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CHAPTER ONE

GENEVIEVE


Chicago, 1934

I often wondered just how much a girl could achieve, if only she were given the freedom to succeed.

The thought came to me once again as I walked down a gravel path leading to a handsome limestone building and skirted a trio of students to slip through the front door—the one marked with a rather large and ugly sign that read GENTLEMEN ONLY. Up an ornately carved main staircase, the air hazy with cigarette smoke, to the second-floor library, where the overstuffed old curmudgeon at the door didn’t even glance up from his massive tome as I entered, my skirts swirling around my ankles. Sealed off from the noise of the billiard room and smoking lounge downstairs, the library stood in reverential silence; only the best of the best was invited to join the Blake Club, which meant the library’s handful of scholars wore expressions of lofty smugness.

But they paid me no mind as I wandered through the shelves, my head held at a ninety-degree tilt, my eyes trailing over the gold-stamped spines, the comforting smell of library filling my nostrils. I’d come here for one specific book, but my attention caught on another title, Advanced Quantum Mechanics. The thick layer of dust over its surface filled me with indignation, and before I even knew what I was doing, my hand had reached up, slipped the book off the shelf, and hidden it inside a large, clever pocket sewn into the lining of my trench coat.

I spotted two more books in desperate need of liberation before I reminded myself that this was a research excursion, not a shopping spree, and finally fetched the title I’d come for. Armored with knowledge like an overburdened knight, I staggered to the front desk. I didn’t have a library card—technically not required, as only members of the Blake Club were permitted to enter, let alone check out books, even if someone wrote several polite letters about how nowhere else within a thousand miles had a copy of Rolf Wideroë’s paper on high-voltage particle acceleration and please could they just make this one little exception??

The curmudgeon didn’t move as I approached. He was thoroughly engrossed in his … book? I peered around the edges of the massive tome in his hands and found a science-fiction dime novel smuggled inside. Stifling a snort of laughter, I leaned forward until we were eye to eye. Last semester, a coed caught with her boyfriend in the third-floor study caused such a scandal the Blake Club board tried to get her expelled from the university. If that was what they did to an eighteen-year-old girl who simply dared to exist inside these walls, what would they do to an eighteen-year-old girl thief?

The curmudgeon glanced up with a scowl, staring right at me, and I froze. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe, holding my coat tightly closed, and then, unbothered, he scratched his nose, cleared his throat, and returned to his book. Seconds later I’d made it down the stairs, out the door, and back into the early-summer evening hugging my new books close, a grin on my face that no one could see.

▪ ▪ ▪

My whole life, I’d been afraid of turning invisible, until it actually happened.

“Genevieve,” I would correct people, whenever they referred to me as Ruby’s bookish little sister or Henrietta’s extremely-not-identical twin. “My name is Genevieve.” You’d think it’d stick in their minds, after all my scholastic achievements, my legendary takedown of the chess team, my intimidating grade point average. But the dazzle of my two firecracker sisters seemed to stun everyone into forgetting the third Newhouse daughter, the one without Ruby’s trailblazing confidence or Henny’s knockout good looks. The weird, brainy one who went everywhere with a book in her hand and a foot in her mouth.

“Just be yourself!” my sisters would chirp at me. Easy for them to say, as they, apparently, lived on planet Earth, while I existed on a planet full of mysteries: What caused rainbows and how did fingernails attach to fingers and why were ripples in water shaped like rings and how did mascara work and why did it matter what kind of stockings I wore and how come no one seemed to like it when I got the highest grade in class, why did my teachers look past my raised hand with a sigh (“Doesn’t anyone else know?”) and boys regard me as an entirely separate species—if they even saw me at all?

Enter: The Plan. Lacking my sisters’ beauty and charm, I would rely on my own assets—dogged perseverance and my big, fat brain—to achieve the kind of important, dramatic, ETCH-MY-NAME-IN-HISTORY accomplishment that would ensure that someone, anyone, would finally see me for who I was—otherwise, I might fade away entirely.

Step 1: Come up with an important, dramatic, etch-my-name-in-history accomplishment. Physics, a dusty, dated science, had recently jolted to life with the invention of a particle accelerator called a cyclotron. Finicky, expensive, and full of possibilities, cyclotrons promised new windows into the tantalizing secret worlds of molecules and atoms—and I had a few ideas about how to make them even better.

Step 1, substep a: Build a cyclotron.

Step 1, substep b: Don’t blow anything up (unless on purpose).

Step 2: Find a suitable stage on which to present my work. It would need to be prestigious, respectable, international, and big, and wasn’t I lucky? Such a stage existed practically on my doorstep, at the Century of Progress International Exposition, Chicago’s (Second) World’s Fair, which would host hundreds of intellectual luminaries at the annual Science Congress this summer.

Step 3: Get on that stage. Speakers’ slots were jealously guarded by the organizer of the Science Congress, a storied scientific club called the Winchester Institute. But they gave winners of their annual fellowship a brief window at the top of the program. Which led me to …

Step 4: Win the Winchester Institute Fellowship.

The Plan now laid out, all I needed to do was execute it without error. I had practically moved into the closest public library, spending so much time holed up in the stacks that patrons began pestering me with questions. It wouldn’t have been a problem except the head librarian then started collecting complaints about “the mousy young woman who knew everything but could use a few lessons in civility.”

Somewhere around Christmas, she decided she’d had enough and asked me to please direct any inquiries to the Reference Desk.

And when I reminded her that the uninspiring idiot working the desk wouldn’t know the difference between cephalopods and syphilis, she actually had the audacity to get mad at me!

Banned from the premises “until you learn how to hold your tongue!” (meaning: forever), I’d walked home piteously depressed, wondering how on earth I’d get The Plan back on track, when I put out a mittened hand to open our front gate and found it was missing. By which I mean, my hand.

Not just my hand—my eyes darted toward my feet, my skirt, my arms: gone. All gone.

Clearly, the shock of expulsion from my beloved library had caused a mental breakdown. Invisibility was impossible! Science-fiction nonsense. But then my mama, who would pass up the opportunity for a chat the way a marooned sailor would turn down a frosty glass of water, hurried out our front door, down the stoop, and through the gate without a single glance in my direction.

In a daze, I wandered into my house, past my father, who frowned at the now-open door (“Must get that latch fixed …”), and drifted up to my bedroom to stare at the ceiling and wonder if I was truly going mad.

I lay back on my bed, waving my invisible hand in the air, watching bright swirls of dust spin and sparkle in the late-afternoon sunshine, and fully accepted this was now my life. After wondering for years why no one ever seemed to notice me, I, Genevieve Newhouse, eighteen years old, had simply disappeared.

“Huh,” I said, sitting upright and glancing into my vanity mirror, which showed a perfectly empty, perfectly still bedroom. “Bet I can get into that library now.”

▪ ▪ ▪

Any concern that this was my new permanent state vanished a moment later, when I reappeared with just a thought. Had this been only a temporary madness? A strange yet brief trip into fantasy? I knew full well it didn’t make any sense—a girl didn’t just up and disappear out of nowhere! But after some concentration, I soon learned: I could disappear and reappear at will, extending my concealment to anything I happened to wear or hold.

Beyond that, I hit a wall. It was scientifically groundbreaking, yet I couldn’t comprehend the pretzel twists it created in the laws of nature. Until I understood it better, the sensible thing was to keep it secret, which then led to another remarkable discovery: Invisibility wasn’t a curse. It set me free.

Not just free to wander into any library or laboratory I wanted—although I certainly made use of that. Invisible, I could work for hours without anyone bothering me. I could walk the streets at any hour of night. I could pass by a group of men and not hear a single comment—no catcalls, no leering, no requests to “Smile, beautiful!” that sent a lightning bolt of rage right down my spine. I could slip into the night and walk to the lake and lie out on the huge rocks that shored up the promenade and gaze at the stars, letting my mind wander and my thoughts stretch up, up, up, and know that no one would bother me, no one would harm me, no one would tell me, “Normal girls just don’t do that!”

Freed from the burden of others’ judgment—the invisible weight that I, and all girls, carried—I found my mind suddenly, delightfully, limitless.

Which was why, when I went to fill out my application for the Winchester Fellowship, my hand paused at the line marked NAME.

The Winchester Institute had a proud history of supporting the advanced study of over a century’s worth of the world’s best scientists—every single one of whom happened to be male. How would they respond to an application from a Miss Genevieve Newhouse?

The Institute’s letterhead put it succinctly, proclaiming their dedication to “advancing the world’s greatest lights.” I did not want my light overshadowed by my sex, so I lopped off my unwieldy feminine name into something more neutral: G. F. Newhouse. A little selective invisibility to be better seen.

So. What could a girl accomplish once her barriers had been swept away?

As I stepped into my makeshift greenhouse laboratory, my engineering tools and spare parts fighting for space on the cluttered workbench with my mother’s coddled plants and old broken pots, I watched my reflection gradually materialize in the darkened glass and considered, again, that question.

She could access whatever books and supplies she needed.

She could create works of extraordinary scientific importance.

She could win one of the greatest academic fellowships in the world.

She could finally get the recognition she deserved.

Smiling, I pulled out my newly acquired books and set them on my worktable, right next to my Winchester Fellowship acceptance letter. Who cared that it began “Dear Mr. Newhouse” as long as it included “one of the finest proposals ever received” and “would be an absolute honor to support your academic career.”

The Plan had worked. Soon, I would present my cyclotron to an audience uniquely equipped to understand just how unforgettable I really was. As to my true identity, did it really matter? My excellent work had won me that fellowship, and surely the Winchester Institute wouldn’t be bothered by something as piddlingly insignificant as my skirts.

