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For David



ONE


Jonah saw the man before the man saw him.

The man—a total stranger—was standing in the Skidmore family’s living room on Tuesday morning when Jonah came downstairs before school. Jonah had just gotten home from a long, secret trip the night before; as he stepped into the living room, he was lecturing himself: Just don’t say or do anything to make Mom or Dad suspicious.

He was pretty sure that he’d fooled his parents into thinking the night before that he and his sister Katherine had just run down the street to their friend Chip’s house for a few minutes. But Jonah still had to be careful. There was no way he could let his parents find out that he and Katherine—and Chip and two other kids—had actually traveled through time to the year 1918, and to the distant future, and to a few places called time hollows that were completely removed from time.

And—oh, yeah—Jonah really had to keep his parents from finding out that he’d come back from all that time travel with two bullet wounds in his left leg.

You’re just an ordinary kid on an ordinary day headed to ordinary seventh grade at his ordinary school, Jonah told himself. Then he instantly corrected himself: Well, even if none of that’s true, at least you can pretend it is.

Ordinary kids did not have secret second identities that threatened to ruin their lives. Ordinary kids had not traveled to dangerous moments in four different centuries to try to save other kids’ lives. Ordinary kids had never seen all of time freeze at their school, right in the middle of seventh-grade science. Ordinary kids had not been kidnapped as babies and carried off to be adopted in a totally different time period.

Ordinary kids did not have bullet-hole scars.

But ordinary kids could see a strange man standing in their family’s living room at seven a.m.—couldn’t they?

Maybe Dad’s car broke down and this is some friend or neighbor who’s going to drive him to work, Jonah told himself, scrambling for explanations. Maybe the car battery’s dead, and this is the guy from AAA, here with jumper cables.

But Jonah probably would have recognized any friend or neighbor either of his parents would have called for a ride to work. This man standing in the living room wasn’t holding jumper cables, either, and he didn’t look like any tow-truck driver Jonah had ever seen.

For one thing, he was wearing a suit—kind of an old-fashioned-looking suit, actually, if Jonah let himself think about it. It was brown, with a checked pattern, and it just didn’t look like it belonged in the twenty-first century.

The man was also wearing a hat.

People wear hats like that in this time period, Jonah told himself defensively. Sometimes. Isn’t that what people call a fedora?

If Jonah knew the name “fedora,” didn’t that mean it was an ordinary thing now?

But people now wear fedoras like a joke. Like how rappers do it, Jonah told himself. Sarcastically.

This man did not look like a rapper. He looked serious. And determined. And—maybe a little lost?

Even though Jonah had clattered noisily down the stairs just a moment ago, the man hadn’t yet turned his head to look in Jonah’s direction. Instead the man seemed to be squinting down at his own hand, which was clenching the back of a chair as if he thought he needed help just to stay upright.

That doesn’t have to mean he’s a time traveler who’s dizzy from the trip, and who’s temporarily lost his sense of hearing and sight because of timesickness, Jonah told himself.

Before his own first trip through time, Jonah had mostly been an “act first, think later” kind of kid. But constantly facing danger in all those other centuries had changed him. So he didn’t call out, Dude! Who are you, and why are you in my living room? He didn’t rush off for one of his parents or yell to them, Did you know there’s some strange man standing in our living room?

Instead he silently backed out of the room and off to the side, so he could keep watching the strange man just by peeking around the corner.

Unfortunately, Jonah didn’t look behind him first. He smashed right into his sister Katherine as she walked by in the hall.

“Jonah! What’s wrong with you?” she cried.

A few months ago if he’d run into her like that some morning before school, she would have gone into full bratty-little-sister mode—not just yelping, but threatening to tattle and ranting that he’d messed up her hair, and now all the other sixth graders were going to laugh at her, and . . .

And, really, Jonah had usually just tuned out Katherine’s rants, so all he’d have heard after a while was blah, blah, furious blah.

But today Katherine asked “What’s wrong with you?” like she was truly worried about him. Running into her, he’d knocked a strand of her blond hair down from her ponytail, and she didn’t even notice.

Quickly Jonah put a finger over his lips and used his other hand to point toward the living room. Katherine raised one eyebrow and poked her head around the corner to squint curiously into the other room. But she didn’t say anything else.

Jonah stretched his neck out so he could look into the living room at the same time as Katherine. And then everything happened very quickly, one surprise after another.

First the man in the old-fashioned brown suit and hat turned and stared right at Jonah and Katherine.

Next Katherine gasped and yanked her cell phone out of her pocket and, before Jonah had a moment to think about it, snapped a picture of the strange man.

And then the man vanished.



TWO


“Who was that?” Katherine cried. She ran into the living room, to the exact spot beside the chair where the man had been standing. She gazed all around. “What was that about?”

Jonah ran behind her. He grabbed her arm and yanked her back. He didn’t think whatever force or entity had zapped the strange man out of sight could linger to work on Katherine, too, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He’d seen a lot of bizarre things during his travels through time—as far as he was concerned, anything could happen now.

“JB?” Jonah called softly. “Help?”

Jonah looked around, as if he expected someone to appear out of nowhere just as dramatically as the strange man had disappeared. JB was a time agent Jonah and Katherine had met a few months ago, and Jonah knew JB deserved a lot of credit for making sure that he and Katherine and their friends had survived all their dangerous time travel.

Of course, in many cases JB had been the one sending them into danger, so calling for JB wasn’t always the safest strategy.

Not that it mattered right now. Neither JB nor anyone else showed up.

“Didn’t that guy look kind of familiar?” Katherine asked.

“Not to me,” Jonah said.

