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CHAPTER ONE


PIPER


boom!


From her cozy spot on the front porch swing, nearly twelve-year-old Piper didn’t even flinch at the sound. Things rattled, shook, and blew up in her house on a semi-regular basis. Her parents claimed the explosions from their basement lab came with their job as clockmakers. Apparently, the circuit boards for the electronic clocks could be very finicky and sometimes combusted. Even the neighbors that used to come running over in a panic had gotten used to the loud sounds and strange odors.


Gwen and Jason Anderson did not create ordinary clocks: Some took up the full surface of a table, some fit in the palm of a hand, some hung on a wall, others swayed from the ceiling. Made of polished brass or glass or wood, some kept time with tear-shaped pendulums and counterweights made of marble. There were others with gears and levers that sent tiny translucent balls like synchronized snakes in and out of tubes and down slides as mellow chimes or bells (or no sounds at all) rang out the current time down to the millisecond. Some included the phases of the moon, the days of the week, the level of barometric pressure in the air (helpful for people trying to avoid headaches—or frizzy hair). Piper’s favorite was the digital Prime Number Clock. If the time was divisible only by itself and the number one, it showed up on the clock. If not, well, you were out of luck.


But those clocks her parents kept for themselves. The ones they sold looked a lot more like everyone else’s (but still cooler and prettier). When she’d asked her parents why they didn’t sell all of them, they each blamed the other for getting too attached.


Boom.


Okay, that one was about half as loud. Piper took that as a sign they were finishing up and would soon come upstairs to take her to school.


While she waited, she focused her attention on the bird feeder her father had built. Along with the usual sparrows and hummingbirds, the yellow-chested bird with the green stripe down its back that the folks from the bird-watching club were always coming around to admire had shown up. It was circling the house now, no doubt impatient for someone to fill the empty feeder.


Piper’s fingers began drumming on the arm of the swing. She was getting impatient herself, an emotion she did her best to avoid. It felt… squirmy. And generally unpleasant. Normally she thought of time like a river, and she let herself get swept along calmly with the current, from one present to the next. It seemed a waste of energy to dwell on the past when it couldn’t be changed, or to fret about a future that wouldn’t arrive until the river deposited her there. But if her parents were much later, that would make her late to school, and late came with consequences, which in this case would be that the rest of the kids in Mrs. Hollins’s fifth-grade class would have taken all the best candy in the Morning Welcome Bowl, leaving only the butterscotch drops.


She didn’t need to check her watch to know that if they didn’t leave in the next 263 seconds, she would miss the first school bell. Actually, she didn’t even need to wear a watch to know the time down to the millisecond. She often wondered if this ability was because she’d always been surrounded by clocks. Her watch didn’t even work. The hour and minute hands were stuck in place, with only the second hand moving a single notch every few years. She’d asked her dad to fix it (he could fix anything), but he always waved it off, saying it was only for show anyway in case someone asked her the time—then she could pretend to consult it. No one had ever asked.


She glanced again at the front door. Still no parents, which was getting a bit strange. But Piper was no stranger to strange things. In fact, her favorite strange thing was currently lying on the bottom porch step, his tail thumping rhythmically. “C’mere, Roody,” she called.


Roody bounded over. “Why are you still home?” he asked. “You should have left two hundred and forty-one seconds ago.”


Far more impressive—at least to Piper—than any of the clocks her parents made, was Roody, their robot dog. To the unknowing eye, Roody looked like a very real (and very handsome) dog. Shiny black fur, a cold nose, furry ears that flopped adorably when he ran. Granted, his feet clanked a little on hard surfaces, and if a person looked very closely into his eyes, they might see the inner workings of a long-lens camera, and of course there was the whole talking thing, but since Roody never left their property, it wasn’t a problem keeping him a secret. Plus, Piper knew that no one else in the whole world had a robot dog like him, and her parents liked their quiet life (random booms aside) of tinkering and inventing things in the basement.


