and caught himself. What he’d wanted to do was shout, You killed him! But even if he hadn’t just agreed to be silent, it didn’t seem like a good idea to remind Prickett he was capable of murder. Not when the deck was so dark and deserted. Not when Jonah was trapped in the stocks.

Jonah remembered the axe the sailor with the rope had left by the mast.

It would be so easy for Prickett to kill me, Jonah thought, hiding a shiver. And Katherine couldn’t stop him. She couldn’t even grab the papers away from him.

Prickett was still studying the papers.

“Tsk, tsk,” he said. “Such awful accusations Wydowse makes. …” He looked up again at Jonah. “And how is it that you got those papers, when you’ve been trapped in the stocks all day? Who gave them to you?”

Jonah opened his mouth. Did he want to lie, and cast blame on someone who’d done nothing? Did he want to try to clear someone’s name? Even if he said, It wasn’t Staffe! that would just make it sound as if Staffe were guilty.

“Never mind. I wouldn’t expect a reprobate like you to answer me honestly,” Prickett said. “You got them from someone. I’ll find him out, whoever he is.”

Jonah glared at Prickett. But in the dim candlelight Prickett probably couldn’t even see his face.

“My informants tell me that Wydowse left hidden testimony all over the ship,” Prickett continued in a leisurely tone. “The other ship’s boy, Nicholas Symmes—poor thing, like so many others on this ship he can’t even read—he admitted that he hid papers up in the top for Wydowse.”

Numbly, Jonah remembered that “top” was what people on the ship called the crow’s nest.

Prickett kept talking.

“Symmes didn’t even know what he was hiding. But to truly silence Wydowse, perhaps I should destroy those papers when I destroy these? Don’t you agree?” Prickett leered triumphantly at Jonah. “Oh, that’s right—I’ve silenced you as well.”

The leer turned into a smirk, as Prickett’s eyebrows darted upward.

That expression—he looks like somebody, and it’s not Billy Rivoli back home, Jonah thought.

It was crazy, thinking about how Prickett looked at a time like this.

“Don’t!” Jonah choked out. “You can’t—”

“What? Are you going to stop me?” Prickett asked.

He laughed and whirled around, heading toward the rigging that led to the crow’s nest.

“I’ll stop him!” Katherine hissed, racing behind him.

“No, Katherine—not alone! Set me free! I’m coming with you!” Jonah called after her.

For a moment Jonah thought Katherine would ignore him. She kept running. But then she half turned in the darkness.

“People will know,” she said, still poised to run. “I can’t get you out without leaving evidence—”

“That doesn’t matter!” Jonah hissed. “Quick! The axe!”

Katherine looked around. There was so little light—would she have to waste a lot of time groping around just trying to find the axe? No—she had it. She picked it up and swung it at the lock holding the stocks together. Jonah heard the wood splintering.

“Didn’t quite work … one more time,” Katherine whispered.

Prickett’s candle was so far away now that Jonah couldn’t even see Katherine swinging the axe. It was too dark. But he felt the vibration in the wood when the axe hit. And then Katherine was lifting the top part of the stocks off his neck and wrists.

“Come on!” Katherine whispered.

Both of them took off running.
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Jonah’s legs were stiff after spending so many hours in the stocks. Katherine reached the bottom of the rigging far ahead of him.

“Wait!” he called to her. “We’ll go up together!”

“But Prickett’s getting away!” Katherine called over her shoulder, as she started climbing.

She was right. They could see Prickett’s progress easily, since he was carrying the candle. He was several yards above them, and the light kept swinging steadily upward.

Is he holding it in his teeth? Jonah wondered. Does he have it tied to his arm somehow?

Jonah was annoyed with his brain, that it would worry about such unnecessary details at a time like this. What he really needed to do was concentrate on bringing his sore muscles back to life, coordinating his arms and legs into top climbing form. He needed to go fast, to catch up with Katherine, to catch up with Prickett.

He grabbed the bottom of the rigging with his right hand and tried to pull himself up. His arms wobbled.

Okay, he thought. Spending the whole day in the stocks made my arm muscles feel terrible too.

He shook out his arms and tried again. It didn’t help that the rigging was so cold and wet. He’d warned Henry Hudson about the ropes being icy hours ago, when the sun was still up. Probably they really were by now.

Jonah’s fingers turned numb so quickly that he couldn’t tell if there was ice on the ropes or not.

Slow and steady, his brain advised him. You start trying to go fast, you’ll fall.

How was it that Prickett wasn’t falling, going so fast, so far ahead?

Jonah’s mind supplied him with an image of the man plummeting straight down to the deck, screaming all the way.

And then Jonah froze, because his mind started seeing himself fall, rather than Prickett.

If I get much higher—it’d be high enough to kill me when I hit the deck, Jonah thought.

But he had to stop Prickett from burning those papers!

Jonah’s muscles still refused to move. Above him Prickett and Katherine were getting farther and farther ahead.

So I’m going to leave Katherine to deal with a murderer all by herself? Jonah wondered.

That got his arms and legs working again. His fingers were still numb, his muscles were still stiff, but he fell into a rhythm. He picked up speed. He lost track of how much farther it was to the crow’s nest. In some ways it was easier to climb in the darkness—he couldn’t see the deck receding below him. All he had to focus on was the light bobbing above him. He was actually closing in on it now. He was closing in on—

He ran into Katherine’s foot.

“Sorry,” he whispered.

“Shh,” she whispered back. “We’re close enough he could hear us.”

Not with the wind, Jonah thought. Because it was eerie—Jonah could barely feel the wind around him, but he could hear it shrieking like a horrible storm. Maybe it was just because of the altitude they’d reached.

No, don’t think that, Jonah told himself.

He heard a thump above them, and the light stopped rising.

“He’s in the crow’s nest now!” Jonah hissed at Katherine. “Go grab those papers from him—try to do it so he just thinks they blew away in the wind!”

Katherine started climbing faster, closer and closer to Prickett and the crow’s nest and the light. Prickett had hung the candleholder on some sort of hook high on the mast, so the light shone down through the gaps in the crow’s nest. It glowed right through Katherine.

Good thing she’s translucent, Jonah thought. Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to see a thing.

He wanted to call out some kind of warning to his sister—something like, Don’t let him see you!—but that was ridiculous, because of course she was completely invisible to Prickett. He and everyone else who truly belonged in 1611 had looked straight through her hundreds of times that day.

“Careful,” Jonah whispered anyway.

Prickett chose that moment to lean out slightly over the railing of the crow’s nest, looking down. But of course he couldn’t have heard Jonah, because of the wind; he couldn’t see Jonah, because the light was so dim.

Jonah stopped climbing.

I’ll only go on up to the crow’s nest if Katherine needs me, he thought. If she can’t get the papers, can’t make it look like they’ve flown off into the wind …

Katherine was at the top of the rigging now, at the place where she’d have to flip over into the crow’s nest.

Then grab the papers; then hide them in your clothes; then start climbing back down, Jonah thought, as if he could direct his sister’s actions by telepathy.

He was so focused on what she was going to do, what was supposed to happen, that he almost couldn’t make sense of what his eyes told him was happening right that moment:

Katherine’s hand slipped.

She teetered over backward, and Jonah actually screamed, “No! Grab on!” Because nothing else mattered in that moment but Katherine being safe, Katherine holding on, Katherine not falling. …

No! No! No! Jonah’s brain screamed.

Because she was falling. She tried to get her grip again. But both her hands slid off the ropes, slid off the railing. Her feet slipped too, and then she was tumbling down, the flickering candlelight making everything seem as if it were happening in slow motion. But in a second it would speed up, she would plunge into the darkness below, and—

Prickett reached out and grabbed Katherine by the wrist. Then he yanked her over into the crow’s nest.
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Jonah’s brain stopped working.

What he’d just seen was impossible. Prickett couldn’t have grabbed Katherine and rescued her. He couldn’t have seen her to rescue her, because Katherine was completely invisible to everyone but time travelers. And Prickett wasn’t a time traveler; he belonged in 1611. He looked just as starved and scarred and scurvy-ridden as everyone else on the ship; everyone knew him and acted as if he’d been there all along.

Of course, Jonah also looked just as starved and scarred and scurvy-ridden as everyone else on the ship; everyone recognized him as John Hudson and acted as if he’d been there all along.

If Jonah was a time traveler disguised as a 1611 boy, couldn’t Prickett be a time traveler disguised as a 1611 man?

How else could he have seen Katherine to rescue her?

Jonah realized his brain was working, after all. It was just working slowly.

Even as he clung to the rigging, all but paralyzed in place, his brain lurched on to the next question:

If Prickett was actually a time traveler, not a 1611 sailor, who was he for real? Was he somebody Jonah knew?

Prickett leaned out over the railing.

“You might as well climb on up here too, Jonah,” he called out softly.

So, Jonah thought. Whether or not I know him, he knows me.

He had to peel his numb fingers from the rope he’d been clinging to.

Maybe I should be climbing down—running away, Jonah thought. Whoever he is, Prickett murdered Wydowse.

But Prickett had also rescued Katherine.

And—he still had Katherine in the crow’s nest with him.

Jonah took a deep breath and started climbing up. He reached the crow’s nest just as Katherine was blinking up at Prickett and murmuring, “If that’s really you, JB, I’m going to be so mad that you didn’t tell us you were on the ship with us this whole time.”

Prickett shook his head.

“You know JB’s stuck in the past,” he said. “He can’t even talk to you.”

“Hadley?” Jonah guessed, stepping gingerly over the railing. “Hadley Correo?”

Hadley was another time traveler who’d worked with JB and had helped them out on one of their previous trips through time, back in the 1400s. That time he’d kept his identity secret until a particularly dangerous moment. If this was Hadley, Jonah wished he’d revealed himself a lot sooner. But it would still be so good to see him, to know that someone who knew a lot about time was there to help them.

Prickett practically pouted.

“Wrong again,” he said. “I’m insulted that you haven’t figured this out already. Who’s responsible for you being in 1611 in the first place?”

“JB,” Katherine and Jonah said, almost simultaneously.

“No, no, no,” Prickett said, truly sounding annoyed now. “Who’s really responsible? JB would never have been so reckless if I hadn’t forced his hand, forced history to change, forced everyone to count on two inexperienced children to save all of time….”

Jonah clutched the railing behind him. He didn’t trust the way the crow’s nest lurched about, dipping and tilting with the whim of the waves so far below him. He didn’t trust the way the wind shrieked, seeming to promise tornadoes, hurricanes, blizzards—dangers Jonah could only imagine.

But most of all Jonah didn’t trust the man standing before him.

“Second?” he whispered.
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Jonah half expected Second to rip off his Abacuk Prickett costume, revealing his true self. Jonah had seen the man only briefly when they’d first met, back in 1600—and Jonah had been in shock then, trying to comprehend massive changes in time. But Jonah still remembered Second’s pasty-white skin, which looked as though he’d hardly ever spent a moment outdoors. He remembered Second’s sticking-out-all-over-the-place blond hair; his half-tucked shirt; the smug, smirking tone that hung over Second’s every word.

That’s why Prickett sounded different to me when I couldn’t see his face, Jonah thought. Even when Second was using Prickett’s voice, he still sounded like he was smirking. And that one time I did catch a bit of his smug expression….

Second’s appearance didn’t change at all—he still looked like the scarred, starving, sickly Abacuk Prickett, his skin as weather-beaten as an old shoe.

“So what are you doing here?” Jonah asked accusingly. “What are you trying to do?”

“For the last fifteen or twenty minutes I’ve been trying to lure the two of you up to this crow’s nest,” Second said. “I’d say I succeeded.”

Katherine sprang up and grabbed the railing, clutching it every bit as desperately as Jonah was.

“Now, now,” Second said. “I just saved your life. Do you think I would have done that if my intent was to harm you?”

“You killed Wydowse,” Katherine accused, even as Jonah shook his head frantically at her.

Don’t make him mad! Jonah thought at his sister. Let’s get down from here; let’s get somewhere safe. Then we can start throwing out the accusations!

But Second only began thoughtfully tapping his chin.

“Did I kill Wydowse?” he asked, as if it were merely an academic question. “Or did he just die on his own at a very convenient time? How will you ever know? He was desperately ill. That time he spent in the shallop, and standing on the deck watching Jonah being put in the stocks, and even sitting at his desk writing so feverishly … all of that had to have taken its toll on him.”

“You had a motive,” Katherine insisted. “The things he was writing about you—about Prickett, I mean …”

Second laughed and almost playfully hit Katherine on the head with the rolled-up papers from Wydowse’s desk.

“Actually, these papers are more incriminating toward my goals than toward Prickett’s character,” Second said. “Wydowse was a scientist, skilled at observation. Even near death he could see the logical inconsistencies around him. And he wanted so badly to record his observations, in hopes that someone could make sense of them in the future. But, alas, his writings are too dangerous to stay on this ship.”

Second sounded so careless and offhand, Jonah didn’t anticipate what happened next: Second ripped the papers in half.

Both Jonah and Katherine sprang at him, a dangerous motion in the crowded crow’s nest.

If he holds his hands up in the air, we’ll have to grab the papers before he throws them out into the water, Jonah thought. We’ll have to jump. But we can’t jump too high or too far, or we’ll all fall….

But Second didn’t try to keep the ripped papers away from Jonah and Katherine. Instead he handed them right to them—the top half to Katherine, the bottom to Jonah.

In his astonishment Jonah almost dropped his half.

“You wanted those papers so badly—don’t you know what to do with them?” Second asked sardonically. “What if I change my mind and try to take them back?”

Quickly Jonah tucked his half into his cloak. Then he decided that wasn’t good enough, and he shoved them between his shirt and his skin instead. Katherine stuffed hers into her jeans pocket.

Second laughed.

“Don’t worry—I’m not taking them back,” he said, shaking his head. “I probably need you to have those.”

Now, what did that mean? Jonah wondered.

He felt a little like some helpless prey, hypnotized by a snake’s gaze.

Don’t let Second keep control of the conversation, Jonah told himself. Throw him off. Surprise him into revealing more than he intends.

But Second was the champion of predictions. Before he’d betrayed JB, Second had been a projectionist, someone who always knew what to expect. Nothing surprised him.

Jonah tried anyway.

“So why did you want us up here?” he asked abruptly. “What’s the point?”

This earned another laugh from Second.

“Now you’re thinking!” he chortled. “Don’t ask about the past, ask about now, the only moment we have any control over. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that what people always said about time before they learned they could go back and change the past after all?”

Jonah remembered that back in 1600, Second had seemed a little off, a little too happy.

A little crazy.

But he still outsmarted us, Jonah thought. He outsmarted JB. Sometimes craziness works.

“Have you noticed what a small ship this is?” Second asked. “How difficult it is to find a space where three people can talk in secret, without being overheard? Without being seen?” He glanced at Katherine. “The second part of that is not such a problem for you, my dear, but for Jonah and me …” He shook his head. “There have been enough events this day to strain credulity, even among a bunch of superstitious, feverish, starving sailors. Up here I can cover our conversation with the sound of a fake wind.”

Jonah realized that that was the reason the wind sounded so fierce when he could hardly feel it at all.

Second was still talking.

“Under the circumstances the crew would be completely undone if they heard a female voice, coming from nowhere,” he said. “Or the sight of sworn enemies holding a cozy tête-à-tête …”

Jonah forced himself to try to keep up.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “You’re saying you and me—er, Abacuk Prickett and John Hudson—we’re sworn enemies?”

“Oh, we weren’t before today,” Second said. “John Hudson was kind of a goody-goody, the peacemaker on the ship, even though some of the crew hated him just because of his father. But today it became necessary for me to totally discredit you, just in case you started to spout off, accusing me of, oh, I don’t know—messing with time, maybe? Releasing a ripple of bizarre changes from 1600? Being an impostor?”

Second grinned as if this were all a joke.

“And, too, I had to get you into those stocks,” he went on. “You were inept enough climbing up to the crow’s nest this morning. What if somebody had asked you to raise the mizzen sail? Or tie off the halyard? Climb out on the bowsprit? You would have been hopeless. You might have gotten hurt. You definitely would have blown your cover as John Hudson.”

“So you were protecting me, putting me in the stocks?” Jonah asked faintly.

“Protecting you, protecting time—today it was all the same,” Second said with a shrug.

“You still care about time?” Katherine asked, sounding startled. “After everything you’ve done to ruin it—”

“Yes, well, it turns out I have to care,” Second said. “It’s a technicality, really, some little things that have to be fixed.”

Jonah felt his knees go weak with relief.

“You will fix time, then,” he said. “You’re back on JB’s team. On our side.”

“Um, no,” Second said. “Sorry. It’s more like—you have to join my team. You’re going to save time, and me.”

“What if we don’t want to?” Katherine asked. “You’re a murderer!”

“Oh, that again,” Second said, waving the accusation away as if it meant nothing. “I’m afraid you don’t have much of a choice. If you don’t do what I want, the paradoxes bury us all.”

“Bury us?” Jonah repeated in a faint voice.

“Perhaps an unfortunate choice of words—the two of you have such a morbid outlook this evening!” Second said. “I wish I could break this to you a little more subtly, but time is growing short. Put simply, you have to help me.”

