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To Y. The first one I ever wrote just for you.

There is not any present moment that is unconnected with some future one….
Evil may at some future period bring forth good; and
good may bring forth evil, both equally unexpected.
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– Joseph Addison
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ONE

"125-year-old cell phone found."
Matt Stillwell stopped writing and looked across his desk at his son.
“Say what?”
Jason held up History Alive magazine. “That’s the headline." He read
from the article: “Museum curators in Johnstown, Pennsylvania are trying
to explain how a twenty-first century iPhone found its way into a box
filled with debris from the infamous Jamestown flood. The flood
occurred in 1889 and, according to curators, the box containing the
iPhone had not been opened in over one hundred years.”
Matt snorted and went back to writing. “Not opened by the curators,
they mean. The iPhone was introduced in 2007. Obviously some
prankster opened the box and stuck the phone in.”
“Not according to this," said Jason. "It says the junk was put inside a
wooden box one week after the flood and nailed shut. They found the
box a few months ago while they were cleaning out a storage room in the
town museum. Says the nails were all rusted and they had to pry off the
lid. Here’s the photo.” He held up the magazine again so that his father
could see the image: twisted bits of barbed wire, a tattered child’s doll,
what looked like a couple of metal gears, and part of a shoe. Barely
visible in the center of the twisted mass was a battered, mud covered
object that looked very much like an iPhone.
Matt took the magazine and studied the image while Jason flung one
leg over the arm of the easy chair that was his favorite spot in his dad's
cluttered office. After a few minutes Matt handed the magazine back,
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frowning. “It’s either a convincing Photoshop job or the museum had
pretty lax security to let someone get into their collections and slip in an
iPhone. Which reminds me, professor”—Matt had called his son
'professor' since grade school, when he claimed that Jason was already as
smart as one—“you have some cleaning up to do in the Public Room.”
Jason groaned.
Matt frowned at him. "Since when do you moan about putting that
stuff away? It gives you a chance to look inside all the boxes and books.”
Jason shook his head. "Pretty nerdy, huh?"
"You're not a nerd," started Matt, but Jason cut him off.
"Dad. Most fourteen-year-old guys can tell you the starting lineup of
the Dallas Cowboys, or which teams won the World Series for the last
gazillion years. Me? I can rattle off the names of all the Presidents of the
United States. In order. And the dates they served. And their Vice
Presidents. Even my friends think I'm weird."
Matt looked at the ceiling and scratched his chin. "Let's see. By the
time I was your age I had traced my family tree back to the fourteenth
century and had a museum in the basement to show off all the Civil War
bullets I had collected." He winked at his son. "I didn't have any friends."
Jason grinned. "And look where it got you." His father managed a
huge archives—a place crammed with priceless old documents, ancient
maps, and one-of-a-kind photographs that told the history of just about
everything. Jason couldn't imagine a better job in the world.
"It got me right where I wanted to be," said Matt. "Where we both
want to be. Which brings me back to the point: Why don't you want to
put the boxes away tonight? You love looking at this stuff."
He was right. Normally Jason couldn't wait to carry the boxes and
books from the Public Room back into the storage rooms. People came
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from all over the world to study the priceless documents in the archives,
but no visitor was allowed beyond the Public Room. Instead, archives
staff retrieved documents from their secure storage vaults and brought
them to the Public Room where they were used under the eyes of highly
trained staff and armed security guards. Each evening the documents had
to be returned to the secure storage rooms. Jason loved putting the
things away because it gave him a chance to browse through the records.
Tonight, though, he wasn't looking forward to it.
"I have help tonight," he said vaguely. "I'd rather do the work alone.”
Matt laughed. “Wait a minute. You’re complaining because you have
a drop-dead gorgeous girl to help you put the boxes away?”
“Correction,” said Jason. “Melissa Pendleton is not a drop-dead
gorgeous girl. She is the drop-dead gorgeous girlfriend of Dylan Skinner.
The same Dylan Skinner who swears to kill anyone who even looks at
her. He would do it too. That guy belongs in reform school or prison or
something. I would definitely vote him 'most likely to shoot up the
school.' ”
Matt's expression darkened. “He hasn't threatened you, has he?”
“No threats yet," said Jason. "Just some crude stuff about me on
Facebook. I'm keeping my distance, though. He acts like Melissa and I
are hooking up because she’s worked at the archives for four nights
straight now. What’s up with that anyway? What’d she do to deserve a
sentence of so many nights at the archives?” Jason loved the archives,
but to most kids his age the work was torture.
Matt tried not to smile, but the edges of his mouth twitched. “Never
mind. That’s between the school principal and me.” He nodded toward
the door. “Go on, professor. She’s probably waiting for you outside the
front door.”
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Jason stood up and extended his arms above his head in a long,
leisurely stretch. He was already as tall as his father; a wiry kid with short,
sandy colored hair, like Matt’s and, like his father, green eyes that flashed
nearly emerald when he was excited. He was dressed in blue jeans and a
white tee shirt that was filling out at the chest but still hung slack around
the arms. "Thank heavens this is the last night she'll be here."
He took the long route from his dad’s office to the Public Room,
through several storage rooms crowded with towering steel shelves
groaning under the weight of leather bound books and compact gray
boxes packed with yellowing documents, hand drawn maps, and faded
photographs. Kids at school always teased Jason about his fondness for
the castle-like archives building with its medieval-looking windows and
dark corridors. It was hard for him to explain, but where they saw closed
books and boring boxes, he saw windows—windows into the minds and
emotions of people long dead. He had never been an African house slave
living in 1860, but he could glimpse that world through her eyes because
her memories were captured in the archives. He hadn’t grown up on the
frontier, but he had lived that world through the diary of a boy who had.
To Jason the archives was like a giant airport terminal crowded with
gates: he could choose any one at random and be whisked away on a
mysterious adventure.
At the moment the only mystery was how Melissa would treat him
tonight. “She’ll either pretend I don’t exist or treat me like a slug,”
muttered Jason to himself. There weren’t many possibilities outside of
those two. He tugged open the front door and found her leaning against
one of the soaring marble columns that carried the roof high above the
front porch. She was talking on her cell phone, and Jason laughed. An
iPhone, he thought. I hope it’s not a hundred years old.
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Melissa was wearing tight-fitting jeans, and her blond hair tumbled
over her shoulders, spread out along the back of her navy sweater, and
glowed in the late afternoon sunlight that filtered through the heavy
thunderclouds above. Jason swallowed hard. No wonder Dylan was
jealous. Melissa was gorgeous. He suddenly wished his biceps were a little
more impressive.
She looked him up and down and wrinkled her nose as though he
smelled funny.
Her expression made Jason's ears burn. He hadn’t admitted it to
Matt, but Dylan's jealousy was only one reason Jason hated working with
Melissa. They didn’t exactly hang out with the same crowd at school. She
was wealthy, athletic, good looking…the list was long; and Jason would
have added arrogant to the top of the list. He didn’t mind being laughed
at because he knew so much about history, but he hated snobs.
Melissa still lounged against the marble column. “I tell you, Steph,
this has to be the lamest place in the universe. It’s like some huge library
(Melissa has been inside a library?! thought Jason) with these big, tall
windows—and in the room where I have to work there are books that,
like, go clear up to the ceiling. It smells like my grandparent’s house. It's
spooky.”
Jason jabbed a thumb toward the doorway.
Melissa wrinkled her nose again. “Steph, I gotta go. My boss is here.”
She rolled her eyes. “Jason Stillwell,” then she snorted. “See you.”
Melissa punched at the phone’s screen then stuck the iPhone in her back
pocket. "I'm only staying till five tonight. Daddy said this punishment
was stupid and he'd fix it for me."
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Of course he'll fix it for you, thought Jason. Your daddy fixes everything for
you. “How long you stay is my dad's problem, not mine," he said. "But
maybe tonight you can put away more than five boxes, huh?”
“In your dreams, history freak.” She sauntered past him into the
shadowy entryway.
Jason followed her inside and was pushing the heavy wooden door
closed behind them when a husky, middle aged man started up the wide
stone steps toward the archives. “We’re closed!” called Jason. “Sorry!”
The man waved aside the words and pressed on, gripping the brass
rail to pull himself up faster.
“Oh, bother,” muttered Jason.
The man reached the top of the stairs and glowered at Jason through
thick, black-rimmed glasses. “Stand aside,” he snapped. “I am on a
mission of utmost importance and it will only take a moment. You must
let me in.” He shoved one foot inside and pressed against the thick
wooden door. “You must.”
Jason sighed. He had seen it a thousand times: If Jason didn't let him
in the man would ask to see the manager—he would guess that a
teenager hadn’t been left in charge of the archives—and Matt would let
him in. He always did. Dinner could wait. The other work could wait.