Anyway, they wouldn’t realize their mistake until I showed up in front of a waiting crowd, and I’d like to see them try to back out then.
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CHAPTER TWO

ASH


“I’m going straight to the Sky Ride.”

“Well, you’re going alone, because I’m headed to Paris, and I’m not leaving until I’ve seen that fan dance Father Kenny was going on about last Sunday.”

“Oooh, yeah! Jack—y’know, Patrick’s brother? He says you don’t get more’n a glimpse until the very end, when she lifts up both those big feather fans, and you see she ain’t wearing any—”

“Excuse me.”

The two boys—Irish brogues, early teens, hair cut short in summer trims—turned from where they hung lazily on straps in the center of the car, to see a woman in a dark brown suit, her lips pressed so tightly together you probably couldn’t shimmy a dime between them. She had her arm around a kid just small enough to wear short pants, his eyes saucer-big while he trembled on the edge of the seat like he wanted to leap into the air, grab the bigger boys by their shoulders, and shout, “ISN’T WEARING ANY WHAT???”

“I’ll thank you to speak more civilly,” the woman said, leaning so hard on the words I was amazed she didn’t fall over. She let out a sniff, turning her nose to the ceiling and muttering loud enough for the whole train car to hear: “I do not understand why a fair dedicated to progress, education, and morality must also feature Sally Rand’s peachy rear end!”

The boys burst out laughing, the matron shot them a look that would’ve skewered a pig, and I reversed the whole thing a few seconds.

“… going straight to the Sky Ride.”

I got to my feet, grabbed the strap closest to them.

“Well, you’re going alone, because—”

“’Scuse me.”

The boys stopped talking and looked over again, only this time the sour-faced matron didn’t pay any attention.

“Do I know you? You look real familiar.” Putting on my friendliest smile, I nodded to Mr. Paris, and he blinked at me, his skin white as milk and dotted with dusty freckles. “You’re Patrick’s friends, right? I went to school with Jack.”

Another blink, then he frowned. “You went to St. Paul’s?” he asked, his accent coming out stronger.

“Not Irish enough, huh? I meant I played baseball with Jack.”

The boy closest to me shook his head, while his friend said, “Sorry, pal, you must’ve got him confused. Jack played football.” He started to turn his back on me, but in another second the wariness dropped from both their faces again.

“… going alone, because I’m headed—”

“’Scuse me!”

Again, the boys turned their heads in my direction.

“I think I know you two—you go to St. Paul’s, right? Patrick’s friends? I know Jack from football. Ash.” Smiling, I put out my hand. The boys glanced at each other with the kind of mind reading that passed between old friends—What d’you think?—until one of them let go of the pole and shook my outstretched hand.

“Hugh. That’s Danny.”

“Right, Hugh and Danny. Hey—didn’t me and Jack take you boys out to the soda shop?” The two of them stared at me. “Sorry, I meant the pub.” Those blank faces soured, and I grinned. “Just joking. But I know we helped you boys out once. Didn’t Jack ever do you a favor?”

More old-friend telepathy, then Danny said, unsure, “You mean at the Elks’ Ball? When Jack snuck us in?”

“Aha!” I snapped my fingers, and before they could say anything else, I took it all back a third time.

“… going alone, because—”

“Hey—is that Hugh? And—hold on, it’s Danny, right? Haven’t seen you boys since the Elks’ Ball.”

This time the boys gave my smile right back to me, and Hugh said, “Oh—were you at the Elks’ Ball?”

“Yep. I’m Jack’s old football buddy—the one who convinced him to sneak you boys in. Ash,” I added. Hugh’s face brightened.

“Gee, sure! Hey, good to see you again!”

I hung casually off the strap. “Likewise. Say—did I hear you’re going to the fair? Sounds like a good show. I was hoping to visit last summer, but—y’know—hard times.”

I wondered what they saw when they looked at me. If I’d done my job, they hadn’t noticed my shaggy yellow hair, the way it’d never had a trim as nice as theirs, or the inch of ankle and wrist that showed at the edges of my hand-me-downs. I wanted them to see a kid just like them, someone who’d done them a good turn, someone they trusted, even though I was nothing like them: an eighteen-year-old runaway getting my first taste of freedom, nothing in my pockets but my two hands, nothing in my mouth but lies.

Danny looked at Hugh, and Hugh looked at Danny, who shrugged.

“Say,” Hugh started. “We’ve got enough to treat you.”

“Only fair after the Elks’ Ball,” Danny added with a nod, and we went a few rounds, me grandly turning them down, them insisting, and by the time I agreed, everyone felt real good about themselves: Danny and Hugh got to make things square, I got a free pass to the greatest fair in the world.

“Just wait until you see it!” Hugh and Danny chattered on about the Midway hot-cha girls, while I snuck glances out the window. I reminded myself that I was a city boy today—had to hide my awe at this train, elevated high above the streets, and the sprawling city stretched out as far as I could see. There was a break in the distance, a flash of color: the rainbow city, the city of the future, Chicago’s own hundredth-birthday present to itself and to the world. After a successful first year, A Century of Progress was back for one more season, before it faded away like a Technicolor dream into sand and sky.

I’d seen it first as posters in the grimy windows of the Elmore General Store, glowing with unnatural hues that just didn’t exist in the mountains of Pennsylvania. Flashy peacocks, I’d figured, to catch people’s eyes, but now, half a mile from the fair, staring at that impossible fantasy land, I realized the posters hadn’t even come close.

The boys jabbered on about the fair, not realizing I’d memorized the guidebook on the three-day train ride north. I knew it sat perched on the edge of the lake just south of downtown Chicago, spread out over four hundred and thirty acres: the greatest assembly of the brightest minds with the most modern inventions anywhere on the planet, lit by the captured electricity of a faraway star.

And inside? There was the motor speedway nicknamed Punishment Pit, the Midway with its carnival games and death-defying rides and, oh yeah, burlesque dancer Sally Rand’s notorious keep-watching-till-the-end fan dance. This wasn’t the World’s Fair of the past, Chicago’s famous Columbian Exposition, the White City of 1893 with its stately, solemn buildings that could’ve come straight out of a textbook on the ancient Greeks. Everyone who built this fair had their faces pointing to the future, to progress, to innovation and dreaming and hope and optimism, and what they made glowed so bright people came from all over the world to bask in it, twenty-two million and counting.

The boys led me off the train and toward the fair’s entrance, passing through thick, excited crowds. At the arched gates, Hugh grinned and handed me a ticket, ushering me through the turnstile and into paradise.

All the pictures, the posters, the words seemed to fade away as I took in the real thing: a wide, sand-colored courtyard edged in greenery; a broad avenue bordered by bloodred flags whipping in the wind; and beyond all that, the fantasy buildings in their crazy colors, orange and blue and green and red. Music drifted from a nearby pavilion, the musicians trim in navy-blue uniforms, instruments flashing in the sun, and the fairgoers around me beamed as they rushed off to see what the Century of Progress had to offer.

I’d made it. Seven hundred miles, three days, a million dreams—and not a few nightmares—and I’d made it.

Hugh caught the look on my face and let out a laugh, clapping me on the shoulder.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I smiled back at him, gazing up at the rows of flags. “Yeah. Shame it’s all going to be destroyed.”

“Not for a few months yet. Closing day isn’t until October.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean just the fair.” I swept an arm across the sky. “I meant everything. The fair and Chicago and the United States and this whole planet. Tomorrow night, it’s all going to be destroyed.”

“I … What?” Hugh’s expression fell. He passed a look to Danny, both of them slumped like deflated balloons. “Wh-what did you say?”

“You know: doomsday. June 15, 1934—tomorrow.” I dropped my hand back to my side, and as the boys stared at me, ashen-faced, eyes wide, I gave them a warm smile. “Sorry. It’s just nice to say the truth every now and then. Hold on, let’s do that again.”

Hugh opened his mouth, but before he could speak, I reached out with my mind and touched time, twisted it back, the world spinning in reverse around me: fairgoers slipping behind the turnstile, the Sky Ride cabs returning to their posts, the fear and worry evaporating from Hugh’s and Danny’s faces, replaced with their laughter.

Hugh slapped my shoulder.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I pushed my hands into my pockets, smiled at him, and tipped my face toward the future, for as long as we had it.

“Yeah.”
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CHAPTER THREE

GENEVIEVE


The dark mirrors of the greenhouse windows reflected my frown. By this time tomorrow evening, everyone at the Science Conference would know the name Genevieve Newhouse. But as I reviewed my notes, cold dread settled into my stomach.

It wasn’t enough.

True, every physics lab in the world wanted a cyclotron: The handful that existed had produced remarkable science, speeding up particles to smash them apart, revealing the hidden universes within. That I had built one myself was a remarkable achievement. But …

I looked up at the greenhouse walls. Just as my twin sister had decorated our bedroom with magazine cutouts of movie stars, I’d papered the glass panes of my laboratory with clippings from news articles and scientific journals: Nature Proves Woman Is Man’s Equal, Says Lady Scientist; First Female Graduate of Johns Hopkins Wins Medical Prize; Woman Researcher Discovers Cure.

The women in these articles were my heroes, brilliant minds making impactful achievements, and yet to the rest of the world the most remarkable things about them were—still—lady, female, woman. I did not want to be a novelty. A girl scientist. I was a scientist, end of sentence, thank you very much, and if I wanted the same treatment as the boys, whose headlines included their actual names, I had to come up with something monumental enough to eclipse my sex.

For the last few weeks, I’d experimented with some metal bits nicked from the university’s waste bins; now I reviewed my notes, searching for something meaningful there, but I couldn’t help imagining my own headline: Entertaining Demonstration from Girl Scientist.

“Excellent work, Genevieve,” I muttered. “This one didn’t even act like any element I’ve ever seen before. What did you do, find a new—”

A zing of electricity ran through me.