“What happens if we don’t?” Katherine challenged.

“We all die—everyone and everything,” Second said. His smirk had vanished; his voice was completely serious. “If you don’t help me, all of time ends in 1611.”
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Jonah backed up against the railing of the crow’s nest again, his knees wobbly. He needed something to steady him.

It can’t be that bad, Jonah thought.

One thing they’d discovered about Second back in 1600 was that even when he told the truth, he sometimes left out important details. What was Second not telling them? And how could they get Second to reveal everything?

Katherine went for the blunt approach.

“Why should we believe you?” she asked. “That doesn’t even make sense. I mean, how could I be standing here if time ends in 1611? It’s going to be, like, almost four hundred years before I’m even born!”

“Oh, good. You’re catching on quickly,” Second said. “That’s one of the paradoxes. Given the direction time is going now, it’s become impossible for you to ever exist. Or Jonah. Or me. So everything we’ve done here, everything we’ve caused to happen—it’s all impossible too. So, poof!” He gestured wildly, mimicking an explosion. “Time could collapse. Everything could end.” He put one hand over his heart and finished melodramatically: “Good-bye, cruel world.”

“Shouldn’t you have thought of that before?” Jonah grumbled.

“Now, now,” Second scolded. “I was sure there’d be a way out. I was just as hopeful as Henry Hudson, sailing into the dead-end James Bay, believing so strongly that he’d find a passage to China….”

“But there wasn’t one for Hudson,” Katherine protested. “The Northwest Passage didn’t exist. And he was supposed to disappear in a rowboat in the ice!”

“Not anymore,” Second said. “Hudson’s back with his ship. And—what do you think we’re sailing through right now?”

Jonah stared at him.

Second-disguised-as-Prickett brought the ship back to Hudson, Jonah thought. So for the other changes …

“You dug the Northwest Passage yourself,” Jonah said, suddenly understanding. “That’s why that native said he’d never seen this river before. You just created it. You’re probably making everything up as we go along!”

“How?” Katherine asked faintly.

“Robotic diggers from the future—believe me, it was very complicated working all this out,” Second said.

“But why bother?” Katherine asked. “Who cares?”

Second scowled at her.

“Do you know how much time explorers spent searching for the Northwest Passage?” Second asked. “John Cabot, 1497; Samuel Champlain, 1604 to 1607; Hudson, Davis, Baffin … Even when Thomas Jefferson sent Lewis and Clark west in 1803, he was hoping they’d come back with news of a river route that stretched all the way to the West Coast. If Europeans had found such a route before they’d even seen much of North America, would they have swarmed to this continent even faster? Or would they have said, ‘The Americas? Who cares? Let’s just get to China and back as fast as we can!’ Would they have left the Native Americans alone? Would the ties between Europe and China and Japan have developed centuries sooner? Would India’s role in history change? The possibilities are so fascinating to contemplate! This is so much fun!”

He was practically clapping his hands.

“But is that ‘fun’ worth threatening all of time?” Jonah asked. “Killing everybody?”

“No, no, you weren’t listening closely enough,” Second said, shaking his head. “You’re going to stop that from happening. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Jonah looked at Katherine. Even with his trembling legs and his wobbly muscles, he wished they could just beat up Second and be done with it, or shove him away and scramble down the rigging—or do something else that required only physical strength and effort. It was so much harder to stand here and listen to Second and try to sort out the truth from his half-truths and manipulations.

He’s not really saying anything different than JB did, that everything depends on me and Katherine, Jonah thought. But how could JB have wanted us to side with Second?

Katherine looked like she was going to throw up. Jonah felt the nervous tremors spread to his own stomach.

“I’m not saying we’re agreeing to help you,” Jonah said cautiously. “But—what do you want us to do?”

“Go back in time,” Second said.

“Back to live out more of 1600?” Jonah asked hopefully. “Back to Andrea?”

“No, lover boy,” Second said, rolling his eyes. “Not such a distant trip.”

“But you did promise,” Katherine joined in. “Back before we arrived in 1611, you said if we fixed this time period, we could rescue Andrea and JB and Brendan and Antonio—”

“But you haven’t fixed this time period yet, have you?” Second asked through gritted teeth. “Don’t get so far ahead of yourself. One thing at a time. All I’m asking is for you to go back a little ways in time—back to this morning.”

“You mean—back to a moment this morning before we originally landed on the ship?” Jonah asked. “Because we know nobody can live through the same time period more than once.”

This had actually struck him as a very comforting rule, the first time he’d heard it. If no one got more than one shot at any one moment, that meant that none of his enemies could keep coming back again and again to the same point in time to attack him all at once.

It would be confusing enough to have his five a.m. happen after he’d lived through the entire rest of the day.

“You think nobody can live through the same time period more than once?” Second asked. “Did JB tell you that?”

“Yes … er, no, I guess it was Angela, back home, when we first found out about time travel,” Katherine said. “But she’d heard it from JB.”

“Ah,” Second said. “Well. That is what they teach in Time Travel 101.” He leaned over and lifted the candle-holder from its hook. “But me—I’m in the advanced class. The one nobody else knew existed.”

The smirk was back.

Jonah remembered what JB had said when they’d first arrived in 1611, when Jonah and Katherine were still lying on the icy deck, suffering from timesickness: We didn’t know what we were doing. … We made even more mistakes than I thought. … What we thought about time itself—a lot of that was wrong. … Things that don’t show up until you’ve made mistake upon mistake upon mistake …

“You changed the rules of time, then,” Jonah said. “You re-created them.”

“Not exactly,” Second said, with fake modesty. “For once you give me too much credit.”

“But if we can go back—why don’t we go back and fix 1600?” Katherine said, already thinking ahead. “That way we could avoid this whole mess.”

She waved her hand toward the darkness beyond the crow’s nest, but Jonah knew she meant the river that wasn’t supposed to exist, the stocks she’d taken an axe to down below, the dead man lying in his hammock in the hold.

And the mutineers who were left on an ice floe, when it was the captain and those faithful to him who were supposed to die? Jonah wondered.

“You can’t go back to 1600,” Second said impatiently. “You can only go back and relive a moment where time is unraveling. Where everything is falling apart.”

“You’re really making this sound appealing,” Jonah muttered.

He looked down and saw that his knuckles had turned white where he’d been gripping the railing so hard, for so long.

“I see that I will have to give some explanation,” Second said with a sigh. “What do the two of you know about physics?”

“Nothing,” Jonah said flatly.

“Um—black holes?” Second tried again.

“They’re out in space and scary,” Katherine said. “They suck everything into them, and never let anything out.”

“Not even light,” Jonah added. The darkness beyond the crow’s nest was really starting to bother him.

Second sighed again.

“I suppose that will do as a basic explanation,” he said. “I bring them up because things happen near a black hole that would seem to defy the rules of physics as they were understood before black holes were discovered. In the same way, in a spot where time is unraveling—”

“You’re saying that makes the rules of time different?” Katherine asked.

Second nodded.

“And nobody knew, because nobody unraveled time before,” Jonah said. “Not before you. It’s your fault.”

Second twisted his expression in a way that could have been called a pout if he’d been a little kid.

“You’re always so determined to see the negatives,” he complained. “Someday my accomplishments will go down in history. I guarantee it.”

“That’s if history still exists when you’re done with it,” Jonah muttered.

“It will, it will—shall we proceed?” Second asked, lifting the candleholder from the hook on the mast. He seemed to be looking closely at … Was that a digital clock on the side of the candleholder?

Katherine gasped.

“Yours is an Elucidator too,” she said.

Jonah was watching Second’s face. His habitual smirk had returned.

“And your Elucidator still works,” Jonah said. “Unlike ours.”

“You think so?” Second practically taunted.

Katherine grabbed his arm.

“Let us talk to JB before we do anything else,” she pleaded. She glanced at Jonah. “And to Andrea.”

Second shook his arm out of Katherine’s grasp.

“Who do you think is in charge here?” he asked. “We don’t need another mutiny on this ship. I have all the power here. I’m in control.”

“No—you just said you need us to help you,” Jonah said. “You need us on your side. To save all of time. And all your plans—”

“You’ll help me, whether you want to or not,” Second said.

He had his head bent over the Elucidator, punching in commands. Jonah saw that they didn’t have much more time. He did the only thing he could think of to stall: He yanked his cloak off and threw it toward Second.

Jonah’s goal was to have the cloak settle over Second’s head and shoulders, snuffing out the candle and keeping him from finishing his commands. Then maybe Jonah or Katherine could grab the Elucidator; they could scramble down the rigging with it; they could …

It didn’t matter that Jonah couldn’t figure out what they would do then. Because the ship lurched violently to the right just as Jonah tossed his cloak. It missed Second entirely and dropped over the edge of the crow’s nest, plunging down toward the deck.

“Interesting choice of weapon,” Second murmured, completely nonplussed. “It will be even more interesting to see what you do next.”

Katherine and Jonah both lunged toward Second, their hands outstretched, reaching for his Elucidator. But he was already stabbing his finger at the Elucidator with a disturbing finality.

“What a fascinating experiment!” he crowed. “I can’t wait to see what you choose!”

Katherine and Jonah were on the verge of tackling Second—and then he vanished.

No, Jonah corrected himself. We vanished. Katherine and me.

He could no longer see the crow’s nest, the railing or the battered rigging. He couldn’t have said if they were speeding through Outer Time or not, because everything happened so quickly.

Second said we’d go back to earlier today, Jonah thought, and even his thoughts seemed chopped up and rushed. We’ll have another chance to choose … something….

He felt a cloak around his shoulders again. Of course; I had the cloak on earlier today. But this was a clue—he wouldn’t get a chance to choose again whether or not to impersonate John Hudson. That decision had already been made.

Now Jonah could feel hard wood pressing against his spine. He’d stopped moving backward through time. He’d arrived … somewhere. He realized that he’d had his eyes squeezed shut, in a panic, and he forced himself to open them.

He expected to see the deck of the ship below him, the early-morning glow of sunrise starting to cut through the fog, the mutiny beginning around him.

Please let this be after that sailor hit me over the head with a club, Jonah thought.

His eyes came into focus almost instantaneously—timesickness was evidently nearly nonexistent when you traveled less than twenty-four hours back in time.

He wasn’t on the deck of the ship. He didn’t have to worry about the sailor with the club.

He and Katherine were back in the shallop, all their choices in the mutiny behind them.
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“What?” Jonah actually said out loud. “No!”

Nobody else in the shallop looked at him oddly. Maybe “What? No!” was an appropriate thing to say right at this moment. Actually, nobody was looking in his direction at all. They were all staring down toward the other end of the boat—toward the severed end of a rope.

He realized he and Katherine had arrived just as the shallop was cut adrift from the Discovery.

Another collection of possible choices eliminated, Jonah thought. I can’t scramble back up the rope, back onto the deck of the ship, to fight against all the mutineers.

The wind caught the Discovery’s sails, and the ship sped away. Jonah couldn’t get back to the ship now unless he wanted to jump into the water, struggle through the ice floes—and probably freeze or drown in the process.

And this is already past the point when we last heard JB’s voice on our Elucidator, Jonah thought, still trying to figure out what he could possibly do.

He felt a hand against his chest.

“Let me read your half of Wydowse’s letter,” Katherine hissed in his ear. “Now, while nobody’s looking.”

Jonah wasn’t sure it would still be there—what were the rules for objects transferred backward through time, perhaps even duplicated in time? What happened to those rules when time itself was unraveling? Then he stopped wondered about theoretical issues, because he was too busy trying to figure out how he could keep Katherine from making it look as if a torn sheet of paper were floating through midair.

“I’ll get it,” he whispered back.

He reached into his shirt and curled his fingers around the paper he found inside.

Okay, so we brought the paper with us, he thought. So that means …

He lost track of his thoughts, because several people gasped just then. Had they seen the paper in his hand? Had they figured out that, technically speaking, it was a letter from the future, from a man who was going to die in less than twenty-four hours?

No, they were gasping because they’d just seen the huge ice floe floating toward them—the ice that, the last time around, Jonah had feared would sink the shallop.

Jonah slipped the paper onto the seat beside him, hoping no one could see it but Katherine. He remembered that the last time, this was the moment when he’d yelled out, JB! Get us out of here! Now!

Should he yell that again? Was that something that needed to be repeated, or something that needed to be changed?

He remembered that his yell had led to Henry Hudson being suspicious of him, and Staffe standing up for him, saying that he was actually praying.

Maybe Jonah should just pray to begin with, and not make Staffe have to lie?

“Please, God!” Jonah screamed. “Help us!”

It felt good to yell that.

“The Lord helps those who help themselves,” Staffe called over to him from the opposite side of the shallop.

At the same time Hudson cried out, “Raise our sails! Row toward starboard!”

Jonah remembered that the last time around Hudson’s cry had been followed very quickly by a hand slamming against the side of his head, and Hudson growling at him, I said, row!

This time Jonah decided to avoid getting hit.

He grabbed for an oar. John King, on the other side of the shallop, was barely a split second ahead of Jonah beginning to paddle. And Hudson and Staffe set up sails in the middle of the boat.

Katherine did not help Jonah row this time. She kept her head bent over the papers hidden on the seat beside Jonah.

The wind caught the sails, and the shallop lurched to the left, narrowly edging past the ice.

Jonah stopped rowing.

“I am an excellent captain!” Henry Hudson screamed out into the fog. “You had no right to banish me!”

Just as before, during the time that they’d spent avoiding the ice, the larger ship had disappeared. Once again Hudson’s screams echoed off nothing but ice. Jonah was certain that no one from the Discovery would be able to hear.

Jonah remembered that this was the moment the last time when Hudson had hit him for calling out to JB. Automatically he cringed down in his seat, ready to avoid a blow.

None came. Instead Hudson just looked at him, a puzzled squint traveling across his face.

“Was it all a trick? A lie? A prank?” he asked Jonah, speaking so softly that few others in the shallop would have been likely to hear him. “Were you toying with your father’s dearest hopes?”

Okay, that was new. What did he mean?

“I—I wouldn’t do that,” Jonah protested. “I support your dearest hopes. If they’re possible.”

Wouldn’t the real John Hudson have said something like that?

For a moment Jonah thought that Hudson really would hit him. Staffe edged closer, as if ready to protect him.

But Hudson fell back, still squinting.

“The map,” he murmured dazedly. “The map has to be real.”

“Um, sure,” Jonah said.

Katherine tugged on Jonah’s arm.

“Here’s what happened!” she hissed in his ear. “Wydowse said John Hudson disappeared last—well, I guess it would be last night. He left his dad a note and a map that was supposed to show the Northwest Passage, drawn by this earlier explorer who vanished, named John Cabot. John Hudson supposedly wrote that he was sailing on ahead with some natives in kayaks, and he’d meet his father in the Northwest Passage….”

No wonder Henry Hudson looked so betrayed and confused when I showed up as John Hudson in the middle of the mutiny, Jonah thought. No wonder Henry Hudson actually had hope before I appeared, even in the midst of the mutiny—he thought he’d just meet his son and a group of friendly natives a little ways ahead….

Jonah was trying to puzzle out how things had happened. The real John Hudson would have vanished when Gary and Hodge kidnapped him from time, to take him to be adopted in the future. The real boy wouldn’t have had time to leave a note, and wouldn’t have known anything about a map. So Second had undoubtedly slipped those onto the ship sometime in the night, to serve his own purposes.

And now he expected Jonah and Katherine to serve his purposes too.

Jonah realized that while Katherine was talking, he’d missed hearing the conversation between Hudson and Staffe and King.

“Huh?” Jonah asked.

“I said, your prayers for deliverance were answered,” Staffe replied.

“For now,” King said gloomily, staring off into the fog. “We still have no food, we’ve lost our ship. … Shall we sail toward shore, to set up camp at the winter cabin?”

That’s what he asked the last time, Jonah thought. We’re back to this whole conversation again. And next, Hudson will say …

“The winter cabin?” Hudson sneered. “Odd’s bones, man, we’re sailors, not rabbits. At least I am. Henry Hudson does not cower in a hole when there are treasure routes to be found, glory to be attained, continents to be conquered.”

Jonah’s hopes sank. It seemed as if everything important were inevitable; time could only repeat. How could he and Katherine make any changes to save anyone or anything—especially when neither JB nor Second had told them what to do?

Maybe we’ll just have to make multiple tries, Jonah thought. If we come back again and again to the same moment, maybe eventually we’ll figure out how to fix it.

The shallop lurched strangely, practically leaping out of the water. Jonah remembered that the only reason he could relive any of these moments in the shallop was because time was unraveling.

He and Katherine couldn’t count on getting multiple chances. He wasn’t even sure they had a chance now.

“We’ve got to do something!” Katherine hissed in his ear. “I don’t think we have much time left!”

Jonah turned and glared at his sister.

“Not helping,” he whispered back, without moving his lips.

Meanwhile Staffe was trying to persuade Hudson.