“Sure he did,” Katherine said. She was already fiddling with the phone, calling back the picture she’d just taken. “That dimple in his chin, that brownish-goldish hair you could just barely see under the hat . . . Jonah, he kind of looked like you!”

She held out the phone, but Jonah didn’t glance at it. He let go of Katherine’s arm and took a step back.

Somewhere out in the world, somewhere in time, Jonah knew, there had to be people who looked like him. Maybe the birth parents he didn’t remember, maybe brothers or sisters or grandparents or aunts or uncles or cousins he knew nothing about.

But the odds against any one of those people showing up in Jonah’s living room—and then vanishing a moment later—were astronomical.

“You’re crazy,” he told Katherine. “He didn’t look anything like me.”

And even though all their travels through time together had generally made Jonah act nicer to Katherine, just as she acted nicer to him, this time his words came out growly and mean.

Katherine narrowed her eyes at him. Then she patted his arm.

“Maybe you’re right,” she said comfortingly. “I don’t know what I was thinking. That guy was so tall—do you think he was six-three? Six-four? Anyhow, basketball-player height. And you’re, like, normal height. And . . .”

That’s right—normal, Jonah thought fiercely. Ordinary.

Jonah hadn’t particularly noticed the strange man’s height—he thought Katherine was exaggerating. But there had been something about the man that made Jonah think people probably always noticed him, even when he wasn’t showing up in weird places he didn’t belong and then disappearing.

Jonah forced himself to peer at the picture on the cell-phone screen. He couldn’t tell what was under the man’s hat—a bald head? A lot more wavy, sandy-colored hair?—and that bothered him.

So did the suspicion that was creeping over him, that maybe the man did kind of look familiar.

Maybe he was someone Jonah should be able to recognize.

“Jonah! Katherine! What are you doing? You’re going to be late for school!” Mom called from the kitchen. “You haven’t even had breakfast yet!”

Jonah and Katherine exchanged glances.

“How can we go sit in classes all day and do nothing?” Katherine asked. “When we don’t know what’s going on?”

“What could we do even if we didn’t go to school?” Jonah asked. “The strange man’s gone now, and it’s not like we could chase him. We don’t know where JB is, we don’t have an Elucidator to call him . . .”

Elucidators were what Jonah figured cell phones would eventually turn into. They enabled time travelers to move between various years, and let them communicate across centuries.

Between time-travel trips, Jonah generally tried to forget about all the problems Elucidators could create, too.

Katherine shrugged helplessly.

“What if Mom decides to work from home today?” Katherine asked. “What if that man comes back and she’s in danger? How—”

Just then Mom stepped into the living room behind them. Katherine froze. Jonah darted a glance toward Mom—if she’d heard anything they’d said, they would need to come up with a good cover story, pronto.

But Mom’s frown just looked annoyed, not frightened.

Oh, yeah, I guess we were whispering, Jonah thought. All those trips through time had evidently made them more cautious, even without thinking about it.

“What’s the holdup, kids?” Mom was saying, rushing toward them. “You have fifteen minutes before the bus comes. You . . .”

Mom stopped talking. Jonah realized that Katherine still had her arm out, her hand tilted just so, to let Jonah see the cell-phone screen. But Mom was close enough now that the screen was tilted just the right way for her to see too.

“Katherine, is that a picture of . . . Charles Lindbergh on your phone?” Mom asked curiously. “How did you make it look like he was standing in our living room? He must have died forty years ago!”



THREE


Okay, then, Jonah thought. There’s proof. This does have something to do with time travel.

He hadn’t actually needed proof. From the moment he’d rounded the corner and seen a strange man towering over Dad’s favorite recliner, he’d known that that man didn’t belong in the twenty-first century, and that his presence was probably a bad sign.

Jonah was mostly just trying not to let himself think about the fact that he recognized the name Mom had said. Not because he was a history buff like her. Not because of any visits he’d made to the past. But because weeks ago, before his first trip through time, Jonah had seen that name, Charles Lindbergh, on a seating roster for a planeload of children stolen from time.

Jonah had been on that plane. His original name—the identity he would have carried through life if time travelers hadn’t intervened—had been on that list too. He just hadn’t known what it was.

He still didn’t know.

What if I was supposed to be Charles Lindbergh? he wondered. Is that why Katherine thought that man looked like me?

Only how was Jonah supposed to be Charles Lindbergh if this man who’d suddenly appeared and then disappeared from the living room was already Charles Lindbergh?

Belatedly, Jonah remembered that the name on the plane’s seating roster hadn’t just been Charles Lindbergh. It had been Charles Lindbergh Jr. or Charles Lindbergh III or something like that.

Jonah’s knees felt so weak all of a sudden that he sank down onto the nearby chair.

Katherine glanced at him, horror spreading across her expression. Then she smoothed out her face and turned back to face Mom.

“Instagram,” Katherine said calmly.

What? Jonah wondered. Then he realized his sister was trying to explain how she could have a picture on her phone of someone who’d died forty years ago, but who somehow magically looked like he was standing in their living room five minutes ago.

Will Mom believe her? Jonah thought. Does Mom even know what Instagram is?

Maybe Jonah needed to help out.

“Didn’t you use kind of a mix of Photoshop and Instagram together?” Jonah asked faintly. He looked up at Mom. “Didn’t Katherine do a good job faking everything?”

Mom tilted her head and took the phone from Katherine’s hand.

“It looks so real,” Mom said. “You’ve even got the candlesticks on the mantelpiece looking crooked, like they always do because someone’s always jumping around in here, knocking things sideways. . . .”

She glanced accusingly at Jonah.