Ever since Piper could remember, Roody had followed her all over the house (with the exception of the bathroom, where he waited impatiently on the other side of the door because privacy!). Piper used to hold on to his sturdy ears to help keep her balance on wobbly toddler legs, and he was excellent companionship on the long nights her parents toiled in the basement. For reasons her dad shrugged off, he had programmed Roody to protect Piper to the ends of the earth. (Or at least the end of Main Street, which was as far as her parents let her go on her own because they were Overprotective with a capital O.)


She wasn’t exactly forbidden from going down to the basement, but with so many tiny clock parts and expensive machinery around, she and Roody just kind of avoided it. But every second she waited, another pack of Smarties wound up in some other kid’s pocket.


“I’ll go check on them,” she told Roody. But when she stood up, a memory flooded back to her. She remembered that she’d been briefly awakened during the night by her parents’ excited voices outside her window. They often received late-night deliveries of clock parts, so Piper had simply rolled over and gone back to sleep. But now she wondered if their late night might explain why she was not already halfway to school, turning the corner of Tanglewood and Troy, in her dad’s old VW van.


Fortunately, she could easily find out.


“Roody. Please show me any activity on the front lawn last night.” Obediently, Roody turned around and lifted his tail, and the video screen located on his… ahem… rear end lit up and hummed to life. Her dad could have built the hologram projector into any body part but chose this one just to make Piper laugh. Which it did. Every time.


Roody tapped into the feed of the front-yard camera, and the footage from last night appeared in the air. Nothing happened for a while, then around midnight a deer tried to reach its nose up to the bird feeder, but that yellow-chested bird with the green stripe pecked at him with its beak and the deer bounded out of view.


Piper watched as the front door suddenly swung so far open it knocked over the painted stones piled on the porch. For as long as Piper could remember, her family had been collecting the flat, palm-size stones from the creek that ran behind town hall, decorating them with paint and feathers and googly eyes, or writing inspirational quotes on them like There’s only one you! or Rock on! or Never give up on your dreams. Piper’s mom had shown her how to paint some all black, and then when they dried, she used the tip of the paintbrush to make tiny white dots representing the pattern of the constellation currently overhead. So every month, as the earth made its annual journey around the sun, Piper made a new sky. The rocks themselves weren’t so special—the town was actually named Rockdale because the streets were littered with them—but only theirs wound up in people’s pockets rather than skimmed across a pond or kicked to a curb.


Piper glanced over her shoulder. The rocks were back in their neat pile. She leaned as close as she dared to Roody’s butt to peer at the video projection more closely. Her parents didn’t even notice the stones scatter at their feet as they burst through the door. “Do you see anything, Gwen?” her dad asked, his voice full of concern. That in itself was worrisome because it took a lot to get him worked up.


Her mom shook her head, then shivered, even though it wasn’t cold out.


“Something’s upsetting the barometric balance,” he said firmly. “We have to find it or we won’t be able to finish calibrating the clock correctly.”


Piper watched as they gracefully leapt off the porch in their adorable matching striped pajamas, skipping both steps entirely. Her parents were in very good shape for their age. They’d built a small room off their workshop for their daily forty-five-minute workouts. Piper steered clear of it because it smelled like old socks and she feared if she got too close she’d be yanked in to work out with them.


She had no idea what her parents were talking about. She usually didn’t, though, so that wasn’t new. “Switch view,” she instructed Roody. A front view of the house took over the feed. She could see her parents darting across the lawn, first one way, then the other, ducking and sprinting, looking all around them like a very strange version of hide-and-seek.


Piper (and Roody, who was watching with his head twisted around) waited to see what happened next. Even though it was clear the dark street was utterly empty, her parents looked both ways before stepping off the front curb. The footage became grainy at that point. She could still make out their forms but not what they were doing or saying.


Piper frowned. “What happened to the feed? It’s all garbled.”


Roody shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen this happen before.”


“Wait, I think it’s clearing!” Piper said. The image wavered and then cut back in as her parents returned to the house. Before, their faces had been concerned and confused. Now they looked pale and freaked out. Her father reached for her mom’s hand. “We’ll figure this out,” he promised, his voice wobbling a bit.