Everything could wait. Matt never missed a chance to hear about
someone’s research and trade historical stories. At the same moment a
clap of thunder rumbled overhead and large drops spattered onto the
sidewalk around them. The black storm clouds were directly above them
now, and in another minute they'd both be soaked if they didn't get
inside. Jason waved the man inside. “No problem,” he said, “you’ll just
need to work quickly.”
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“Oh, I will,” said the man darkly. “I need a diary.” He waved a hand.
“Just show me how to find the diaries.”
Jason groaned inwardly—the archives probably housed ten thousand
diaries—but he led the man to a computer and pulled up a list of diaries.
The man studied the screen anxiously, almost hungrily, for a few
minutes. The computer screen reflected blue light off his thick lenses as
he scanned the descriptions. “Yes,” he said under his breath. “This will
do.” He spun toward Jason. “This is the one. I want this one.” He was
breathing faster now and he licked his lips as though the diary were
something he had just found on a menu.
Jason clicked the mouse and the printer next to the computer spit out
a single sheet of paper. He handed it to Melissa. “The diary is in the
storage room right behind this room. This tells you what shelf it’s on.
You go get it and I’ll register Mr. – ”
“Blake. Carleton Blake.”
“—Mr. Blake.”
Melissa scowled at the paper in her hand before plodding toward the
storage room door.
Jason turned back to the computer. “It only takes a minute to
register.” He completed the form and hit the print button, but the sheet
that scrolled from the printer wasn’t the normal registration form. Jason
read it and frowned.
Twelve: You cannot
travel unnoticed. You
are being followed by at
least two of the enemy.
There is great danger in
remaining alone. Contact
me at once. Three.
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He read and re-read the note, but the message made no sense. The
computer still displayed Blake’s registration form. “There’s something
wrong. The form didn’t print correctly.”
“Forget it,” said Blake. His eyes darted around the somber room as if
fearful of pursuit, and Jason felt a stab of fear. “Look at this,” whispered
Blake. He pulled a brass disk from his pocket. It looked like an ancient
stop watch, its cover intricately carved. Jason bent closer to look at it and
Blake’s breathing quickened.
“Do you know what this is?” he asked.
“No.”
“It’s a chronolabe,” said Blake as if that cleared up the mystery, then
he added, “They’re very rare.”
“I see,” said Jason. He straightened up. “Well, Melissa obviously can’t
find the book, so I’d better go help her.”
Blake grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “I’m going to use this to
travel back in time,” he whispered. “This little device opens a timegateway.”
Now Jason was scared. Blake obviously had some strange delusions.
He forced a smile and nodded. “Okay.” He glanced around hoping to see
Melissa or, better yet, his dad. But no one came.
“I know what you’re thinking. You think I’m mad, don’t you?”
Blake’s voice had a hint of threat in it. He slid back the cover of the brass
disk and Jason glimpsed a complex arrangement of buttons and dials. “I
hold this,” growled Blake, “and when she brings that diary out here, I just
press a button. I’ll be transported instantly into the time of the diary.”
Blake waved the device in front of Jason’s face. “These are carried only
by people of great importance. People who protect history—or destroy
it,” he added darkly.
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“That sounds very interesting,” said Jason, trying to sound serious.
“Maybe after you go I’ll tell my dad. He’d love to be here when you get
back. I’m sure he’d like to hear all about your trip.”
Blake shook his head. “No. It doesn’t work that way. Anyone who
travels back in time returns to the same instant they left. You’ll probably
see me waver for a moment, but you’ll not notice me disappear.” He
licked his thick lips. “It’s all over so fast.”
Jason didn’t like the sound of those last words. He was glad when the
storage room door opened just then and Melissa stepped through
carrying a small book with a tattered brown leather cover. “These things
are, like, impossible to find,” she grumbled. “I think this is the one you
want.” She looked at Jason with the familiar look of distaste on her face
once more.
Jason crossed the room and took the book from her. He flipped back
the cover. "Eighteen eighty-nine,” he said, reading the date of the first
entry. “Do you realize Grover Cleveland was President when this was
written?! And Benjamin Harrison, of course. He took office in 1889. To
think that you can hold something written that long ago." He continued
flipping pages as he crossed the room, and just before he reached the
ornately carved table where Carlton Blake stood he stopped short and
whistled. "Johnstown, Pennsylvania!" It was a very strange coincidence.
"The Johnstown Flood happened in 1889. I just read a really bizarre
article about it. There could be some great stuff in here if it covers the
time around the flood."
Blake snatched the book from Jason's hand without speaking.
"The Johnstown flood was huge," said Jason to Melissa. "A dam
broke and destroyed the town. It killed thousands of people."
Melissa grimaced. "Drowning. Yuck."
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Jason shook his head. "That wasn't the worst of it. The water picked
up a huge pile of debris that jammed up against a bridge in town and
caught fire. There were people trapped inside the pile and something like
eighty people burned to death."
“I’d rather drown,” said Melissa.
Carlton Blake held the diary in one hand and placed the chronolabe
on top of it. "I'll have to take the book with me."
"No way!" started Jason, but the next instant all thought of Blake
stealing the book evaporated when the front door—which Jason had
forgotten to lock behind them—exploded open.
Jason looked up and his knees wobbled.
Dylan Skinner’s massive frame filled the doorway, his face twisted
with rage. He cursed and stepped toward Melissa. "What do you think
you're doing here with this son-of-a-."
But Melissa cut him off. "You don't own me, Dylan! I can spend time
with anyone I want!"
Wrong answer! thought Jason. He could see the red rising in Dylan's
face. "She doesn't mean that," he said quickly. "We aren't spending time
together. She was sent here to work. I'm just—."
"Shut up, jerk!" Dylan pushed Jason aside and stepped toward
Melissa. "My woman doesn't spend time with slime like this."
Melissa folded her arms across her chest. "Your woman?! I’m not your
woman, and who do you think you are to tell me who I can talk to?"
"I'll show you who I am," snarled Dylan.
Jason didn't want to tangle with the thug—Dylan could probably
knock his head off with one punch—but his dad had taught him a thing
or two about how a guy should treat a girl. He stepped in front of the
bully. “Dude. Give it a rest. She’s not doin—"
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Dylan’s arm slammed across Jason’s chest before he saw it coming.
Jason reeled backward, crashed against the edge of a table and reached
out for something to hold onto. He caught Carleton Blake’s arm.
The next moment the room dissolved.
Dylan stretched out like a rubber band and spun away. Jason lurched
and fell sideways. Melissa gasped and grabbed his arm.
The books on the high shelves that lined the walls melted into a
kaleidoscope of color. Melissa and Blake whirled around Jason, Blake’s
face twisted into a stretchy grin. They were swirling together down some
giant drain while everything around them buckled and twisted into waves
of spinning color. The rush of wind snatched Jason’s breath away. He
fought against the blackness at the edge of his mind.
A sudden flash of blinding light.
Total darkness.

¦
To those who had ears to hear, word was flashed through time and
space: A chronolabe has traveled. Lightly guarded.
And from the stronghold of evil at Denlair came the reply: Follow
the chronolabe. Take it. Stop at nothing.
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I.
May 27, 1889
Monday
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TWO
Monday evening
Jason slammed against something hard and stopped spinning.
Savage noises shrieked in his ears. Everything was confusion and
screeching. He smelled smoke. For a long time he lay still with his eyes
squeezed tightly shut, his brain rocketing around inside his head.
Gradually the spinning slowed and Jason lifted his head a few inches.
He was sprawled face down on a wooden floor. Melissa sat a few feet
to his left. Her head bobbed slowly back and forth, and even though she
was looking at him, Jason knew she wasn't seeing him. He swung his
head to the right. The chronolabe lay just beyond his reach. Carlton
Blake was sprawled on his face about ten feet beyond.
Jason struggled to his knees. He crawled to the chronolabe and
shoved the ancient-looking device into his pocket. He had no idea what
was happening, but he couldn’t let something historical lay where it
might get stepped on.
Just then Blake rolled over and sat up. The dark man touched the
bridge of his nose and stared in confusion at the blood his fingers found
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there, then he looked around. Suddenly his cold eyes narrowed, a look of
triumph spreading across his face.
“At last,” he said.
Before Blake could say more a fierce looking man, his face nearly
hidden by a full, red beard appeared suddenly from behind a stack of
crates. “Hey! You there!” he yelled, pointing first at Jason and then
Melissa. “Get over there with the rest!” He motioned back toward the
crates. “Didn’t you hear the instructions?”
Blake lurched to his feet and lunged toward Jason. “Give it to me!”
