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        For my parents, who told me
            fascinating stories about Russia when I was a kid

    


ONE



Jonah Skidmore took a deep breath as he peered at the, computer screen in front of him. He’d recently survived time travel, a war zone, betrayal, deception, mutiny, and the near destruction of time itself. So surely he was brave enough to call up a list of names on a computer.

Wasn’t he?

He kept his finger poised over the computer mouse.

I’ll be brave enough in a minute, he told himself. Or . . . two.

“What’s wrong?” his sister, Katherine, said from behind him. “Did Google lock up or something? Hit that link again.”

Patience wasn’t one of her virtues. Before Jonah had a chance to reply, she shoved her hand over his, pressing his finger down on the mouse.

“There,” Katherine said. “Just what we need. Famous missing children in history. Let’s see . . .”

There was a good chance that Jonah’s name might be on the list coming up on the computer screen before them. Not his real name—not Jonah Skidmore. But his original name. The name he’d been born with.

To keep from actually looking at the screen now, Jonah whirled in his seat to glare at Katherine.

“Keep your voice down!” he commanded. “Do you want Mom or Dad to hear?”

Unfortunately for Jonah, his parents were the kind who believed all those warnings about monitoring kids’ computer use. So the Skidmore family computer was right smack in the middle of the kitchen. And Mom and Dad were just around the corner and down the hall, where they were hanging Jonah’s and Katherine’s newest school pictures along the staircase.

Mom and Dad had no clue that Jonah and Katherine had traveled through time again and again and again, their lives in danger in one century after another.

But even without the complications of time travel and historical danger and intrigue, Jonah wouldn’t have wanted his parents to know how desperate he was to find out his preadoption identity.

Not that I exactly want to know it, he told himself. I just . . . need to.

“Mom and Dad wouldn’t mind us talking about history,” Katherine said, barely bothering to lower her voice. Then she leaned in closer and dropped her voice to a total whisper: “Do you think you might be the Russian kid?”

She pointed to a name on the screen.

Jonah grimaced so fiercely he could barely see.

What if I’m wrong about everything? he wondered. What if there’s some chance my other identity will never actually matter? Can’t I go on ignoring it and pretending it doesn’t exist?

He knew the answer to that question: No. He couldn’t. He was only thirteen—and Katherine was not quite twelve—but in the last few months they’d learned that the past had a way of coming back and grabbing you.

Sometimes literally.

That is not the right way to think about time travel, Jonah told himself. Remember, you have a new attitude now.

He forced himself to open his eyes wide enough to read the words on the screen before him—and then wider still, in indignation.

“Alexis Romanov?” he protested. “No way—that’s a girl’s name!”

Katherine reached over Jonah’s shoulder and clicked on a link for the name.

“No, it’s a guy,” she corrected. “It’s Russian, remember? Sometimes he’s listed as Alexis, sometimes Alexei. Same kid, just different translations. Definitely a boy. See?”

Phrases jumped out at Jonah from the screenful of information she’d called up: heir to the throne of the Russian empire . . . World War I . . . Russian Revolution . . . Alexis was imprisoned with the rest of his family . . . then in 1918 the Bolsheviks decided . . .

Jonah didn’t know much about Russian history—or anything about it, actually—but he was pretty sure that things hadn’t gone well for this Alexis or Alexei Romanov back in 1918.

Well, duh, Jonah told himself. Kids don’t vanish from history because everything’s going great. All of us were in some kind of danger.

For most of his life, Jonah had believed what his parents believed: that he was a perfectly ordinary kid in a perfectly ordinary family, growing up in a perfectly ordinary Ohio suburb. He was adopted and his sister wasn’t—that was the only detail about him that had ever seemed the least bit unusual. And Jonah’s attitude toward that little fact had always been, Well, so what? Who cares?

Then the mysterious letters had begun arriving, and Jonah had found out that he wasn’t an ordinary adoptee.

Not at all.

Instead, he and thirty-five other kids were, depending on how you looked at it, either refugees from history or children audaciously stolen from the past. Or both at once. The only reason he and the other kids were growing up now, at the start of the twenty-first century, was because their kidnappers had crash-landed in this time period with a planeload of stolen babies. Fearing the wrath of time agents determined to keep history on its original track, the kidnappers had abandoned the babies and run away, vowing to come back for them as soon as they could.

At least we got thirteen years of happy ignorance before everyone started fighting over us again, Jonah thought.