“But if we go to the cabin, we can lay in supplies for next winter,” Staffe said, taking up John King’s argument. “By next spring a rescue expedition is bound to come for us—”

“Henry Hudson will not be rescued!” Hudson thundered, smacking his hand down on the side of the shallop just as hard as he had the last time. “Henry Hudson will sail home in glory, with a shipload of treasures from the Orient!”

“You still believe in the Northwest Passage?” one of the sickly, dying sailors murmured. “Even now?”

Jonah realized that the sailor asking that question was Wydowse. Wydowse, who by the end of the day would write the letter Katherine was clutching in her hand, hidden behind Jonah.

Wydowse, who would soon be dead.

“You shall refer to it as the Hudson Passage, henceforth,” Hudson said haughtily. “Because I shall discover it.”

Last time Jonah had heard Hudson say that, he’d still been hoping for JB to rescue him. Jonah had whispered frantically into the Elucidator in his pocket.

Now he knew there was no use trying that.

Everything’s up to me and Katherine, Jonah thought. That’s one of the few things JB and Second still agree on.

The shallop rocked unsteadily, the regular rhythm of the waves turning jerky and unpredictable. Was it possible to actually feel time falling apart? Off in the distance Jonah could see a shadow in the fog—the ship coming back for them from the wrong direction, completely manipulated by Second.

If we get back on that ship, we’re locked into that fate, Jonah thought. Second will be in control all over again, posing as Prickett, leading us to the end of time. And—Jonah glanced over at Wydowse, who was already reaching into his cloak for his compass. And Second will murder Wydowse all over again.

It was odd to focus on the death of one sickly old man when they were faced with worldwide disaster, universal destruction. But the thought of everyone and everything dying was too big for Jonah. It paralyzed him. One man—Jonah could handle saving one man.

It was just like before, when Jonah could only focus on Andrea. Except, of course, that Andrea was beautiful, and Jonah was kind of in love with her.

Wydowse was hideous.

He’s going to die no matter what, Jonah thought. Just look at him.

Wydowse had hollows in his cheeks, bruises around his mouth, teeth that seemed barely anchored in his gums. But Jonah had just spent an entire day with similarly sickly-looking men who had still somehow managed to raise and lower the sails, scramble up rigging, steer an entire ship through a minefield of ice. Maybe Wydowse wasn’t actually as close to death as he looked.

Second kept changing the subject, every time we brought up Wydowse’s death, Jonah thought. It was like … like a magician trying to distract the audience: “Look! Look at this empty hat!” While the whole time he’s stuffing a handkerchief up his sleeve, keeping it out of sight until the next trick.

But in Second’s case what he was trying to distract them from was a dead body.

Jonah kept staring at Wydowse. Jonah didn’t know what JB had ever expected him and Katherine to do to save 1611. He didn’t know how they could save Andrea, Brendan, Antonio, and JB from 1600. He didn’t know how Second expected them to keep all of time from collapsing.

But he did know a way to keep Wydowse from being murdered. He just had to keep Wydowse and Second apart.

If you only knew how to fix one thing, wasn’t that at least a start?

“Maybe …” Jonah stopped and cleared his throat. “Maybe Staffe and King are right. Maybe we should go to the winter cabin.”

Belatedly Jonah remembered that he’d said pretty much the same thing the last time. But that had been only for selfish reasons then, not to help anyone else.

It took the fist slamming into his jaw to remember that Hudson had punched him for saying that before.

Hudson used his other hand to pin Jonah back against the side of the shallop.

“You dare to challenge my authority?” Hudson snarled, looming over Jonah, just as he had before. “I said we will not retreat to the winter cabin. We sail on to glory! Do you not remember who is captain here?”

Jonah felt Katherine beside him, practically holding him up.

“You’re doing this for Wydowse, aren’t you?” she whispered in his ear, and it gave Jonah extra courage, that she was thinking the same way as he was.

Jonah stared into Hudson’s eyes. He remembered how he’d felt the last time, how he’d seen so many choices before him. And then all those choices had been taken away from him, because the ship had shown up from the wrong direction, looking so much like their salvation, their rescue. But that wasn’t what the ship had been—it wasn’t what the ship would be this time around. With Second disguised as Abacuk Prickett at the helm, the ship could only take them toward disaster.

For the first time Jonah thought to wonder what had happened to the real Abacuk Prickett—had Second cast him out on the ice with the mutineers?

Jonah could see Second doing that, and not caring in the least.

Of course, he says he’s trying to improve history, Jonah thought. He’s granting Henry Hudson his dearest dream. He’s giving the world a true Northwest Passage. He’s saving the lives of everyone in this shallop.

But how did Jonah know that their lives weren’t going to be saved anyway? What if John Hudson was supposed to save them?

“Father,” Jonah said, still staring directly into Henry Hudson’s eyes. “You’re not the captain anymore.”

He’d considered saying something very much like that before, but he’d known nothing about Hudson then; the words would have come out sounding harsh and mean.

This time he sounded as if he felt sorry for his supposed father, as if he truly regretted insulting him.

Hudson’s grip on Jonah’s cloak faltered.

“You … too?” he murmured. “Even my own son …?”

“I know you want to find the Northwest Passage,” Jonah said soothingly. “It’s a great dream. But—it’s not worth the lives of your own crew. You have to think of your men first. Do you want their blood on your hands?”

Hudson stared at Jonah. Jonah could kind of guess that sea captains in the early 1600s hadn’t typically been very concerned about their crews’ lives. He realized that what he’d said wasn’t really what he wanted to tell Hudson—it was what he wanted to tell Second. Second also had lofty dreams, and he’d gone to great lengths to carry them out: changing 1600, making the Discovery sail an impossible route, digging a river that shouldn’t exist. But it was all a game to him. Second didn’t care about any of the people his changes affected; he acted as if he were only playing with puppets.

Jonah looked up at Staffe and King.

“Do what you know is right,” he said. “Set the sails to take us to shore.”

They both looked startled but did exactly as he said.

And then Jonah felt the oddest sensation. On almost all his trips through time he had endured a phase where it felt as if every cell in his body—and every atom of every cell—were being pulled apart from every other cell, every other atom. This time Jonah would have sworn that he felt his individual protons, electrons, and neutrons being pulled apart as well. Pulled apart—and then torn again, maybe even ripped in half.

“I feel … so strange,” Hudson moaned beside him.

The old man slumped over onto the seat—fortunately, he landed just beyond Katherine, because she wouldn’t have had time to get out of his way.

“All my dreams, ruined,” Hudson mumbled, burying his face in his hands. “Gone, everything’s gone.”

“Changed,” Jonah said gently. “Maybe just postponed?”

But the words sounded distorted to Jonah’s ears. He wasn’t sure if he’d actually managed to say them aloud.

Jonah realized that everyone else must be feeling the same tearing sensation, too—maybe theirs was even worse than Jonah’s. Staffe and King slid down to the floor of the shallop. Wydowse and the other sickly crew members hunched over in agony. Then a new symptom cropped up for Jonah: something like double vision. He could see two versions of everyone in the shallop: two Katherines, both looking see-through and anxious; two Hudsons, one defeated, one defiant; two Staffes, one huddled on the floor, one standing by the mast; two Wydowses, one with his head in his hands, one staring confusedly at a compass.

A compass.

Jonah realized that he was seeing two versions of time at once: the current one, and the way it had gone the last time he and Katherine had been in the shallop. But this wasn’t like seeing real time beside tracers with their wispy, ethereal glow. Each version of each person was equally substantial, equally solid. Equally real.

Now Jonah could even see a second version of himself, dressed in John Hudson’s cloak, the mask and wig completely disguising his real face and hair. His other self was staring in drop-jawed dismay at …

The ship. His other self was watching the Discovery, newly returned, hijacked and redirected by Second.

Jonah forgot all caution and grabbed Katherine’s arm.

“We can’t change anything!” he whispered urgently in her ear. “Any minute now everyone’s going to see the ship, and we’ll be right back where we started!”

“No!” Katherine whispered back, just as urgently. “I don’t think our version of the crew can see that! Look! Isn’t John King staring right at it?”

Actually, both John Kings were gazing toward the ship: One was pumping his arm in the air and looking as if he’d just been rescued from almost-certain death. The other one was writhing on the floor in pain, his eyes unfocused and unseeing, even though they were indeed directed toward the ship.

“Think this is another case of time travelers being able to see things others can’t?” Jonah asked quietly. “What is this, another time shift, like Second used in 1600?”

“I don’t think time shifted,” Katherine whispered back. “I think it split. See how neither version is fading away?”

This was true. Even as two versions of the shallop and its passengers sailed apart—one toward the Discovery, the other toward land—they both stayed substantial and real.

Behind him Jonah heard the sailors in the other shallop calling out, “Huzzah! Huzzah! Hooray!” as they sped toward the Discovery.

He heard that shallop’s Henry Hudson make his confident boast, “I planned this. I knew it would work out this way.”

Nobody currently in the shallop with Jonah seemed to hear any of it. They were still writhing in pain, hunched over in defeat.

“Maybe we’re the ones who are going to fade away,” Jonah muttered. “Maybe this is how Second planned things. We repair time by—well, with whatever we did—and then we vanish.”

“No,” Katherine whispered excitedly. “No. We’re going to be okay. Everything’s going to work out.”

“How can you be so sure?” Jonah asked, shaking his head in disgust.

“Because,” Katherine said, and now she was practically squealing. “I see tracers.”
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Katherine was right.

A tracer shallop lay directly ahead of them in the fog, its tracer sails billowing.

“Time’s back on track!” Katherine hissed. In her exuberance her voice arced upward, too loudly. The sickly sailor nearest Jonah gazed in her direction with a baffled look on his face.

“Hear that wind?” Jonah said quickly. “Isn’t it odd how it sounds almost like a human voice?”

The sailor nodded and slumped back in his seat.

“Shh,” Jonah told Katherine, trying to make the sound whistle like wind.

“But this means we succeeded!” Katherine whispered back, keeping her voice pitched only slightly softer. “We did it! If the tracers are back, then original time is back! We can know what’s supposed to happen! We can make everything go the right way!”

Only if we catch up with the tracers, Jonah thought.

“Maybe we should paddle,” Jonah said loudly, speaking to the whole boatful now. “We’ll get there faster that way.”

He dipped his oar in the water. After a moment he saw that John King had inched up from the floor and was paddling as well, opposite Jonah. The shallop sliced through the water, closing in on the tracer version.

With each stroke Jonah felt better. The ripping sensation was gone. Jonah was pretty sure the others in the shallop had gotten over it too. Even the sickliest-looking sailor had straightened up in his seat. Staffe stood by the mast, guiding the sails. Only Henry Hudson still sat with his face buried in his hands.

But—Jonah could see more clearly now—Hudson’s tracer was sitting the same way.

The shallop drew near to its tracer version. John King was paddling harder now. The other sailors seemed to be straining forward, drawn toward their tracers.

Jonah remembered that back in 1600, Second had complained about tracers being like fate, trapping people in place. It probably did look that way if you watched the same bits of time again and again, through hundreds of repetitions, as Second had done as a projectionist. But the sailors in this shallop didn’t know their fates. They were only straining toward the lives they belonged in.

The shallop lurched into the same space as its tracer. Instantly all the sailors made small adjustments so they matched their tracers exactly. Some scooted slightly to the left; some scooted slightly to the right. Staffe slid his hand a little higher on the mast. Hudson slumped a little lower. King drew his oar back into the boat.

“Right,” Jonah said approvingly. “We can give it a rest and just use the sails for now.”

King nodded at him, and Jonah wondered what he had been nodding about in original time.

“We didn’t build the winter cabin intending it to last past one season,” one of the sickly-looking sailors whined.

“It’s sturdy enough,” Staffe said impatiently. “It’ll still be there.”

“And we survived winter in that cabin,” King added. “Won’t be nothing to survive there, summertime.”

“We can lay up supplies for next winter,” Staffe said. “We’ll be prepared.”

Jonah saw that none of them entirely believed what they were saying. Jonah had once been on a soccer team that lost every game. Before each game the coach always told them lies about how they really were so much better than these opponents, and this would be the team they finally defeated.

And then Jonah’s team would go out on the field and lose 8–0, 10–0, even 12–0 once.

That’s what the talk in the shallop reminded Jonah of: his soccer coach’s fake pep talks.

And that was only soccer, Jonah thought. This is life and death.

He remembered that way back when he and Katherine first arrived in 1611, JB had said, It’s been a hard winter. And spring. Jonah could read on the faces of every man in the shallop how much they’d already endured.

And what about me and Katherine? Jonah thought. What can we endure?

Jonah’s excitement at finding the tracers again faded. What good did it do to save time if everyone in the shallop was still doomed?
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Land came into sight. Using the oars again, the sailors maneuvered the shallop into a sort of impromptu dock in the midst of the marshy soil. Across the flat, scrubby land Jonah could see the peak of a roof perhaps a half mile away.

“Cabin still stands,” Staffe said, a note of relief in his voice.

“Staffe, you must go ahead and do what you can to make it weathertight again,” Hudson said. “King, you shall get the lame sailors to the cabin. I shall supervise getting the shallop to a safe place before that storm arrives.”

He nodded his head toward dark clouds on the horizon. Then he looked at Jonah.

What? Jonah wanted to say. Was this the father-son showdown, the battle for control? What would the real John Hudson have done?

Jonah wished he could scoot quickly away from John Hudson’s tracer, so he could at least see the expression on his face. But there wasn’t time for that.

If I challenge Henry Hudson and say I have to be in control—good grief, what would I tell people to do? Jonah wondered.

“And I, Father?” Jonah said quickly. “What task would you give me?”

Relief flowed over Henry Hudson’s face. No second, angrier tracer expression appeared along with the real one, so Jonah guessed that the real John Hudson must have bowed to his father’s authority in this moment, too.

For a second Jonah thought Henry Hudson might say, Thank you, my son. Thank you for giving me my dignity back. He could feel everyone in the shallop watching the father-son drama.

But then Hudson said only, “You shall go hunt for food.”

“Get some scurvy grass, if you can find it,” Wydowse murmured.

Jonah had no idea what scurvy grass was, but he was kind of relieved that hunting for food wouldn’t involve, well, actual hunting.

Then one of the other sailors half moaned, “Meat.”

“Fowl, like we found last winter,” another man whispered.

“Deer,” another man said.

“Bear,” another added.

Okay, they did expect actual hunting. Would it sound too weird if Jonah asked, What would you have me use as a weapon? Or did they expect him to kill all those animals with his bare hands?

“Take one of my knives,” Staffe said, opening the wooden tool chest he’d brought with him from the ship. He pressed a crude-looking handle into Jonah’s palm. The blade attached to it looked rusty and dull, but Jonah supposed it was better than nothing.

“Find a stick to attach it to, and you can use it like a spear,” King advised.

Jonah nodded numbly and stepped out of the shallop, because he’d noticed that that was what John Hudson’s tracer was doing.

“Now! Finally we’re away from all those people!” Katherine exploded beside him as soon as they’d taken a few steps away from the shallop. “Call for JB on the Elucidator!”

Jonah looked at her and blinked. Why hadn’t he thought of calling for JB himself?

Because … if he could communicate with us right now, wouldn’t he already be contacting us? Jonah thought.

Jonah crossed his arms over his chest. He could feel the Elucidator inside his cloak, pressing against his shirt, poking his skin.

I can’t tell Katherine that, Jonah thought. I should let her keep some hope.

“Let me concentrate on staying up with John Hudson’s tracer,” Jonah told her.

Katherine frowned. Jonah half expected her to swing toward the Elucidator and call into it anyway: JB! JB, hello? Are you there? But she only squinted at him for a moment and then stepped out of his way, letting him move into the same space as John Hudson’s tracer.

Maybe she didn’t have much hope right now either.

We’ll deal with all of that later, Jonah thought. He’d always been particularly good at procrastinating with things he didn’t want to think about. That was part of the reason he’d never asked about his own true identity as a missing child of history.

If Katherine and I die here in 1611, I’ll never find out who I really am, Jonah thought.

Somehow that didn’t bother him too much. Or maybe it was that he couldn’t get past the first part of the sentence: If Katherine and I die here in 1611 …

Staying alongside John Hudson’s tracer, Jonah and Katherine moved farther and farther away from the shallop, away from the men, who were beginning a slow, unsteady trek toward the cabin. It would be completely safe now for Jonah and Katherine to talk out loud, to figure out exactly what had happened out on the water, to debate their options going forward. But Katherine stayed silent, and so Jonah did too.

Maybe it’s too scary to talk about what everything means, and what we think is going to happen next? Jonah thought.

He’d felt so odd in that moment when everything doubled and split. His mind shied away from thinking about it, just as his mind had shied away from similar oddities that Second had orchestrated in 1600. It was easiest just to concentrate on walking forward, moving and looking around at the same pace as John Hudson’s tracer.

The ground beneath his feet became less marshy. The tracer’s jaw dropped suddenly, and he took off running toward a stand of short plants with small white flowers and spoon-shaped leaves. He began hacking at the plants with the dull knife.

“You think that’s scurvy grass?” Katherine asked.

The tracer stuck a leaf of it in his mouth, so Jonah and Katherine did the same. Katherine quickly spat hers out.