Jason was still too confused to comprehend what Blake was asking.
“Give me the chronolabe!” Blake’s eyes were wild. He glanced over
his shoulder. The red-bearded man was only a few feet away now, still
striding toward them.
“Come on. Move!” yelled the man.
Blake swore at Jason and then, to Jason’s surprise, he scrambled
away.
“Mr. Blake!” shouted Jason.
Without looking back Blake broke into a run and disappeared
between two wooden buildings.
Jason staggered to his feet and took several steps in the direction
Blake had gone, but the bearded man blocked his way.
“Get over there with the rest of the orphans!” yelled the man,
“Didn’t you hear the instructions?” He motioned back toward the crates.
“Come on. Move!”
Jason struggled to make sense of his surroundings, but the noise and
smoke—and Blake’s disappearance—disoriented him.
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“They told you when you got off the train to stand over there,” yelled
the bearded man. His face had turned purple and he jerked a thick thumb
back toward the crates again. “Are you deaf?”
At the word ‘train’ the shrill noises pounding Jason's ears suddenly
ordered themselves into the sounds of a busy railroad station. It was as if
someone had stopped squeezing his skull, and he began to think more
clearly. He looked around. Where are we?
Suddenly, the truth swept over him with a terrifying thrill.
Impossible!
Just then Melissa struggled to her feet and the bearded man got his
first good look at her.
"What the devil?!" he gasped before his voice trailed off. He stared at
her, his mouth slightly open.
Jason stepped over to her and whispered. "Do what he says until I
can figure out how to get us back."
"What do you mean, 'back'?" she snapped. She looked around
scowling and caught sight of the bearded man. "What do you think
you're looking at?"
The man's face had turned the flaming color of his beard now, and
when he spoke it was in a hoarse whisper. "Get your stuff there and
move." He motioned toward what looked like a pile of rags tied into a
bundle on the ground.
Jason scooped up the bundle by the rope that held it together.
Underneath it he saw a dark object: the diary he had given to Blake in the
archives. He snatched it up and shoved it in his pocket just before the
bearded man grabbed his arm and, without taking his eyes off Melissa,
steered him across a platform toward a group of ragged boys and girls
huddled at the far end.
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The man marched them along an open, raised platform built of wide
wooden planks painted green. A sharply pitched roof covered the center
part of the platform. Beyond the huddled group, barely visible through
the steam that whooshed from a towering locomotive on Jason’s left, was a
small green building, its single ticket window plugged by ornate brass
grillwork. Just above the brass window hung a freshly painted sign, and
Jason gulped when he saw what it said: Johnstown, Pennsylvania.
The bearded man had found his voice again. "Get over there with the
rest of the orphans like you was told."
The "orphans" were a ragged looking group, many of them no more
than six or seven years old, though most seemed to be about Melissa's
and Jason's age. One of the teenage boys caught sight of Melissa, nudged
another boy, and pointed. Soon all the boys were craning their necks to
gawk at her.
Melissa stopped walking. "I don't know where we are," she growled,
"but if one of those guys reaches one finger toward me Dylan's going to
be all over them."
"I don't think Dylan can protect you here," said Jason quietly.
She spun toward him. "Just where is 'here'? What weirdness did you
do?"
"I didn't do anything!" said Jason. "It was Blake. I don't know what
he did, but…"
"What?!" demanded Melissa.
Jason spoke as matter-of-factly as he could. "We've traveled back in
time."
"Right," snorted Melissa. "And little green Martians are going to
arrive in a minute and take us home."
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“I know it's bizarre," said Jason, "but how else do you explain this?"
He motioned around them.
Along the platform a long row of horses waited patiently where their
drivers had tethered them, their heads bobbing to the extent of their
reins and back; beyond them, men and women bustled past on wooden
sidewalks, the women carefully lifting the hems of their long, dark
dresses to keep them clear of the mud; still farther away, a buggy
bounced past on the road.
Jason nodded toward the sign above them. "Johnstown,
Pennsylvania. And I think I can guess what year this is."
Melissa gaped at him as if he had stopped speaking English.
"It was that watch-thing Blake had; the chronolabe.” Jason dug it
from his pocket. “It makes sense, actually,” he said, holding it out for
Melissa to see. “The word 'astrolabe' originally meant 'star taker,' so
'chronolabe' must mean 'time taker'."
She continued to gape at him.
"'Chrono'," prompted Jason. "It means 'time'."
"Who cares what it means?!" exploded Melissa. "Are you some kind of
freaking Wikipedia? Just get us out of here!"
“We have a little problem there,” said Jason looking around uneasily.
Melissa’s face turned nearly the color of the bearded man’s. “Don’t
you dare tell me you don’t know how that thing works...”
“I’ll figure it out,” snapped Jason. He shoved the chronolabe into his
pocket. “How am I supposed to know how it works?”
“Blake told you, didn’t he?”
“No.” Jason tugged at his hair. “Or if he did, I wasn’t listening. I
thought he was a madman, babbling on about time travel!”
Melissa looked around. “Some madman.”
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“We’ve got to find him,” said Jason. “He knows how it works.”
“Where did he go?” asked Melissa.
Jason shook his head. “I have no idea. He just ran off.”
"Why would he do that?"
"I think he hit his head when we landed," said Jason. "It was
bleeding, anyway. Maybe it scrambled his brains."
“As soon as we find him I’m going to scramble his brains,” growled
Melissa. She stared at the horses tethered along the road then turned
back to Jason shaking her head in disbelief. “This is insane. You can’t
travel back in time!” She sounded as if she was trying to convince herself,
though.
“I know,” said Jason, just as uncertainly. “It’s impossible. Right?”
Melissa stared around again. “Right.”
Suddenly, an angry voice exploded behind Jason. “What’re you doin’
with me stuff?!”
Jason wheeled around and looked up into the face of a fat boy
sputtering with rage.
“Tryin’ to steal me clothes are ya?” the boy bellowed. He snatched
the bundle of rags from Jason’s hand and bared his crooked teeth. “I’ll
teach ya a thing or two!”
“It’s okay—,” began Jason.
But the boy was in no mood for explanations. He dropped his bundle
and pushed up his sleeves. The scraggly kids on the platform crowded
around, eager to see a fight.
“I wasn’t stealing it!” said Jason. He wasn’t a good fighter; he didn’t
get much practice, because he could usually talk his way out of trouble.
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The fat boy didn’t want to talk. He lumbered toward Jason and
grabbed for the front of his shirt. Jason ducked under his arm and
danced around him.
The crowd roared its displeasure just as the locomotive hissed again.
“Hit him!” called a voice from somewhere on Jason’s left.
“Yeah. Teach ’im a lesson,” cried another.
The mob yowled and drew in tighter, drowning out Jason’s
explanation and forcing him closer to his opponent. Jason was quick and
managed to slip away each time his opponent grabbed for him. But the
crowd wanted to see a fight. A scrawny, freckle-faced boy stepped
forward and pushed Jason toward the fat boy. In a flash Jason grabbed
the scrawny boy’s wrist, yanked him off balance, and shoved him toward
his attacker. The two boys collided with a resounding smack and crashed
to the platform in a heap. The crowd roared again, but this time Jason
could feel them rally for him. He circled warily through the steam as the
two boys untangled themselves.
Jason glanced at Melissa. She looked like she was going to be sick. I
know how you feel, he thought as he watched his attackers, now struggling
to their feet. They spit and raged at one another, each determined to be
the first to reach Jason
“I gets first punch,” snarled the fat one, elbowing the other boy aside.
“You hold ’im for me!” insisted the other.
Jason sized up both boys then threw himself at the thinner one, but
before he could tackle him the larger boy jumped between them, seized
Jason’s tee shirt, and yanked him upright. He cocked his fist back like a
battering ram and Jason winced. This was going to hurt.
“WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS?!”
The boy’s fist froze in mid-air.
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A towering, severe-looking woman appeared out of the foggy steam
and pushed her way through the crowd. She eyed the boys icily. “What is
going on here?”
“He tried to steal me stuff!” said the large boy relaxing his fist to
point a thick finger at Jason while keeping a tight grip on Jason’s shirt.
“I can explain—,” began Jason.
“So that’s why you was slinking over behind them crates there!”
Everyone turned to see the red haired man looking triumphant. “You
was looking for something to steal, huh? I mighta known it.” He turned
to the severe woman. “It’s true, Mrs. Petsch. I found him an’ her” —he
pointed at Melissa—“over behind them crates there at the end of the
platform.”
Melissa edged closer to Jason.
Mrs. Petsch’s eyes widened at the sight of her. “I am hardly
surprised,” she gasped. “Look at the way she is dressed! The moral
degradation of New York City is worse than I thought!" The crowd
murmured excitedly.