I sat up. Looked at my shocked reflection.

There were gaps in the periodic table, missing elements, and recently scientists had theorized that these elements wouldn’t be discovered—they would be made.

I snatched my pencil and began recalculating the data, my hands trembling so badly the numbers wavered across the page, but the results were solid: I had not broken particles apart. I had fused them into something new.

My heart began beating very fast. A discovery like that wouldn’t just impress the attendees at the Science Conference; it would forever change science. It would mean global attention, major prizes, textbooks printing my name until the end of time. I let out a bark of laughter, and I wasn’t sure what I was more thrilled about: that The Plan had worked better than I’d imagined or that I’d discovered the first entirely man-made element.

“Woman-made,” I corrected, as another laugh burst out of me. I beamed at my wall of brilliant scientists. I was doing this for them, too. The Plan wouldn’t simply show what I was capable of; it would change how everyone thought about other girls like me—the weird, brainy, invisible girls.

A swell of punch-drunk joy burst through me; I wanted to stand up and scream, but there was too much to do! Send a telegram to the Winchester Institute, tell them I’d be changing my presentation. True, my results would undergo rigorous testing before being accepted by the scientific community, but I felt certain—

A knock at the door made me jump, and as I turned, my balloon of joy exploded in a pop.

Ruby.

My older sister breezed inside, her bright red curls bouncing, and I sighed. “What’d you forget?”

Recently graduated from law school, Ruby had but one focus in life: passing the bar. The last few months, she’d been no more than a fast-moving blur to and from our father’s legal library, her absence felt even more keenly as my twin, Henny, had also abandoned me to chase dreams of Hollywood stardom.

“Hullo, Genny dear.” Ruby beamed a placid smile and bent down to look at my cyclotron, exposed on the worktable. “What are you up to out in my old lab?”

She sounded so carefully casual that my hackles went up, and I slid to block her view. True, Ruby had once dabbled in chemistry before passing this lab to me, but she hardly ever asked about my work. Could she have learned about my Winchester Fellowship? Ruby had an annoying tendency to think of herself as my second mother, while also being inordinately more perceptive than my actual mother. No doubt she’d scold me: “There are smarter ways to go about breaking into a boys’ club than making them look like fools!” She was such a goody-goody, determined to become a pillar of the legal community, she might even make me give the fellowship back.

“Um.”

Ruby turned away from my cyclotron, fixing me with one of her unnervingly penetrative looks. They always made me feel like she wanted to actually see inside my brain, and I couldn’t help but lock my thoughts away.

“Just a little experiment. You know. Physics.” I smiled, and Ruby peered around me at the crate on the ground, large enough to hide a toddler.

“A ‘little’ experiment?”

Quickly, I slid my elbow onto the lid of the crate, blocking the shipping address.

“Packing up some things I don’t need.”

“Mm-hmm. Keeping busy lately?”

“Oh, Papa got me some filing job.” I rolled my eyes. “And the Mitchells have me watching their brats—you know that revolting boy threw a shoe at me the last … What?”

She was staring at me so intently but kept her voice bright: “Mama and Papa say they never see you anymore. That you stay holed up out here for hours—all night, sometimes.”

“An absurd exaggeration. I get out all the time! My jobs and … Um. The library …”

Immediately, Ruby shot back: “Mama told me you got into some sort of dustup with the staff.”

“I go to the big library.” I waved a hand in the air. “Downtown.”

“Really? I’m there all the time. I’ve never seen you.”

This was getting tiresome, but I managed to wrestle my grimace into another smile. “Next time I’ll wear a bell.”

For a moment, Ruby and I stared at each other, both of us wearing our stupidly pleasant expressions, and then her lip trembled, real concern peeking through the cracks.

“It’s just …” Her voice went soft. “You’re not working on anything … dangerous, are you, darling?”

A firecracker of annoyance burst through me, and I balled my hands into fists, stomping a foot. “He told you! I can’t believe it! He promised he wasn’t going to!” My words came out shrill and accusatory, though Ruby didn’t look even the tiniest bit guilty.

“Well, really, Genny, what did you expect?” Exasperated, she sounded like my sharp sister and not some sugared-up stand-in. “You can’t ask my boyfriend to get you explosives and expect him not to mention it to me.”

“Explosives!” Choking on my indignation, all I could do for a moment was squeak at her. “They’re perfectly safe! Under the right circumstances!”

Ruby crossed her arms. “White phosphorus, Genny? Ten grams of cobalt? Plus his key for the hospital lab’s machine shop! Peter said you wouldn’t tell him what it was for—you need to stop bullying him, you know he can’t say no to you. You could get him in serious trouble!”

“Good thing he’s dating a lawyer,” I snapped. Ruby’s boyfriend, a resident at Cook County Hospital, had always been supportive of my scientific career, regularly funneling me spare glassware and the odd chemical for my experiments, but I suppose ten grams of cobalt had been pushing it …

“Is that why you’re snooping around? What do you think—I’m out here building a bomb?” I’d said it with a laugh, but when Ruby winced, I felt a stab of hurt. “You do! That’s exactly what you think!”

“Whatever you’re doing, it’s dangerous! I know you think you can handle anything, but you’re putting yourself—not to mention other people—at risk!”

Ruby tried to sneak another glance at the cyclotron, and I slapped my hand on the table. The gall! She was only here to prevent criminal charges against her boyfriend!

For a moment, I considered telling her about The Plan: that I’d finally done something so amazing no one would ever call me “Ruby’s little sister” again.

But before I could open my mouth, Ruby asked, with great exasperation, “Why are you so secretive about everything?” and without thinking, I sniped back: “I’m not secretive, you just never bother to talk to me!”

I felt the prickle of tears and blinked fast to hold them back. Some part of me had assumed Ruby was just too busy to notice my scientific achievements, but that had been naïve. She would always see me as her strange little sister, in constant danger of getting in trouble.

“Will you …” Ruby sighed. “Will you at least tell me what the explosives are for?”

“I’m going to blow something up.”

Ruby’s eyebrows lifted before she let out a small laugh.

“Very funny.”

She seemed to be searching for the right words, but just then a strange tingling went over my skin. It was a feeling I recognized—oh no!—as the sensation that came before I turned invisible. Panic flew through me, and I spun around, gripping the edges of the crate.

“Genny—”

“Just go.” My voice came out strangled, partly because of Ruby, partly because the tips of my fingers had started fading.

“I want you to know,” she said, “you can always—”

“Go!” I snapped, frantic, my fingers now completely gone. Why now?!

And then finally, finally: Ruby’s quiet sigh, her footsteps, the creak of the greenhouse door and the soft click of it closing behind her.

My heart still pounding, I looked over my shoulder at my sister’s retreating form, her hunched shoulders. Tomorrow, she would understand how wrong she’d been. Once news of my achievement spread, everyone would see how wrong they’d been.

The thought steadied me, and when I looked down at my hands, I was relieved to see my white knuckles, my fingernails chewed down to the quick.

Still, I studied them carefully. Why on earth had I disappeared without meaning to?

And—my stomach lurched at the thought—would it happen again?
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CHAPTER FOUR

ASH


Here’s the thing about the world ending: I didn’t really believe it. “You’ve got to have faith, Ashley!” I’d heard that every day in Harmony, for years, ever since my parents had packed us up—six kids altogether, with me the baby—and moved us out to the mountains in a corner of Pennsylvania so remote we might as well have been banished, even though Ma and Pop called it saved.

You’ve got to have faith! It had lots of meanings. Sometimes it meant Stop complaining and sometimes it meant Stop asking questions but mostly it meant Put your trust in him and the rest will take care of itself.

Him. Father Daily. The leader of our ragtag group in the hills, a traveling preacher who hooked Ma and Pop one fateful evening by speechifying about the future.

“Man walks the path of life blind to the chasms and wolves lying in wait!” he shouted over the assembled audience, while I sat next to my brothers and sister and tried to keep from sliding out of my chair onto the floor, bored out of my mind. “But I can SEE!”

“Bullshit,” my oldest brother, Archie, whispered from the top bunk that evening. “No one can see the future.”

I was only five, but even I knew that what that man said made no sense. An angel, he declared, saved him from the flames of sin and gifted him with the miracle of prognostication—that was the word he used, prognostication, and I kept saying it, over and over, feeling those hard letters prickle my mouth. This man, Father Daily, claimed he knew about future calamities, wars, death, disease, and if you agreed to follow him, give up your life and help him build his paradise, he would keep you safe, too.

Was it faith that sent Ma and Pop out to the hills? More likely it was the six mouths to feed and a busted farming market (of course, Father Daily saw that one coming, too).

They told us things would be better in Harmony, but I hated it from the beginning. First: the school. It wasn’t even a real school! Georgie and Louise and all of them had already been to school, had told me about the books and teachers and other kids. I wanted to learn to read, finally, no more hearing them lord it over me, “Ma said we could each have a s-o-d-a p-o-p, don’t tell Ash.” I wanted answers to every one of my questions—where did fish go in winter, why did dogs come in different shapes but people just one, how did a radio catch music from the air—and then we got there, Harmony, during a winter so cold you wondered what you’d done to deserve it, and instead of any answers I got an exasperated schoolmarm telling me, “My goodness, Ashley Hargreaves, don’t you know what curiosity did to the cat?”

Then there was Congregation. Three times a week, we’d gather in a rickety building and shiver while we listened to Father Daily talk. And talk. And talk. About things coming. About things that had been. About how we needed to prepare and be vigilant and have faith.

“I still don’t think he can see the future.” We didn’t have a cozy bunk room in Harmony; we had the boys’ dorm, where me and three of my brothers crammed in with another dozen Harmony kids, but Archie still whispered when the lights went out.