And that wasn’t the right way to think either. Ignorance wasn’t a good thing. Jonah and Katherine had traveled back and forth through history multiple times in the past few months, repairing time and rescuing other kids endangered by their own time periods. How many times on those trips had ignorance almost gotten someone killed?

Let’s see . . . in 1483 . . . 1485 . . . 1600 . . . 1605 . . . 1611 . . . 1903 . . .

Jonah had returned from his last trip through time vowing to face up to even the facts he desperately didn’t want to know.

Facts like what his original identity in history actually was.

Just yesterday he’d asked JB, the time agent he knew best, to finally reveal it.

This may have been a little unfair. After their last trip through time, JB was going through an identity crisis of his own. It probably wasn’t surprising that JB had refused to tell.

So Jonah had decided to take matters into his own hands.

Because you never know, Jonah told himself. You never know when I might be zapped back in time, when I might have to deal with whatever historical mess this Alexis or Alexei Romanov—or whoever I really am—had to deal with. I refuse to take another time-travel trip blind!

He made himself focus on the words on the screen and read them in order, not skipping around:

Alexis Romanov, the last tsarevitch of Russia, was born in 1904. He had four older sisters—Olga, Tatiana, Maria, and Anastasia—but as the first and only male child of Tsar Nicholas II, he was the designated heir, intended from birth to inherit the throne. At that time, the Russian empire covered a sixth of the globe . . .

Jonah stopped reading.

“If I really was, like, the future leader of Russia, don’t you think I’d . . .” He let his voice trail off, because there was no way he could say what he was thinking. If I really am this kid, shouldn’t I feel more special? Shouldn’t I be smarter, more talented—more obviously someone capable of ruling a sixth of the planet?

“What? Do you think you should look more like a prince—or a ‘tsarevitch’ or whatever the Russians called it?” Katherine teased. “Do you think you shouldn’t look like such a goofball?”

“How I should look . . . ,” Jonah muttered. “Duh, Katherine, we’re idiots. In 1918 they had cameras. They—”

He stopped explaining and started typing instead. He clicked back over to Google and started an image search for Alexis or Alexei Romanov.

Within seconds he’d called up a picture of a boy in a sailor suit. The kid was maybe nine or ten, and staring unsmilingly toward the camera. It was a black-and-white image, so it was impossible to tell if the boy’s hair was brown or just dark blond. It was impossible to tell eye color. It was impossible to tell why the boy looked so serious. But Jonah could tell one thing for sure:

“It’s not me,” he said, relief swimming over him.

Katherine squinted at the picture.

“Maybe you just think that because it’s such an old picture, and you’re used to seeing yourself in this century,” she said. “Or—you know how sometimes people don’t look like themselves in one particular shot?”

Jonah clicked the back arrow, returning to the lineup of dozens of images of Alexis/Alexei Romanov. He reached to the top of the computer desk, where Mom had stashed the packets of the other copies of his and Katherine’s school pictures, ready to be handed out to various relatives at Thanksgiving. He shook out a five-by-seven of himself and held it up beside the computer screen.

“See?” he said. “No way that’s me.”

“Okay,” Katherine said softly.

She was looking too closely at the picture of Jonah. Jonah couldn’t help staring at it too.

Did anybody like his or her seventh-grade school picture? Jonah’s hair stuck up in a weird way, and his grin was both crooked and too wide. But there was something else about the picture that bothered Jonah.

It was taken back in September, before I got the first letter. Before I went back in time for that first trip. It might as well have been a million years ago.

The Jonah in the picture looked too baby-faced, too unformed, too innocent.

Too ignorant.

It hurt, just looking at this picture of the kid Jonah had once been.

No wonder Katherine was doubtful about Jonah and Alexei/Alexis’s appearance. Even Jonah didn’t look like himself anymore.

He turned the picture facedown and slipped it back into the packet at the top of the computer desk. He caught only a glimpse of the packet of Katherine’s school pictures, the multiple images of her blond hair, her blue eyes, and her confident gaze, which seemed to say, You think there are going to be a lot of mean girls in sixth grade? So what? I’m not worried!

As if that was all Katherine was ever going to have to worry about.

Katherine looked like a total little kid in her school pictures from a few months ago too.

“Oh, hey,” he said loudly, trying to distract himself and Katherine. He pointed back toward the computer screen. “Why are all these pictures of girls mixed in with the images of the boy Alexis? Maybe you’re wrong after all.”