“Moral degradation?!” huffed Melissa.
“Women don’t normally wear pants in the nineteenth century,”
muttered Jason. Certainly not pants that tight! he thought.
Mrs. Petsch was talking to the red-bearded man. "Morgan, go to my
buggy at once and bring my lap blanket." She looked again at Melissa
with something like pity in her eyes. "You are not to be blamed, of
course. An orphan can hardly be expected to maintain the proper
modesty, but you will not expose yourself to the good people of
Johnstown in such a manner." Then she turned to Jason and pursed her
lips. “Listen to me, young man: Thieves may be tolerated in New York
City, but they aren’t looked kindly upon by the good people of
26

Johnstown. Now get over there with the rest of the orphans and keep
yourself to the straight and narrow or you’ll be mighty sorry.”
She nodded curtly at the boy still clutching Jason’s shirt. He sneered
before shoving Jason toward the huddle of ‘orphans’ that was forming
once more near the ticket window.
“Quiet!” Mrs. Petsch was speaking again. Even the train stopped
huffing at that moment, as though intimidated by the woman's
commanding voice.
“In a few minutes we will walk to the Opera House," she said,
“where each family will have opportunity to inspect the orphans more
closely.”
“Orphan train,” muttered Jason. He pulled Melissa toward the station
wall, away from the crowd. “We need to get out of here before we get
caught up this. These are homeless kids. They’re going to be handed out
to live with people in this town.”
“How do you know that?” asked Melissa.
“History books,” said Jason. “I’ve read all about the orphan trains.”
Melissa wrinkled her nose the way she had done when she first saw
him at the archives. “You are such a nerd.”
“Lucky for us,” retorted Jason.
Melissa hugged her arms to her chest and eyed the setting sun. “It’s
going to be dark soon. We’ll never find Blake tonight.”
“He’s not going to come back here and find us,” said Jason. “We’ve
got to start looking.”
Melissa glanced at the setting sun again. “It’s getting colder, we have
no food, we don’t know anything about this town. How do you think
we’re going to find him in the dark?”
“I suppose you have a better plan?” said Jason.
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“Tell me more about these orphan trains,” said Melissa. “What do
you mean the kids are going to be handed out?”
Jason gaped at her. “You want a history lesson now?”
“I want to figure out a plan,” growled Melissa. “Tell me about these
kids.”
Jason ran his hand through his short hair and took a deep breath.
“Well, these are probably homeless kids, from New York apparently.
They’re going to hand them out; give them away to these people who will
take them home to live with them.”
Melissa looked skeptical.
“It’s bizarre,” said Jason, “but they did it. And since this is probably
1889, we're in the right time period."
Melissa stared at him as though he had just sprouted a second head.
“Who cares what year it is?”
“I care a lot,” muttered Jason. He was getting a bad feeling about
where they had landed. “You said you had a plan,...” he said aloud.
“I’m thinking,” said Melissa.
“Well could you hurry up?” asked Jason. “They’re going to drag us
along with these kids pretty soon and we’ll never find Blake.”
“We won’t find him tonight anyway,” said Melissa matter-of-factly.
“We’ve got to go with the orphans.”
Jason’s jaw dropped. “Are you crazy?”
“It’s not crazy,” said Melissa. “We’ll get a place to stay until
tomorrow, then we can search for Blake in the daylight.”
“And what if he slips off to another town during the night and we
never find him?” asked Jason.
“Then we’ll have to figure out how that thing works by ourselves.”
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“I can’t believe you,” said Jason. “A minute ago you’re flipping out
because we time-traveled; now you’re standing here making a plan as if
this is the most natural thing in the world.”
“It’s called accepting reality, freak,” retorted Melissa. “You got us
into this mess, but clearly you don’t have a clue about getting us out, so I
need time to think. We need a place to stay for one night.”
Jason tried another tack. “And what if we get sent to live with
different families? How do we find each other again?”
“Your attention!” Mrs. Petsch spoke again and the murmuring crowd
fell silent. “The Opera House is ready, so you will follow me.” She
turned, as though confident of being obeyed, and walked toward the end
of the platform. The crowd shuffled after her.
Melissa took a step toward them but Jason grabbed her arm. “This is
insane!” he whispered. “They might separate us and then what will we
do?!”
But Melissa wouldn’t be put off. “We can’t find Blake tonight. Unless
you can figure that chrono-thingy out, this is the best plan going.”
Jason had caught just a glimpse of the inside of the device when
Blake opened it in the archives, but it was enough to tell him that the
chronolabe was complicated. He shook his head. “I can’t.”
“Then let’s go,” said Melissa.
“But—”
Just then the red-bearded man came along the platform. He handed a
long, green blanket to Melissa. "Put that on,” he said. “And keep going.
Don't dawdle back here. We didn't bring the orphans here so you could
run off and have a holiday. Mrs. Petsch is waiting."
Melissa set off after the line and Jason raced to catch up. “We can’t
afford to get split up!” he protested again.
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“Tell them we’re brother and sister,” said Melissa. “They won’t
separate us if we’re brother and sister.”
“Right,” said Jason sarcastically.
Melissa turned on him. “Do you have a better idea? How are we
going to find Blake in the dark?”
Jason didn’t respond.
“I’m going out on a limb here,” continued Melissa, “but I suspect
you haven’t done a lot of time travel, so you don’t have any idea what we
should do. We need time to think—and we need a place to eat and sleep
until we can find Blake. Unless you’ve got a better idea, this orphan thing
is our ticket!"
Jason stared back in the direction he had last seen Blake. Melissa was
right. Already it was hard to make out the buildings in the lowering
gloom. They might wander around all night and not find him; worse, they
might be arrested as vagrants and be put on the next train leaving town.
They would never find Blake then. His shoulders sagged. “You win,” he
sighed. “Let’s go be orphans.”
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THREE
Monday evening
The straggling line of orphans and townspeople was already
stretching up the steep stairs of the Opera House when Jason and
Melissa reached the foot of the steps and Jason stopped. He pointed to
the green blanket. "Wrap it clear around yourself," he whispered.
Melissa held the blanket at arm’s length, as if it was infested with
fleas. “No way,” she said. “I don't know who that woman thinks she is,
but—."
Jason cut her off. "This was your idea, Einstein. Now you’ve got to
play along! We are stuck here. Do you realize that? We could be stuck
here for weeks. Or forever!"
Melissa looked as if he had slapped her.
Jason felt his own panic rising at the thought. "I didn’t mean that," he
said more quietly. "We’ll find Blake. I promise. But we've got to get along
with these people until then. That means you need to cover up with this
blanket until we find some clothes that will help us fit in."
Melissa stared at him for a long moment, breathing heavily, but
finally she wrapped the long robe around herself, carefully leaving the
bottoms of her jeans visible. Then she raised her chin and walked up the
steps, Jason close behind.
They crossed a tall echoing corridor and entered a dim room lit by
wall-mounted gas lamps. Mrs. Petsch stood just inside directing the
orphans to a high platform at the far end. "Boys on the right, girls on the
left."
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The room was long and narrow, about the size of a basketball court
and lined with tall, arched windows. The late afternoon sun that fell
through the dusty windows on the left gave the room a hazy, gloomy air,
like an ancient cathedral. They passed down a center aisle between rows
of wooden chairs. The townspeople filed into the chairs, some speaking
in hushed tones, but most silently watching the orphans make their way
to the front. Sizing them up. Appraising their potential.
Mrs. Petsch waited for all the adults to be seated before she strode
down the aisle and took center stage. She was a thin, straight-backed
woman. Her soft gray dress with black lapels was well-tailored, in
obvious contrast to the shabby clothes worn by the crowd below her.
The small black hat perched atop her silver hair was round, like her
eyeglasses that flashed when they caught the late afternoon sun. She
stood for a moment, hands clasped rigidly in front of her, looking down
on the townspeople until the crowd fell silent. Her eyes scanned their
faces slowly.
“As you are no doubt aware,” she began, and Jason thought she
sounded like a queen talking to subjects she wasn't very fond of, “my late
husband, the Senator, acquired an orphan train for our town.”
The audience applauded with gusto.
“We will begin with the boys,” said Mrs. Petsch as the applause died
away. “I will bring each one to the center of the platform and anyone
who is interested may come forward and examine him. After each of the
boys has been spoken for I will proceed to the girls.”
It was going to be like a slave auction. Jason’s stomach churned and
he swallowed against the sudden dryness in his throat. He knew about
the orphan trains: Many families accepted the children out of pity and
gave them good homes. But there was a darker side: Many families
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simply wanted cheap labor and treated the orphans like slaves. He
shuddered and glanced over at Melissa. She was staring straight ahead,
her lips pressed into a bloodless line, as if she were on her way to the
gallows and had accepted her fate.