“Shhh,” came from the corner. Archie ignored it, rolled onto his side to talk to Ivan, a self-righteous toady and my least-favorite brother, staring at the ceiling on the cot next to him.

“He never gives specifics—you notice? No dates. No details. Just ‘beware a tornado in the spring.’”

“We’re not supposed to talk about this.” Ivan turned away, and there was silence in the cabin until I slid off my cot, padded my way barefoot over to Archie, and slipped under his blanket.

“We don’t got no newspapers, either,” I whispered. Pop used to bring us the comics every Sunday. You didn’t need to read to like the comics, and I missed them.

“That’s right! He controls what news comes in and out. We wouldn’t even know—”

“SHHH!”

Archie glanced over at the shadows and turned onto his back to stare up at the dark.

“We need some way to get the news,” he whispered. “What I wouldn’t give for a radio.”

Well, he couldn’t give a thing—nowhere to buy and no money to spend. The closest town was Elmore, a day’s hike down the mountain and not exactly cosmopolitan. But Archie liked challenges, and it only took a few trips to Elmore’s library and town dump to get the materials and know-how we needed to put together a radio. We had to sneak out to use it, hiding in the hayloft, and at first we just heard snow: fizzy, fuzzy blankness. Still, Archie kept at it, and by the time I turned eight he’d had it figured out—a surefire way to keep us connected to the world Father Daily told us was corrupt and misguided.

Only it wasn’t. The voices we heard on the radio sang and told jokes and spoke in low, calm tones full of the authority Father Daily’s booming bluster wished it had. I’d huddle up close to Archie while he explained everything: what the newsmen were saying, what the jokes meant, how the radio worked.

That was 1923, the year Archie turned eighteen. I hadn’t realized it, but he’d been planning to leave since the minute we set foot in Harmony. Leaving wasn’t a thing people did, at least not without warnings from Father Daily that the only things they would find outside were calamity and death. But when Archie stood up at Congregation one day to say he’d had enough, Harmony wasn’t some promised paradise but a prison, led by a zealot with no real power … Father Daily smiled like he’d been waiting for this.

“If you go,” he said, and for once he didn’t shout, just looked Archie calmly in the eye, “you’ll be dead in less than a month.”

The next morning, Archie loaded up his knapsack with a smile on his face. Pop wouldn’t let any of us see him off, but as Ma and Louise cried, I slipped out, running for the bumpy road leading away from Harmony. Archie hadn’t even made it to the first turn before I found him, wrapped my arms around his waist, begged him not to go.

“Hey.” Archie kneeled down to look into my eyes. “What’s the matter?”

“I don’t want you to leave,” I said, but what I meant, and what he heard, was I don’t want you to die.

He ruffled my straw-colored hair and grinned at me. “Ash, you don’t have to worry about anything. That old fraud’s just trying to scare everybody into staying put.” Leaning in close, he whispered, “Remember: Don’t let anyone else decide how to live your life.” He pulled back.

“Promise?” he asked, and when I nodded, he smiled and took off down the road, one of his hands lifted in a wave.

Well.

You know what they say about broken clocks and all that?

We heard a few weeks later. First, a letter from Archie, from New York City! He’d arrived safely, he’d seen so much, he’d done so much, there was so much still to do …

And then a telegram, sent through the Elmore General Store:

SON A. HARGREAVES KILLED LAST NIGHT IN BUILDING FIRE.

The news hit me like a punch in my gut. Ma’s eyes were red as Pop told us kids what had happened, and the only thing I could think was Take it back take it back take it back, like I could reel time in like a fishing line, live in the moments when I knew my brother was still alive, keep going back so I could stop Archie from dying, from ever leaving, and it hurt so bad and ached so much and then I heard Pop saying, again, “Mother and I have something we need to tell you. About Archie.”

Archie probably could have explained how I spun time backward, grabbing onto it like the handles of a merry-go-round and wrenching it in reverse, but Archie was dead. And even though I tried, pulling back time as far as I could, at first, it’d snap back after a few seconds—not the weeks I needed to save his life.

I wasn’t the only thing changed by Archie’s death. People started talking about what he’d said before he left. Harmony’d never been as bright and shining as Father Daily preached, but now it seemed even colder and leaner and meaner. What if prognostication wasn’t a blessing, but a curse? Maybe it was time to leave Harmony, go back to the real world. And then Father Daily told us his final prediction.

“There will come a day,” he said, gripping the edges of his pulpit, “the Last Day.”

Archie’s eyeballs would’ve rolled right out of his head. Apocalypse! The oldest scheme in the book! But it worked. Father Daily promised fire and brimstone, death and destruction—yet safety for his flock.

“Only through trust in my vision will you be saved!” he sang, while the Congregation sat stock-still, faithful and afraid.

At least I still had Archie’s radio. I had his patient, thoughtful voice in my head, his reminders to turn things over, ask questions. And I had the power to spin back time, which I didn’t understand but learned how to use, taking back whole minutes, then an hour, then two—though that left me with a whopping headache that lasted a full week. You could learn a lot when you flipped back the pages on a conversation, when you could sneak off for five minutes that, to you, lasted hours. I got real good at lying and also, funnily enough, real good at telling the truth—I could always spin things back if they went sideways, try again.

It was a relief to give my teachers an honest answer when they asked why I hadn’t written my essay on the value of steady toil, or to tell Ivan what I really thought of his decision to hit the road spreading stories of Father Daily’s miraculous gift. I got used to seeing shocked, confused, angry faces, then reaching into time and pulling everything back calm. And I got a reputation I didn’t deserve: Ashley Hargreaves, an honest, upstanding young man, reliable, never getting into mischief, easygoing and liked by all.

The trouble started a week before I found myself in Chicago. Congregation always made me wish I could push time forward instead of just back, and that day, I was half listening, wondering if I could sneak out to get a new radio part, when a new visitor stood up and asked for proof of Father Daily’s ability. Father Daily rattled off his usual speech, which, after thirteen years in Harmony, I could recite in my sleep: the Influenza in 1918, the Great War ending a few months later, the market crash in ’29.

“But those are big events,” the man said. “Isn’t there anything more specific?”

A rumble of annoyance ran through the hall: Doubting was one of Harmony’s worst sins. Father Daily simply raised a hand.

“There was another nonbeliever here, once,” he told the visitor, and my chin snapped up as he explained what had happened to my brother. “It was his lack of faith that killed him.”

I let out a snort of laughter that made every head in Congregation turn toward me.

“Something on your heart, Ashley Hargreaves?” Father Daily asked, and I didn’t even think, just zipped us backward and scolded myself to do a better job holding my tongue. But when Father Daily said, “I tried to warn him. And what happened? Exactly what I had predicted. Dead within a month,” it wasn’t any easier to hear.

“You’re a liar.” The words burst out of me, Archie’s words, words I hadn’t been brave enough to say out loud, but damn, they felt good. And then I couldn’t stop: “You lie about terrible things and you’re lucky that terrible things happen in the world so often you can take credit for it—but you can’t see a thing. You make the world sound like a nightmare to keep us scared to ever leave, but there are amazing things we’re missing, trapped here. They found the sarcophagus of an Egyptian pharaoh’s tomb—three thousand years old. A man flew a plane across the Atlantic! In Chicago, hundreds of thousands of people are gathering right now to celebrate progress and discovery, but all you can talk about is death and apocalypse. That’s why Archie left. Because he believed in this world, he had hope for our future, and you just want us afraid of doomsday.”

I was breathing hard. Every face had turned to stare at me, mouths open. Somewhere to the side I could see my mother, looking like she might keel over. Even that doubting newcomer seemed to regret setting this whole thing off. I waited for Father Daily to explode about faith and sin, so I could set us back again—and this time, I promised myself, I would be good—but he had a smile on his face. A crooked smile. A mean smile.

“Ashley.” There was a glint in his eye I didn’t like. “You don’t believe the end of the world is coming?”

I stared back at him. “No.”

The silence in the hall grew thick enough to suffocate, and Father Daily rose to his feet.

“When the angel gifted me with sight,” he said, his voice soft, “he understood I could be trusted with these visions of the future, the burden of this knowledge. I carry this burden for Harmony. If a shepherd told his flock about every wolf in the woods, the sheep would scatter in fear. But since you have doubts”—he leaned hard on the word, still smiling—“I will tell you.

“The world will end in a place called the Hall of Science. Do you know where that is? At your celebration of the future.”

A ripple of surprise ran through the crowd as people realized what he was saying: The World’s Fair, in Chicago, would only run through October.

“This year …?” My old primary teacher, sitting front row, sounded dazed, frightened, and Father Daily turned to her with a smile.

“June 15, 1934, the Hall of Science, Chicago. The end.”

Chairs scraped the floor as people jumped to their feet, but I didn’t move, my eyes locked on Father Daily’s face, his smile, like he’d been waiting years to tell me what the future really held.

He’s a liar. Archie’s words. But when I said them out loud, no one heard me—they were too scared, too confused, shouting out questions: How would Father Daily save them? Did he mean they would die, too? Why hadn’t he told them the truth from the beginning?

But this was exactly why: A little fear kept people nice and quiet. Too much turned them crazy.

I reached into the wheel of time and pulled us in reverse, everyone dropping back into their seats, and when the skeptic in the suit asked for proof, I knew I couldn’t hear Father Daily’s speech again. I snapped, “You want proof? Ask my brother.”

A look of delight broke across Father Daily’s face.

“Yes,” he said. “Ashley Hargreaves knows the truth.” As his eyes settled on mine I saw that glint again, the burden he carried, what would happen in the future—or what he thought would happen—or what he wanted us to think would happen. Fear or belief or lies or truth, and I couldn’t even begin to guess where one started and the other ended. It grew in me like a seed, like a weed—He’s a liar, he’s a prophet, nothing will happen, you can stop it.