“I don’t think they’re asking for it because of the taste,” she muttered.

Jonah tried to cut as much of it as the tracer did. The tracer tucked the scurvy grass in the hood of his cloak, so Jonah did the same.

As they moved on, Jonah expected the tracer to find a stick to use to make a spear, as John King had suggested back in the shallop. After a few moments Jonah realized that that was one of the things that the tracer was looking for, as he peered around. But there weren’t any sticks lying around on the ground. And the nearest trees were miles away, just clumps on the horizon, as dark and foreboding as the clouds.

“What did you say the native people in this area are called?” Jonah asked Katherine, because that, at least, was a safe thing to talk about.

“Um—Inuits?” Katherine answered.

“They survive in this environment, so it’s possible, right?” Jonah asked.

“Do you see any of them around here, rushing out to greet their new neighbors?” Katherine asked. “Do you see any sign that anyone lives here?”

Okay, maybe that wasn’t such a safe topic. Maybe it was possible for people to live down in the area by the fake river Second had created, or would create, or however Jonah was supposed to think of that other time. That didn’t mean that it was possible for people to survive here for very long.

Especially if they were a bunch of English sailors, without food or other supplies, who weren’t familiar with the area.

And what about two kids from the twenty-first century? Jonah wondered.

And then he didn’t have time to think about such unpleasant topics, because the tracer John Hudson froze, a look of panic on his face.

“What’s his problem?” Katherine whispered. She turned to gaze in the same direction as the tracer. “Oh. Oh, no….”

Jonah looked too. At first he thought that the land around them wasn’t as flat as he’d first thought. There was a small, dark hill right in front of them.

Then the “hill” moved.

It wasn’t a hill.

It was a bear.
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“Run!” Katherine shrieked.

“Er—is a bear one of those animals you should run away from? Or one where you should freeze and not show fear?” Jonah asked. He forgot he was supposed to be hunting. His mind blanked. His knees locked. He might have to freeze just because he couldn’t get his body to do anything else.

“But it’s running toward us!” Katherine screamed.

She grabbed Jonah’s arm and pulled him along, and Jonah discovered he was capable of running after all. John Hudson’s tracer turned and ran as well, and Jonah felt closer to John Hudson than ever. John Hudson had to be thinking exactly what Jonah was: I’m going to die, I’m going to die, I’m going to die …

The bear growled then, a sound that seemed to shake the earth. Or maybe it was the bear’s paws hitting the ground that caused tremors.

Jonah’s vision went splotchy. He was running so hard that his head was jarring up and down; his gaze was bobbing all over the place. But he could see a dark blob ahead of them.

“That’s a cub!” Jonah screamed. “You—never—get—between—a—bear—and—its—cub!”

Jonah, Katherine, and John Hudson’s tracer all veered away from the cub at the same time. But the tracer was thinking one step ahead of Jonah: He had his rusty knife low in his hand, the blade ready.

“Knife!” Katherine screamed at Jonah. “Get out your knife!”

It’s got a three-inch handle! Jonah wanted to scream back at her. I couldn’t survive getting three inches away from those claws!

There wasn’t enough air in his lungs to say anything. But Jonah imitated the way the tracer was holding the knife.

Guess I’ve still got some hope left, Jonah thought.

He gulped in a quick breath and dared to throw a glance over his shoulder. The bear was even closer than Jonah thought. It reared up on its hind legs and roared again.

“You go that way!” Jonah yelled at Katherine. He pointed away from the cub. “I—I’ll stay and fight!”

“We fight together!” Katherine yelled back at him.

“We’ve only got one knife!”

Screaming at Katherine gave him enough courage to act. He shoved Katherine out of the way and slashed the knife blindly at the bear. Without thinking about it, he mimicked the tracer’s motion. Jonah’s knife and the tracer’s knife cut into the exact same spot on the bear’s gut.

And both knives stuck there, swallowed up in the fur.

The bear roared louder and slashed a front paw toward Jonah. Jonah didn’t have time to react. The paw came closer and closer and closer …

And then the bear whirled to the side, because Katherine was kicking its left leg.

“Divide and conquer!” Katherine screamed. “You hit the other side!”

Jonah saw something falling toward him, but it was only the tracer bear, attacking the tracer John Hudson. Jonah didn’t have time to worry about the fate of tracers when his real sister was in danger. Jonah took a step closer to the bear and reached for the knife.

I can twist it, Jonah thought. Twist the knife, distract the bear, save Katherine …

Jonah couldn’t find the knife. He settled for punching the bear’s gut.

Oh—there’s the knife!

His punch landed directly on the handle, driving the blade deeper into the bear’s fur. The bear howled and swiped both front paws toward Jonah.

No hope now, Jonah thought. No hope, no hope.

Everything went black.
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Jonah woke up.

This surprised him. His mind still held the image of the two huge bear paws swinging toward him—people didn’t wake up after being hit by something like that. Or, if they did, they were in excruciating pain, gushing blood, on the verge of death.

Jonah felt fine. Just a little groggy. And he couldn’t see anything, but that might have been because he was lying in the dark.

“Is this heaven?” a voice whispered beside him. Katherine’s voice.

Someone laughed.

“You two didn’t die. You think I’d let that happen to you? After everything you’ve done for me? With everything you’ve still got left to do in the future?”

Jonah couldn’t quite identify the voice. It was too distorted, too far away. Or maybe it was close by and normal, but Jonah wasn’t hearing it right. In fact, his ears seemed as messed up as they always did when he had …

Timesickness.

“Out of time,” he murmured. “You pulled us out.” Jonah had trouble pronouncing the words, which confirmed it. “But … where are we now?”

“Some kind of time hollow, I think,” Katherine whispered beside him. Once again she seemed to be recovering faster than Jonah.

“It would be delightful to just watch the two of you figure everything out, but time is of the essence,” the voice said. “We need to move this along.”

“That’s Second talking,” Jonah said. Disappointment seeped through him—he’d wanted it to be JB. He’d wanted JB to be there, assuring them that they’d done everything right, everything was over, everyone was safe.

“But Second’s not here, is he?” Katherine asked. Jonah could see just well enough to tell that she was peering around and reaching out into the darkness. “He’s just talking to us through …”

“The Elucidator,” Jonah said.

He pulled the Elucidator out of his cloak, and it instantly began to glow, showing that it had transformed from its 1600s candleholder shape to something more like a cell phone.

“You deserve a reward for your deductions,” Second’s voice came out of the Elucidator. “So—let there be light.”

The Elucidator grew brighter, illuminating an empty, windowless, sterile, safe room.

No bear was charging at them. No danger lay in this space at all.

It didn’t matter. Jonah kept seeing the bear’s paws swiping toward him. He kept feeling echoes of the terror he’d felt just a moment ago—his heart pounded as if his brain were still screaming at him, I’m going to die, I’m going to die, I’m going to die …

Jonah began shaking the Elucidator.

“Why’d you let that go on so long?” he demanded. “Why didn’t you pull us out sooner? You could have done it as soon as I was out of sight of all the men from the shallop. Or even before that—when time split, or whatever that was. Katherine and I could have died!”

“Calm down—stop that! You’ll break the Elucidator!” Second cried. “I had to wait until you punched the knife—the knife had to go in as deep as the tracer’s knife, so the bear would bleed enough that Hudson’s men could follow the trail of blood. When they saw the knife, they figured out that the bear had killed John Hudson. And the bear was weak enough from its wound that they could kill it. The meat kept them alive and gave them something to trade with the natives, when they met them….”

Second said all that in an offhand way, as if the bear dying and John Hudson dying and the other men living were all just facts from the past, requirements of time—no more interesting or important than i’s that had to be dotted and t’s that had to be crossed. And now it was over and done, and that was all Second cared about.

But Jonah had felt the bear’s hot breath on his face. He’d felt awe along with his terror, seeing the massive bear rear up on its hind legs.

My puny knife helped kill that? he marveled.

And Jonah had spent practically an entire day living John Hudson’s life. He’d taken the scorn aimed at John Hudson: the one mutineer bragging about giving the “pup” what he deserved; the other mutineer jibing that the shallop needed a ship’s boy; John King slamming the top of the stocks down on Jonah’s neck.

And Jonah had gotten the care and concern John Hudson had earned. He’d heard Staffe tell him, The wrong Hudson is captain of this ship. He’d seen practically the entire shipload of sailors avert their eyes when Jonah was trapped in the stocks.

And Jonah had been in the shallop with everyone else, just as much in fear for his life as any of them.

“Who died?” Jonah asked. “Who lived? Who did I save, punching that knife?”

“Well, they all died eventually,” Second said. “That’s how it works. People live, they die, time goes on….”

“You know what he means!” Katherine interrupted.

“Philip Staffe survived,” Second said. “He married a native woman, had children … as far as I could tell by watching, he had a happy life.”

I helped save Staffe’s life, Jonah thought. My few moments of terror—okay, they were worth it for Staffe’s life.

“And the others?” Katherine asked.

“Not such happy endings,” Second said. “Hudson pretty much went mad with grief when his son died. John King died of a mysterious fever. Wydowse only lived another month.”

“That’s a month more than you would have given him!” Jonah protested.

“As I was saying before,” Second said in a steely voice. “We really do need to move this along.”

“Why?” Katherine asked. “We’re in a safe place. Time doesn’t move in a time hollow. We could ask you questions all day.”

“No,” Second said. “Not this time. Not in this hollow.”

Jonah felt a shiver of foreboding crawl down his spine.

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“We’re almost out of time,” Second said. “Because in a few minutes JB’s going to show up.”

“He’s safe?” Jonah cried. “Then—so are Brendan and Antonio and—and Andrea! Andrea! You’re keeping your deal! You’re letting them out of 1600!”

“It’s not time to call in the deal yet,” Second said, in such a solemn voice that Jonah stopped exulting instantly. “This isn’t going to be JB after he’s rescued from 1600. This is JB before. On his way into danger to rescue you.”


[image: Images]

Jonah’s brain short-circuited. It wasn’t enough that he’d had to deal with a bear, a mutiny, ice floes, a clubbing, and life-and-death impersonation. Now he was supposed to figure out Second’s scrambled sense of time, too?

“JB’s coming from before his trip to 1600, but we’re after it,” Katherine said slowly. “So …”

“So technically this type of interaction is completely prohibited, because the time police are always convinced that time travelers meeting from opposites sides of a visit would cause serious paradoxes,” Second said. “But they think everything could cause paradoxes, and this is actually going to finish healing time. All you have to do is tell him to go to Croatoan Island on August 3, 1600. And hand him the Elucidator. Don’t tell him anything else.”

“No,” Jonah said.

Katherine looked at her brother.

“I’m with Jonah,” she said. “No.”

“No, what?” Second said, and now his voice carried a note of frustration. “No, you won’t give him the Elucidator? No, you won’t tell him to go to Croatoan Island?”

“Oh, we’ll do that,” Jonah said. “But we’ll tell him other stuff too.”

“Everything,” Katherine said.

Jonah grinned at her, and nodded.

“What?” Second cried. “Don’t you understand the danger of paradoxes?”

“We understand that you have been using us,” Jonah said. His voice grew more confident with each word. “We understand that we’re just puppets to you. Just like Hudson’s men were puppets to him, until they rose up and told him different.”

“And we’re not going to do that to JB,” Katherine said, finishing for Jonah. “We’re not going to send him into the dangers of 1600 without warning him first.”

“But—but—this is preposterous!” Second sputtered. “You’re children! You don’t know what you’re doing! You could make time collapse after all! This—this voids our deal!”

“All you said was that we had to help you in 1611!” Jonah said. “You didn’t say we had to be your slaves forever! You didn’t say we had to obey your every command! You—”

And then Jonah stopped talking, because the air before them was shimmering. A moment later, JB appeared.

Jonah had seen JB in numerous stressful situations in the past—er, would it be in the future?—but JB had always exuded a certain confidence and certainty. Part of it was that he was really good-looking. Even before they knew who he was, Katherine had taken one look at JB’s dark hair and dark eyes and handsome features and begun calling him “cute janitor boy.”

JB didn’t look so handsome now. Or confident or certain. He had dark circles under his eyes; his mouth was drawn into an anxious frown; his hair was so messed up that it looked as if it’d been days since he’d washed or combed it.

Had he looked this bad when they saw him arriving in 1600? Or had Jonah and Katherine been too stressed out to notice?

“JB?” Katherine said hesitantly, as if she didn’t quite recognize him in such an unkempt state.

JB squinted at her. Jonah had gotten so used to Katherine being nearly invisible that he’d stopped thinking about it. But JB acted as if he couldn’t trust anyone who looked so much like crystal.

“Katherine?” JB asked. “Is that really you? Or just another one of Second’s tricks? I’ve followed so many of his blind alleys, but this time, coming to this time hollow, I thought—I hoped that—”

“Of course it’s us!” Jonah said.

JB’s squint deepened as he turned to Jonah.

“Who are you?” JB asked.

Jonah had forgotten that he was still disguised as John Hudson—probably looking worse than ever after his day in the stocks, his repeated time in the shallop, and his encounter with the bear.

Jonah tugged at his mask, but he couldn’t get it to budge.

“I’m Jonah!” he protested, but of course his voice came out sounding all wrong. In the past day Jonah had almost stopped noticing how different his John Hudson voice was from his usual voice, but now the weirdness came back to him.

He wasn’t surprised that JB backed away from him.

“Nice try, Second,” JB muttered. “But unless these holograms—are they holograms?—unless one of you can tell me where to find the real Jonah and Katherine and Andrea, I’m out of here.”

“We—,” Katherine began.

Quickly Jonah clapped his hand over his sister’s mouth.

“Don’t tell yet!” he commanded.

Katherine blinked at him.

“I was just going to say that we are the real Jonah and Katherine,” she muttered, her words muffled by Jonah’s hand.

“I’m in a hurry, kids,” JB said. “I don’t have time for this.”

“Yes, you do,” Jonah said. He tried to think of something he could tell JB that would make it clear who they were. But before he went rogue, Second had been JB’s trusted projectionist; if he had created holograms or some other fake version of Jonah and Katherine, he could give them any secret knowledge he wanted.

This was awful. Jonah was going to have to resort to the same kind of tactics Second used.

“You have to listen to us,” Jonah said. “Because we have information you need. And we’re not going to give it to you until you listen to our whole story.”


[image: Images]

It felt as if it took hours to tell everything, even in the time hollow, where time didn’t move. Maybe things would have gone better if Jonah had let Katherine tell the whole story by herself, or if Katherine had let Jonah tell it all. But neither of them could resist constantly interrupting—“No, the book I found on Hudson’s ship with Andrea’s picture in it wasn’t New Visions of the New World; it was New Views of the New World.” “You know, I was freezing the whole time I was in 1611. If this is pretty much a do-over, is there any way you could get me a coat this time around?” “I had to crash into Henry Hudson’s room when I thought the sailors had found Katherine! What else could I have done?” “Wait—isn’t this kind of like proof? Look at these papers that I took from Wydowse’s desk!”

Jonah expected Second to chip in too, with his version of events. Or perhaps with the information that JB truly wanted.

But the Elucidator stayed silent.

Finally Jonah and Katherine were done.

“So, do you believe us?” Katherine asked.

JB frowned.

“I don’t want to,” he said. “But …” He leafed through Wydowse’s papers for the third or fourth time, as if he hoped the words on them would change. He sighed. “Let me see that Elucidator.”

Jonah handed it over. JB pressed a few buttons, then held it up to his ear. Then he lifted his own Elucidator to his mouth.

“We didn’t know what we were doing,” he said in a tense voice, into the Elucidator. He hit something on the Elucidator, then spoke again. “Jonah? Katherine? We tried. We really tried. …” Another pause. More button-pushing. “Who else would it be?” Pause again. “Second was talking to you again? Oh, no….”

Katherine gasped.

“That’s all the stuff you said to us when we first got to 1611!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing? Are you recording that?”

JB lowered the Elucidator and peered over at her and Jonah.

“If everything you just told me is true, I’m not really going to be able to talk to you from 1600,” JB said.

“What?” Jonah asked. “Then—that’s all fake, too? Another setup? None of it’s true?”

JB looked at the screen of the Elucidator Jonah had been carrying.

“Oh, by the time you hear it in 1611, it will be true all right,” JB said. “Just not the whole truth.” He read something from the screen. “‘I see that we made even more mistakes than I thought’—oh, yes, absolutely. Truer words have never been spoken.”

“But—when we’re in 1611, we’re going to believe that you’re talking to us from 1600,” Katherine protested. “We’re going to believe that you’re all right.”

“And that Andrea’s all right,” Jonah added. “And Brendan and Antonio.”

“Well, none of us can survive unless you believe that we have,” JB said. “Everything collapses unless you have faith enough to keep going, to get here, so you can tell me how to save you in 1600, and begin the cycle all over again.” He flashed them a pained grin. “It’s kind of a conundrum, isn’t it?”

Jonah’s head ached trying to straighten it all out. He watched in silence as JB finished recording the comments that Jonah had already heard him make. Then JB pressed the two Elucidators together.