One after another the boys were paraded to the center of the stage,
the men hurrying forward whenever a boy looked sturdy. The men asked
questions—sometimes gently, sometimes not—and occasionally one
prodded a boy’s arm to test his muscles. One by one the boys marched
off to their new homes and the right side of the platform emptied
quickly.
Jason felt for the chronolabe in his pocket and fingered it nervously.
It was their only link with home, but he had no idea how it worked. A
drop of sweat trickled down the center of his back. What if they couldn’t
find Blake and couldn’t figure out how to use the chronolabe on their
own? What if they had to stay here? Or worse, what if they tried to use
the device and it carried them even farther from their own time? Jason
took a deep breath and forced the thought from his mind. When they got
out of the building he would have time to study the device and figure out
how to get them home. It couldn’t be that hard, could it?
Then an uncomfortable question crept into his mind: What if they did
figure out how to get home. Should they leave without Blake? Blake had
started this mess, of course, but it wasn’t his fault that Jason grabbed his
arm. What if he was injured badly? Would he ever get back to his own
time if they left without him?
Jason was so disturbed by the thought that it was some moments
before he heard Mrs. Petsch calling him.
“You. Boy!”
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Jason looked up, startled. He was the only boy still standing on the
platform. “I’m sorry, I—.”
“Come here, young man,” she growled.
Jason moved to the center of the stage where Mrs. Petsch studied
him for a moment without speaking.
“Here is a boy,” she said at last, “who will take some looking after.
He seems to have a penchant for stealing things that don’t belong to him,
and he appears to be either deaf or dim-witted.”
Several people in the crowd laughed. Jason’s cheeks burned.
Only a fool lets his anger control him. It was something Jason’s dad said a
lot; one of the things Jason tried to live up to. He stared back at the
crowd trying to look defiant.
Mrs. Petsch eyed him up and down. “It is obvious he is not built for
farm labor.” She turned back to face the crowded room. “Does anyone
want him?”
Two people stood up at the same time. At the back of the room an
elderly man struggled to his feet and limped forward brushing back a
shock of white hair. At the same time an old woman stood near the
middle of the room. Jason was surprised that someone so old could
move so fast, but she got to the platform one step ahead of the old man,
nearly brushing him aside in her haste.
"I want him," she snapped at Mrs. Petsch.
Jason disliked her at once. Maybe it was her raspy voice or the way
she had cut off the old man to get there first, or maybe it was the odor he
smelled as she approached. It was very faint, but it smelled like a dead
animal left in the sun for a week. She was wearing a moth-eaten fur coat
with the collar turned up so that it partially covered her face, and Jason
wondered if the smell came from her coat. Then he realized she was
34

staring at him more intently than was normal and he looked her in the
eye. Dark, bottomless eyes. Something tightened inside him, as if her
black eyes were wrapping darkness around his heart. He shivered and
tried to look away but she stared more intently, as though trying to keep
him from breaking the connection. He struggled to force his eyes away,
but she held him fast.
The white haired man behind her coughed and the woman’s
concentration broke.
The man must have read the desperation on Jason’s face because
now he stepped up and spoke to Mrs. Petsch. “He looks to be near my
grandson’s age. He’ll be a sight happier living in a house with someone
his own age.”
"I got here first," growled the old woman, and Jason thought she
sounded like a dog rumbling a warning at a rival. "I need the help at my
house."
"They weren't sent here t' be slaves," replied the old man steadily. He
was tall, even though age had bent him slightly, and his faded overalls
covered a frame made muscular by years of hard work. He looked like
someone who didn't back down easily. "They was sent here to get good
homes." He looked up at Jason as if the old woman and Mrs. Petsch had
disappeared. “What’s yer name, son?”
“Jason Stillwell.”
“Are you honest, Jason?”
“Yes, sir.” Jason held his breath. Pleeeease don't let me get sent home with
the old hag. He thought. Not even for one night!
The old hag actually growled now, but the man ignored her.
“My name’s John Schmidt. Me and the missus will treat you fair if
you behave. If you want to come live with us, you’d be welcome.”
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"Now just a minute—." Mrs. Petsch and the hag began protesting at
the same time, but Jason didn't give them time to finish the sentence.
“Thank you!” he said and jumped off the stage. As he followed the
limping man up the main aisle he glanced back. The hag was so angry her
face had contorted and her left eye was twitching violently. Jason hurried
after Mr. Schmidt, and he was so anxious to get away from the creepy
woman he had nearly reached the door before he remembered Melissa.
He grabbed the old man’s sleeve and stopped him.
“Please, Mr. Schmidt. Wait.” His mind was racing. How would he
ever find Melissa again if they got separated? And what if she got sent
home with the hag in the fur coat? “It- It’s my sister," he said. He
pointed toward the platform. “It will kill her if we’re separated!” With his
eyes Jason pleaded with the man.
The old man squinted and returned Jason’s gaze for a moment, then
he looked off toward the windows, working his mouth back and forth as
though studying two sides of a question. Jason waited, hardly daring to
breathe. Finally, to his immense relief, the old man nodded.
“Which one is she?”
“There.” Jason pointed. “The one in pants.”
The old man grunted and glanced at him sideways, then he snorted
softly. “Stay here.” He shuffled to the front of the hall again. A tall girl
with pigtails was being taken off the platform as he approached. Without
looking at Mrs. Petsch he pointed at Melissa. “Come on. I’ll take you,
too.”
Mrs. Petsch drew herself up sharply and the tense hush that fell over
the room was so complete Jason heard the rustle of her long skirts reach
the back of the hall. “We will take the girls in turn—,” she began acidly,
but the old man interrupted her.
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“She’s his kin,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder, “and I ain’t
gonna separate ’em.” He pointed to Melissa. “Come with me.” And
without looking at Mrs. Petsch he limped up the aisle once more.
Melissa let the horse blanket drop and her blond hair streamed out
behind her as she fairly flew off the stage.
Mr. Schmidt ignored the excited murmurs of the crowd and led them
outside. The cool air was a welcome relief after the stuffiness and tension
of the hall. They had walked only a few feet, though, when a barrelchested man hurried out of the shadows. The man saw them and stopped
short, breathing hard, as if he had been running.
His eyes, buried deep in fleshy cheeks on either side of a bulbous
nose, scanned Jason and Melissa anxiously, but it was his arms that
attracted Jason's attention. The sleeves of his blue and white striped shirt
had been torn off, apparently because they couldn't hold the massive
muscles of his upper arms.
He nodded toward Mr. Schmidt. "John."
"Hello, Charlie." Mr. Schmidt's voice was cool.
"I'd like a word with the boy, if I may," said Charlie.
To Jason's surprise, Mr. Schmidt shook his head. "He don't need you
filling his head with nonsense his first night in town. We're goin' home."
He motioned for Melissa and Jason to follow, then he set off walking
again as though he might walk straight through the bear-like man.
The muscular man stepped aside to let them pass, but then placed a
beefy hand on Jason’s shoulder, leaned in close, and hissed in his ear.
“You must return home at once.”
“But—,” began Jason.
“The Lendrith are here,” Charlie murmured. “They will kill you to get
the chronolabe.”
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Then he hurried off into the shadows.

FOUR

Monday evening
What?!
Jason’s mind raced as he hurried after Mr. Schmidt and Melissa. Who
are the Lendrith? Would they really kill me to get the chronolabe? He looked over
his shoulder a few times before catching up to the others, but Charlie
never reappeared. And how did Charlie know we were here?
Mr. Schmidt led them without a word to a horse and wagon tethered
under the cherry red awnings of the railroad station. Suddenly, though,
he stopped. “Don’t ya have no clothes or nuthin’?”
Jason said the first thing that came to mind. “We were living on the
street when they came and got us. We don’t have extra clothes.” Over
Mr. Schmidt’s shoulder he saw Melissa roll her eyes. So I suppose you have a
better story? He thought. Then speak up, for Pete's sake. Help me out a little here!
Mr. Schmidt looked skeptical too. "If ya say so," he grunted.
They climbed up onto the rough board that formed the only seat in
the wagon and then Mr. Schmidt twitched the reins and the swaybacked
white horse, which looked ancient, plodded forward.
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They could have walked faster.
The wagon creaked and groaned like a roller coaster struggling up a
large hill. Every few steps the horse gave off a sickly sweet odor that was
hard to avoid since they were sitting about three feet from his backside.