If I believed in Father Daily’s power, I needed to leave for Chicago, right away, go to the fair and do everything possible to keep whatever ended the world from happening.

If I believed my brother, I didn’t need to do anything—the world was perfectly fine.

Either way, I couldn’t stay.

Four days later, I packed a bag, just like Archie, and snuck out before daybreak. I didn’t bother telling anyone. If my family had once been a rope, Archie’s death had cut through us, frayed us into pieces. But when I reached the road, there was Father Daily, sitting on a craggy gray rock.

“Off to somewhere important?” he asked. “Maybe the end of the world?”

I stared at him. I’d snipped that moment in Congregation out of history. But there was that slanted smile again, the gleam in his eye. He knew I knew—and I couldn’t even begin to figure out how.

“The world isn’t going to end.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“Wanna bet? Because I’d take those odds,” I said, but he only slid off the rock and turned back toward Harmony, still wearing his strange smile. He moved slowly, stooped, even though he wasn’t much older than Pop. The last decade had worn him down, left him shrunken and hollow-cheeked, turned his long beard thin and wiry and gray.

“Hey!” I called, and he paused, looked over his shoulder. “Why haven’t you told everyone else? They don’t know you think the world will end next week.”

“No need to upset them over something like that.”

“But you want me to know?”

“You need to know, Ash.” His voice had gone soft, but with a fanatic, excited edge. “You have to be there!”

“Why? Are you saying I—” The words caught in my throat, my heart beating faster. “Could I … stop it?”

The smile came back. “I thought you didn’t believe.”

“You believe. How will you keep them safe? Or did you drag us all the way out here for nothing?”

“Well …” Father Daily laughed. “I suppose whatever is meant to happen, will happen.” He turned around to walk back up the hill, back to Harmony, while I stood on the path and watched him.

“You’re a liar!” I shouted. “Nothing’s gonna happen. Why should I believe anything you say?” But Father Daily didn’t glance back, just kept trudging up the path, one hand raised in a wave.

“Oh, Ash: You’ve got to have faith!”




[image: ]


CHAPTER FIVE

GENEVIEVE


Tonight—it would happen tonight.

My cyclotron, crated and left for deliverymen this morning, would meet me at the Hall of Science. My notes sat in a neat stack, their contents memorized. The Winchester Institute had responded to my telegram with an enthusiasm that could have exploded the line. Now to get dressed.

Unlike my sisters, who treated fashion as a religion, I usually only cared about clothes for their comfort or number of pockets. Something in my sisters’ endless chirping must have sunk in, though, because when the Winchester Institute sent a letter advising me on the conference’s dress code, Ruby’s voice rang in my head: A good outfit is your chance to have the first word in every conversation. So you’d better say something.

What did I want to say? That I was smart. Capable. Serious. Daring. Modern. That seemed like an awful lot to ask of one dress. I’d wasted countless afternoons wandering Michigan Avenue until I passed a little boutique between department stores and stopped dead. The mannequin in the window stood with shoulders back, faceless head tilted at a cunning angle, wearing an outfit I’d never seen before and absolutely, without a doubt, had to have.

The shopgirl seemed shocked when I asked for it and relieved when I bought it: “We keep getting complaints,” she’d sighed.

It hardly seemed scandalous to me: a snappy, tailored, beautiful suit you could see on any day on any number of people—although they would all be men.

Gently, I ran my fingertips down the beautiful, deep navy jacket sleeves and tucked my billowy white blouse into the waistband of the pants. The shopgirl had thrown in a wide tie in rich burgundy, which I knotted loosely under my collar. I slipped on black patent leather heels from my closet and pulled out my soft gray felt fedora, but before setting it on my head, I reached into the top drawer of my vanity and retrieved the gold bar hairpin Ruby had given me for my eighteenth birthday. Carefully, I slid it into my hair, recently trimmed to skim my jawline.

All my life, it’d been hard to look at family photographs and not compare myself to my sisters. Wavy, reddish-brown locks instead of Ruby’s coppery curls; sharp nose instead of Henny’s perfect turned-up button. We had the same blue eyes, but I’d ruined my eyesight with too much reading—my mother was always snapping at me to Stop! Squinting!—and while my sisters had the kind of curvy softness made for filling out gorgeous, flashy dresses, I was all pointed elbows and bony knees.

Now, I stared at my reflection. I saw my lifted chin. I saw my straight back. I saw my eyes, bright and intelligent. Dressing up had always been such a chore, but this suit was different: cut to accentuate my long limbs, serious but stylish. I looked taller and older and more confident and—my cheeks flushed—beautiful. Maybe I’d just needed the right outfit.

Finally ready, my reflection grinned back at me, and, in another eyeblink, disappeared.
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CHAPTER SIX

ASH


The Science Congress, sponsored jointly by the Winchester Institute and A Century of Progress, will bring men of eminence in every field of science to the Exposition on June 15, 1934. At sunset on the balcony of the Hall of Science, lectures by prominent thinkers, along with recipients of this year’s Winchester Fellowship, will be given.

June 15. Chicago’s World Fair. Hall of Science. Science Congress.

On the train ride north, I’d reasoned that Father Daily’s prediction had narrowed things down enough that I’d make short work of stopping the apocalypse. Maybe I could knock off by lunch and spend the rest of the day with Sally Rand. Then I stepped onto the fairgrounds and stared up at the Hall of Science, the heart of the fair, so big Danny and Hugh urged me to just skip it—“Aw, we get enough of that stuff in school”—and realized I had my work cut out for me.

I spent the night watching the lights of the fair from my tiny hotel room—paid for thanks to some good luck with the Midway games—and wondering how the hell I was gonna save the world when I didn’t even know what I was saving it from. Staring out the window, I saw the stars fade, the sky lighten to gray, the sun bursting over the edge of the lake, over the fair, and hoped this wasn’t the last sunrise I’d get to enjoy.

Bleary-eyed and jittery, I got to the fair with the early-morning crowd and was first through the turnstiles, where I headed straight for the huge stepped platforms leading from the lagoon to the Hall of Science’s wide balcony. Workers had just finished setting up thousands of chairs for tonight’s lectures, and as conference guests began to drift inside, I wandered to a long table with a sign that read WELCOME TO THE SCIENCE CONGRESS. A smiling young woman handed me a program—maybe there’d be some clue in there to what’d cause the apocalypse? I scanned the list of lectures but gave up somewhere around “Modification of Sensitive Quadrant Electrometers and Atmospheric Electricity.” Pushing the program into my pocket, I made for tall glass doors that opened into an eight-sided room, already noisy with a few dozen men standing around in small knots, talking.

Maybe I had it wrong, maybe the apocalypse had to do with something inside the Hall of Science itself, so I walked slowly past the exhibits, studying them. But I didn’t see any world-ending bombs, just a collection of navigational tools, a miniature wind tunnel, and a display on … radios?

For a minute, I could only stare. Here were all the answers to the questions me and Archie’d puzzled over for years—answers out in the open, free for anyone to read. I bent down, pressing my hands against the glass, studying each piece of the radio, reading and rereading the labels pinned to the parts, wishing more than I’d wished in years that Archie were here with me to see it.

Enough numbers to plan for harvest, enough letters to read the sermon had been Father Daily’s opinion on education, and it’d left me like a starved dog, hungry for more, and now here it was: a banquet.

I couldn’t let the world end. There were a million good reasons—I didn’t want to die, didn’t want anyone to die, sure—but I also couldn’t let this all disappear, not now that I’d found it.

“Hey.” I spun around to face the man beside me, stuck out my hand. “Do you think there’s anything here that could destroy the world?”

Funny how far the straightforward approach could get you. The ones who ignored me, stared or frowned or turned away, muttering about cranks, were useless. I’d zip us back a few seconds and move on until I hit someone who actually considered the question:

“No.”

“Not unless we happen to run into a large-enough asteroid.”

“Only in theory, but I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

Ask my question, listen to the answer, go back in time, try the next person, over and over and over until I’d spoken to everyone in the hall, then everyone on the terrace, then everyone in the physics wing, chemistry, geology, medicine … Thousands of people, and how long did it take? A few hours, according to the large Naval Observatory clock, but in my time? I couldn’t begin to guess. Days? A solid week? Time travel worked funny for me—only my mind knew what had happened. My body didn’t age, I didn’t get sleepy or hungry. It would’ve gone even faster if I’d turned to the next person and then sent time back, but time always moved around me: If I climbed a set of stairs and then pulled everything back, I’d stay at the top of the stairs. It was a handy trick for moving around quickly, but I had to be careful or someone’d spot me winking in and out of existence.

By the time I found myself back in the mathematics wing, the sun had started to sink, throwing the terrace into deep blue shadows. And after all that: nothing.

There had been some talk about theoretical chain reactions, potential world-ending bombs: “But the deadliest thing you have to worry about at the World’s Fair is the bottomless beer keg in the German village.”

See? Archie’s voice in my head. And you were really worried.

I couldn’t believe that old phony Father Daily got me so worked up! I let out a laugh, shaking my head, and then everything went sideways. Dizzy, I reached for the wall, my other hand rubbing my temple. I’d never done so many jumps—thousands, one after another—and now it felt like my body had sunk to the center of the earth while my mind floated somewhere in outer space …

A soft chime sounded through the hall, announcing that the lectures would begin soon, and I let the crowd carry me out to the balcony. The fresh air felt good, the breeze off the lake cool against my cheeks. Thousands of chairs marched in rows, but I walked right past, heading for the stairs that led from the balcony down to the fairgrounds. I took a seat on the top step, dropped my elbows onto my knees, and stared out at the lights of the fair.

My head still swam, woozy like that night me and my brother Georgie had gotten into Father Daily’s wine cellar, but a smile broke out on my face.