Accusingly was good. Accusingly meant that she didn’t know there was anything truly weird and dangerous going on.

“Mom, all I did was take a picture of this room,” Katherine protested. “And then I put it together with a modernized picture of, you know, Charles, um, Charles . . .”

Jonah couldn’t tell if Katherine really couldn’t remember the last name, or if she was trying to distract Mom from looking more closely at Jonah. Jonah could feel prickles of panicky sweat on his face; he could feel exactly how close he’d come to fainting. And how close he still was. He didn’t want to be thinking, Am I really Charles Lindbergh’s son or grandson or . . . related somehow? Am I? But he couldn’t get the words out of his head.

He was just lucky Mom was focused on glaring at Katherine now.

“Katherine, please don’t tell me this was another one of those school assignments where you spent hours making sure everything looked good, but you didn’t spend five minutes actually reading about the topic you were supposed to be learning,” Mom said, waving the phone at her. “It’s Lindbergh. Charles Lindbergh. Do you even know what he was famous for?”

“Um . . . ,” Katherine stalled.

Mom threw her hands up in exasperation.

“Jonah?” she challenged, turning back to him. “Do you know who Charles Lindbergh was?”

My birth father? Jonah thought. Someone I probably would have known really, really well, if time-traveling kidnappers hadn’t stolen me away?

Now he didn’t just feel sweaty and faint. He also felt like vomiting. It was a good thing he hadn’t had breakfast yet.

“Mom, this wasn’t my homework assignment,” Jonah protested weakly. “I’ve never had to know about Charles Lindbergh.”

If his original identity actually was Charles Lindbergh’s son, had he known his father really, really well back in some other time period, some other century? How old had Jonah been when the time-traveling kidnappers took him and un-aged him back to being a baby all over again—and then crash-landed while escaping from time agents, like JB, who wanted to stop them? Had Jonah had time to form a lot of memories with his original father before the kidnappers erased them all? If that man who’d stood in the Skidmore living room just ten minutes ago was actually Charles Lindbergh, had he once upon a time thrown a baseball back and forth with Jonah and told him stories about his own childhood and playfully punched him in the arm and called him “a chip off the old block”?

Those were all things that Jonah’s adoptive dad—his real dad—had done with Jonah in this century.

“Jonah, if Katherine is learning about Charles Lindbergh this year, then you were probably supposed to learn about him last year,” Mom said, frowning. “This is what I keep telling the two of you, that you’re not just learning stuff so you can get graded on it and then forget everything after the test. You’re eleven and thirteen years old!”

“Almost twelve,” Katherine interrupted. “Remember, my birthday’s just a few weeks away.”

Mom barely paused to look sternly at Katherine.

“Right. So you really should know who Charles Lindbergh is,” Mom lectured. “It’s like—cultural literacy! And it’s interesting! Charles Lindbergh lived a fascinating life!”

This was one of Mom’s favorite topics: It wasn’t enough for him and Katherine to do well in school. They were also supposed to learn things “for life,” so they could “appreciate the treasure of knowledge . . .”

Yeah, right, Mom, Jonah thought. I really treasured finding out firsthand that they didn’t have toilet paper in the year 1483. And finding out how sailors got punished in 1611—because I got put in the stocks. And watching our friend Emily almost die because medicine was so bad in 1903. And, in both 1485 and 1918, seeing how many people got killed because certain countries wanted different leaders . . .

Now Jonah had chills, along with his sweating and light-headedness and nausea. What horrors awaited him in whatever time period Charles Lindbergh had lived in? What if there was nothing Jonah could do to avoid them?

“Jonah?” Mom said. Her voice was softer now, sounding farther away. Jonah blinked hard, trying to make her face come back into focus. She disappeared for a moment, then reappeared. Oh. It wasn’t because she’d fallen into some time-travel mess herself. It was because she’d gone to the kitchen and brought back a big glass of orange juice for him, along with a slice of toast. He gulped them both down and instantly felt better.

Note to self, he thought. Mom might actually be right about the whole “everybody needs a good breakfast” thing.

“Jonah, are you getting sick?” Mom asked. She brushed her fingers against his forehead. “You don’t seem to have a fever, but you were so pale a minute ago . . . and you’re still clammy. Do you need to stay home from school?”

Jonah glanced up at Katherine, as if trying to ask her telepathically, Is this our solution? Mom already thinks I’m sick—do you want to pretend you’re coming down with something too? And then we can work on figuring out why Charles Lindbergh, who died forty years ago, was in our living room this morning?

But if Jonah and Katherine did stay home “sick,” then Mom would absolutely decide she needed to work from home. And what could they do with Mom hovering over them, constantly feeling their foreheads and listening for sneezes and coughs?

And how quickly would she figure out that both of them were lying?

Jonah had survived deadly dangers in four different centuries—five, actually, if he counted his own. He’d made split-second decisions that had saved other people from assassins and a speeding wildfire and a firing squad and the potential destruction of time itself. But he really didn’t think he could carry off lying to his mom to get to skip school. Even for a good reason.

“I’m okay, Mom,” Jonah said. “I guess I was just hungry.”

Katherine glared at him. Mom glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and sighed.

“One piece of toast is not going to hold you until lunch, Jonah. And Katherine, you haven’t even had anything yet,” she said. “Forget the bus—I’ll see if Dad can drop you off at school on his way to work.” She started toward the stairs, then stopped. “No, wait, he’s got that early conference call. . . .” She sighed again. “I’ll call the office and tell them I’m going to be late.”

She started toward the kitchen and, Jonah guessed, the kitchen phone. But even as she walked, she was beckoning them and calling out, “Come on—start eating!”