“This will transfer the alarm and siren sound effects,” JB muttered. “And all of Second’s recorded comments.”

“You’re doing that on purpose? You’re letting Second have all the control?” Jonah asked incredulously.

“I am working within the trap that Second set for us all,” JB said. “When you’re in a cage and someone hands you a key, you take it.”

He stood up and handed Jonah one of the Elucidators.

“Don’t go,” Katherine said. “Or—take us with you. Or—”

It didn’t seem as if she could settle on the right solution.

JB grimaced.

“We all know what I have to do now,” he said. “I just hope there aren’t any hidden traps I don’t know about.” He hesitated. “Are you sure when you were traveling from 1600 to 1611, you were leapfrogging back and forth with the ripple of changes Second unleashed?”

“That’s not something we could forget,” Jonah said sarcastically. Crossing the ripple again and again had been like riding an amusement-park ride designed by a madman.

“But we got to 1611 before the ripple,” Katherine added. “We landed, and then the book with the picture of Andrea fell on Jonah’s face.”

JB nodded grimly.

“Then Second calibrated all of this very, very closely. We have to play it his way,” he said.

He began typing coordinates into his Elucidator. Katherine took a step toward him, and for a minute Jonah was afraid that she was going to grab JB and refuse to let go.

Instead she pulled a lock of his hair down onto his forehead.

“What?” she said, when Jonah—and JB—stared at her in confusion. “That was something I noticed when you arrived in 1600—the way your hair looked.”

Jonah and JB both rolled their eyes.

“But what should we do now?” Jonah asked, and he was ashamed that his voice cracked.

“Do a search for ‘costume removal’ on your Elucidator,” JB said. “I’ve programmed it to be easy for you to use. Follow the directions exactly. And then … then, if I don’t come back, type in your home phone number and hit enter. That should take you somewhere safe.”

“Should?” Katherine echoed forlornly.

“When we’ve opened up even the past for revision, what certainty can anyone offer about the future?” JB asked.

“But—,” Jonah began.

JB was already gone.


[image: Images]

Like a fool Jonah dashed to the spot where JB had been standing. Jonah even swiped his hands at the empty air a few times before he could convince himself it was useless. He expected Katherine to laugh at him—until he realized Katherine was doing the same thing.

“Ahem,” Jonah said, clearing his throat and dropping his hands to his side. “Just … getting a little exercise …”

“Right,” Katherine said, shaking her head.

She lowered her hands as well.

And then they both stood there, helpless.

“Um, costume removal?” Katherine said.

“Sure,” Jonah agreed.

He didn’t want to look and sound like John Hudson a second longer. But he found himself moving slowly as he lifted the Elucidator to look at the screen.

What if we finish with that really quickly and then we have nothing to distract us and JB still isn’t back? How long would we wait before we’d give up? Jonah wondered.

Fortunately, getting rid of the John Hudson costume appeared to be a complicated process. First, they had to figure out how to do a search on the Elucidator—the problem was that it was about a million times more advanced than an iPhone. You barely had to think about typing or swiping at the screen and the Elucidator was already obeying. But that meant that Jonah and Katherine kept giving it conflicting commands.

“Here it is—how to remove a historical costume you no longer need,” Katherine finally said. “You just …”

“Wait—if I get rid of the costume, what will that leave me to wear?” Jonah asked. “Do I get my old clothes back, or what?”

Katherine wrinkled up her nose. “Oh, right, let’s make sure you’re not going to be sitting here in your underwear,” she muttered.

Jonah decided not to tell her that his 1611 costume didn’t include underwear.

The two of them had to read tons of fine print, but eventually they found the proper commands to type in. Instantly Jonah was back in the T-shirt and jeans he’d worn first to 1600, and then to 1611. The T-shirt still had sweat stains from his time on Roanoke and Croatoan islands; the jeans were stiff with a crust of sand from the knees on down.

“Do I look normal now?” Jonah asked his sister.

“What do you mean? You’ve never looked normal,” she answered.

But her eyes shone.

It was only a second later that both of them began looking around, waiting for JB to reappear. The costume change had been a good distraction, but it hadn’t lasted long enough.

“Second, can’t you tell us if JB is coming back?” Jonah asked the Elucidator.

The Elucidator was silent.

“Jonah, I don’t think he was ever really talking to us here,” Katherine said. “I think everything he said over the Elucidator was prerecorded, too.”

“But—he answered our other questions! How did he know what we were going to ask?” Jonah asked.

“Voice-activated prompts,” Katherine said. “Like on a phone. ‘For store hours, press or say, one. For store directions, press or say, two,’” she imitated in a robotic voice.

“For assurance that you didn’t die, mention the word ‘heaven,’” Jonah said bitterly. “And if you ask anything I don’t really want to answer, I’ll just tell you, ‘We need to move this along.’ Ergh! You’re right! Remember, he did the same kind of thing before? When we were traveling to 1611?”

He shook the Elucidator in frustration. Katherine must have thought he was actually so upset he might throw it, because she grabbed his arm.

“Jonah! That could be our only way out of here!” she complained, jerking on his elbow.

“No, no, I’m certain JB will be back in an instant, and we can get out of here with his Elucidator,” Jonah said sarcastically.

Katherine stopped pulling on Jonah’s arm. She let go completely.

“Oh, no. Oh, no,” she said, practically hyperventilating.

“What’s wrong?” Jonah asked.

“That’s why JB hasn’t come back yet,” Katherine said.

“Huh?”

Katherine leaned forward, her hands on her knees. She seemed to be trying to catch her breath. She turned her head to look at Jonah.

“Because we have his Elucidator,” she said. “Remember? He gave it to us when we left 1600.”


[image: Images]

Just once Jonah wanted to figure out something about time before Katherine did.

Or, right now, he’d settle for proving her wrong.

“No! That can’t be right!” he protested. “It’s—JB was talking to us on this Elucidator when we were traveling from 1600 to 1611. That has to mean he had a second Elucidator with him!”

“That could have been another prerecorded message,” Katherine argued. “Second could have even created it, faking JB’s voice.”

Jonah couldn’t deny it. If Jonah could sound like John Hudson, Second could undoubtedly make an Elucidator sound like JB.

“But we told JB everything we heard him say, and he didn’t object to any of it, so those weren’t lies,” Jonah began, trying to puzzle everything out. Then he realized that that wasn’t the important issue right now. “Anyhow, Andrea had an Elucidator with her too. They could all use that one to escape. Remember? The one she got from Second?”

“You’d trust an Elucidator that came from Second?” Katherine asked, making a face. “He probably set it to malfunction too. If any of them had a working Elucidator, don’t you think JB would be back by now?”

She had a point. But he could kind of see where she was going with this, and he didn’t like it.

Then he thought of something he liked even less.

I’ve changed my mind, he thought. I don’t want to figure out anything about time ahead of Katherine. I don’t want to figure out anything. I just want to hide out here in this time hollow, bury my head in the sand …

“What’s wrong?” Katherine said. “You look really pale. Did you hit the ‘turn invisible’ button on the Elucidator?”

“I’m thinking,” Jonah said.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything,” Katherine said. But Jonah could tell that her heart wasn’t in the insult. She didn’t add to it, the way she normally would. She just fell silent, and waited.

“We both think this Elucidator is the same one JB had in here a few minutes ago, right?” Jonah asked, holding up the Elucidator.

Katherine nodded.

“Sure,” she said. “We just saw him load it up with all the things he said to us when we got to 1611. Of course it’s the same.”

“Then … this one object was here twice—in my hand and in JB’s,” Jonah said slowly. “We know that, under the usual rules of time, there can’t be two versions of the same person in the same time. So wouldn’t that same rule apply to objects?”

“Oh, but the rules can change,” Katherine said. “When …”

“Time’s unraveling,” Jonah finished.

Katherine’s eyes got big.

“Then we didn’t fix everything, when we went back to the shallop,” she said. “Time’s still falling apart.”

“Maybe my theory’s wrong,” Jonah admitted. “Maybe there are rules we don’t know about, for normal time. Maybe all bets are off in a time hollow. Maybe objects can duplicate all they want.”

Katherine was shaking her head.

“No, you’ve got to be right about all this,” she said. She put her hands up to her face. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

Jonah bit his lip.

“Everything still depends on us,” he said. “If there’s even a chance that we’re the only ones with an Elucidator, we’ve got to help. We’ve got to go rescue JB and the others.”
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Jonah was a “rip Band-Aids off as quick as possible” kind of kid. If he had to do anything that required even the slightest hint of bravery, he wanted to do it immediately, before he had time to think.

So what they did next practically killed him:

Research.

“Come on! Let’s just go!” he begged Katherine.

“Go where?” she asked him, looking up from the Elucidator she’d grabbed from Jonah’s hand. “For once let’s do this intelligently. Let’s make some plans.” She seemed to be scrolling through screen after screen after screen of information. She sighed. “I’m getting sick of typing. Can we try voice commands?” she asked it. “Where’s JB right now?”

A single word glowed on the screen: WHEN? Then that was replaced with WHICH ‘RIGHT NOW’ ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?

Katherine sighed again.

“Oh, right,” she said. “I should have remembered.”

They weren’t in time, so there was no such thing as “right now.”

“Let’s just follow JB back to 1600,” Jonah said. “Like, a minute or two after he sent us away?”

THAT’S DAMAGED TIME, the Elucidator flashed at him. NO TIME TRAVELERS ALLOWED IN OR OUT.

“Wait a minute,” Katherine said. “Brendan and Antonio and Andrea got back into that time.”

WHAT DO YOU THINK DAMAGED IT? the Elucidator asked.

Jonah shivered.

“Then take us to JB in the first moment we’re allowed in!” he insisted.

OK, flashed on the computer screen.

Jonah immediately began feeling dizzy. “Jonah! It’s obeying you!” Katherine shrieked. “Wait! Stop! We haven’t planned anything yet! We don’t know where we’re going! We—”

The screen flashed: TOO LATE. CAN’T STOP.

And then Jonah and Katherine were zipping back through time.
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“Don’t you ever pay attention to any of those guidance assemblies at school?” Katherine demanded as they floated through the darkness of Outer Time.

“Huh?” Jonah said.

“You know, when they talk about impulse control, about how you shouldn’t just do or say anything you feel like, anytime you feel like doing or saying it?” Katherine said. “How that’s what growing up is all about?”

“Honestly?” Jonah said. “No.”

He wished Katherine would shut up, so maybe they could ask the Elucidator where they were going, and what they would face when they arrived. Maybe they could tell the Elucidator to make him invisible too.

But how could he suggest that without admitting that they should have done all that already?

He was still debating this when suddenly everything sped up. Lights zoomed at them. Jonah felt as if his body were being torn apart; gravity and time and all the other forces of the universe seemed to be tugging him in opposite directions.

And then everything stopped. They’d landed.

“Hot,” Katherine moaned. “Too hot.”

Probably … new symptom of timesickness, Jonah thought irritably. He was more annoyed than ever with the creaky way his timesick brain worked. Come on. … Come on. … Function!

He tried to stretch his fingers out, feeling for the Elucidator, but his fingers weren’t working any better than his brain.

Oh, right. Katherine was holding the Elucidator, not me. And I know Katherine’s timesick too, because she said she was hot….

Dimly Jonah remembered that they’d been cold landing on Hudson’s ship, and that that hadn’t been a time-sickness symptom. It really had been cold and icy.

So maybe the heat was real too?

Duh. The last we knew of JB, it was August 1600, and he was in what’s going to be North Carolina. It’d make sense that we’re hot, if this is still North Carolina in August. Or August again.

Jonah’s brain got hung up for a ridiculously long time on the notion that this could be a different August from 1600, and they could still be near JB. JB and Andrea and Brendan and Antonio might have lived through all of 1600 and all of 1601 and all of 1602 and …

Does it really get this hot in North Carolina in the summertime? Jonah wondered. This feels more like, I don’t know … fire?

Jonah’s faulty brain spun a bit of poetry at him that his seventh-grade English teacher liked to quote whenever the heat or air conditioning in her classroom malfunctioned, as it often did: “Some say the world will end in fire, / Some say in ice …”

She’d always laughed about it, but Jonah didn’t see the world ending as a joking matter anymore.

It felt like the world could have ended in ice on Hudson’s ship, Jonah thought. And now, and now …

He realized that he’d been keeping his eyes closed, because his eyelids felt so hot and baked and uncomfortable. Like he really was lying right beside a crackling fire. Maybe he should open them and see if that might be true? And then maybe try to roll away?

He got his swollen eyelids open a crack. He did indeed seem to be staring into flames. He opened his eyes a little wider.

He saw more flames.

He opened his eyes all the way, and still he could see nothing but fire. He was staring into a huge wall of flames.

Advancing right toward him and Katherine.
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“Fire!” Jonah screamed. “Fire!”

“Shh,” Katherine whispered beside him. “Not supposed … to disturb time. Not change …”

The firelight glowed through her—she was still mostly invisible.

“Can you run?” Jonah shouted at her.

“Run?” she murmured. “Can’t … even … move … yet.”

Jonah grabbed the Elucidator from her hand.

“Send Katherine back to the time hollow!” he yelled into it.

Katherine vanished.

Jonah sat there panting for a moment, trying to draw oxygen from the baked air into his lungs.

Impulse control, he thought. Right. Duh. Why didn’t I think before I started yelling at the Elucidator? Why didn’t I send myself back with Katherine?

It seemed as if there had been some reason he hadn’t wanted to, some reason he shouldn’t ask to be zapped directly back to safety right now.

He’d just forgotten what it was.

He looked around, trying to focus his eyes on something besides the flames lapping toward him. Dark black lines stood out in the flames—trees, Jonah realized. That’s a forest fire I’m watching.

What was he doing in a forest fire? They’d been on a beach the last time he’d seen …

JB, Jonah remembered. I can’t leave until I rescue JB.

He turned his head the other way and saw JB lying on the ground. It was a struggle, but Jonah managed to half crawl, half stumble toward JB. He grabbed the man’s shoulders and shook them hard.

“JB! Wake up!” he shouted. “We’ve got to get out of here! Where’s everyone else? Brendan and Antonio and … and Andrea …”

JB didn’t move. He seemed to be struggling to breathe.

Is this what happens when someone passes out from smoke inhalation? Jonah wondered.

His brain wasn’t working well enough to figure it out. Except—shouldn’t JB get out of the smoke?

“Send JB back with Katherine!” Jonah yelled into the Elucidator.

JB vanished too.

Something crashed down from above, landing in the exact spot where JB’s face had been only a moment earlier. Whatever it was, it was on fire.

Roof, Jonah thought. Roof falling in.

He realized that he was in a hut—or the remains of a hut. One side of it had already been eaten away by flames.

Jonah had to get out. But—

“JB, were you alone in here?” he shouted.

He started groping around on the ground, wincing because he kept touching sparks. Then he noticed a new message glowing on the Elucidator screen: HE WAS ALONE.

“Great! Now you tell me!” Jonah mumbled, staggering out the door.

He found himself in the center of a cluster of huts—a familiar-looking place, because he’d seen Native American villages like this on his last trip to 1600. Only he hadn’t seen any of those villages bursting into flame.

“Where are Andrea and Brendan and Antonio?” he yelled at the Elucidator.

IN OTHER HUTS, shone on the Elucidator screen.

“Thanks a lot!” he yelled. “Can’t you be more specific?”

Then he got distracted, because a man ran past him carrying a huge carved figure.

“Hey!” Jonah yelled at him. “Why don’t you save the people before the artwork?”

For just an instant the man and the carving were silhouetted against the flames.

Then they both vanished.

Artwork, Jonah thought. Brendan and Antonio are artists …

He remembered what JB had told his friends Brendan and Antonio about their lives in original time in the early 1600s. A fire had swept through their village, killing them and destroying all their art. But when time travelers discovered the brilliance of their work, some people from the future had illegally come back to steal the art right before it burned.

The running man had to be one of those time travelers.

So this must be the fire that’s going to kill them.

“No! I won’t let it!” Jonah screamed.

He ran to the door of the next hut.

“Brendan? Antonio? Andrea?” he called.

Small children stirred on the floor of the hut and looked up at him drowsily. Their eyes widened when they saw the glow of the flames behind him.

“Run!” they cried out. “Mama! Papa! Wake up! We have to run!”

The fear in their voices was so strong that Jonah thought he would have understood even without any translation help.

“Yeah—run!” he said. “Great idea!”

He looked back at the flames, which were even closer now. They stretched from horizon to horizon, eating up everything in their path.

Small children couldn’t outrun that. Nobody could.

Jonah made a snap decision.

“Send everyone from this hut into the time hollow with JB and Katherine!” he yelled at the Elucidator.

Instantly the hut was empty.

He ran to the next hut and yelled the same thing. And the next one. And the next one. And the next one.

Jonah didn’t count the huts he ran to. He didn’t count the people he saved. He didn’t even really look at any of them. He just zigzagged back and forth, hut to hut to hut, yelling the same phrase into the Elucidator again and again and again. By the second-to-last hut, he could barely squeeze out the words from his dry, scratchy throat. He could barely see through the smoke. Flames licked at his heels.