The world was safe.

Nothing to worry about.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

GENEVIEVE


Like nearly everyone in Chicago, I’d already visited the World’s Fair. Mama and Papa had taken me and Henny last summer, allowing us one special excursion each. Unsurprisingly, Henny sprang for the Sky Ride, a two-hundred-foot aerial journey from one end of the fair to the other. Perhaps equally in character, I requested an afternoon devoted to the Hall of Science, one of the fair’s biggest buildings and its crown jewel attraction.

Honestly, I could have spent a week there; an afternoon didn’t do it justice. Whenever I had a bit of extra money or time, I went back to wander the floors or watch the ever-changing educational films or listen to a science lecture on the second-floor balcony terrace, dubbed the Theater of Miracles—an apt location for tonight’s Science Congress.

My heart racing in spite of my invisibility, I slipped through the turnstile and followed the crowd down the flag-lined path leading to the Hall of Science. The Winchester Institute had sent a stern reminder that fellows should arrive no later than half-past seven, but I had arrived, on purpose, a few minutes before eight. Hopefully, the Institute members had spent the last thirty minutes nervously glancing from their watches to my cyclotron. And just as it seemed they’d have to cancel G. F. Newhouse’s exciting presentation, ta-da! G. F. Newhouse would appear! Fingers crossed, they’d be so relieved, they wouldn’t make too big a fuss over the whole girl thing.

After passing through the Hall of Science, my stomach an explosion of butterflies, I emerged onto the balcony with the rest of the crowd. A large platform was set up on one end, with dark blue curtains on either side hiding staging areas from view. The space directly behind the platform was empty, spilling out to a dramatic backdrop: the liquid gold of the lagoon underneath a predusk sky, the buildings beyond the water lit up like festival lanterns.

As I neared the curtains on one side of the platform, I spotted a man in a tidy bow tie nervously peeking out, scanning the edges of the crowd. Behind him, two teenaged boys—the other Winchester Fellows, I presumed—stood to the side of a group of men bent over the large cart holding my cyclotron.

“Incredible! Newhouse isn’t even in college yet?”

One of the men nodded. “A prodigy. Every university in the world will be throwing fists to get him through their doors.”

“It’s not just the cyclotron, though—did you hear?” The first man lowered his voice, but as I caught snippets—“radioactive … new element … finally did it”—the men’s expressions shifted from disbelief to awe, and my heart pounded with excitement.

Time for the final step of The Plan! I took a deep breath, but before I could slip off my invisibility, a man in a fine gray suit the same color as his trim mustache joined the group.

“Any sign of him?”

“No, Dr. Wallace!”

Dr. Wallace! I felt like Henny spotting her favorite movie star: Dr. Wallace had made a name for himself running the physics department at the University of Chicago before moving to Boston to head up the Winchester Institute. Right now, he looked tense and stern, frowning at the empty stage.

“I promised the donors a groundbreaking announcement, and I’ll be damned if we scupper this talk. Get someone to present Newhouse’s findings or I’ll do it myself.”

That’s my cue! I slipped behind a large hanging banner and checked that no one was watching before stripping away my invisibility. My heart buzzing, my head light with excitement, I stepped out, smiling and smoothing the lapels of my suit jacket.

“How about me?” I strolled up to the group of men, but they gave me no more than a once-over.

“Didn’t Creacher work with Lawrence on his cyclotron models?” Dr. Wallace gestured to the crowd. “Track him down and—”

“Excuse me!” I took another step closer. “I said I’ll give the presentation.”

Dr. Wallace shot a look at the nervous man with the bow tie, who leaned toward me.

“Miss, this area of the terrace is off-limits to the public,” he said in a quiet, tense voice. “Only members of the Winchester Institute—”

“But I am a member.”

That got their attention. Dr. Wallace’s head swiveled to examine me, his eyebrows knit in annoyance, but before he could speak, I stuck out my hand, smiling. “G. F. Newhouse. You can call me Genevieve.”

I thought the bow-tied man might keel over right then, eyes bugging out as they took in my face, my suit, my outstretched hand.

“I—I’m sorry?”

I dropped my hand back to my side but stood up a bit straighter.

“I’m Genevieve Newhouse. Your new fellow. And please don’t lean on my cyclotron like that,” I said to a man in green stripes, staring at me with his jaw literally dropped. He glanced down at the hand he’d rested on the cyclotron’s electromagnetic cradle and jumped like he’d been burned.

“But—there must be some …” The bow-tied man’s voice had gone even breathier. “Miss, the Winchester Institute is an organization for gentlemen.”

“Is it? You should have made that clear in the application, then,” I answered with a shrug. There was a snort of laughter. One of the other fellows, young, blond, dandily dressed in a three-piece tan suit, gave me a delighted grin. He looked impressed, and I found myself returning his smile—The Plan was working! Then he threw an arm in my direction.

“Who planned this? Was it you, Applebaum?”

The other fellow, dazed by my arrival, shook his head.

“I guess G. F. Newhouse must be both a scientific and a comic genius.” The tan-suited dandy raised his hands in mock applause. “Come on out, Newhouse. Good joke!”

The members looked around, as if they expected some jolly prankster to jump from the crowd and shove me out of the way. The smile slid from my lips.

“As I explained,” I said stiffly, “I am G. F. Newhouse.” I reached into my pocket and retrieved the only identification I had: my library card, which I handed to Dr. Wallace. His eyes flicked back and forth like a pendulum, perhaps searching for signs of fraud, before looking up with a weary expression.

“Why aren’t you fetching Creacher?” he asked the bow-tied man, letting the hand holding my library card fall to his side. “The presentation will begin shortly.”

“Excuse me!” I could feel the color rise on my cheeks as Dr. Wallace turned pointedly away. I gave him a rapid tap on his shoulder; he glanced back as though I were a mosquito he’d tried and failed to squash.

“Miss, I don’t have time for political statements or stunts or whatever you hope to achieve here. You can tell whoever put you up to this—”

“No one put me up to it!” My voice had gone shrill, and I swallowed and tried to steady myself. “I applied, and I was—”

“Creacher!” Dr. Wallace barked. The bow-tied man, who’d been watching our conversation with wide eyes, jumped and skittered off into the crowd. Dr. Wallace turned next to Green Stripes. “Let Mr. Peabody know. Creacher will give the presentation on the new element.”

“Wait!” My cheeks burned with heat. “That’s my research!” Frantic, I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my notes. “Look! Look—see?”

Dr. Wallace fixed his gaze somewhere above my head. “Could someone please escort this young lady off the grounds?”

“I don’t understand—You can’t—I signed a contract, and legally I’m owed—!”

“Legally,” Dr. Wallace said coldly, “the Winchester Institute is for gentlemen. You have wasted the selection committee’s time and stolen a spot that should have gone to a deserving scholar.”

The words hit me like a slap.

“I am deserving.” My hands tightened into fists, crushing my notes, but it was like speaking to a granite wall. Dr. Wallace turned away, ignoring me as I called out, “If you really cared about academic excellence, it wouldn’t matter what—”

My voice broke off as a tall man with a thick black mustache stepped through the curtains. He shook hands with Dr. Wallace and bent down to inspect my cyclotron with a frown. It hit me like a kick in the stomach: If this man went out and presented my new discovery, all anyone would remember was that the Winchester Institute had explained how a cyclotron could create new elements.

Breathing hard, I pushed between the men.

“You’re not taking credit for my work!”

Dr. Wallace shot me a disgusted look. “Miss Newhouse: We are not the ones claiming undue credit.”

I stared at him, the meaning of his words so painful they took a moment to process: They think I stole my ideas from someone else.

The two men turned their backs on me, and when I tried to speak, it came out in a dazed whisper: “But … I don’t … If you only asked me, I could tell you, prove to you …”

I didn’t understand. What had happened to The Plan?

“Come on now.”

I glanced over my shoulder, and there was that stupid blond dandy, still grinning.

“Building a cyclotron on your own? Discovering new elements? I knew it sounded far-fetched. Or do they teach quantum mechanics in high school?” He leaned in, eyes twinkling, and his voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “Be honest: Is your father a scientist?

Or, I know: You’re a prop for some women’s equality organization out to embarrass the Institute. Where’d you get this?”

“My brain,” I said, and his laughter set my teeth on edge. “If anyone had bothered to ask me about my work instead of assuming a mere high school graduate couldn’t—”

“Oh, it’s not that.” The dandy waved a dismissive hand. “I heard them talking. They liked thinking G. F. Newhouse was some rare young genius, but how would their donors react if a fresh-faced chippy trotted out there declaring she’d filled in a gap on the periodic table? You’d be laughed off the stage!”

Girl Scientist Amuses Crowd with Absurd Claims. I blinked hard, shook my head.

“You think women aren’t capable of the kind of science—”

But the cad interrupted me with another laugh. “Oh sure, there are plenty of fine women scientists. Excellent research assistants and wonderfully hard workers. Why don’t you ask one of them for a fellowship? Because this”—his hand swept through the air—“isn’t for you.”

He didn’t just mean the Winchester Institute. He meant all of it: the conference, the chance to prove myself, science. He paused and studied me, almost pityingly.

“Why fight so hard to be somewhere you’re not even wanted?”

I felt something crack in the center of my chest, my eyes filling with stupid, hot, angry tears. I’d followed The Plan perfectly. Built my cyclotron, won the fellowship, made the kind of scientific discovery anyone on this balcony would trade a leg for. The men of the Winchester Institute had certainly recognized the singular extraordinariness of G. F. Newhouse—why not Genevieve?

Why not me?

My skin tingled and my head felt a mile away. I didn’t know whether to scream or cry or burst into hysterical laughter, and instead I just stared into the distance, numb, waiting to see which one of my emotions won the fight. A burst of applause made everyone turn toward the stage, where Dr. Wallace strode out, nodding at the crowd, and a moment later I heard, “Hey—where’d she go?”