“Figure what out?” Piper asked. “Did a delivery get stolen or something? Why would they look out here if one of their clocks had a problem?”


Roody had no answer.


“You’re right, Jason,” Piper’s mom was saying. “We’ve faced a lot worse.”


Piper frowned again. What did that mean? Sure, her mom had a kind of frantic energy about her most of the time, and her dad had a kind of quiet to him that she equated with him Thinking Deep Thoughts, but generally life was good. They were successful and happy.


Weren’t they?


The video showed the front door closing, and then the feed went dark. Roody’s tail dropped back into place with a click. He tilted his head at her. “Well. That was… stranger than usual.”


Piper was still trying to make sense of what she’d seen. Did it mean anything, or was it just a typical-for-them type of night that she usually slept through?


She glanced at the still-closed door and sighed. “I’m definitely going to be late to school.”


Meanwhile, across the multiverse on another version of Earth… 
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CHAPTER TWO


RAISA


raisa ran right past the pulsegate, hoping she wouldn’t set off any alarms. She had to quickly duck behind a wall when she saw two scientists walking toward her, so deep in conversation they wouldn’t have noticed her anyway. As soon as they passed, she sprinted out the large glass doors and across the lawn. Behind her was ASK—Academy for the Study of Kinetics—where her mother worked. In front (she hoped) would be Lev, waiting for her.


Time was of the essence.


Raisa clutched two objects close to her chest and kept running.


He better be there.


He was. Patiently—because Lev was like that—waiting, holding Raisa’s bike upright, straddling his own.


“You didn’t get the zylon fizz pops?” Lev asked.


“Oh, yeah. No. I mean, I did and then they melted. But I got something way more exciting.”


“Than a zylon freeze pop?”


“Okay, you have a point, but way more important . . .” Raisa held out her hands, showing Lev a plain brown, ordinary-looking book and an old clunky watch with lots of dials. “The bird didn’t come back,” she continued. “And the portal is about to close. Any minute. If my mom’s project doesn’t work, then the whole thing will get shut down and my mom… and Kallie… Well, no one will pay for their research, no one will fund their work anymore… and . . .”


Lev got off his bike and let both bikes gently drop into the grass. “Whoa, wait. What bird? What are you talking about? And what’s that book?”


“Look,” Raisa said. “It’s not a book. It’s the device. It’s the device they’ve been working on for all these years… remember? My mom’s big multiverse travel project… You know she talks about it all the time.”


“Well… okay… And?”


“And we’re running out of time.” Raisa took a breath. “Unless you don’t want to go with me?”


“Go where?”


It seemed completely self-explanatory to Raisa, but clearly it wasn’t for Lev. She blurted out all her plans and all her reasons, from helping her mom and saving the project from being shut down, to Can you imagine the story we’d tell everyone when we get back, to just the chance at being a real scientist. A big jump start on their careers.


Lev was quiet. Finally, he said, “You’re going to go with or without me, aren’t you?” He lifted up his bike and swung his leg over. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Well, there’s no way you’re going without me.” He put his foot on the pedal and pushed off. “Somebody’s gotta make sure you don’t get into trouble.”


Raisa smiled. She’d never had a doubt. After dropping the book and the watch into her shoulder bag, she pedaled hard and caught up.


Lev pedaled faster. “Where to?” he called back.


“Where else?” Raisa answered.


“Right. The shed.”


Sitting down while activating the portal had made the most sense. Sitting on the ground seemed like a good idea. Crisscrossed, facing each other.


“So this book is really a device?”


Raisa nodded. “And the watch is calibrated to the time differential. So we always know what time it is here.”


“Do we have to do anything?” Lev asked. “Like, do you think a big hole will open up and we’ll have to walk through it? Or will the whole shed spin around? Do we need to bring anything with us? How do we know we won’t end up in prehistoric times about to be eaten by a brontosaurus?”