Katherine took control of the mouse and the keyboard again.

“No, those are his sisters,” she said, clicking through images until she came to a large one of four girls in lacy white dresses and Alexis/Alexei—looking much younger—in yet another sailor suit. “Do you remember, back in the time cave, back in the beginning of all this, when we saw all the names of the missing kids from history on that plane? Two Romanovs were on that list, weren’t they? Alexis and Anastasia?” She zoomed in until only the two youngest children showed on the screen. “Do these kids look familiar?”

Jonah frowned. He had met almost all of the other kids stolen from history in the time cave, the day the original kidnappers had come back hoping to retrieve each one of them. But Jonah didn’t have quite enough imagination to mentally replace the old-fashioned lace dress and sailor suit in the picture of the Romanovs with the modern jeans and T-shirts and sweatshirts the other kids had been wearing in the time cave.

“I don’t know,” Jonah said irritably.

Anastasia and Alexis Romanov seemed to stare back at him from the computer screen, their expressions plaintive and pleading. Jonah wished he’d never thought to look for pictures. Now that he knew he himself wasn’t a Romanov, he didn’t want to learn anything else about these kids. It was too much of a burden. He already had to worry about his friends Chip and Alex, trying to recover from the trauma of the 1400s, and his friend Andrea, who’d wanted to stay in 1600 even though it was a complete mess, and Emily, who—

Katherine gasped beside him. Jonah turned and saw that she’d gone totally pale.

“What’s wrong with you?” he muttered.

“Everyone’s just supposed to be missing, right?” Katherine asked, her voice shaking. “You and the other kids—you just vanished from history and nobody was ever supposed to know what happened to you. Isn’t that how it was always supposed to be? For all thirty-six of you?”

“Uh, sure,” Jonah said uneasily. “Why?”

Katherine raised a trembling hand and pointed to a sentence Jonah hadn’t noticed before, directly below the picture on the screen.

“Because,” Katherine said. “Because this says Anastasia and Alexis Romanov are dead.”




TWO



Jonah read the sentence beside Katherine’s fingertip:

Thanks to this most recent DNA testing, we now know that the entire Romanov family was executed in the early morning hours of July 17, 1918.

“Did we do that?” Katherine asked in a strangled voice.

“I think we would have known if we’d killed anyone,” Jonah said, trying to make a joke of things. He couldn’t take Katherine sounding so grim. “Let alone executed a whole family. Besides, we’ve never even been to 1918.”

“No, I mean, is it our fault?” Katherine asked. “Did something we changed in time on one of our trips make it so Alexis and Anastasia died in 1918 instead of being kidnapped and turned back into babies and brought to our time?”

Jonah had known that that was what she meant. He leaned his head back.

“JB?” he called softly. “Don’t you think now would be a good time to show up and explain everything?”

This was a little twisted. Five minutes ago Jonah had been hoping that JB wouldn’t know what he and Katherine were up to. Now Jonah wanted the time agent to be watching and listening and ready to swoop in.

Jonah looked around. He heard footsteps coming toward the kitchen.

And then Mom came around the corner, a hammer in one hand and a yardstick in the other.

“Every year,” she said, shaking her head grimly. “Every year we think we’re going to be able to hang those pictures without having them look crooked. And every year we find out we have to measure down from the ceiling, not up from the baseboard along the stairs . . . and it still drives us crazy trying to do it right. What are you two up to?”

Jonah could feel the guilty expression spreading over his face.

“Nothing,” he said.

“School project,” Katherine said.

Mom glanced at the computer screen.

“The Romanovs and the Russian Revolution?” she said, sounding surprised. “Which of you is studying that? Jonah, I thought your social studies class was working on the Minoans and the Mycenaeans. And Katherine, I thought you were still on that geography unit.”

Sometimes it really stank to have parents who paid attention to what you were doing in school.

“It’s kind of an extra-credit thing,” Katherine lied smoothly. “You know Mrs. Hatchett thinks the curriculum leaves out a lot. She likes to add enrichment activities.”

Jonah had to hand it to Katherine: She rolled her eyes so convincingly that even Jonah almost believed her.

“I was helping Katherine look up a few things,” Jonah added, to explain why he was sitting in the computer chair and Katherine was standing beside him.

Katherine shot him a disgusted look, as if to say, Now you’re pushing it too far. That’s just going to make Mom more suspicious! Why would I need your help?

Mom leaned in toward the computer, staring at the picture of Alexis and Anastasia.