They trundled down what appeared to be the main street in town,
and Jason gawked at the strange sights rolling by, all the time keeping a
sharp eye out for any sign of Mr. Blake. It looked like the set of an old
movie, and Jason half expected to see Scrooge step through one of the
grimy doorways and scowl in his direction. To his left the town ran
straight down to the very edge of a broad river, as though the buildings
had run down the hill and stopped just in time. To his right, wooden
buildings that were two and three stories—a few even taller—crowded
behind a low sidewalk that appeared to restrain them from teetering into
the path of the wagon. The street itself was barely wide enough for two
wagons to pass without touching. Not that there was any chance of two
wagons passing. The street was nearly deserted.
The stores on the right thinned out and then disappeared altogether.
In their place came a succession of shabby houses set close to the road,
dilapidated little buildings that leaned at odd angles. From Jason’s
vantage point on the jostling wagon they appeared to pitch and roll, as
though the river ran under them and set them in motion. He glanced
over at Melissa. She was hunched over with her arms wrapped tightly
around her knees and her eyes closed. It was getting colder now as
darkness fell.
A movement behind the wagon caught Jason’s eye. Someone—or,
rather, a shadow that must be someone—was hurrying after the wagon
on foot. Jason twisted around in his seat for a better look and the shadow
darted into the shadows beside the road.
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“What’s the matter,” asked Mr. Schmidt.
“I saw someone following us.”
The old man shook his head. “Couldn’t have. Folks ’round here
mostly mind their own business.”
Jason shifted on the rock-hard board and pushed the shadow from
his mind. He sniffed the air. Over the sickening smell of the horse came
the same faint odor of smoke he had smelled right after they landed. As
the road straightened out he saw fire on the horizon ahead.
“What’s that?”
“Wire mill,” said Mr. Schmidt, pride edging his voice. “The mills are
the lifeblood of this town. Worked in that’n myself till my accident.”
For fifteen minutes the horse plodded along and then, without
command, turned off the road to their left into the front yard of a dreary
house. The wagon pitched and lurched before groaning to a squeaky
stop. In the sudden stillness Jason swayed in his seat and eyed the droopy
little house. It was a ragged clapboard building with a row of tiny
windows peeking out from under its sagging eaves. It sat about ten feet
off the road behind a gap-toothed picket fence. Both the house and fence
had once been white, but the paint had long since tired out and faded
away. A cloud of dust kicked up by the wagon’s wheels drifted over the
yard which was bare dirt except for a few scrawny weeds just outside the
front door.
The horse, at least, was happy to be home. He blew out his nostrils
and shook his mane. Jason glanced again at Melissa. Her eyes had
narrowed and her chest rose and fell jerkily.
Just as they climbed down from the wagon a massive black dog
galumphed around the corner of the house, tongue dangling, ears flailing.
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He made a beeline for Jason, knocked him back against the wagon and
planted his paws on his chest.
“Hey!” Jason laughed and scratched the muddy dog’s ears while
trying to dodge his slobbery tongue.
“Get off, Slag,” growled Mr. Schmidt.
Slag jumped toward Mr. Schmidt and looked up at him, tail wagging,
head cocked to one side as though waiting for instructions.
“We’d better g’on in,” said Mr. Schmidt. He sounded reluctant. “On
second thought,” he said, “yuens stay out here till I go in and….” His
voice trailed off. “Jus’ wait here. Come on, Slag,” and he trudged around
the corner toward the back of the house with the giant mutt bounding at
his heels.
The moment he was out of sight Melissa turned on Jason. “My brain
is about to explode! They’re giving away children? We’re still in America,
right? We didn’t land in some alien world. I mean, they can’t just round
up a bunch of kids and hand them out to a lot of strangers.”
“They did,” said Jason. “New York and Boston were so full of
homeless kids they set up organizations to ship them west on orphan
trains.”
“How could there be that many orphans at one time?” asked Melissa
skeptically.
“Easy,” said Jason. “Epidemics. The cities were crowded; one disease
might kill off thousands of people at a time. They didn’t have the
medicines we have.”
Melissa tossed her head. “Daddy’s told me about that.” Melissa’s
father was chief surgeon at the Tyler hospital, a fact she was quick to
mention whenever she had a chance. “I just never thought much about it.
History is so boring.”
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“Yeah,” said Jason wryly, “it sure was boring a few minutes ago when
they were trying to give us away, wasn’t it? Anyway,” he added “at the
time, people thought it was nicer to give kids away than to let them starve
on the streets.” His own stomach was growling and he looked around
wondering when Mr. Schmidt would return.
Melissa looked around, too. “What a hole. Jason, we’ve got to get
away before Mr. Schmidt comes back.”
Jason stared at her. “This was your idea!”
Melissa sniffed. “I’ve changed my mind. Look at this place.” She
pointed toward the house. “It’s filthy. It stinks. I can’t stay here. Let's get
out of here. Now.”
“In case you haven’t heard the news flash,” he snapped, “I don’t
know how this thing works.” That fact had been gnawing at his insides
all during the wagon ride. “We need to find Blake. He can tell us how to
work it and we can go home.” He pointed toward the house. “We have a
place to stay and we’ll have food till then, just like you said. We can
handle this.”
Somewhere deep down inside, though, Jason wondered whether they
could handle this. During the wagon ride he had thought about their
situation: In the archives Blake had looked at a diary written in
Johnstown. That’s why they had landed here; somehow the diary had
pulled them to this place. But if that was true, then he was pretty sure the
year was 1889—the year the diary was written and, more importantly, the
year the Johnstown Flood happened. But the flood hadn't happened yet.
He had read about it, and the buildings around the train station would be
giant piles of rubble if the flood had already occurred. So the question
kept nagging him: when will the flood hit? Mentally he tried to reassure
himself. There was rain for a day or two before it happened. The flood won’t happen
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until it rains. Or was he remembering wrong? It had been more than a
year since he read the book.
Just then Slag huffed around the corner of the house. A moment
later Mr. Schmidt shuffled into view. “Come inside,” he said.
It was nearly dark now, except for the eerie glow on the horizon of
the invisible mill. The shadowy trees across the road swayed in the light
breeze. Jason hung back until the old man and Melissa had started
toward the house, then he stepped close to the wagon and scanned the
road.
There.
The hair on the back of his neck stood up. Ten yards up the road,
beneath the shivering trees, Jason could just make out a darker,
unmoving shadow; someone crouched beside the road looking in his
direction. The next moment, the figure drew back into deeper shadows.
I didn’t imagine it, thought Jason. Someone is following us. But why? No one
even knows we’re here except Blake and the man Charlie. Is it one of them? Or is it
the hag who was so angry when I didn’t go with her? That didn’t seem likely. She
seemed too old to follow them on foot. But she had moved faster than
he would have thought possible. Maybe she had followed them. But why?
Whoever it was—and whatever their reason—they didn’t want to be
seen.
“Come on,” called Mr. Schmidt over his shoulder.
Jason looked back toward the gloomy road then followed the old
man reluctantly. He hated to go inside without discovering who had
followed them. Besides, something in Mr. Schmidt’s voice told him they
might not be in for a warm welcome.
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FIVE
Monday evening
The low-ceilinged kitchen was stuffy and smelled like sour milk and
tobacco half-heartedly masked by cheap lavender. Jason stared at the
skittish flame of the kerosene lamp in the center of the bumpy wooden
table. His head drooped and he struggled to recall what the Schmidt’s
grandson had just asked him. He was too tired to think any longer.
“That’s enough, Thomas,” snapped Mrs. Schmidt.
She was not a happy woman. When they had stepped into the kitchen
from the porch that ran along the back of the house she looked them up
and down—barely glancing at Jason but looking Melissa up and down
very thoroughly—then ordered them to sit down to dinner. It wasn't
much of a greeting.
It wasn't much of a dinner either; a thin stew heated on the wood
burning stove at the back of the room.
All through dinner Jason watched Mrs. Schmidt. She was a heavy
woman; that, and the soft knot of white hair drawn up on top of her
head, might have made her look grandmotherly, but her eyes were sharp,
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like the downturned corners of her mouth. Jason understood now why
Mr. Schmidt had hesitated in the Opera House when Jason asked him to
take Melissa home too. He had been thinking about how his wife might
react. Now he knew.
As she cleared the table, Mrs. Schmidt placed each stoneware bowl in
a round metal washtub beside the stove with a sharp thunk that told
everyone exactly how she felt.
“But Gran, I want to hear all about New York,” argued Tom. Tom
was determined to hear all about Jason and Melissa’s 'hometown.'
“That’s enough, I said,” repeated Mrs. Schmidt.
Mr. Schmidt smiled at Tom. “You’ll have plenty of time to ask
questions.” He glanced at his wife. “They’ll be around for a long time.”