I blinked, then looked down and felt my stomach swoop. Nothing but clean, solid terrace floor—no shoes, no legs, no body. I’d disappeared. Somehow, without noticing it, I’d disappeared.

A gasp slipped out—had anyone seen? But as I watched the Winchester Institute members look around, confused, a strange calm settled over me.

Everything seemed to slow down, the noise of the crowd muffled and far away. I studied the faces of the men backstage, the laughing dandy. I studied my cyclotron, Creacher standing beside it as he waited for Dr. Wallace’s intro. A cable snaked down from the cart—the power for my device—and my eyes followed it across the ground and over to the edge of the backstage area, where it ended in a large box controlling the power supply. But … it looked strange …

I’d been precise in my notes to the Winchester Institute about exactly how much current and voltage my cyclotron needed to operate. Yet when I walked over and examined the settings, my heart leaped: It was all wrong, the current nearly ten times larger than it should have been.

They couldn’t operate the cyclotron like this! At best, the whole thing would fizzle out—at worst, it would, what? Throw off dangerously high radiation? Explode?

By instinct, I opened my mouth to warn them, and then I paused.

I hadn’t worked this hard to give up on The Plan. My work still mattered—I still mattered. Perhaps I just needed to be … louder.

I could see it now. Creacher on the stage, reading my paper, dutifully following my directions, turning to the crowd to say, “And now we’ll see the cyclotron in action,” only for it to blow up in his face. A smile twitched on my lips. It might not be a big explosion, but it would be loud, and dramatic, and humiliating for Creacher. And then what?

I could leap onto the stage, explain what had gone wrong, how my cyclotron worked, what I had discovered, seize the crowd’s attention and dazzle them so fully that the Winchester Institute would not only realize their mistake—they would be desperate to have me back.

“It is my pleasure to introduce—”

Creacher strode forward, confident and smiling, several fair workers close behind with the cart. The audience rippled with polite applause, and Creacher shook hands with the conference director before regarding the crowd.

“Good evening,” he began. “Tonight, I will demonstrate to you an exciting new discovery as a result of experiments with the particle-accelerating device known as a cyclotron. If you’ll allow me: In a few moments, you will see something remarkable.”

Oh, I thought to myself, smiling, you have no idea …
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CHAPTER EIGHT

ASH


For a while, I sat on the stairs, watching the Sky Ride cars slowly cross the darkening clouds, shot through with brilliant oranges, deep purples.

Now what?

I’d been so worked up thinking about June 15, I never thought about what I’d do on June 16.

As much as I’d love to see Father Daily’s face when I strolled through the gates, apocalypse averted, there was nothing for me in Harmony, not even my parents or my siblings. We hadn’t been a family in years, like Archie’d taken a piece of each of us when he died.

When Archie died …

I closed my eyes, picturing the look on his face just before he walked away. Excited. Happy. Off to get the answers to his questions. He knew he belonged outside Harmony. He knew I belonged outside Harmony, too … but did I?

No matter how many radio shows I’d listened to or how often I’d imagined life outside Harmony, the real thing was harder, faster, and dirtier than my dreams. Harmony didn’t have electric lights or running water or libraries or any automobiles other than the rusted-out old Buick that carried the missionaries from town to town, and Elmore looked like the two-bit country outpost it was, compared to a great big sprawling modern city like Chicago. Would’ve gotten run over about a thousand times if I hadn’t yanked time back just at the last second—you’d think my name was “HEY YOU HAYSEED!” given how often people shouted it at me.

A burst of applause made me turn back toward the conference. The first speaker had started his presentation, gesturing to this big gray metal thing on the cart next to him, and I stood up and leaned against the metal railing wrapped around the balcony, listening.

“Now, energy calculations from field data are fairly straightforward for velocity gauge data but are a little more involved for acceleration gauge data, because the frequency of the noise waveform enters into—”

My eyes glazed over so fast I had to blink and shake my head clear. I was about to turn around and head down the stairs when someone offstage shouted—an angry “Hey!” The speaker turned his head but kept on talking. From my spot along the balcony, I had a clear view of backstage: two men in fair uniforms and a boy suddenly darting between them. He—no, she, those pants and short hair belonged to a girl—took off along the balcony railing, running in my direction. The guards were on her heels, with another sliding in front to block her way, and she was so close now I could hear her gasp.

“Hold on—hold it!” the guard in front shouted, and the girl spun around, desperate as a cornered rabbit. “Just stop right there, miss!”

It happened so fast.

She ran forward, trying to get away, but they’d circled her too tightly. One of them pushed her back, and she wheeled off-balance, hit the railing, and at the exact same moment, a huge BOOM erupted on the stage, rocking the balcony so hard it knocked me to my knees.

A scream, sharp and short and desperate, but when I looked up there was no girl. Nothing but air and the guards, rushing over to the balcony railing, their faces white, their eyes wide as they stared down at the smooth stone courtyard thirty feet below.

She … fell …

The thought came to me in a daze, working through my body like a fever, making my skin feel hot, my legs wobbly. For a second, I was eight years old again, Pop coming over to me and my brothers and sister: “Children, Mother and I have something we need to tell you …”

Take it back, take it back. I didn’t think—time just spun backward, the men flying away, the crowd dropping into their seats, the girl rising up feet-first, tipping over the railing to land on the balcony. The seconds slipped through my fingers, moving faster, so before I could even take a step it all happened again: BOOM—scream—fall, and this time, her eyes caught on mine, desperation and fear as she realized she was about to die. I threw myself forward, I threw time back, BOOM—scream—but I was still too far away, too late, BOOM—scream! And when she tipped back I leaped forward, wrapped my hand around the girl’s wrist, her momentum yanking me off my feet, only now I grabbed onto the wheel of time and wrenched it like I never had before, thinking, I’m saving you.

I felt the girl’s warm skin under my fingers, her weight jerking me into the air, and then everything … got … weird …

Usually, time spun around me in a rush, a blur, brushing past my skin, but with the girl’s wrist in my hand and her wide eyes on my face, everything … seemed to slow down … A low moan, deep and heavy, vibrated the air, and I tried to turn my head toward the sound, but I weighed ten thousand pounds, my body thick as stone.

From the platform, there was a blinding flash of light, shimmering and blossoming like an unfurling flower. The explosion. It played out one tiny slice of time after another. I could see the vibrations it made in the air, only they didn’t ripple out like the rings on the surface of a pond, but in, moving in reverse, every ripple collapsing on itself. Instead of grabbing onto the handles of a merry-go-round and spinning it in the opposite direction, it felt like someone had jammed an iron bar into its workings, sending the whole thing to a screeching, grinding halt that jolted over my skin, shivered through my bones. Sparkles, light, fireworks burst before my eyes, then turned to ash, trailing black streaks. Was I passing out? Had the air caught fire?

My head rose off my shoulders like a balloon, and time slipped past, but when I reached for it, it didn’t feel solid anymore, not like sturdy metal handles but cloth, thin, shredding to pieces, and, panicked, I let go—but it was too late.

The buildings in the distance disappeared. The Sky Ride. The lagoon. The terrace. The sky. I felt dark and cold and nothing, and the last thing I heard, right as I fell, was the girl’s scream.
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CHAPTER NINE

GENEVIEVE


Falling, I was falling, and I squeezed my eyes shut, braced for the impact, the stone courtyard, the sudden oblivion of death and—SPLASH!

Cold shocked through me as water flew up my nose, into my eyes, down my throat. Darkness—was I dead? What is happening?!—and I kicked my arms, my legs, trying to figure out which way was up. My lungs burned, my suit dragged at me like seaweed, but finally I burst through the surface of the water, blinking fast, churning my limbs, the sky above speckled with stars.

Maybe this was death. A terrifying drop and then cold water, starlit sky. Except I felt so incredibly, absolutely alive, from my heartbeat buzzing in my chest to my teeth chattering against the chill. A noise made me look over my shoulder, splashing to stay close to the surface, and the first thing I noticed was a lit-up shoreline in the distance. The second was a person about ten feet away who was almost certainly drowning.

“Oh damn.“ Shivering, I kicked off toward them. Not for nothing, us Newhouse girls had gone through Scouting, including a lesson on the mechanics of water rescue, and with the handbook illustration firmly etched in my mind, I approached the thrashing figure from behind, wrapping my arm tight around his upper body.

“Stop! Panicking!” I shouted, struggling to keep us both above the surface. “If you drown me by accident I’m going to kill you!”

He didn’t seem to hear me. He was babbling—not with fear but something like giddiness.

“That old fraud was right!” he yelped between bursts of laughter. As I started to pull him toward shore, he jerked in surprise and tried to twist around.

“Well, damn,” he mumbled, eyebrows raised. “You’re here, too?”

“Shut it.” I dug my fingers into his shoulder, my focus on the shoreline. “And flutter your feet—you’re as useless as a sack of potatoes.”

With all the grace of pair of jellyfish in a footrace, we crept toward the shore, until at last my feet touched gravelly bottom. I hauled myself, panting, onto land. Beside me, the boy gasped, and he flopped back so suddenly, eyes up at the sky, that I panicked: Oh lord, I save his life and he has a heart attack. Then he burst into laughter.

“What,” I asked, dropping the word like a brick, “is so funny?”

The boy turned to me, the laughter lighting up his face. A perfect half-moon hung in the sky, casting enough glow to make out his features: straight nose; delicate eyebrows; light skin with work-tan stripes across his cheeks; hair probably some kind of dirty blond when it was dry and illuminated by something stronger than moonlight. He was tall, too, good lord he really could have taken me down out there. Even stretched out on the gravelly beach I estimated he’d tower at least a head above me.