One more, he told himself, forcing himself onward. Just one more.

He fell to his hands and knees. His elbows collapsed under him, and then he could do nothing but squirm forward through the dirt.

But it’s better down here, he told himself. Less smoke.

He rolled over, just enough to get his head into the last hut. He squinted. Was anybody in here? Was that an old man cowering in the corner? Was a boy patting the old man’s arm?

They might have been figments of Jonah’s imagination, illusions formed in the smoke. But he croaked out anyway, “Send everyone from this hut back to the time hollow.”

He paused. Was he forgetting something? He just wanted to sleep—to shut his eyes against the smoke that stung them, close his mouth and nose to the burning air, drop into some oblivion where the flames climbing the walls wouldn’t matter. But Katherine always got so mad at him for forgetting things, for failing to think ahead. Was there something else he needed to do before he slept?

“Oh … yeah,” he said painfully, each word causing a new ache. “Send … me … too.”
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Jonah woke to cheering.

“It’s the boy who saved us!”

“He lives too!”

“Jonah!”

Then he heard Katherine say sarcastically, “And I thought you looked bad in the John Hudson costume. Have you been rolling in mud—or ashes?”

She threw her arms around his shoulders. Someone had turned her completely visible once again, but for a minute Jonah couldn’t tell if she was going to hug him or beat him up.

“You idiot! I thought you were dead! All these other people kept showing up, but not you.” She choked on a half sob. “Why didn’t you let me stay and help?”

“You were practically comatose!” Jonah protested.

“I wouldn’t have been, if you’d given me an extra minute to recover from the timesickness,” Katherine said.

“We didn’t have an extra minute,” Jonah said.

Katherine’s grip on his shoulders turned into a real hug. She seemed to have forgotten about the mud and the ash.

“You really scared me,” she whispered.

“Can I talk to him?” another voice said softly behind Katherine.

It was Andrea.

Katherine pulled back, letting Jonah see past her. At least he should have been able to. He sat up and blinked hard, trying to get his eyes to work right. Now he could see a crowd of dark-haired people—all the Native Americans from the village. And he could see blank walls beyond them, so he knew they really were back in the bland, featureless time-hollow room. But it took a moment before his eyes would focus nearer in, on Andrea.

That was Andrea, wasn’t it? She still had those striking gray eyes and that long brown hair that shimmered in the light. And she was wearing a deerskin dress, just like the last time he’d seen her. But she didn’t quite look like herself. It wasn’t just that she’d lost the sadness that had always haunted her face before. She also looked … older.

“Jonah, thank you,” she said, bending down beside him with a quiet dignity that made her seem even more mature. “Thank you for risking your life to save mine. Again.”

Was now a good time for Jonah to say, Andrea, I thought of you the whole time I was in 1611. You had to have known I’d come back for you. I missed you so much?

No, it wasn’t the right time. Andrea was still talking.

“And most of all, thank you for saving my grandfather,” Andrea finished.

Jonah blinked hard, and realized that an old man with a neatly trimmed white beard was behind her.

“Your—grandfather? I did?” Jonah blurted. “But I thought he was already dead! I saw a drawing of the funeral!”

Andrea drew back.

“What?” she gasped.

“Jonah, that was in the other time,” Katherine said warningly beside him.

“What’s that young man saying?” Andrea’s grandfather asked. “And I’d still like to know how he magicked all of us here. I know science and philosophy can provide rational explanations for everything, but—”

“Jonah, we’ll talk later,” Andrea said, standing up again and leading her grandfather to the side. “Grandfather, perhaps this is another one of those moments you should think of as a dream. Something to inspire your art, perhaps….”

“We honor you,” a deeper voice rumbled from behind Andrea.

“Yeah, dude, thanks,” an equally deep voice added.

Jonah blinked and squinted all over again. His eyesight was clearing up, but he still didn’t quite trust it. The boys who had spoken were so tall—he should probably be thinking of them as men. But how could that be possible?

“Whoa,” Katherine said beside him, catching her breath. “Brendan, is that you? And—Antonio?”

“No—it’s One Who Survives Much and Walks With Pride,” Antonio corrected.

“It’s been a long time since anyone has called us those other names,” Brendan said apologetically. “We almost forgot them.”

Jonah was still blinking and trying to see the Brendan and Antonio he’d known in the giants who stood before him. They were teenage boys—it was possible for them to have grown a lot in a short time, wasn’t it? Didn’t Jonah’s own dad always brag about how he’d grown three inches the summer he was fifteen?

Brendan and Antonio looked as if they were each more than a foot taller.

“I know this is a lot to ask, but … you didn’t happen to save any of our artwork, did you?” Brendan asked.

“I didn’t, but I saw someone else taking some big carving away,” Jonah said.

Brendan and Antonio high-fived each other. It was a very high high-five.

“Then I honor art-stealing, law-breaking time travelers too!” Antonio crowed. “As long as our work survives!”

A strange look came over his face.

“JB, the plain walls in this room are killing me,” he said, calling back over his shoulder. “And I’ve got some ideas. Okay if I do something about them?”

“The walls are the least of my worries right now,” JB’s voice came from the midst of a crowd of Native Americans. “Be my guest.”

Jonah was relieved to see that JB was alive—and conscious.

“Mind if I borrow your shoes?” Antonio asked Jonah.

“My—shoes?” Jonah asked.

“Sure. I’ll give them back in a few minutes,” Antonio said.

Jonah kicked them off and watched as Antonio carried them to the wall and began pressing the soles against it. Ashy copies of the Nike imprint from the bottom of Jonah’s shoes transferred to the blank wall. Brendan produced a charred stick from somewhere and began drawing a path alongside the shoe prints.

Both of them seemed to have forgotten about Jonah and Katherine.

“Well, they’re happy,” Katherine muttered. “But—how old do you think they are?”

Jonah shrugged.

“Chip and Alex aged two years when we were apart from them back in the 1400s,” he said. “But then they went back to normal when we went home. So does it really matter?”

“I guess not,” Katherine said. But she didn’t look particularly comforted.

A sheepdog wormed its way out of the crowd and rubbed against Jonah’s leg.

“Dare made it out too!” Katherine rejoiced.

“Guess the Elucidator counted him as part of ‘everybody’ in whatever hut he was in,” Jonah muttered. He patted Dare’s head, but couldn’t quite focus. Was there something else Jonah should be paying attention to?

He looked back at JB, who was surrounded by dozens of puzzled-looking Native Americans. They all seemed to be talking at once. JB was nodding and saying, “Um-hm, um-hm,” even as he expertly swiped his fingers again and again across the screen of an Elucidator—the Elucidator Jonah himself had been holding when he came into the time hollow.

Puzzled natives. JB. Elucidator.

Jonah struggled to get up, and then to dive toward JB and the Elucidator.

“JB, no!” Jonah screamed. “Don’t just send them right back into the fire!”

JB looked up from the Elucidator.

“You think I would do that?” he asked in an offended voice.

“Because time—we changed it—you like things to be authentic—” Jonah couldn’t get the words out.

“Jonah, these people have been my friends and neighbors for the past five years,” JB said. “They took me in. They kept me alive. They’re—they’re blood.”

One of the natives said something in Algonquin, and JB translated his own words. The native nodded vehemently, evidently agreeing about the whole “blood” relationship.

Jonah just gaped at them.

“Did you say … five years?” Katherine asked faintly. “You … and Brendan … and Antonio … and Andrea … were really in 1600 for five years?”

“Well, 1600 for a half year, and then 1601 for a year, and so on, until now it’s 1605,” JB said. “Er, that’s what it was when you rescued us.”

Jonah was having a hard time absorbing this.

“Then Brendan and Antonio and Andrea are all eighteen now,” Jonah said, looking at the others.

“And Jonah and I are still, like, little kids,” Katherine said. She was practically pouting.

Jonah almost said, Speak for yourself, because he didn’t want Andrea thinking of him as little. But it was hopeless. She was eighteen now, and he was still just thirteen.

The native man beside JB said something again, and JB answered him in Algonquin: “I am sorry, honored chief, but I cannot explain everything we are discussing right now. It is a very long story, best suited for a night of talking around the campfire.”

“And there is no night in this room,” the native chief said, nodding. He looked around at the windowless walls. “And no day, either.”

Jonah thought the chief had figured out the time hollow with incredible speed.

“So what are you going to do with everyone?” Jonah asked.

“Right now I’m just trying to figure out who is here, what happened, what’s going on with time—I can’t even begin to think about what we should do next,” JB said. He started to look back at the Elucidator, then looked up quickly. “Except—nobody is going to be sent back to a certain death.”

“Excuse me,” a strange voice spoke from the back of the room. It sounded oddly familiar, but Jonah couldn’t quite place it.

Then a boy shoved his way through the crowd toward JB and Katherine and Jonah. Was he someone Jonah had seen before? With his light hair and blue eyes, he looked out of place in the roomful of Native Americans.

“Another hottie?” Jonah heard Katherine murmur under her breath. “I mean, he’s no Brendan or Antonio”—she glanced toward the two tall boys, who were still completely fixated on their drawings—“but, whoa.”

Jonah remembered that Brendan and Antonio had said their tribe was very generous about taking in people from other cultures. He guessed that that must have happened with this boy—except that as the boy stepped closer, Jonah saw that he had the perfect straight teeth that came only from years of wearing braces. And, while all the other males in the room—even JB—were wearing some variation of loincloths or deerskin pants, this boy was wearing a Cincinnati Reds T-shirt and shorts with a little Reebok logo at the bottom.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” the boy asked, his voice trembling slightly. “This guy shows up, he tells me it’s my turn to go back in time, and suddenly I’m in this hut that’s on fire. And then the next instant I’m in this room. What happened? Was that all I had to do? Can I go home now?”

Jonah realized that this must be one of the other missing kids from time. He would have been in the time cave back at the beginning with everyone else—that had to be the reason he seemed vaguely familiar.

JB squinted at the boy.

“What’s your name, son?” JB asked, in an unusually gentle voice.

“Um.” For some reason, the boy was screwing up his face and squinting at JB, as if JB had asked a difficult question. “My real name—well, I still think of it as my real name—I’m Dalton Sullivan.”

Yep, Jonah thought. That had been the name of one of the other kids in the time cave back at the adoption conference where they’d all met. Jonah had heard the organizers call out the name Dalton Sullivan. But he’d been too preoccupied to notice or remember the boy who answered to it.

“And did anyone tell you what your original identity was?” JB asked, still speaking gently. “Or what year you were supposed to go to?”

For some reason JB practically seemed to be holding his breath.

The boy grimaced.

“Not the year part,” he said, shaking his head. “But I think I’m supposed to be someone called John Hudson?”
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“That hottie was supposed to be hideous in original time?” Katherine burst out, so surprised that she didn’t manage to keep her voice down.

“Um—hideous?” Dalton Sullivan/John Hudson asked, his voice trembling again. “Was there—I mean—is there something awful that’s supposed to happen to me?”

“She just means you would have looked a little … uh … weather-beaten in 1611,” Jonah said. He felt kind of defensive about the original John Hudson’s appearance. “Just from the scurvy and the frostbite and the knife fights and—oh, don’t worry about it. You were a pretty nice kid, no matter what you looked like. And I think you missed all the awful stuff. Right, JB?”

JB was hunched over the Elucidator, mumbling and swiping and typing in a frantic blur of motion.

“So Second sent John Hudson to 1605 instead of 1611,” JB muttered. “By mistake? On purpose? What could he have been planning?” He looked directly at Dalton for a moment. “You really arrived in 1605 in the middle of the fire? You didn’t go anywhere else?”

“You mean, in time?” Dalton said. “See, I think of ‘going places’ as being a geographical thing. This whole time-travel thing, I’m still trying to figure it out—”

“He hasn’t spent more than two minutes in the past,” Katherine interrupted, sounding sure of herself once more. “If he had, he wouldn’t talk like that.”

“But—1605?” JB repeated. “That’s impossible. The original John Hudson was already in 1605, living in England, I’d guess. …” He studied the Elucidator. “Yes, absolutely. Here’s the proof.”

He tapped the screen.

“So, then, for about two minutes in 1605 there were two John Hudsons in the world?” Jonah asked. “I thought that was impossible unless time’s unraveling. So Second was unraveling time backward? All the way back to 1605?”

“Yes, yes …,” JB said, his face awash with horror.

“Then when will it stop?” Dalton whimpered.

“Now,” a voice said authoritatively.

Jonah looked around. Was the room speaking?

“Embedded speakers—don’t anybody freak out,” the walls spoke.

“Second,” JB said calmly. “We meet again.”

Jonah saw that Andrea’s grandfather and a few of the more elderly Native Americans had fainted.

“Everybody—chill out. That’s just a weird kind of thunder,” Antonio said over his shoulder as he drew.

The natives stopped looking so worried.

Jonah didn’t feel particularly soothed.

“Did you say we meet again?” Second’s voice boomed out. “Not so much with the meeting thing. If you think through the possibilities, I’m sure you will realize that this message was prerecorded, like so many others. In fact if you’ve triggered this message, we shall never meet again.”

“I’m sure you’ll understand that I wouldn’t be too upset about that—if I really believed you,” JB said wryly.

“I’m downloading proof to your Elucidator right now,” Second said, and the voice seemed to surround them. Everyone was cringing away from it now.

“I made a deal with Jonah and Katherine,” Second continued. “They upheld their end of the bargain and saved 1611 for me. And so now I shall uphold my end of the bargain and allow them to save their friends.”

“We already saved JB and Andrea and Brendan and Antonio, you idiot,” Katherine yelled at the wall. “We did it ourselves—or, well, Jonah did. We don’t need your deal anymore.”

“Yes, you do,” Second said, as if he could really hear her, could really answer. “If I wanted to, I could go on meddling in your time. But I promise from here on out I will stay only in mine.”

“What’s this ‘your time, my time’ you’re talking about?” JB asked, looking up from the Elucidator. “Time is time is time. It’s all interconnected. Even if you stay in 1611, everything you do will affect the future. And these kids’ lives are uniquely at risk if—”

“You still don’t get it, do you?” Second thundered. “Poor JB, you’re such a rule follower, you can’t even think about what’s possible if the rules are broken. I’ll walk you through this one. We’ve always known time protects itself, right? So if someone throws too many changes at time, creates too many paradoxes—”

“Time collapses,” JB said grimly. Under the ash and soot on his face he’d gone pale.

“Usually,” Second agreed. “But not if the paradoxes are carefully controlled. It’s like how twentieth-century scientists figured out that splitting the atom wasn’t just useful for creating incredibly destructive bombs. They could also use nuclear energy to power lightbulbs.”

“But—think about Three Mile Island,” JB muttered. “Chernobyl. People make mistakes. It’s too dangerous to—”

“Ah, but Jonah and Katherine protected everyone from any mistakes I might have made, splitting time,” Second said confidently. “They fixed everything.”

“We did?” Jonah asked, startled.

He remembered the moment in the shallop when everything had seemed to divide: one shallop full of sailors headed toward shore, the other going back to a ship that appeared out of nowhere. Time had split in that moment. One version was healed, and the tracers came back.

The other version was changed—and completely under Second’s control.

“I was confident that Jonah and Katherine would choose to save people—Wydowse, in the shallop, and their friends in 1605,” Second explained. “They’re very predictable.”

“Did you predict just how many people Jonah would save from 1605?” JB muttered. He looked around at the roomful of people. Then he caught Jonah’s eye. “Not that I’m complaining. I would not wish to be mourning my friends right now.”

JB slung his arm around the chief’s shoulder. The chief had been staring at the talking walls in befuddlement, but now he looked at JB and nodded stoutly.

Jonah looked at Katherine. “Second did kill Wydowse in that other version of time,” Jonah said. He was certain of it now. “He’ll probably kill other people, too. He doesn’t care.”

“Why should I?” Second answered. “These people already get their regular lives, in original time. Aren’t I being generous, giving them a second chance at life anyway? Giving them other choices?”

“You don’t give chances or choices,” Jonah said. “You just force people to do what you want!”

Jonah didn’t feel like he was talking to a wall, talking back to a recording. Even though he knew Second wasn’t there for real, Jonah felt like he was finally getting to tell him off.

It felt really good.

For a long moment the wall was silent. Jonah thought maybe he’d won the argument. Maybe Second was completely done talking.

Then Second whispered back.

“Oh, Jonah, haven’t you been making your own choices all along?” Second asked. “What choice do you want that you don’t have?”

“The choice to …,” Jonah began, and then he stopped. This felt dangerous, like telling a genie your wishes in a fairy tale. What if it really mattered what he said?

He thought about what he’d wanted so badly ever since he’d landed on the deck of Henry Hudson’s ship. Fix time, save Andrea, save everyone else … Now that he and Katherine had accomplished those things, anything else he might ask for seemed childish and silly.

I want Andrea to be my girlfriend. Well that wasn’t going to work out if she was eighteen and he was thirteen. And, anyhow that would have to be her choice, too.

I want all the natives and John White and even Dare to be taken care of, to have good lives, and the people back in 1611 to be okay.