Neither Jonah nor Katherine budged.

“I could have handled lying for both of us,” Katherine hissed at him. It was uncanny how totally she knew what he’d been thinking.

What she’d said was also true: Katherine was a much better liar than he was.

“Sorry,” Jonah mumbled.

“Now we’re going to have to waste a whole day at school before we can do anything,” Katherine complained. “I think you’re just scared to find out anything else about Charles Lindbergh. In case you’re, you know, his son.”

At least she said this part with a little more sympathy. Jonah flushed, annoyed that Katherine knew him so well—and thought he was such a coward. Why hadn’t Jonah seen Charles Lindbergh in the presence of one of his time-traveling friends who thought Jonah was some big hero? Gavin Danes, for example, the kid who had come out of that basement in 1918 with even more bullet wounds than Jonah—Gavin and Jonah had recuperated together in the same hospital room, and Gavin thought Jonah could do anything.

Only it had actually been Katherine who’d saved Gavin from dying.

Distantly Jonah could hear Mom on the phone in the kitchen, telling someone, “It’s been one of those mornings.” Even more distantly, Jonah could hear Dad’s shower running upstairs. These were ordinary sounds from what should have been an ordinary day, but nothing felt ordinary anymore. He could feel all sorts of possible futures spreading out in front of him—all of them strange and terrifying.

And what was he supposed to do about any of it?

“If—” Katherine began, and instantly stopped. She stared past Jonah, toward the lamp.

Jonah turned in the chair and stared up . . . and up . . . and up.

Charles Lindbergh was back, standing in the exact same spot he’d been in before.

Katherine’s right. He is tall, Jonah thought.

He scrambled out of the chair so Charles Lindbergh wouldn’t tower over him quite so much. Now, looking at the man up close and straight on, Jonah realized that Lindbergh was wearing different clothes—some kind of old-fashioned flight suit, maybe, with a brown leather jacket stretched across his broad shoulders and a pair of goggles dangling around his neck.

Did he look older or younger than he had the last time? Was that something Jonah should pay attention to? Jonah couldn’t tell, because Lindbergh seemed so totally in the grip of timesickness. He was blinking furiously, the same way Jonah always did when he arrived in a new time period, when he was desperate to have his vision and other senses back as quickly as possible.

“I did it!” Lindbergh murmured.

Does he mean, “I made it back here again”? Jonah wondered. Why is that a bigger deal than getting here in the first place? Why does he even want to be here? Why did he disappear a moment ago?

Jonah thought maybe these weren’t the best questions to start with. But before he could say anything, he heard Mom yelling from the kitchen, her phone call evidently finished, “Jonah? Katherine? Get in here! Now!”

This was torture. If Jonah and Katherine left now, they wouldn’t see what happened next with Charles Lindbergh or get a chance to ask him anything. But if they didn’t leave, Mom was bound to come after them—and she’d see Lindbergh too.

Jonah inched one step closer to the kitchen, then indecisively inched back. Katherine didn’t move at all.

Lindbergh cocked his head toward Mom’s voice and blinked again.

“Are you Jonah and Katherine Skidmore?” he asked, pulling a small notepad and pencil from inside his jacket.

“What’s it to you?” Katherine asked, as bold as ever.

Lindbergh made a small mark on the notepad.

“Confirmation of that item on my checklist,” Lindbergh muttered. He turned toward Jonah. “I apologize in advance for any distress this is going to cause you.”

Jonah took another step back.

And then Lindbergh reached out and grabbed Katherine by the shoulders.

“What are you doing?” Jonah asked. “Let go of my sister!”

He stepped forward again, waving his arms wildly, trying to pull Katherine back and shove Lindbergh away. But Lindbergh had too tight a grip.

“Jonah! Be careful!” Katherine cried, even as she tried to get away. “He’s probably just using me to get to you!”

Lindbergh looked scornfully down at her and held on tighter.

“Such simplistic thinking,” he said. “And wrong.”

Lindbergh lifted Katherine, jerking her completely away from Jonah. She kept struggling, pushing away from him. But it was useless.

A split second later both Lindbergh and Katherine vanished.



FOUR


Jonah stepped into the space that Lindbergh and Katherine had occupied only a moment before. He started swinging his arms again, as if convinced that even if he couldn’t see Lindbergh and Katherine, he still might be able to grab them.

They’re just invisible, he told himself. Even Katherine and I managed to make that function work on the Elucidators we used. Well, most of the time. Maybe that’s all this Lindbergh guy did too—he just pressed some button on an Elucidator in his pocket, and he turned them both invisible. . . .

“Katherine?” Jonah called. “Say something. Make some noise. Please!”

No one answered. No matter how violently Jonah waved his arms around, his fingers didn’t brush anything except the lamp, the chair, the candlesticks on the mantel. Things Jonah could see.

Lindbergh and Katherine were gone.

Jonah kept swinging his arms, but it was a despairing gesture now. The side of his hand connected with one of Mom’s brass candlesticks, and it crashed down to the hearth below. The candle snapped in half; the brass clanged against the hearthstones like a gong ringing out someone’s doom.

Katherine’s? Jonah agonized. And mine, when Mom sees I dented her candlestick . . . and lost her daughter?

The clanging sounded loud enough to echo through the whole house. Strangely, Mom wasn’t rushing back into the living room crying out, What just happened? What is going on in there?

She’d also stopped yelling about how Jonah and Katherine needed to get into the kitchen right now to eat breakfast.

This was very, very odd.

Did that Lindbergh guy zap away Mom and Dad, too, even without touching them? Jonah wondered. Have I lost my entire family?