“Good for Mrs. Hatchett,” she said absently. “It’s great she’s trying to make history come alive. . . . I remember being fascinated by the Anastasia story when I was about your age, Katherine. Of course, that was before they’d found any of the bones.”

“Bones?” Jonah repeated faintly.

“Well, yeah—how much research have you done so far?” Mom asked.

“We just started,” Katherine said.

Mom put down the hammer and yardstick and took over the keyboard and mouse.

“I’m trying to remember when everything was revealed,” she said, starting new searches of her own. She clicked through one screen after another until she came to a list of dates. “Okay, here we go. This says the family was killed in 1918. At first the Soviet leaders said only the tsar had been executed, so there were all sorts of stories floating around about what had happened to the rest of the family. Somehow it was almost always the youngest daughter, Anastasia, that people thought had escaped—a woman showed up in Germany years later claiming to be her, and even some of the Romanov relatives believed her.”

“Why Anastasia?” Jonah asked. “Why not one of the other girls? Or the boy?”

“I don’t know,” Mom said, tilting her head thoughtfully. “Maybe it was because Anastasia had a reputation for being feisty, and the other girls didn’t. The son, though—he was so sick to begin with. . . . It was kind of amazing he lived as long as he did, anyway.”

“He had hemophilia,” Katherine said, sounding like such an expert. Which was ridiculous, because Jonah knew she hadn’t known that a moment ago. She was just reading from the computer screen.

“Right,” Mom said.

“And there wasn’t a cure for that back then, but there is now, right?” Katherine said. Jonah could tell she was trying to catch Jonah’s eye without Mom noticing. At least one of the other missing children from history—Emily, the girl they’d helped most recently—had been endangered in her original life by an illness.

But Mom was frowning.

“I’m not sure there’s a cure for hemophilia even now,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure it’s treatable. We can look that up too—”

Jonah didn’t have the patience for a long detour. He put his hand protectively over the mouse.

“Katherine can do that later,” he said. “Keep explaining—what were you saying about bones?”

“Well, the rumors kept flying for decades, because the people who murdered the Romanovs hid the bodies,” Mom said. She pointed to a chunk of text on the screen. “It was about sixty years before anyone found any of them, and—look here—even that was kept secret until 1989, about the time the Soviet Union was starting to fall apart. There were tests done on the bones after that, and scientists said it was the tsar, his wife, three of the daughters, the family’s doctor, and three loyal servants. The bodies of the son and one of the daughters were missing.”

“So Anastasia and Alexis could have escaped!” Jonah exclaimed. “The fact that their bones weren’t with the rest of the family’s—isn’t that kind of proof that they did?”

Mom was scanning the computer screen.

“Well, there was some disagreement about whether it was Anastasia or Maria whose bones were missing,” she said. “And anyhow—here it is—in 2007 someone found other bones nearby, and they did DNA tests and then the scientists pretty much said, ‘It’s a hundred percent certain. These are the missing Romanov bones. The whole family died in 1918. No one escaped.’ Tragic, isn’t it?”

Now Jonah was the one trying to catch Katherine’s eye. The year 2007 wasn’t that long ago. If he and Katherine had changed something in history that led to the death of Anastasia and Alexis Romanov in 1918, wouldn’t time agents like JB have tried to keep it secret as long as they could?

Would JB have even bothered to tell Jonah and Katherine what had happened?

Was there any way to undo whatever had changed Anastasia’s and Alexis’s fates?

“JB, we really need an explanation,” Jonah muttered, softly enough that there was no way Mom could hear.

The doorbell rang just then, and the sound made Jonah jump.

“I’ll get it,” he said, sliding out of the chair.

If that’s JB—wow, that was quick, he thought.

He just needed to be prepared to play along with whatever story JB would come up with to explain his presence to Jonah’s parents.

Jonah rushed down the hall and yanked the door open.

It wasn’t JB. But it was someone Jonah recognized.

There, on the Skidmores’ porch, stood Anastasia Romanov.
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To his credit, Jonah did not blurt out, Aren’t you supposed to be dead?

He did consider it. His mind tried out and discarded several other possible things to say, but most of them sputtered away after an initial What . . . ? How . . . ? Why . . . ?

Maybe you could figure out a few things before you say anything, he told himself.