“Most dinosaurs are herbivores.”


It was now or never.


“Maybe we should hold hands,” Lev suggested. “You know, in case we get separated.” A flush of red spread across Lev’s face, from his neck to his ears.


It was something Raisa had thought about doing a lot—holding Lev’s hand—but now wasn’t the time to think about that. They were about to make history. “Good idea,” she said.


“For the record”—Lev nodded; he was very serious—“this officially qualifies us as authentic scientists.”


“Are you ready?”


“I am.”


Raisa opened the book. The equation inside seemed pretty simple. As soon as Raisa moved her fingers across the numbers in the right order, she and Lev heard something inside unlock with a snap. There was the sound of air rushing through the book and then all around them. She pressed harder, and the universe did the rest.
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CHAPTER THREE


RAISA


raisa took a look around the shed. lev was still right beside her. The garden tools leaning against the wall. Lev’s bike. There was the workbench with the chip in the top left corner. Three bags of potting soil and one half-empty bag of mulch. The compost bin. Even that huge, smelly burlap bag of manure. Everything just where it should be.


But that humongous stack of round rubber things—had that been here? The dusty window above the doorknob, with a crack on the edge? She didn’t remember seeing that, but there was probably no reason she would have noticed that before.


So despite the fact that she and Lev felt lightheaded and woozy, it would seem they had not gone anywhere at all.


“Are you okay?” Lev asked.


“I am. Are you?” Raisa asked. “I mean, I feel a little strange, I guess.” She tried to stand, using the chair beside her for balance. The ground felt wobbly, as if it weren’t quite solid.


Lev slowly got to his feet beside her. “I do, too. What happened?”


Raisa wasn’t sure which she was feeling more. Relief or disappointment? Whichever it was, facts were facts. The book hadn’t worked. Here they were, right where they’d started.


“Maybe we just passed out for a second or two,” Raisa said. It was definitely a disappointment.


“Could be,” Lev agreed. “Maybe when we activated the portal, some kind of energy moved right through us, then right out the other side.”


Lev seemed to be pondering that hypothesis. Raisa could practically see the calculations and probabilities bouncing around in his brain. He must not have come up with any plausible interpretation for what had just happened, either, because all he said was “Sorry it didn’t work, Raisa. I know you really wanted to help out your mom.”


Raisa felt a stinging in her eyes. “I really did.”


Lev suddenly put his hand against the wall. “But, jeez, my head still feels like it’s floating.”


Raisa hadn’t considered any other possibility than that her mom’s experiment would just work. That they’d gather the proof of an alternate Earth and get home before anyone would know they were gone. Then she’d tell her mom, and nobody would be mad, because how could they be mad when she’d saved the day? Saved the whole project.


“Doesn’t look like we have a great story to tell anyone after all.” Raisa hung her head.


“Maybe it’s better this way,” Lev said. “Maybe humans aren’t ready for this kind of advancement in science.”


“I guess,” she said. “Let’s get the book and the watch and bring them back to my mom’s lab before anyone figures out they’re missing.”


“Do we have time to run into my house and grab something to eat before we head over to the lab?”


Lev was always hungry.


“Fine. Let’s hurry, though.” Raisa slipped the book carefully into her shoulder bag. Following Lev, she stepped outside.


That was strange.


When they had gone into the shed, the weather had been cloudy with a damp chill in the air. Now it was beautiful, sunny, and warm. An odd apology from the universe.


Odder still was what happened when they took their first steps onto the lawn. Raisa felt a bounce in her step, almost as if she were lighter. Like, actually lighter.


Probably just a little dizzy still. Not worth mentioning. She needed to get the book and the watch back.


Quick pit stop. No lingering.


Lev pulled open the wobbly back screen door and a warm, delicious, sweet smell hit them right away. “Since when does your mom bake cookies?” Raisa asked.


“Since now I guess, and I’m not complaining.” He grabbed one from the cooling rack. “Chocolate chip.” He stuck his head into the fridge. “Hey, where’s the milk?” He poked around. “I know we had two containers this morning. You can’t have chocolate chip cookies without milk.”