Jonah didn’t think his legs could hold him up as he thought about this awful possibility. But they didn’t just hold him up—they also carried him toward the kitchen without him even having to consciously think about it.

“Mom?” he called. “Dad?”

His voice creaked and cracked and came out an octave higher than it should have. How could even his own voice betray him at a time like this?

He got to the breakfast nook area of the kitchen, where Mom had laid out sunflower place mats and perfectly spaced silverware and cereal boxes and cartons of juice and milk. The cell phone Mom had taken from Katherine was lying on the table too, as if that was supposed to be a reward for coming to breakfast. Jonah picked up the phone and slipped it into his pocket, but kept going.

“Mom?” he called again. This time his voice sank to a bass register, but he might as well have been a terrified baby wailing, Mommy! Mommy! Mommy!

No one was sitting in any of the kitchen chairs, not at the table and not at the desk across the room, either. No one was standing over the stove or near the refrigerator or beside the kitchen counters.

Jonah whirled around the corner and farther into the kitchen anyhow. He started waving his arms again—even though that hadn’t worked in the living room, maybe it would work here. This time he hit his hand on a granite countertop. He doubled over in pain, leaning across the top of the island in the center of the kitchen. Just before he squeezed his eyes shut from the pain, he caught a glimpse of blond hair on the other side of the island, below the level of the counter.

His eyes popped back open.

“Katherine?” he cried.

It made no sense for Katherine to have disappeared from the living room in Charles Lindbergh’s arms a few moments ago only to reappear here and now, crouched beside the kitchen island. But Jonah was willing to believe that that had actually happened, if it meant that Katherine was back.

If it meant he hadn’t lost his entire family.

Jonah spun around the corner of the island, simultaneously crouching lower and lower himself. If Katherine had just gotten back from traveling through time while Jonah was experiencing a couple moments of panic, there was no telling what she’d suffered through; there was no telling how long she thought she’d been gone or how many lies they’d have to tell Mom and Dad to get them to believe that nothing had happened at all.

“Let me help,” Jonah said, reaching out to her.

The blond hair moved. Jonah noticed that Katherine had evidently lost her ponytail rubber band during whatever trip she’d just returned from: her hair was hanging down loose now, spread across her shoulders and hiding her face. Really, the hair was all Jonah could see. But Katherine was painstakingly starting to tilt her head back to look up toward Jonah. The hair was sliding out of the way.

“Don’t worry about the timesickness,” Jonah said, patting Katherine’s arm. “Take it slow. I’m watching out for you. You’re not in any danger.”

He hoped that that was true.

Katherine lifted her hand to brush the hair out of her face. Her mouth appeared. Her nose. Her eyes.

Jonah started blinking frantically, trying to make the girl crouched in front of him look like she was supposed to—to make her look like the sister he’d seen vanish only moments ago. But something was off. It was like this was some almost-Katherine, some slightly changed version that seemed familiar but not quite right.

“Katherine?” he said doubtfully, bending closer.

The girl squinted at him.

“I’m Linda Katherine,” she said, as if correcting him. Then she moaned. “Ooohh. I feel so . . . weird. Everything’s so strange.”

Jonah rocked back on his heels. His feet slipped out from under him, and his tailbone slammed against the hard tile floor. He barely noticed. All he could do was stare at the girl. He knew who she was now. Not Katherine—she’d never been Katherine. This was the same person who’d been standing in the kitchen a few moments ago, when Charles Lindbergh had disappeared from the living room with Katherine clutched in his arms.

This was Jonah’s mom.

Only somehow she’d turned back into a kid again.



FIVE


“What just happened?” kid Mom groaned. “Why do I feel like . . . like . . .”

Jonah put his hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t worry about it,” he told her. “You’re just . . . sick. Yeah, that’s it. You have a very high fever, so you’re imagining things.”

He was proud of himself for coming up with that explanation so quickly. But kid Mom narrowed her eyes at him.

“Don’t you lie to me, Jonah Skidmore,” she said, and even though she still looked like Katherine—and about Katherine’s age—at least now she sounded more like herself. Or like she was trying to sound like herself. She winced. “I remember now. I have a thirteen-year-old son named Jonah and an eleven-year-old daughter named Katherine. I was getting them ready for school. Why do I feel like I should be going to school myself right now? And like . . . like maybe I should only be in seventh grade?”

Seventh grade like me? Jonah thought. Not sixth, like Katherine?

He wasn’t sure what that meant. He didn’t know what to say, anyway, so he didn’t answer.

Kid Mom flashed him a look that seemed to be a mix of Katherine’s my brother is so annoying expression and normal, adult Mom’s Jonah, I’m disappointed in you stern gaze. She gave a little snort that sounded exactly like Katherine when Katherine was about to say something like, Well, if you can’t handle this, I’ll take care of it myself! Then she started to stand up.

Her clothes fell down. Her silky red sweater slipped down on her shoulder, and she had to hold on to the waistband of her black pants to keep them from sliding into a heap on the floor.

“What?” she exclaimed. “These are my tight pants!”

Jonah realized she was still wearing the same clothes she’d had on ten minutes ago when she was regular, normal, adult Mom. Now that she was roughly the same size as Katherine—give or take a few inches and pounds—the clothes seemed clownishly huge.

“Um, maybe you should go upstairs and change?” Jonah suggested. “Maybe you could borrow something from Katherine’s closet?”

Kid Mom shot him another annoyed look.

“Just where is Katherine, exactly?” she asked suspiciously.

Jonah was saved from having to answer that because suddenly there was a burst of laughter out in the hall.