He blinked a few times, and his eyes kept assuring him that this was the exact same Anastasia Romanov he’d seen on the computer screen only a moment earlier. She had the same rounded face, the same impish gleam in her eyes, the same long, flowing hair. But this wasn’t like seeing a black-and-white picture colorized and come to life. The Anastasia standing before him wasn’t wearing a strand of pearls around her neck. She didn’t have her dark blond hair pulled back in some puffy old-fashioned style; it was parted on the side and tucked behind her ears. The long, lacy white dress from the picture had been replaced with blue jeans and a University of Michigan sweatshirt.

So it’s not Anastasia zapped straight from the early 1900s to our front porch, Jonah thought. It’s modern Anastasia, Anastasia who’s grown up in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, just like me.

So if Anastasia was standing on Jonah’s front porch, why did the Internet say DNA tests proved she had died in 1918?

And if she was one of the kidnapped/time-crashed missing children from history, like Jonah, why didn’t Jonah remember seeing her at the time cave when almost all of them had been gathered together? Especially since, now that he was looking right at her, he could tell that even in blue jeans and a sweatshirt Anastasia Romanov looked 100 percent like Anastasia Romanov?

Jonah realized that he’d been standing there for a ridiculously long time staring at Anastasia without saying anything. The only thing he’d done was blink and maybe open and close his mouth a few times like a fish.

“Okay, okay,” Anastasia burst out. She crossed her arms defensively across her chest. “I get it that people in Ohio hate the University of Michigan, and I’m making everyone I meet hate me by wearing this shirt. But get over it. All my other clothes are in boxes being carried off the moving van right now. I’ll wear something different tomorrow. Sheesh.”

University of Michigan, Jonah thought. The University of Michigan was in Michigan, of course. Jonah even knew what city it was in: Ann Arbor. And there was something important about Ann Arbor, Michigan, something that had to do with someone moving . . .

Jonah’s brain couldn’t quite make the shift from thinking about people moving from one time period to another, to thinking about people moving from one state to another.

He was still squinting stupidly at Anastasia when he noticed his friend Chip jogging up the sidewalk.

“Daniella insisted on meeting you,” Chip said. “Posthaste.”

Jonah frowned at Chip and shook his head warningly. Chip had been back from his trip to the 1400s for a couple of weeks now, but he still sometimes acted and sounded like he was stuck in the Middle Ages. He’d lived the years 1483 to 1485 as Edward V, an English king who’d mysteriously vanished from history. Jonah could see how it would be a little hard to just snap back into normal life. But Chip really needed to be more careful.

“Er . . . remember Daniella McCarthy?” Chip asked, trying to cover his mistake. He gestured toward Anastasia. Evidently, Daniella was her twenty-first-century name. “Remember how I talked to her on the phone before she moved down here?”

That was the hint Jonah needed. It was a first step, anyhow. Way back when Chip and Jonah and Katherine were just starting to figure out that something very, very weird was going on, they’d come across two lists of names, one labeled “survivors” and one labeled “witnesses.”

Daniella McCarthy’s name, like Chip’s and Jonah’s, had been on the survivors list.

But is she actually a survivor if she’s really Anastasia and the Internet says Anastasia Romanov died in 1918? Jonah wondered. What sites were we looking at, anyway—would the school librarian say they weren’t reliable?

But if this was just a case of getting bad info from the Internet, why had Jonah’s own mother been convinced that Anastasia was dead?

Jonah realized he was still staring stupidly at Daniella.

“Oh, uh, welcome to Ohio,” he managed to say. “Your family’s moving into your new house right now? To—” He barely stopped himself from saying, To 1873 Robin’s Egg Lane? It would seem way too creepy and stalkerish that he remembered her street address. Especially if she didn’t know . . .

Wait a minute, Jonah thought. She doesn’t know anything. Daniella McCarthy was the one and only missing kid from history who wasn’t in the time cave that day we found out everything. Because there was some kind of mix-up that delayed her move. So she doesn’t know she’s in the wrong time period. She doesn’t know people have been fighting over whether to take her back to the past or on to the future. She only knows what Chip told her when he called her on the phone, and that was before we knew much of anything ourselves.

Really, the only thing Chip had talked about with Daniella was her move. Not time travel. Not history. Not her identity.

Jonah cleared his throat, delaying.

“To . . . ,” Daniella prompted him.

“To . . . Hey, wasn’t there some problem with the paperwork for your house? Messing things up? Your parents must have worked it all out, huh?” Jonah asked. As soon as he said this, Jonah realized it was a mistake. He didn’t have a good excuse for knowing about the paperwork problems.