Mrs. Schmidt thunked another plate into the tub.
But Tom wasn't put off, even by his grandmother's bad mood. He, at
least, was thrilled to see them. He was, Jason thought, what a nineteenthcentury novel would have called a "strapping lad," solidly built and
muscular, fifteen years old, with a shock of unruly blond hair that jostled
like straw on a hay wagon. His blue eyes brightened and clouded
depending on his mood-of-the-moment. Mostly, though, he just smiled
about everything. Even now, after his grandmother snarled at him, the
smile hardly faded. He made a real effort to sit quietly, but after a few
seconds the questions tumbled out again.
“Is New York as huge as they say?” Then, before Jason could even
reply, he went on. “Johnstown’s not very big. What’s it like to live in a
big city?”
If you only knew how far we had come, thought Jason. But he struggled to
conjure up an image of New York in 1889. A calendar in the kitchen had
confirmed the year and, more ominously, the month: May, 1889. The
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month the flood had occurred. Will occur. Jason felt like the picture on the
calendar: a hunter kneeling next to two dead deer. Jason and Melissa were
the deer. If they didn't figure out how to get out of here they'd be just as
dead.
Jason still hadn't answered Tom's question, but the cheerful boy
didn't seem to notice. He was already on to the next one. In any case,
even though all the questions were directed at Jason, Tom rarely took his
eyes off Melissa. Mrs. Schmidt kept staring at her too, but her dark
expression was very different from Tom's.
“Did you ever go to the circus?" he asked. "The circus is coming to
town this week and maybe we can go.”
“You can go to the circus when men walk on the moon,” snorted
Mrs. Schmidt, though she said it good-naturedly, and Jason realized she
wasn’t able to stay angry with her grandson for very long.
Jason and Melissa exchanged glances and Jason smiled. Poor Tom, he
thought. The moon landing won’t happen till 1969. You’ll be in your mid-nineties.
Tom ignored his grandmother and cleared his throat nervously. “Did
you ever see a circus, Melissa?”
Her eyes narrowed. “On TV once.”
Jason winced, but Tom just stared at her.
“On what?”
“It’s this cool thing—,” began Melissa.
“Ah—,” Jason interrupted. He glared at her. This isn’t the time to play
stupid games, he thought. “It’s a New York thing; hard to explain.”
Mr. Schmidt frowned. “I’m sure it is. Besides, it’s late.”
Jason saw his chance to change the subject. “You’re right. I’m awfully
tired and not feeling too well right now.”
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Tom’s expression changed from curiosity to alarm and he shook his
head, but the warning came too late.
“I’ve got just the thing for you,” said Mrs. Schmidt so sharply Jason
jumped in his seat. She threw open a well-stocked cupboard and
rummaged vigorously through its contents. Mr. Schmidt seemed to have
remembered something important. He coughed lightly and stood up.
Without looking in his direction Mrs. Schmidt stopped him.
“John, you get mugs for everyone. I think we could all do with a little
tonic after such a difficult day.”
Tom looked pleadingly at his grandfather, but Mr. Schmidt’s
shoulders sagged. He shuffled obediently to the cupboard and began
setting out mugs. Mrs. Schmidt’s rummaging finally produced a tall
brown bottle which she brought to the table. She removed the stopper
reverently and dribbled a small glob of thick, dark liquid into each of the
waiting mugs.
“Drink up,” she said enthusiastically. “It’ll give you energy and make
you sleep like a baby.” She downed her drink in a single gulp and looked
around the table with a satisfied gaze.
Jason stared into the mug. The drink looked like pond scum. Smelled
like it too. Everybody else seemed to have the same thought, but Mrs.
Schmidt wasn’t put off.
“Come on. Drink up,” she insisted. “Then it’s off to bed.”
Jason took a deep breath and tried to swallow the liquid all at once.
Big mistake. He came up sputtering and gagging. The stuff tasted worse
than pond scum; more like sewage mixed with hot peppers. Jason’s eyes
watered and he just managed not to vomit. He understood now why
Tom had looked so desperate.
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Melissa pretended to take a sip but then set her mug down and Jason
could tell from the set of her jaw that wild horses wouldn't force her
mouth open again. Mrs. Schmidt took Jason’s mug and returned to the
washtub. While her back was turned, Tom grabbed Melissa’s mug and
emptied it into a bucket behind his chair. Mrs. Schmidt returned to the
table and actually smiled as Melissa handed her the empty mug.
Mr. Schmidt stood up again. “That’s enough, Thomas,” he motioned
toward the bucket. “Empty the rest in there.” His wife opened her
mouth to protest but he raised a hand. “Emma,” he said gently, “the
children are tired. They’ve come a long way and everything’s new to ’em.
They’re goin’ to bed.”
Mrs. Schmidt sighed. “Jason, you can sleep upstairs with Tom, of
course. For you,” she frowned at Melissa, “I will fix up a bed in this back
room.” She pointed toward a door under the stairs that led off the
kitchen. “There is only so much room,” she muttered. Her benevolent
mood had evaporated.
“Remember, Emma,” said Mr. Schmidt, “the blessings are in the
second mile.”
Mrs. Schmidt flashed an angry look and might have responded but
her husband turned to Jason. “You’ll wanna take one of them lamps
from the table when you go out back, least till you’ve learn your way in
the dark.”
Melissa looked confused.
Jason stood up at once. “I’ll just take Melissa along and make sure
she finds her way.” Without waiting for a response he grabbed a lamp,
motioned to Melissa, and headed outside.
“Where are we going? What did he mean?” asked Melissa as soon as
they were on the porch.
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Jason was glad Melissa couldn’t see his face in the dark. He tried hard
not to grin; he didn’t think she was going to be too happy with the
answer.
“We have to go out back to go to the bathroom. To the privy.”
“The what?”
“The privy. The outhouse.”
Melissa’s response was just what he had expected. She drew in her
breath sharply and stopped walking. “I’m not going!” she exploded.
“Like, there is no way I’m going to use some stinking hole in the ground
filled with spiders and heaven only knows what else. I won’t do it!”
“Fine,” said Jason airily and then, under his breath, “I hope you can
hold it a long time.” He continued walking.
Melissa hurried after him, her voice trembling. “Jason, I can’t do this.
I mean, seriously, I don’t even go into gas stations when I’m traveling. I
can’t use an outhouse.” Her voice trailed off in a wail.
“Suit yourself.” But Jason continued to lead her down the deeply
rutted path.
The outhouse stood well away from the house toward the river. Its
crooked shadow loomed in front of them silhouetted against the distant
glow of the fiery mill. In the flickering light of the kerosene lamp great
gaps appeared between the weathered gray boards and Jason thought the
building wouldn’t be very private in the daylight.
“It stinks,” whined Melissa.
“Well, yeah,” said Jason sarcastically. “You might expect that.” The
odor nearly took his own breath away, but he wouldn’t let Melissa know
it. He held the lamp toward her. “You want to go first?”
Melissa crossed her arms. “I’m not going in there.”
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“Oh, right. I forgot.” Jason yanked open the privy door and stepped
inside. It was worse than any portable toilet he had ever used; just as
dank and spidery as Melissa imagined. He held his breathe as long as he
could then tried to take short, shallow breaths to fend off the odor.
When he emerged a few minutes later Melissa scanned his face anxiously.
“How was it?”
“Disgusting.”
“I knew it!” she said triumphantly. “I knew it would be horrible.”
“You’re quite right not to go in,” said Jason. “If I were you I’d wait
till they bring indoor plumbing this far out of town. About 1940, I’d say.”
He turned back toward the house, but Melissa didn’t move.
“Don’t make fun of me! This place is disgusting. It stinks. My clothes
are getting filthy. You brought me here; figure out a way to get us home!”
In the glow of the kerosene lamp her large blue eyes searched Jason’s
face.
“Correction,” he said. “I didn’t bring you here; I caught Blake’s arm
and you caught mine. Nobody meant to bring anybody.” He took a deep
breath. “I know it’s disgusting, but what do you want me to do? I can’t
magically get us home. We’re just going to have to put up with it until we
can find Mr. Blake and figure out how to get out of here.”
“Why don’t you just press the buttons on that whatever-you-call-it
and see if it gets us out of here?” snapped Melissa.
“I can’t just go pushing buttons on this thing!” gasped Jason. “Who
knows what might happen? We might end up in the Dark Ages.”
“This is the Dark Ages,” retorted Melissa. “Let me have it. I’ll start
pushing buttons.”
Jason shook his head. “No. I’ll figure it out. And when I do, we’re
not leaving without Blake.”
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“Like we should care about what happens to him!” said Melissa.
“You should be thinking about me, not him! He got us into this mess, so
leave him!”