Another kid raced into the kitchen—a boy with wild, untamable-looking hair and crooked teeth and what appeared to be the beginnings of a monstrous zit on his nose. He was wearing jeans and an Ohio State T-shirt that Jonah was pretty sure had been hanging in his own closet earlier this morning.

“I am having the best dream ever!” the boy exclaimed, practically bouncing up and down. He dashed over to Jonah and threw his arm around Jonah’s shoulder. “Hey, old buddy, old pal. I don’t know how long this is going to last, but it’s like I’m your age again. Thirteen! Whoo-hoo! What do you say we go out in the yard and throw the old pigskin around?”

Jonah was too stunned to speak.

“What’s wrong—you scared I’ll beat you, now that I don’t have to worry about creaky knees?” the boy asked. “Or would you rather play soccer? You pick the sport—I’ll take you on! Chal-lenge!”

The boy began dancing around in what Jonah guessed were supposed to be amazing soccer moves.

“Are you . . . ?” kid Mom started to ask, her tone a mix of astonishment and horror.

The boy stopped dancing and leaned in conspiratorially toward Jonah.

“I’ll tell you a secret,” he said. “I’m married! I’m thirteen years old, and I’m married. Isn’t that crazy?” He started giggling and pointed to Mom. “And I’m married to her. Don’t you think she’s hot?”

Oh, no, Jonah thought, his worst suspicions confirmed. No, no, no, no, no.

This was the kid version of Dad.
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“. . . Michael?” kid Mom finished.

Kid Dad flashed her a cheesy, slightly panicked grin and leaned back toward Jonah.

“Can you help me out here, buddy?” Dad whispered. “Can you make sure she doesn’t see I’ve got this humongo zit on my humongo nose? Maybe you should stand in front of me. . . .”

He pushed Jonah over to the right, so Jonah blocked Mom’s view of Dad’s face.

“I’m not blind,” Mom said sarcastically. “I already saw it. And I’m not deaf. I heard everything you said. Could you stop acting like such a fool?”

Dad cowered behind Jonah.

What am I supposed to do now? Jonah wondered. Arrange marriage counseling for my thirteen-year-old parents?

How could he keep them out of trouble while he figured out how to rescue Katherine?

Then he had another problem: The kitchen phone started ringing.

“Michael!” kid Mom called out. “Did you already have that conference call? Before we, uh . . . before whatever happened to us happened?”

Kid Dad was practically trembling behind Jonah.

“I’m supposed to call in on my cell phone at seven fifteen,” Dad said. His voice squeaked. “I’m supposed to talk to China. I can’t talk to China like this! What am I going to do?”

Dad’s voice sounded even more unreliable and squawky than Jonah’s ever had. Jonah glanced at the clock on the wall. It was twenty after seven.

The answering machine clicked on, Dad’s normal adult voice asking callers to leave a message. After the click, a frantic male voice came on, begging, “Michael? Are you there? Did you oversleep? Did you forget the call with the Chinese? I’m not getting through on your cell phone. This is so not like you—”

Jonah walked over and picked up the phone.

“Mr. Wilson?” he said, because he was pretty sure this was Dad’s boss. “This is Jonah Skidmore, Michael’s son. My dad’s been trying to call you, but something was messed up—it wouldn’t even go to voice mail.”

“Put him on now,” Mr. Wilson ordered.

Jonah looked over at kid Dad, who was shaking his head, panic spread across his face.

“That’s the problem,” Jonah said. “He woke up this morning with a really bad case of laryngitis. He’s been gargling with salt water, but he still can’t even whisper.”

“Tell him to try,” Mr. Wilson growled.

Jonah held out the phone to Dad and mouthed, Fake having laryngitis, but Dad just backed away, shaking his head even more violently.

Jonah whispered into the phone instead, “I’m sorry, Mr. Wilson. This is a disaster . . .”

“I can’t hear you,” Mr. Wilson said. He sighed. “I’ll let the Chinese know we have to reschedule. Stay home and try habanero peppers. That always works for me. You’ve got to get over this soon!”

Jonah hung up the phone. Both his parents were staring at him in astonishment.

“Everyone should be the hero of his own dreams,” kid Dad complained. “But I just acted like a scaredy-cat and my own kid had to take over. This dream is really starting to suck.”

Then he clapped his hand over his mouth and glanced guiltily at kid Mom.

“Oops,” he said. “We aren’t supposed to say words like ‘suck’ in front of the kids. Speaking of the kids . . . where’s Katherine?”

No way was Jonah going to try to explain that one.

“Maybe your dream will get better if you go back to bed,” Jonah said.

“Oh,” Dad said, wrinkling his brow. “I didn’t think of that.”

“I’m going upstairs too, for a minute,” Mom said. “I think I’ll be able to deal with all this better if I’m not scared the whole time that my clothes are going to fall off.”

“That’s—” Dad started to say.

Kid Mom’s hand shot out and covered his mouth.

“You are not saying a word about that,” she said. “Not until you’re a grown-up again.”

Jonah barely waited until they were out of the kitchen before he had the phone back in his hand. He was pretty sure Mom planned to come right back, so he didn’t have much time. There was exactly one grown-up he knew in the twenty-first century who understood about time travel—exactly one grown-up he could call who might be able to help.

Oh, please, I hope she’s still a grown-up, Jonah thought, quickly dialing the number. Like Dad’s boss, not like Mom and Dad.

Angela, the woman he was calling, had seen a plane crash-land thirteen years ago carrying baby Jonah and baby Chip and baby Gavin and thirty-three other infants who’d been stolen from history. The people kidnapping them—two men named Gary and Hodge—had intended to carry the babies on to the future, but those plans had been ruined.