“Everything worked out. Unfortunately,” Daniella said, with an emphatic eye roll. “I still hate Ohio. And I hate my parents for making me move.”

“It’s not so bad here,” Chip said quickly.

Jonah saw that both of them were just acting. Neither one of them actually wanted to talk about the pros and cons of moving to Ohio. Daniella’s bright blue eyes darted about, studying first Jonah’s face, then Chip’s. She seemed to be waiting to see what they would accidentally reveal next. Chip was watching Daniella just as carefully, as if waiting for her to ask, Whoa, dude. How is it that you even know about my parents’ paperwork problems? And, while you’re at it, would you mind explaining how you two yahoos knew about my move in the first place—before I did?

Why didn’t she just come out and ask? Didn’t she trust them to give her a truthful answer?

Jonah guessed he could see why she wouldn’t. She didn’t even know them, and they knew too much about her. But why had she hunted up him and Chip anyhow? Had Chip even mentioned Jonah when he’d talked to Daniella on the phone?

“Um . . . did you come looking for us because your neighbor told you about us? Did she say we were on the middle-school welcoming committee, or something like that?” Jonah asked.

“Are you?” Daniella asked. She leaned in close. She was probably six or seven inches shorter than Jonah—physically, she shouldn’t have seemed any more threatening than a kitten. But Jonah took a step back.

What am I supposed to say? Jonah wondered. Should I admit we asked her neighbor nosy questions about her family? Should I tell her we know her original identity?

“How did you find us?” Chip asked. He put his hand on Daniella’s shoulder, maneuvering her to the side slightly, probably neutralizing any attack she might have been planning to launch against Jonah.

That’s how you do it, Jonah told himself. You ask a question instead of answering hers. All that stuff about “the best defense is a good offense” probably dates back to the medieval battle strategies Chip learned in the 1400s. It’s not just one of those things coaches say.

Daniella seemed to be blushing.

“You called me,” she said. “So I had your cell number, and then, uh—”

“But I never even told you my name,” Chip said. “And Verizon doesn’t give out customers’ info to total strangers.”

Chip’s voice stayed polite, and his face gave away nothing. At times like this, Jonah thought Chip really had missed out, not getting to stay in the 1400s and rule over his country for years and years and years. He could have been a good king.

Of course, if Chip had stayed in the 1400s, he would have ended up dead before he left his teens.

“Well, um . . . ,” Daniella began. She lifted her chin defiantly. “For your information, you weren’t the only one who contacted me.”

What was that supposed to mean?

Jonah looked to Chip, because Chip seemed to be handling all of this better than Jonah was.

“Who else called you?” Chip asked in a low voice.

Daniella smirked ever so slightly.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” she teased. “Let’s just say there were evidently lots of people who couldn’t wait for me to move to Ohio.”

Did my friend JB contact you? Jonah wanted to ask. Or—did Second? Did Gary and Hodge?

Second and Gary and Hodge were Jonah’s enemies. It was distressing that he could more easily imagine them getting to Daniella rather than anyone he trusted.

No, Second’s gone off into another dimension, and he promised to leave original time alone, Jonah reassured himself. And Gary and Hodge are still in time prison. Aren’t they?

Just a couple months ago, Jonah probably would have blurted out all the names, all his questions. But he had learned a little caution on his dangerous trips through time. It would be much better if they could get Daniella to tell them what she knew before Jonah or Chip revealed anything.

Chip raised one eyebrow—putting on an act again. Acting as if it didn’t matter in the least if Daniella told them anything.

Jonah tried to imitate Chip’s expression.

Daniella started to giggle.

“He said the two of you could be kind of funny,” she snorted.

“ ‘He’?” Jonah asked, trying to sound as if he didn’t care that Daniella was laughing at him. And as if he’d caught her revealing some huge clue about her informant’s identity, when really all she’d made clear was that it was a guy.

At least we’ve narrowed it down to half the world’s population, Jonah thought. We know Daniella wasn’t secretly talking to, say, Katherine.

Of course, he wouldn’t have believed that, anyhow.

But thinking about Katherine made him wonder why Katherine hadn’t shown up at the door—because of hearing Chip’s voice, if nothing else. Chip and Katherine had kind of become boyfriend and girlfriend after the trip to the 1400s. But given that Katherine had ended up traveling with Jonah to three different centuries after that, Jonah guessed it wasn’t exactly a normal middle-school relationship.