“More is wrong than missing milk,” Raisa said. “Look at the stove. And the walls, the walls are a different color.”


Lev stared at the stove, then at the wall. “You’re right. I don’t know what’s going on,” he said, his mouth full of cookie but no milk to wash it down.


“Tons of stuff looks wrong.” Raisa’s eyes scanned the whole room.


The rug by the sink. Was that a garbage pail next to the pantry? Had there been an African violet on the windowsill yesterday? They stepped tentatively into the living room, and everything was wrong. The table lamp wasn’t on that side. In fact, there hadn’t been a table lamp there before. A cat silently climbed down from a piano bench and wound its way in and out of Raisa’s legs, purring loudly.


Raisa jumped back. “Did you guys get a cat?”


“No,” Lev said. “We don’t have a cat. Or a piano.”


The creaking sound of footsteps was coming from the hallway.


“Um, Lev… ,” Raisa began slowly. “I don’t think the house is empty.”


Lev spun around.


“Excuse me.” There was a woman right behind them, and she was definitely not Lev’s mom. “Do you two want to tell me what you are doing in my living room?”


Raisa sure wished she had the answer to that question. Lev opened his mouth, then closed it.


“Is there some reason you aren’t in school?” The woman had her hands on her hips. Then her voice softened. “Are you two friends of Brian’s?”


This was one of those moments there was no way to predict. Was yes the better answer? Or no? Given the lack of data, answering a question with a question was probably the best tactic.


“Is this 715 Redwood Drive?” Raisa asked.


“It is,” the woman answered. “Brian’s at school where he should be.” She paused. “Is this some kind of sixth-grade prank? Because if it is, it’s really not that funny. And it’s kind of dangerous when you think about it. What if I had gotten so startled that I came out here with a baseball bat?”


Raisa forced her mind into focus. “No, no. Sorry,” Raisa said, pulling Lev’s arm and heading toward the front door. “It’s not a prank. I think we thought it was tomorrow. Or today was tomorrow, I mean. Lev and I just got mixed up.”


“Oh, right. Yes, that’s right,” Lev stumbled along while Raisa pulled him. “She and me… and I… I mean, Raisa and I just mixed up today with tomorrow.”


The woman seemed satisfied. “Well, I’ll tell Brian you two came by. What are your names again?”


Raisa figured the most logical move was to extricate themselves from the situation. “We’re really so sorry,” Raisa said. “We’re just going to get going now.”


“Yeah, we’re just going to get going now,” Lev repeated.


“Next time, ring the bell first. You really startled me.”


She was startled!


They hurried down the driveway and turned right on the sidewalk. When Raisa looked down, she saw that Lev was also quite a bit more light-footed than before. There was a springiness to his steps.


“Look,” she said, pointing to the ground. “You feel it, too, don’t you?”


“I do,” Lev said. “I thought maybe I was still dizzy.” He paused a beat, then added, “Gravity. There’s some kind of change in mass and gravity.”


They were both quiet. What had happened was becoming more and more obvious.


“I think we need to stop and assess this situation. Let’s go over the facts.” Lev sounded a bit calmer than he most likely was.


Raisa was pretty sure they both already knew. Someone just needed to say it out loud. She took a deep breath, the excitement threatening to burst right out of her.


“It happened, Lev.”


And then, completely out of character for her, she squealed. “The device worked. It really worked!” She let a deep breath out. “My mother was right. All the work she and Kallie have been doing. For years! We just proved it. We did it. It happened!”


Lev stepped forward, bent his knees, and took a little bounce up. He lifted nearly six inches into the air and slowly drifted back down, like a balloon filled with not quite enough helium. “Then are we… ? Did we just… ?”


“We did! And we are! We are in an alternate universe.” Raisa lifted onto her tiptoes and slightly off the ground.


“One tiny hop for human beings,” Lev said, laughing.


“And one giant bounce for humankind!”
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