So was Angela’s life. She’d become obsessed with figuring out the mystery behind what she’d seen, and it had taken thirteen years before she’d gotten anything resembling an answer.

She’d also had to risk her life to help Jonah and Katherine and the other kids.

The phone rang. And rang. And rang.

“Crud!” Jonah exclaimed, hanging up.

Next he tried calling his friend Chip. Chip hadn’t been on as many time-travel trips as Jonah, but in Chip’s original identity—which he at least knew, and had relived part of—he’d been a king of England in the Middle Ages. Jonah could use a king helping him out, even if that king had gone back to being a seventh grader stuck in the middle of Ohio.

Talking to Chip would be a little bit complicated, since Chip was also Katherine’s boyfriend. But maybe Jonah wouldn’t tell him she was missing. Maybe Jonah would just ask if Chip’s parents were still adults or if they were thirteen-year-olds too.

Chip’s phone went straight to voice mail, meaning he was probably already at school and he’d shut it off. All the kids Jonah knew would be at school now. There wasn’t anyone who could help him.

“What should we do now, Kath—?” Jonah started to say automatically, because with just about every single time-travel dilemma he’d ever faced, he’d had Katherine right there beside him, helping out. In practically the only time-travel moments he’d had without Katherine, he’d had Albert Einstein’s wife at his side, and she was pretty smart herself.

This time Jonah was on his own.

Jonah went back into the living room and stood in the exact spot where Lindbergh and Katherine had been the moment before they vanished. Maybe he’d get lucky and some random force would zap him to the same place they’d gone, and he’d be able to rescue Katherine that way.

Jonah could just hear what Katherine would say about this plan: Yeah, right, Jonah. Like that’s going to work.

Jonah sank down onto the recliner and sat back in despair. Something poked against his back.

He sat up again and turned around. There, stuck in the crack between the cushions, was a little piece of paper that Jonah hadn’t noticed before. Jonah pulled it out.

It was just a scrap, the bottom half of some sheet that seemed to have been torn out of a small notebook. At the top it held the words “identify Skidmore children,” with a checkmark beside them.

Charles Lindbergh was checking things off a list in a notebook! Jonah remembered excitedly.

Had Lindbergh come back? Just to leave this bit of paper?

Jonah remembered how furiously Katherine had been flailing about in the moment before Lindbergh carried her away. In all her squirming, could she have knocked this bit of paper loose from the notebook without Lindbergh noticing? And then, was it possible that Jonah hadn’t noticed it either, because he was swinging his arms around trying to find an invisible Lindbergh and Katherine—not looking for scraps of paper and other easily overlooked clues?

Jonah decided this was probably exactly what had happened.

He flattened the paper out on his knee and eagerly started reading the rest of it.

Grab Skidmore girl was the next item on the list, and it was checked off. So, too, was the next sentence: Reset her chronophysical age to exactly thirteen years and three months.

“What?” Jonah was so surprised he actually spoke aloud.

Why would it matter if she’s eleven or thirteen? he wondered. And why that exact “thirteen years and three months”?

Something struck him: Jonah himself was exactly thirteen years and three months old.

But Charles Lindbergh didn’t even try to grab me, Jonah reminded himself. It wasn’t like he wanted Katherine and me to be the same age.

But now both Mom and Dad were probably thirteen years and three months too. Or close to it. Jonah hadn’t asked either of them to be that precise about their current ages—and maybe they didn’t even know—but Mom had talked about feeling like she should be in seventh grade. And Dad had said he was the same age as Jonah. Maybe he really was exactly the same.

What’s the big deal about being thirteen and three months? Jonah asked himself. And if Charles Lindbergh had wanted to change Mom and Dad, too, wouldn’t he have put them on this checklist? Or was changing them just . . . an accident?

Jonah saw that there was one more line written at the very bottom of the page, the only line that hadn’t been checked off. But it didn’t explain anything about Mom and Dad. It made Jonah forget that he needed to worry about them.

Because the last line said, Take Skidmore girl to Gary and Hodge to seal the deal.
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Jonah dropped the scrap of paper and it fluttered down to the floor.

“Nooo,” he moaned.

Why would Gary and Hodge want Katherine? he wondered.

Gary and Hodge were kidnappers, sure, but Jonah had never heard of them trying to kidnap anyone who wasn’t a famous missing kid from history. Katherine wasn’t famous. She wasn’t from any foreign time period. And she wasn’t missing—at least, she wasn’t before today, Jonah thought with a pang.

Gary and Hodge just wanted to make money, and lots of it. Though they claimed that they ran a charitable adoption agency, what they really did was sell famous missing kids from the past to rich families in the future, so those families could brag about who their kids were.

Katherine’s no one to them, Jonah thought. They would say she doesn’t have any value. Except . . .

Except Katherine had foiled or helped foil a lot of their plans. On her last trip through time, for example, she’d played a huge role in preventing Gary and Hodge from carrying off Alexei Romanov and Maria and Anastasia Romanova, part of the last royal family of Russia.

But I’ve ruined their plans too, Jonah thought. If this is about revenge, or if they’re just trying to get her out of the way so she won’t mess up any more of their plans, why didn’t they have Charles Lindbergh grab me at the same time as her?

Jonah tried to think the way Gary and Hodge thought, even though he hated it.

Is it because they still think they can make money from kidnapping me and carrying me off to the future? he wondered. So they need me to stay right here for now? Is that why they took her and not me?