At least Katherine was doing better with Chip than Jonah was with Andrea, the girl he liked. Andrea had given him the “let’s just be friends” talk after they’d both returned from the 1600s. Jonah hoped he might be able to change her mind someday, but so far that hadn’t happened.

Don’t think about Andrea right now. . . . Should I be worrying about what Mom and Katherine are finding online that would keep Katherine away from Chip?

Daniella had gone back to watching him and Chip very carefully. No—she had one of her own eyebrows raised, mocking them.

Jonah turned around and pulled the door open just a crack.

“Hey, Katherine?” he hollered into the house. “Want to come out here for a minute? There’s someone you might want to meet.”

Maybe Katherine could figure out how to deal with Daniella. Sometimes girls were better at understanding other girls.

A moment later Katherine pushed her way out the door. But—so did Mom. The last thing Jonah needed was Mom figuring out that something weird was going on.

“Hi,” Daniella said, holding out her hand. “I’m Daniella McCarthy. My family just moved here today.”

Jonah saw Katherine’s eyes widen. As soon as Mom and Daniella were distracted shaking hands, Katherine mouthed silently to Jonah and Chip, Is that who I think it is?

Jonah winced and nodded. Then he looked quickly toward Mom to make sure she hadn’t seen him wincing and nodding.

Mom actually looked a bit dazed herself.

“Wow,” she was saying to Daniella. “Has anybody ever told you you look almost exactly like . . . ,” She caught herself and shook her head quickly. Jonah wasn’t sure if she was telling herself That would be impossible or No kid wants to hear that she looks like some girl who’s been dead for nearly a century. But Mom put on a polite smile. “Sorry. I guess it’s the power of suggestion. Retained images on the eyeball, or something like that. My daughter and I were just looking at some pictures online and it just made me think . . . um . . . have you met Katherine?” She kind of pushed Katherine forward. “Where did you say you moved here from?”

It had been a long time since Jonah had seen his mom act so flustered. It wasn’t like she was actually going to figure out that this really was Anastasia Romanov standing before them, but still. She was making him nervous. How could he get Mom to go away without making her even more suspicious?

Now Daniella was shaking Katherine’s hand and saying, “I’m from Michigan. Ann Arbor, Michigan.” And the whole time she was watching everyone carefully, observing Mom’s befuddled fumbling, and Katherine’s eyes widening all over again at the mention of Michigan.

“And you say you just got here today?” Katherine asked, her voice too high-pitched and curious.

Mom began looking suspiciously at Katherine, too. Katherine dug her hand into her sweatshirt pocket.

“Kath—,” Mom began.

Just then, the phone rang inside the house.

“Oh, excuse me. I’d better get that,” Mom said.

She disappeared back into the house.

Now it was Daniella looking at Katherine with wide-eyed amazement.

“You use that trick too?” Daniella asked. “I thought my parents were the only ones who didn’t have caller ID on their landline.”

Jonah realized what had happened: Katherine had secretly called the home phone on her cell, just to get Mom to go away.

Katherine flipped a strand of her long blond hair over her shoulder and smiled angelically.

“It’s only going to work for a minute,” Jonah said. “She’ll be back as soon as she picks up the phone and nobody’s there.”

Katherine kept smiling.

“But we won’t be here when she comes back,” she said. She opened the front door again and hollered inside, “Hey, Mom? Dad? Jonah and I are going down to Chip’s for a little bit. Okay?”

She didn’t wait for an answer.

“Smooth,” Daniella said admiringly.

Devious, Jonah thought. And—likely to get us in trouble, since, technically, we didn’t get permission.

But he stepped down from the porch with everyone else. The four of them walked through the yard and out to the sidewalk in an uncomfortable pack. Jonah wished he could pull Chip and Katherine aside and confer with them: Should we just tell Daniella everything? Is it fair to keep her in the dark? How much should we worry about whoever else she’s been talking to? Of course there was no way to do this without Daniella noticing. But Jonah glanced around anyway, on the lookout for hiding spots between his house and Chip’s.

That was how he first noticed the boy crouched behind the shrub in the next-door neighbor’s yard.

Jonah elbowed Katherine.

“Do you think that’s—,” he began.

He wanted her to tell him the boy was just one of the neighborhood kids playing hide-and-seek or capture the flag. It was a little early in the school year for the high-school kids to be out playing senior tag, but who knew, maybe this was a particularly ambitious senior class.
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