Again, that wasn’t really something he could control.

I want a million dollars, I want a TV and a computer in my room at home, I want all the kids at school to like me, I want to just be Jonah Skidmore and not have to be anybody else anywhere else or any time else….

He realized that everyone was watching him, waiting for his answer. And he realized what he wanted most.

“I just want to go home,” he said. “Me and Katherine—we’ve been away a long time.”

“But of course.” Second’s voice poured from the walls. “Of course you want to go home. Don’t you know this is all over now, and you can?”

That’s prerecorded, Jonah reminded himself. Once again Second knew exactly what I was going to say.

But he couldn’t worry about that right now. Because JB was nodding, agreeing with Second. And then Katherine was grabbing Jonah and hugging him and jumping up and down, all at the same time.

“We’re going home!” she shrieked.

“We’re going home,” Jonah repeated, almost too dazed to believe it. “We get to go home.”
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Jonah stood in front of the open refrigerator.

“Turkey, ham, pepperoni, Swiss cheese, cheddar cheese, lettuce, tomato, mayonnaise, mustard …,” he muttered as he grabbed each item.

“Jonah, what are you doing?” his mother asked behind him. “You just had breakfast an hour ago.”

Jonah shrugged.

“I’m hungry again,” he said. “Any sourdough bread left?”

“Yes—er, no. Katherine finished it yesterday. Have the whole wheat.” Mom handed it to him. “How could you both be having such massive growth spurts at the same time?” she asked.

Jonah decided not to tell his mother the real reason he and Katherine were eating like starving people—because they had been starving. It’d been a week since they’d arrived home from their time travels, and Jonah still felt as if he needed to make up for all the calories he’d missed in 1600 and 1611.

Now Jonah had all the food he wanted, but he still stood in front of the refrigerator admiring everything that was available to him: the full gallon jug of milk, the brightly colored carton of orange juice, the Tupperware container of beef stew left over from last night …

Hmm. Maybe that would be good with my sandwich, he thought. Or maybe as another snack in an hour or so.

“Jonah?” Mom said. “If you’re going to be doubling our grocery bills, could you at least try to keep the electricity bill down?”

“Huh?” Jonah said.

“Shut the refrigerator!” Mom said. But she didn’t sound mad. Just puzzled. She kept watching Jonah as he jumped back and shoved the door forward. “People warned me the teen years would be interesting,” she muttered, mostly to herself.

Jonah assembled his sandwich as quickly as he could, and took it outside to eat. He didn’t want Mom noticing anything else. It wasn’t as if he thought Mom would actually figure out on her own, Oh, yeah! Jonah and Katherine have been flitting in and out of various life-threatening situations in history! That’s why they’re acting weird! But she seemed to know that something was going on.

And Jonah still didn’t quite trust himself not to throw his arms around his mother and cry out, “Thank you for having food in the house! Thank you for not making me hunt for it myself! And thank you for not sending me off to be a ship’s boy with a bunch of mean sailors when I was a little kid!”

This past week he’d been even more tempted to tell too much to his dad. On Tuesday night, when Dad was helping Jonah with his math homework, Jonah had come very close to slipping and saying, “Dad, I’m really glad you didn’t want your name written on the tablets of the sea! You may not go down in history, but I’d rather have you as my dad than crazy old Henry Hudson!”

Maybe Jonah just needed to avoid both his parents for a little while. At least he could still talk to Katherine.

As soon as Jonah stepped out onto the front porch, Katherine yelled over to him from the driveway.

“Want to play basketball?” she asked. “We were just getting started.”

She was with their friend Chip. The last time the three of them had played basketball in the driveway—along with another friend, Alex—JB had shown up and whisked the two siblings off to the 1600s. As far as Chip or Alex could tell, on that Saturday afternoon a week ago, no time at all had passed before Jonah and Katherine were back again.

“I think time travel has kind of ruined basketball for me,” Jonah said now, trying to keep his voice even. “Want to walk over to the park and see if anyone’s got a game of soccer going?”

“No, thanks,” Katherine said.

Jonah looked to Chip, then realized that Katherine had spoken for him, too. Jonah and Chip had been friends before Chip and Katherine had become boyfriend-girlfriend, but suddenly Jonah felt like an outsider in his own front yard.

A third wheel.

“Okay,” Jonah said. “See you later.”

He went into the garage to grab a soccer ball as he gobbled down his sandwich. He yelled into the house to let Mom know where he was going.

“Take your cell phone!” Mom called after him.

Jonah wished he could see how she’d react if he said, You know, Katherine and I were roaming around a remote area of oldtimey Canada without a cell phone or a working Elucidator, and we had to deal with a crazy guy who didn’t care who lived or died—and we did just fine. Do you really think it’s going to be that dangerous for me, just walking over to the park?

Actually, he probably didn’t want to see how she’d react to that. What if she believed him?

Jonah kicked at dead leaves on the sidewalk as he headed toward the park. It was the second week of November, but still warmer than June had been in James Bay back in 1611. Several of his neighbors were out in their yards raking leaves, reseeding their grass, or planting flower bulbs that would bloom in the spring.

All this could have been different, Jonah thought. Or—all this could have ceased to exist.

Was that still possible?

Jonah decided he’d concentrate on kicking the soccer ball along the sidewalk, rather than thinking about the fate of the world. He went five blocks without losing control of the ball. Then he had to give it an extra-hard kick to cross Albans Street.

A man bent over to scoop up the ball on the opposite corner. When he stood up, Jonah saw who it was: JB.

Jonah felt like turning around and running back to his house. And then maybe going up to his room and locking the door and climbing into bed and pulling the covers over his face.

“I’m not ready,” Jonah said. “If you’re here to send me on another trip through time—”

JB held up his hands like he was surrendering.

“No one’s ready,” JB said. “No more trips through time for a while. I promise.”

He tossed the ball back to Jonah. Jonah caught it and finished crossing the street.

“Then why are you here?” Jonah asked. The words were out of his mouth before he realized how rude they sounded. “I mean—”

“I know what you mean,” JB said. “I came to walk to the park with you.”

He began heading on down Albans.

“You know, it’s really creepy that you know where I’m going,” Jonah objected.

“Soccer ball, soccer fields,” JB said, pointing first to the ball Jonah was carrying, then toward the park just around the next corner. “It was a deduction, not any time-travel spying.”

“Oh,” Jonah said. He caught up with JB.

“I thought I’d let you and Katherine know how things stand with Second’s little, uh, time experiment,” JB said. “But when I checked in at your house, it looked like Katherine was busy.”

“Ugh,” Jonah said, making a disgusted face. “Don’t remind me.”

“She and Chip are only playing basketball,” JB said, looking down at the screen of something that appeared to be an iPhone but was probably his Elucidator. “Though it seems like an unusually friendly competition.”

Jonah rolled his eyes.

“Have the time police caught up with Second yet?” he asked, ready to change the subject.

“No,” JB said. “And unless we make some massive advance in our understanding of time travel, they never will. He’s sealed off his new version of time so well that no one can get to him.”

Jonah thought about the duplicated versions of the crew members on the Discovery, sailing along Second’s made-up Northwest Passage. Would Staffe be all right? Would Henry Hudson? What would any of them think when they found nothing left of John Hudson but his cape?

“Katherine and I should have stopped Second when we had the chance,” Jonah said.

“No, you did exactly what you needed to do,” JB said. “You really did save all of time. Not that you’ll ever be able to put that on your—what’s that thing that’s really important for kids in your time period? Oh, yeah—college applications. It’s a shame you won’t be able to put any of this on your college applications.”

“College is a long way away,” Jonah mumbled, slightly embarrassed by the admiration shining in JB’s eyes. “Besides, it’s not like me and Katherine really deserve that much credit. We just did what Second expected us to do.”

“No,” JB said, shaking his head fiercely. “You deserve a lot of credit. Second just thought he knew what you would do—he thought it’d bother you that he was so blatant, sailing the ship from the wrong direction. He thought the more he tried to distract you from Wydowse’s death, the more you’d focus on it. And—”

“That’s what I mean,” Jonah muttered. “Second manipulated us the whole time.”

JB’s head-shaking became even more vehement.

“Second could only manipulate the circumstances,” JB said. “It was still you and Katherine making your own choices. You still had free will. So the world owes you for caring about Wydowse, for caring about me and Brendan and Antonio and Andrea—and for caring about all the natives in the burning village. If you hadn’t started saving everyone, John Hudson would have perished too.”

“And that would have been enough to mess up time forever?” Jonah asked.

“Yes,” JB said grimly. “Can you see why we’re suspending time travel for a while?”

Jonah almost dropped his soccer ball.

“Wait—you mean, it’s not just my trip back to my … my other identity that’s being postponed?” Jonah asked.

“No,” JB said. “It’s all trips before the twenty-first century. What you heard me say when you first got to 1611, about how many mistakes we made—that’s all true. Second’s escapades pointed out dozens of misconceptions we still need to overcome. We have to make sure we’re not going to make an even bigger mess of things before we go back to replacing missing children in time.”

Jonah felt a wave of relief. Maybe he could even live out his whole life before JB got around to coming back for him. Maybe it would never matter again that Jonah belonged in a different time and place.

“Yeah, you know, time travel—what’s it really good for if I could save the whole world and not even get a girlfriend out of it?” Jonah asked, the relief making him a little giddy.

“Jonah, about Andrea—,” JB began.

“Forget I said anything,” Jonah said, suddenly embarrassed.

“No, you have to understand—the poor girl’s been through a lot,” JB said. “It’s nothing personal against you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jonah said. “Whatever.”

“Jonah, you—oh!” JB stared down at his Elucidator in surprise. “It appears that Andrea is on her way here right now, to talk to you. She just stopped at your house, and Katherine told her where to find you.”

“Something else to be annoyed with Katherine about,” Jonah muttered.

But when Andrea showed up a few minutes later with a woman in a white Honda, Jonah couldn’t help being happy to see her.

She didn’t look like she was eighteen anymore. When she got out of the passenger side of the car, she stood shorter than Jonah once again.

“Aunt Patty, I kind of need to talk to Jonah privately,” she called back to the woman in the car.

“That’s fine,” the woman said patiently.

“Want to go sit on those swings?” Andrea asked, pointing across the park.

“Sure,” Jonah said.

He saw that JB leaned in to talk to Andrea’s aunt while they waited. Jonah wondered what JB could possibly find to say without bringing up some touchy topic: Hey, sorry about kidnapping your niece and taking her four hundred years back in time. Sorry she got stuck there for five years. Sorry we had to count on a thirteen-year-old to rescue her. Oh, wait—you don’t know about any of that, do you?

Then Jonah and Andrea reached the swings, and Jonah couldn’t think of anything safe to talk about with her, either.

“Have you seen Brendan and Antonio since we got back?” Andrea asked.

“No,” Jonah said. “I tried to call Brendan once, but his mom said he was busy painting.”

“It’s a good thing they’ve got their art,” Andrea said. “That’s how they’re dealing with all of this. Let me tell you, they’re both furious at having to live through being thirteen all over again.”

“What about you?” Jonah said. He didn’t quite dare to look at her.

“I’m looking at it as another chance,” Andrea said. “There are things I didn’t see before. … I was really mean to Aunt Patty and Uncle Rob, and I shouldn’t have been. They’re almost as sad as I am about my parents dying. And now I’ve had five years of dealing with the grief that they haven’t had yet. So it’s like it’s my job now to comfort them.”

“That’s weird,” Jonah said. He sat down in one of the swings and pushed off, letting the momentum carry him back and forth.

Andrea giggled.

“They think my ‘new mature attitude’ is all because I signed up for an adopt-a-grandparent program at a local nursing home,” she said. “And I’ve hit it off with a slightly senile old man who has the delusion that he’s from the past.”

“JB let your real grandfather come to the twenty-first century?” Jonah asked in amazement.

Andrea nodded. “And JB relocated all the Native Americans from the village to a nature preserve in the future,” she said.

“JB’s gone soft,” Jonah said. “He cares about a lot more besides time now.”

“Yeah,” Andrea said. “It’s hard to know where this is all going to end.”

She sat down in the swing beside Jonah’s and turned toward him.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“That JB’s gone soft?” Jonah asked.

“No—that we’re not going to be girlfriend-boyfriend like Katherine and Chip are girlfriend-boyfriend,” Andrea said.

Jonah almost fell out of the swing.

“I’m not Second,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to go around manipulating people into doing things they don’t want to do.”

“It’s not that,” Andrea said. “It’s just that there’s so much else to deal with. I was eighteen, now I’m thirteen. I was Virginia Dare, now I’m Andrea Crowell again. I was used to living in the woods and cooking over an open flame and owning exactly one outfit—and now I’ve got to remember how to use my iPod and computer again. And don’t get me started on how hard it is to remember if Hollister clothes are cooler than Abercrombie and Fitch, or if it’s the other way around. Everything’s just too weird right now for me to think about anything else.”

This was practically the longest string of sentences Jonah had ever heard Andrea say.

“My mom acts like life is supposed to be weird when you’re a teenager,” Jonah said. He grinned. “But I don’t think any of this was what she was talking about.”

“Jonah … even if we can’t be boyfriend-girlfriend … we can still be two kids who know how to deal with weird things together,” Andrea said.

Strangely, this seemed like one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to Jonah.

“That sounds good,” he said, trying hard to make his voice sound light and carefree.

He still thought Andrea understood.

They sat in silence for a few moments, until Andrea’s aunt gave a brief beep of her horn.

“I’ve got to go,” Andrea said. She surprised him by giving him a quick hug. “But I’ll call, or text, or IM, or …”

She was already across the park and climbing into the car with her aunt before she’d finished listing ways they could communicate.

Just because she doesn’t want to be my girlfriend now, that doesn’t mean she won’t want to be my girlfriend in the future, Jonah thought.

JB came walking toward him as soon as Andrea and her aunt drove off.

“You look happier,” JB observed.

“Why not?” Jonah said. “I don’t have scurvy. I don’t have frostbite. I’m not in the middle of a mutiny. Nobody’s threatening me with a knife or a gun or a sword. Katherine and I got out of 1611. Time didn’t collapse. Everyone got out of 1605. And Andrea didn’t say she would never be my girlfriend.” He took a deep breath. “The future looks pretty bright, don’t you think?”

“It’s good that you can think so,” JB said, smiling indulgently.

Should I worry that he didn’t completely agree? Jonah wondered. But Jonah had done enough worrying in the 1600s to last him for a lifetime. If there was something bad waiting for him in the future—or the past—he didn’t want to know about it now. Not when the sun was shining and his stomach was full and he wouldn’t have to go back in time again anytime soon.

“Hey, Jonah!” someone yelled from across the park. For the first time Jonah noticed that a group of kids from school were playing soccer at the opposite end of the park. They were too far away for Jonah even to see who was calling to him. “Want to play?”

Jonah looked at JB.

“Go on,” JB said, giving him a little shove on the back. “Have fun.”

JB turned away. He probably thought that Jonah was going to race off to the game immediately. But Jonah didn’t. He stood there a moment longer, and so he heard the rest of what JB said: “Have fun … while you still can.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE

I can’t tell you what happened to the real John Hudson in real history.

This probably doesn’t surprise you if you’ve read the author’s notes at the back of previous books in the Missing series. Like Virginia Dare (from Sabotaged) and Edward V and his brother, Richard (from Sent), John Hudson truly is one of the missing children in history.

However, John Hudson’s situation is a little stranger than the other kids’. It’s not just that he and his father vanished from history. It’s that the stories about the last moments before they vanished sound so much like lies.

John Hudson was ship’s boy for all four of his father’s known voyages. He was probably about twelve to fourteen at the time of the first voyage in 1607, which would have made him sixteen to eighteen at the time of the mutiny on the Discovery. As ship’s boy he probably would have been expected to run errands, stand watch, deliver messages, repair ropes, swab the deck, help the ship’s cook, and follow whatever other orders he was given. Since he was not just ship’s boy but also the captain’s son, it’s easy to believe that part of John’s duties might have been learning how to lead a ship of his own someday.

If that’s the case, his father provided a rather mixed role model.

Like numerous European explorers before and after him, Henry Hudson was eager to find a better route to the rich trade goods of China and India and other places in Asia. In 1607 and 1608 he tried going northeast from England, encountering crippling ice each time. He did manage to sail closer to the North Pole than any European ship’s captain before him—and his travels proved once and for all that the polar areas would not be as warm as the tropics in the summertime, even with all the sunlight.

In 1609 Hudson sailed on behalf of a Dutch company, rather than the English. Although he swore on a Bible that he would go back and keep searching in a northeasterly direction, by now Henry Hudson was more interested in looking for a route to the northwest—through or above North America. He first sailed to the northeast, then broke his promise and headed west. This voyage became his most famous one, as it led to his discovery of the Hudson River and gave the Dutch a basis for claiming the lands of New Netherland (part of present-day New York and nearby areas).

And as a result of that voyage, Hudson was viewed as a traitor in England. Hudson feared that King James would have him thrown into prison for making such a huge discovery for another country. But English investors seemed to decide, Hey, if he can do that for the Dutch—what can he do for us? And so they funded a voyage for Hudson to look for the Northwest Passage under the English flag.