This still left lots of confusing details that Jonah didn’t understand. What did Gary and Hodge plan to do with Katherine once they had her? What did it mean that delivering her was supposed to “seal the deal” for Charles Lindbergh? Why hadn’t Gary and Hodge just kidnapped her themselves—why had they used Charles Lindbergh to do their dirty work for them? Who was Charles Lindbergh, anyway?

Jonah couldn’t answer those questions, and anyhow he could hear Mom coming back down the stairs. Quickly he picked up the scrap of paper and tucked it into his pocket. He could tell by the sounds of her footsteps that Mom was practically running—Mom didn’t run inside the house, did she?

So maybe it’s really Katherine, after all, magically returned? Jonah thought hopefully.

It wasn’t Katherine who rounded the corner into the living room—it was kid Mom in Katherine’s clothes, which was an even more disturbing sight than kid Mom in too-big clothing. Jonah had seen pictures of both of his parents when they were kids, of course, so he should have recognized them from the very start. But Mom-as-a-teenager and Dad-as-a-teenager belonged in old, faded pictures where they wore funny-looking clothes and hairstyles from the 1980s: both of them in high-waisted pants with their shirts tucked in, Mom with her hair pulled into a ponytail that dangled down on one side of her head only . . . Jonah and Katherine used to love laughing at those pictures.

Seeing kid Mom in a pair of Katherine’s running pants and a baby-blue sweatshirt that said CHEER! was just plain wrong.

Evidently Mom thought so too.

“I never realized how much of Katherine’s wardrobe is pink and/or sparkly,” she said, making a face. “This was the best I could do. I feel ridiculous. You know I was a total tomboy when I was a kid, don’t you?”

Jonah hadn’t remembered that. But the talk of clothes made him think of something else.

What was Katherine even wearing when she disappeared? He wondered. He had a vague sense that it was something pink—or maybe purple?—but if this had been a normal kidnapping and he’d needed to describe her clothes for the cops, he would have been useless. Mom probably remembered, but he wasn’t going to ask her. He needed to keep her from finding out that Katherine had vanished.

Jonah realized that kid Mom seemed to still be waiting for him to answer.

“Huh,” he grunted, figuring Mom could interpret that however she wanted.

She bounced impatiently on the balls of her feet, which was something else that normal adult Mom would never do. Whenever Jonah or Katherine did something like that, she ordered them, “Stop fidgeting.”

Jonah bit his tongue to avoid saying that to her. He needed to figure out a way to get her to go hang out upstairs with kid Dad so Jonah would be free to . . . well, do something to get Katherine back and restore both parents to their normal ages.

“You can’t go in to work today,” Jonah said. “So . . .”

“Duh,” Mom said, rolling her eyes.

Real adult Mom would never have done that to Jonah. Not in a million years. Jonah was speechless.

“Sorry,” Mom said instantly. She rubbed her forehead. There was something too adult about the gesture. Now she looked like a teenager playacting adult behavior. “I just feel so weird . . . like I don’t know how to act. But I do have a plan!”

“Uh . . . good?” Jonah said doubtfully.

“First we need to get you and Katherine to school,” Mom said.

Now, that sounded like Jonah’s real mom. The world could be on the verge of ending, and she’d still think skipping school was a crime.

What if Mom and Dad being teenagers again is a sign that the world is ending? Jonah wondered.

He’d seen problems before that had left all of time and the whole universe teetering on the brink of collapse. Having Mom and Dad suddenly become thirty years younger was every bit as strange as the messes he’d faced then.

But I managed to fix those earlier problems, he reminded himself. Well, with Katherine’s help. And sometimes other people’s help as well. . . .

Jonah felt lonely all over again. If he had real, normal, adult Mom in front of him, maybe he would just break down and tell her everything and wail, Mommy! Figure out how to get Katherine back! I can’t!

But real, normal, adult Mom had vanished. The thirteen-year-old girl standing in front of him looked like someone else he needed to protect.

“Katherine left in time to make the bus,” Jonah said. Surprisingly enough, this actually wasn’t a lie. Katherine had vanished in plenty of time to get to the bus stop. Jonah was just leaving out the fact that that wasn’t where she’d gone.

Jonah could tell that kid Mom was trying to do the same narrowed-eyed searching gaze that adult Mom could always use to get Jonah to break down and admit, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’ll tell you the truth—the whole truth!”

But kid Mom’s searching gaze had absolutely no effect on Jonah. After a moment she gave up.

Emboldened, Jonah added, “And I really do feel too sick to get to school today, after all. You’ll have to call and tell them I’m going to be absent.”

“I can’t call the school sounding like this!” Mom protested. “They’ll think I’m you pretending to be me!”

I don’t sound like a thirteen-year-old girl! Jonah wanted to protest. But he didn’t think it would help his cause.

“Pretend you have laryngitis,” he suggested instead.

To his surprise Mom nodded approvingly. He followed her into the kitchen again as she dialed and then spoke quickly into the phone in a fake-hoarse voice. As soon as she hung up, he went for the next stage of getting both parents safely out of the way so he could figure out how to fix everything that had gone wrong that morning.

“You look tired,” he told Mom. “Why don’t you go upstairs and get some rest? I’m sure when you wake up, everything will be normal again . . .”

He’d underestimated kid Mom. Her cheeks flushed, and she shook her head stubbornly.

Who would have guessed that, as a kid, Mom was just as exasperating as Katherine?

“No, Jonah,” Mom said. “I’m going to figure out what’s going on here.”

“How?” Jonah challenged.

“First I’m going to find out how widespread this is,” she said. “I’m going to go out and knock on our neighbors’ doors and see if anybody else is suddenly the wrong age.”
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