“We can’t leave him trapped in some distant time and just go back to
our own lives as though nothing happened,” said Jason. “It would be like
murdering him. How would we ever live with ourselves?!”
“I could live with myself just fine, thank you. No one would ever
know we did it.”
Jason raised the lamp and studied Melissa’s contorted face in its
uneasy light. “Don’t you have any sense of right and wrong? Blake didn’t
mean to bring us along. I grabbed his arm; you grabbed my arm. It was
all an accident. And he must have been injured when we landed. We can’t
leave him behind, because it would be wrong! It doesn’t matter whether
anyone would ever know or not!”
The two glowered at each other breathing hard.
Melissa raised a finger in front of Jason’s face. “I can tell you one
thing for certain: Daddy is going to be frantic when I don’t come home
tonight. By the time he gets done suing your father you won’t have to
pretend to be a homeless orphan.”
“This has nothing to do with my dad.” Jason was seething. “It was a
coincidence that this happened at the archives.”
Melissa snorted. “The archives. Daddy won’t get much by suing the
man who runs that hole, will he? I hope your mom has a real job.”
The mention of his mother made the blood rise in Jason’s face.
“There is no mom, okay?” He clenched and unclenched one fist.
“Uh…biological fact, nerd; there has to be a mom somewhere,” said
Melissa.
51

In one motion Jason stepped close and brought the lamp up between
their faces so she wouldn’t miss his expression. “She’s dead,” he spat. “In
the kitchen. Where I found her after school one day. So just shut up
about her!” He shoved the lamp toward Melissa so that she had to grab
for it while stepping backward, then he stalked back to the house alone.
Jason waited on the back porch until he saw the lamp lurching from
the outhouse back toward the house. He wouldn’t leave Melissa out here
alone, but he didn’t want to talk to her again tonight. Blake had said they
would return to the same instant in their own time, but what if he was
wrong? What if they didn’t return at all? Melissa’s ‘Daddy’ might be
frantic, but Jason couldn’t bear to think about his own dad’s pain. Matt
had lost his wife barely three years before; how would he react if he lost
his only child? And the reminder of his mother’s death had brought back
memories of that afternoon that were as painful as a hot iron on bare
flesh.
He gripped the porch railing and tried to control the fears that
mushroomed inside him. Why had Blake run away? How would they find
him? And it they didn’t find him, could Jason figure out how to make the
chronolabe work? As the lamplight made its way closer Jason forced the
thoughts aside and brought his ragged breathing under control, then he
turned his back on Melissa and stepped inside the stifling kitchen.
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SIX
Monday evening
Carleton Blake crouched among the thick trees and watched the
squat house across the road. Long after Jason and Melissa followed Mr.
Schmidt inside he kept his vigil. He was hungry, and the cold ground
made him stiff and irritable, but he was worried about something more
important than food or comfort: The boy had his chronolabe. He must
get it back.
Since the moment he first learned of its existence, Blake had yearned
for the day when the chronolabe would be his. He had prayed that he
might be worthy enough to inherit it, fought against the nagging doubts.
And then his prayers were answered; the chronolabe came to him. He
would use it to show the world what Carleton Blake was made of.
But then he lost it.
He had never time-traveled before today and wasn’t prepared for the
rough landing. The chronolabe had slipped into the boy’s hand. Blake
twisted a small club in his hands. He must have it back, whatever the
risks involved. Nothing else mattered. Not even the boy mattered. The
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boy was insignificant. Everyone was insignificant. History cared nothing
about one boy or a million adults. It took no account of individuals. But
it would take account of Carleton Blake. He was significant at last. He
and the handful of Guardians who shaped the course of history.
But he needed his chronolabe back.
He could break into the house and seize it at once. After all, he
reasoned, I have new powers now. But he dismissed the thought at once. The
nineteenth-century house across the road was probably armed to the
teeth: hunting rifles, probably a pistol or two, maybe a leftover Civil War
gun. They might have a shotgun. Blake thought better of testing his new
powers against a shotgun blast. Besides, he thought, I need to get the
chronolabe without arousing suspicions. He had to find the boy alone. The
people here must never suspect the chronolabe’s powers or they might
try to take it from him. Everything depended on secrecy.
I’ll wait, he thought. For as long as it takes. He would not let a kid stand
in the way of his destiny.
Somewhere nearby a dog barked and the wind stirred the trees with
an invisible hand. Blake shivered. In the recesses of his mind a memory
stirred.
The Lendrith.
Blake had heard rumors of them years ago. Demons bent on
destroying the human race. Demons obsessed with the powers of the
chronolabe.
Blake’s mouth went dry. He pulled up the collar of his jacket and
anxiously scanned the darkness. Perhaps he was not the only one
searching for the chronolabe. For a long time he watched, starting at
every noise, but when nothing more happened he gradually relaxed.
Demons.
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Blake laughed at the idea. He would not be sidetracked by something
out of fairy tales. He would get the chronolabe back. Nothing stands in my
way, he thought, except one scrawny boy.

SEVEN

Monday evening
When Jason stepped inside the kitchen Tom was waiting. He
motioned to Jason then bounded up the stairs that ran along the right
hand wall of the kitchen. The stairs opened into a small room. A row of
tiny windows along the opposite wall—the same ones Jason had seen
from the front yard—reflected the jumpy lamplight off a low ceiling and
cluttered floor. After the warmth of the kitchen, the dark, unheated room
felt cold, but Jason was too busy staring around the cluttered room to
notice. Every inch of the room seemed to be occupied: Rusted metal
wheels crowded against the far wall; twisted strands of wire snaked
around and under the bed; near his elbow a metal bucket, piled high with
bolts and nails, teetered on top of a rickety stack of crates.
Tom waded through a pile of clothes that lay on the floor between
two low beds and set the lamp on a wooden box under the windows.
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“This is my place,” he said. He glanced around and shrugged. “Not
much.”
“It’s great,” said Jason, swiveling his head, trying to look everywhere
at once. “You’ve got a lot of stuff.”
“It’s all important, though,” insisted Tom. He picked his way over to
the wheels and balanced one in his hand. “I’m saving these to make an
engine one day. The blacksmith in town is going to show me how.” He
let the wheel clatter to the floor and snatched up a long pole. “And I’ve
got my fishing pole.” He spied something else. “And look, I found this
box full of stuff down by the river today.” Perched on top was a sapphire
blue stone about the size and shape of a softball, but Tom pushed it aside
and pulled out a heavy metal disk. “It’s a gear of some sort,” he said,
holding it up. He returned it to its pile and pointed to the bed. “My
shotgun’s under there, and here’s Slag’s old collar.” He pointed to a thick
leather collar tacked to the wall beside a picture of a dog that looked
nothing like Slag. “It’s all good stuff!”
Jason nodded and tried to stifle a yawn.
“Sorry,” said Tom. He hurried over to the bed to the left of the lamp
and shoved several wooden pulleys from it onto the floor. “You can
sleep here.” He rummaged through the clothes on the floor for a
moment then tossed a red flannel nightshirt on the bed. “You can wear
that tonight, we’ll get you something to work in tomorrow.”
Jason pulled his shirt off over his head and, as he did, the diary that
Blake had found in the archives slipped from his pocket to the floor.
Tom turned around at the noise. His eyes lit up and he scooped up
the tattered book before Jason could move. "There it is! I've been
looking everywhere for this. It must have been under that pile of stuff on
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the bed." He squinted at it." Some of that stuff must be heavy. It's a lot
more beat up than it was a couple of weeks ago."
Jason stared at the diary and a sudden thought horrified him: We can't
get home without that book. He had no idea how he knew that, but he had
absolutely no doubt.
Tom saw him staring at it. "It's just my journal," he mumbled, and he
tossed it onto his bed.
Jason tried to act as though he had no interest in the diary. He
slipped the nightshirt on over his head and slowly finished undressing.
But his mind was racing. We need Tom’s diary. He wasn’t sure why the
diary was important, but he was convinced it had helped bring them here
and would help get them home.
On the other bed Tom sprawled on his stomach and flipped open
the book. Jason wanted to go see what he was writing, go snatch up the
book and run away with it. Or did he? Maybe Tom needs to finish what he’s
going to write in it? Maybe his words brought us here? It was all too bizarre, and
Jason was too tired to think about it more. Instead he crawled into bed
and pulled up the heavy patchwork quilt; it smelled like Slag had slept on
it recently. He looked around the cluttered room and tried not to think
about the diary.
Jason listened to the scritch scritch of Tom’s pen and watched the
ceiling shimmer in the shaky light until his thoughts became muddled and
his eyelids sagged lower, finally shutting out the flickering room.
And that's when the dreams began.
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