By the time of Hudson’s fourth voyage he’d established himself as an able sailor. Three times he’d sailed into dangerous icy waters in ships that were hardly suited to Arctic conditions. And three times he’d managed to return home safely—two of those times without losing a single man from his crew.

However, the records of Hudson’s first three voyages show numerous occasions where he wasn’t nearly as good at dealing with people as he was at sailing. Part of the problem might have been that frightened, cooped-up sailors in desperate situations aren’t exactly the easiest people to manage. But it appears that his crews were near mutiny more than once.

This pattern was to continue on the fourth voyage.

The Discovery, with a crew of twenty-three—including John Hudson and another ship’s boy, Nicholas Symmes—sailed from London on April 17, 1610. The intrigue began almost immediately, as Hudson stopped by Gravesend, England, five days later to let off one crew member he’d decided to dismiss, and to pick up another crew member, Henry Greene, who was widely considered to be a troublemaker.

And Greene was to become heavily involved in the troubles on the Discovery.

Hudson sailed around the tip of Greenland and then headed farther north than he’d gone on his previous trip to North America. He crossed the Davis Strait and sailed into what was then known as the Furious Overfall—the entry to what would become the Hudson Strait. Struggling through ice and dangerous currents, the Discovery entered the Hudson Bay and sailed south. Some of the names Hudson gave to the lands he found along the way may have indicated his state of mind: Desire Provoketh, Isles of God’s Mercies, Hold with Hope.

The account Hudson kept of his voyage on the Discovery ended on August 3, 1610, more than ten months before the mutiny. It is likely that Hudson actually wrote a longer account, but the mutineers may have destroyed it because it made them look even guiltier. What survives of Hudson’s account is fairly dry and factual, dealing mostly with latitude readings and weather reports.

It fell to others to describe the arguments and anger that simmered on the ship.

The longest report from the voyage was written by the bizarrely named Abacuk Prickett—yes, there really was a person with that name. Before joining the crew of the Discovery, he had worked as a London haberdasher and as a servant of one of the investors in the expedition. This would not be the most likely career path toward becoming a sailor.

According to Prickett, about a month and a half into the journey some of the crew got mad when Henry Greene started a fistfight with another man and Hudson took Greene’s side. Soon after, first mate Robert Juet began spreading rumors that Greene was a spy for Hudson. And, not long after that, Hudson demoted Juet and held a trial for him that might have left Juet believing he would be hanged when he returned to England. Later Greene himself got mad at Hudson when another crew member died and Hudson gave the man’s coat to Greene, but then took it back and let someone else have it instead. This is just one of several times Prickett claims Hudson reversed his decisions or waffled back and forth, infuriating everyone.

Thomas Wydowse—who was indeed one of the sickly men sent out in the shallop—really did leave behind at least one note about the tensions on the ship. He was a mathematician, on the voyage to help with navigation, and so was better educated than others in the crew. (Especially considering that many of the men could neither read nor write.) Wydowse’s writings, found in his desk when the Discovery returned to England, also tell of the accusations and trial against Juet in September 1610.

Even as the tensions grew among the crew, the Discovery was sailing farther and farther south, deeper and deeper into the Hudson Bay. Hudson undoubtedly hoped that they would reach a more temperate region before winter hit—perhaps even the South Seas.

Instead he was sailing into a dead end.

If you look at a map of Canada, you can see instantly what a huge cutout the Hudson Bay makes in the land. Hudson and his men sailed all the way to the bottom of it, into the slightly narrower James Bay.

By late October it was more than clear that they wouldn’t make it back to England before winter hit, as Hudson had done on his three previous trips. And the icy waters around them certainly looked nothing like the South Seas. If they tried to keep sailing, they faced numerous dangers. One was that the ice might completely trap them. They also faced the risk of having the ship smashed to bits by the huge ice floes churning around them.

Hudson apparently chose to ground his ship in the safest area he could find, away from the worst of the ice. According to Prickett, Hudson ordered Philip Staffe, the ship’s carpenter, to build a winter cabin on the nearby land. In what seems to have been an uncharacteristic act of defiance, Staffe refused, saying, essentially, I’m a ship’s carpenter. I don’t do houses. But he apparently relented soon afterward, and did build a shelter. Prickett said that building the house took “much labor” but was “of little use.”

Winters along James Bay are brutal, with temperatures falling as low as forty or fifty degrees below zero. And Hudson’s men had no North Face fleece, no micro-fiber, no Under Armour. In fact, the warmest clothes they had probably would have been made of wool. If they got their clothes wet, it would have been like asking for frostbite.

According to Prickett, the cold weather “lamed most of the crew.”

Surprisingly, though, during the first part of the winter they felt quite blessed with their food supplies. Prickett wrote that partridges were so plentiful nearby that “we killed more than a hundred dozen,” along with other kinds of birds, and “we had all the fish we could net.”

Then, as spring approached, the flocks of partridges flew away, and soon the other birds did as well. The fish evidently became more difficult to catch too. Prickett said the men were reduced to foraging through “the woods and hills and valleys in search of anything that had any substance to it, no matter how vile: Nothing was spared, including moss of the ground, compared to which rotten wood is better, and the frog, which in breeding time is as loathsome as the toad.”

It wasn’t just that this minimal food tasted awful—it also failed to provide basic nutrients. No one in 1611 completely understood the link between certain foods and certain diseases, but they’d figured out a little bit. Prickett mentioned that Thomas Wydowse brewed a turpentine-like substance from the bud of a local tree to treat what must have been severe symptoms of scurvy.

If you remember that scurvy is what you get if you don’t have enough vitamin C, then congratulations. I hope that you’re never in a position to find out for yourself just what an unpleasant disease this is. People with scurvy get weaker and weaker, and they become more and more exhausted. Their gums hurt and their teeth begin to fall out. Their bones could crumble. They faint easily. They have pale skin, sunken eyes, aching muscles, internal bleeding, and, eventually, hemorrhaging. New wounds take longer to heal; old wounds, such as sword cuts that might have healed years earlier, can reopen.

Sounds fun, doesn’t it? If this has made you want to go get a big glass of orange juice to drink while you’re reading this, that’s fine with me. Just drink it fast, because I’m going to be talking about some really disgusting food in a little bit.

Amazingly, in spite of the terrible cold and the lack of food and the widespread ailments, all but one man survived the winter. As the ice broke up in the bay and everyone prepared to sail again, food stores were so low that Hudson decided to divide up the only bread and cheese they had left. Each crew member got a supply meant to last fourteen days—even though Hudson was warned that some of the men would just gobble up their share immediately and then not have anything. And this was exactly what happened. One man even ate so much bread in one day that he made himself sick. Others began to whisper that Hudson was actually hiding food, keeping the best for himself and his favorites. Hudson, meanwhile, thought his men were stealing food, so he had ship’s boy Nicholas Symmes search all their sea chests. This made the men even madder.

On top of all the worries and disputes about food, when they began sailing again, Hudson did not rush immediately northeast, toward home and food and safety.

Instead he went back to sailing northwest.

How could he still be looking for the Northwest Passage while his men were so close to starving?

On June 18, 1610, the Discovery got trapped in ice once more, and Hudson could not sail in any direction. Three days later, when the ice finally broke up, the resentments and fears boiled over—into mutiny.

In previous books in this series I have been very careful not to change any historical details—I’ve just filled in the gaps in the historical record with some very weird fictionalized possibilities. In this book I did not feel so strongly that I needed to stick precisely to the historical record. Partly that’s because Second has messed up time so completely in my version of the tale.

But the stories that Prickett and his fellow survivors told about the mutiny sound pretty messed up too.

Messed up as in—how could anybody have believed them?

Prickett began his account of the actual mutiny by telling how two of the mutineers—Henry Greene and William Wilson—came to him the night before and told what they planned to do. Prickett was “lying lame in [his] cabin,” which provided an excuse for not going to warn the captain. But he said he told Wilson and Greene that mutiny was evil, and that he begged them not to do it. One after another, other mutineers came to talk to Prickett that night. Thinking it might help, he said he got each man to swear an oath that they would not actually harm any man, and that what they were doing was for the good of the voyage.

Later Prickett concluded that the purpose of the oath had actually backfired—it made each man determined to carry out the rebellion.

According to Prickett, as soon as Hudson came out of his cabin the next morning, two men cornered him and a third bound his arms behind him. Down in the hold the loyal John King really did take a sword and go on the attack in Hudson’s defense, but he was outnumbered and subdued. The mutineers took him up on the deck with Hudson.

After that, Prickett said, the mutineers brought up the shallop to the ship’s side and put the “poor, sick, and lame men” into it. Prickett’s account never explains how he could have been too lame to warn the captain the night before and yet healthy enough by morning that he wasn’t put into the shallop. However, Prickett did say:

I came out of my cabin as best I could to speak to the master at the hatchway when he called me; on my knees I begged them [the mutineers], for the love of God, to remember themselves and to do onto others as they would have others do onto them. They told me to take care, and get back into my cabin, not allowing the master to speak with me. But when I returned to my cabin, he called to me by the horn and told me that Juet would overthrow us all; no, I said, and not softly either, it is the villainy of Henry Greene.

Next, Prickett said, the carpenter, Staffe, decided on his own that he wanted to go with the captain in the shallop rather than stay on the ship with the mutineers. He asked only that he be given his chest “and all that’s in it,” and the mutineers complied.

Prickett said Staffe warned him that no one left on the ship was capable of sailing it back to England. He also said that Staffe took “a gun with powder and shot, some spears, an iron pot with some grain, and a few other things.” The mutineers sailed out of the ice with the shallop attached by a rope; when they were away from the ice, they cut the shallop adrift.

Afterward, Prickett said, the mutineers did find grain, butter, pork, peas, biscuits, and a cask of beer the captain had been hoarding.

The rest of the Discovery’s voyage was hardly easy. According to Prickett, a tragic encounter with natives on July 28 left four men dead. And as they sailed back toward England, the only food the survivors had to live on was the bones left over from birds they’d shot previously. The crew ate the bones fried in candle wax and doused in vinegar.

One more crew member died during this crossing, probably because of starvation: Prickett said that Robert Juet “died miserably for mere want.” After that the other men seemed to give up: “Some would just sit, watching the foresail or mainsail break free, the sheets either flying or broken, and not bother to do anything about it, or even call for help.”

And then they caught a glimpse of land: Ireland.

Even that was not exactly the salvation they expected, as the Irish they first encountered “had neither bread, drink, nor money amongst them.” Finally the crew members pawned an anchor and cable to get bread, beer, and beef, and then they were able to sail on to England.

Only eight of the original twenty-three men and boys on the Discovery made it back to England. They arrived in a ship with massive bloodstains on the deck—but the survivors said that was from the attack by the natives, not the mutiny. And, ever so conveniently, the survivors said that every one of the men who had truly been responsible for the mutiny had died during the rest of the voyage: Juet, Greene, and William Wilson.

Despite the dire predictions that returning to England would mean death by hanging, at first nothing happened. Prickett, Robert Bylot, and the ship’s surgeon, Edward Wilson, all gave reports or depositions, and one of the agencies that had power over the shipping industry gave the opinion that hanging was in order. But nobody seemed to be in a hurry to carry it out.

Edward Wilson’s account, dated January 25, 1611, differed slightly from Prickett’s—he said that Staffe asked for clothes, not his chest, when he went out to the shallop. And he said that six of the men put into the shallop thought they were there only to keep Hudson and John King company while the mutineers divided up the food fairly. Wilson said those men went into the shallop “willingly, but later, when they found they were not allowed to come back on the ship again, they desired that they might have their clothes, of which a part of them were delivered.”

It seems odd that the men would be so concerned about clothes, rather than food.

Edward Wilson also said that he didn’t know anything about the mutiny until it was half over and he saw the master tied up. Wilson claimed, “I would have come out of my cabin to have given some food to them, but those who had bound the master told me that if I were well enough off, I should keep myself so.”

Did that make him guilty too? Were all eight of the Discovery survivors guilty of mutiny because they hadn’t gone out into the shallop with their captain?

Five more years passed before anyone decided to look closely at those questions. It’s not hard to guess why justice was so slow if you know what else was going on: In 1612 at least two of the Discovery survivors—Robert Bylot and Abacuk Prickett—went back to Hudson Bay supported by a new company called the Discoverers of the North-west Passage.

Essentially, they must have said, You know, if you hang us for murder, you’ll never know if we really did find the secret location of the Northwest Passage ….

As an afterthought they might also have promised to look for Hudson and the other abandoned men.

Bylot and Prickett and the rest of their expedition found neither the Northwest Passage nor any sign of Hudson and his men. Bylot made another search for the Northwest Passage—in Baffin Bay this time—in 1616.

Again, of course, he failed to find it.

Also in 1616 all eight Discovery survivors were indicted for murder. The charge was that the survivors had placed Hudson, his son, and seven others “in a certain shallop in the ice, without victuals, drink, fire, and clothing.” The indictment went on to say that “by reason thereof they [the men in the shallop] came to their death and miserably did perish. And that Robert Bylot and etc. did kill and murder Henry Hudson.”

Prickett, defending himself, said no one was “shot at or hurt in any way” during the mutiny. Bylot made it sound like the men in the shallop had agreed to leave on their own. Another crew member, Bennet Matthew, claimed that even after being put in the shallop, Hudson and some of the others came back onto the ship to warm up and to get some of their things—and then climbed back into the shallop.

How could all the men in the shallop have gone so peacefully? How could anyone believe the survivors’ stories—especially when there were so many bloodstains covering the ship’s deck?

Whether anyone believed them or not, none of the survivors ended up being hanged. Bylot was pardoned because he’d managed to sail the Discovery home safely with the rest of the men; Edward Wilson and Prickett were found not guilty; by 1618 charges were thrown out against everybody else who was still alive.

Maybe Prickett and the others made Hudson sound crazy enough that the mutiny seemed justifiable. Maybe after seven years had passed, no one really cared that much anymore.

Or maybe, even after multiple failed voyages, the English were still holding out hope that someone from the Discovery could find the elusive Northwest Passage.

It actually does exist, though not in a way that would have helped Henry Hudson even if he’d found it. If you look at a current map of North America—not one of the sketchy, half-guessed 1600s maps that Hudson would have used—you’ll see a number of possible routes around and through the islands that make up northern Canada and Alaska. The maps I consulted show these waterways in pastel blue, as if the seas there are as open and clear as the Caribbean. But for most of the year those routes are iced over, and they certainly would have been impassable for a ship as primitive as the Discovery. The first time anyone managed to sail all the way through was in 1906, when the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen completed the route—after spending three winters trapped in ice.

Recently the Northwest Passage has received renewed attention because of climate change. Although climate change could certainly cause awful problems elsewhere, some point out that as more ice melts, the Northwest Passage could actually become a useful shipping route—finally achieving Hudson’s dream.

But perhaps you, like Jonah and Katherine, are more concerned about the people involved than the fate of the Northwest Passage. Perhaps the burning question in your mind is not, What good is the Northwest Passage? but What happened to John Hudson and the others left in a shallop in the ice?

Truly, nobody knows for sure. But that hasn’t stopped lots of people from speculating.

Since the men managed to survive the winter of 1610–1611, it’s not too much of a stretch to suppose that at least some of them might have survived other winters, other years. This would have been even more likely if they were able to learn from natives in the area (who probably would have been Cree, near James Bay, rather than Inuit, as Katherine supposes). Not surprisingly, in his previous encounters with Native Americans, Hudson seemed no better at dealing with people from other cultures than he was at dealing with his own men. But maybe others in the shallop were more capable of diplomacy.

Perhaps at least some of the men in the shallop managed to keep alive on the hope that a rescue mission would come for them from England. This hope would have been overly optimistic. But two later English expeditions—one in 1631, the other in 1668–1670—each found remains of a shelter that might have been built by an English carpenter. Of course, either of these structures could have been the shelter Staffe erected in 1610 for the entire crew of the Discovery, so these finds don’t prove anything about the men in the shallop.

A few legends told by natives might also be relevant. According to a website dedicated to Henry Hudson (www.ianchadwick.com/hudson), one of those legends tells of Inuits finding a small boat containing dead white men—and a single living boy. Could it have been John Hudson? The story ends anticlimactically: The Inuits weren’t sure what to do with the boy, so they tied him outside with their dogs. It’s hard to believe he would have survived that for long.

Another story told in the Ottawa Valley claims that Henry Hudson and others from the shallop—possibly including John Hudson—became slaves for natives before being killed. Supposedly they traveled down the Ottawa River, and a stone was found there reading HH CAPTIVE 1612. But the markings have never been authenticated.

Yet another theory came up more recently. Based on accounts of graves found on Spitzbergen Island off the coast of Norway, a researcher in England speculated that Hudson and his remaining men might have managed to sail their tiny shallop three thousand miles across the Arctic before dying back in Europe, if not quite back home in England.

It sounds like an outlandish theory—but is it any more outlandish than putting eight men and a teenager out in a tiny boat in the middle of ice and just sailing away?
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