“You’ll never believe it,” he said, and I caught a faint farm boy accent softening his words. “I just lost a bet.” Strangely, though, he looked delighted—positively unstable, but delighted.

Frowning, I turned my attention to the lights beyond. Where were we? Peering into the darkness, I could make out a glimmer about thirty feet away: a line of railroad tracks running parallel to the shoreline. I got to my feet and immediately felt the dragging weight of my clothes. My beautiful new suit! I’d always rolled my eyes whenever my sisters cried about ruined dresses, but admittedly this was disappointing. It’d cost nearly all my savings and now look at it—fit for the rag pile.

I let out a sigh as I shucked off my sodden jacket, yanked at my tie, and unbuttoned the collar of my blouse—my white blouse, which was now an invisible blouse, clinging to my skin and the camisole I wore underneath. Hurriedly, I crossed my arms over my wet chest and wriggled my stockinged toes—somewhere in the water, I hoped the fish were enjoying my shoes.

“Where the hell are we?” I rubbed some warmth into my arms—it was a sticky night but the lake water had been bracing. The boy stretched out on the ground, his head cradled in his hands.

“The end of the world,” he said, sounding unbothered. “The edge of the universe.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, there’s a train station.”

At this, the boy sat up and looked around, following my pointed finger.

“Hey! A train station!”

I rolled my eyes. The boys in my advanced chemistry class used to do this sort of thing all the time: repeat whatever I’d said like they’d come up with it on their own. It drove me mad.

“Where are you going?” he asked as I started for the tracks.

“There’ll be a map. Or at least a station name. Maybe it’ll tell us where we are, and then once we know that, we can figure out how we got here.”

Behind me, the boy went silent, and I turned around to see him thinking hard.

“What?”

He pushed himself to his feet, tightly laced boots squelching, looking like a drowned scarecrow in his wet clothes. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

I paused. The last thing …

The presentation, my invisibility slipping away, a chase, the balcony, an explosion, and then, out of nowhere, this boy, grabbing onto my wrist, looking into my face as everything fell away into darkness …

I felt suddenly woozy.

“What happened?” My voice came out brittle and small. My pragmatic brain had marched along so swiftly—Stop drowning, determine location—I hadn’t even considered that moments ago I’d been about to fall to my death, and yet now here I was, dripping wet but extremely alive on the banks of—where, exactly? Not Chicago—I’d walked the lakeside my whole life and never seen anything that looked like this. Had we … transported ourselves somewhere? But where? And how? My knees wobbled, pain pinched in my head, and I swayed, would have dropped to the ground if the boy hadn’t rushed out and caught me by the elbows.

“Whoa!” He held me steady, and his touch through my wet blouse burned hot while the rest of me went shivery cold. “Maybe you should sit down.”

“No …” I swallowed, tried again. “No. I … I’m fine.” And to prove my point, I took a step back, shrugging him off. “But … What in the world …?”

The ground rumbled, and I wondered if I’d underestimated my wooziness when I heard a shrill horn and turned to see the dim glow of a train down the tracks. It was coming from my left, out of foggy darkness, and I looked up the shoreline to its destination: a city. Small, murky, but indisputably a city.

“Should we try to catch it?” asked the boy. I didn’t want to get on a train when I didn’t know where it was going … or where it was coming from … or who might be on it … Instead I just stared as it rumbled down the tracks, moving as slowly as the Sunday trolley that kids used to race for fun.

Strange … The lead car had an odd headlight. Instead of the crisp, clear glow that beamed out from every street-corner trolley, this one looked small, weak, emitting a faint halo. The mystery of it captured my attention so fully that the train had nearly drawn level with us before I noticed the destination card propped up in the front window.

SPECIAL LINE, it read in large, blocky, painted letters, COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION TO UNION STATION.

My eyes passed over the words, reading them, rereading them, following them as they slowly rolled by. I took in the line of cars, the shadowed people inside, elbows hanging out the window—no glass, my brain noted, setting that fact aside until I was ready to deal with it—as COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION TO UNION STATION chanted inside my skull, over and over, over and over, over and over, and then, it seemed, the truth clicked into place.

“This is Chicago …” The words tumbled out my mouth, in spite of the panicked voice in my head that kept shouting This is NOT Chicago, because the Chicago lakefront doesn’t look like this! The trains are different! Where is the skyline? Where is the WORLD’S FAIR?!

Right there, answered my pragmatic brain, my gaze turning toward the dim, faraway glow from which the train had come, miles away, six miles in fact, because there could be only one possible explanation for the strange coastline, the strange lights, the strange train, labeled with the most famous thing ever to hit my dear city. The Columbian Exposition. Our fabulous World’s Fair—the first one.

“But that was … 1893,” I whispered, hardly believing it. “We’re in Chicago … forty-one years in the past …”

I spun around, and the look on my face must’ve been something, because the boy literally jumped, those long limbs of his jangly and nervous.

“You.” I jabbed a finger at him, and he gulped. “Tell me everything.”
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CHAPTER TEN

ASH


Once, when I was nine, I reached down to give this little dog sitting outside the Elmore Garage a nice pat, but before I could touch it, it spun, snarling and snapping its jaws. I was surprised, but mostly impressed, by how much anger and fury fifteen pounds of fur and teeth could hold.

That was how it felt to stand on the shore in front of that girl. Dripping wet and shorter than my sister Louise, but the look on her face said she would tear me to pieces if I didn’t say the right thing—and then I realized what she had said.

“Eighteen ninety-three?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

“As in, the year, 1893?”

“What did you do?” she demanded.

“As in, we were in 1934, and we traveled back in time to 1893?”

A muscle in her jaw jumped as she clenched her teeth and pushed her finger into my chest. “I’m asking the questions!”

“But …” I shook my head. “What happened to 1934?”

The rage on her face skittered into confusion. Her hand dropped back to her side. Warily, she studied me.

“What do you mean, what happened? It disappeared. Why?” The suspicion crept back into her voice. “What could have happened?”

“It was …” How did I tell her? Everything felt strange and far away. “Didn’t you notice? Right before we fell … It was like—you know, a moving picture? They show it on a sheet or something, right?”

“A projector passes light through a film strip to display its image onto a screen,” said the girl, like she’d swallowed an encyclopedia.

“Okay, sure. Well, one time I was watching this movie in town, and they hung the sheet, the screen, in a doorway. Only there was a rip in it, see? Halfway through the picture, the whole thing tore open, nothing but darkness behind it. That … That was what I saw. The world came apart, and the only thing left was … black …”

While I spoke, the girl stared at me. She seemed to be trying to puzzle something out, and when I finished, she studied the shoreline, the empty air we’d just fallen through.

“You called it the end of the world …”

“Hmm. I did?”

Her attention flicked back toward me, wary again. “You didn’t seem surprised.”

“I didn’t?”

“Why didn’t you sound surprised?”

I let out a sigh. “Shoot. Sorry about that.” When she looked confused, I gave her a smile. “Hold on. We’ll do it again.”

Just until she pulled me onto shore. I reached into time—but my head split open, pain doubling me over. From far away, I could hear the girl shouting, and all I could do was ride this wave, reeling and sick to my stomach, blackness rolling over me and then ebbing away, leaving me on my knees in the wet sand.

What in the hell …?

“Are you all right?!”

My head ached as I squinted at the girl. She had her hands raised, like she’d thought about helping me up and then reconsidered. At least she didn’t seem like she wanted to kill me anymore.

“Swell,” I croaked. That’d never happened before. The throbbing in my head eased to a dull pulse, but when I reached out with my senses, time still felt wobbly as a broken leg. I let it go with a sigh, sitting back on the hard sand.

“Why don’t you take it easy?” The girl looked like someone had talked her into watching their puppy and it’d just thrown up on her slippers. I was about to tell her not to worry, I could take care of myself, but talking didn’t seem like the greatest idea, so I pulled my knees to my chest and watched her pick up her jacket, brush it clean.

I’d first pegged her as Louise or Georgie’s age, but now I knocked off a few years, putting her right around eighteen. She moved fast, brisk my ma would’ve said, and even though she wasn’t tall, she acted like it, chin up, shoulders squared. Her short, dark hair—still wet—curled at the tips, brushed against her cheeks, pink from our dip in the lake. The rest of her skin glowed white in the moonlight, like she spent her hours holed up in dark rooms.

Carefully, she wiped her palms clean on her pants. Father Daily would’ve hated her whole getup. The girls in Harmony—all too young or too married to pay attention to me—wore simple dresses cut to the tops of their boots and aprons they might switch out a few times a day: rough clothes for rough work. This girl’s delicate blouse would make every matron in Harmony pinch her lips in disapproval. “What a waste, that won’t stay white for long.”

And those pants. My older brother Marty arrived at Harmony freshly thirteen and wearing a pair of Archie’s old overalls—I’d never seen him in anything else. Marty’d been treated like a boy since the day he could open his mouth to say so; no one’d ever made a fuss about it. But the matrons at Harmony pitched a fit, dragged him off and forced him into dresses, insisted we call him the girl’s name he’d been born with, and for a few weeks Father Daily preached A boy is a boy and a girl a girl and one wears pants and the other wears dresses, like it was plain simple fact, even though it never made sense to me. Did the people in Harmony really care, or did they care because Father Daily told them to? Anyway, the person it really mattered to was Marty, but they wouldn’t listen to him.

Unnatural, Father Daily would’ve said about this girl’s trousers, though Marty would’ve liked them. I liked them, too, even waterlogged and dripping, and I’d bet a girl who wore trousers didn’t worry much about what others thought.

“What are you staring at?” She sounded wary. Rather than answering, I slowly rolled to my feet, making sure I wasn’t going to hit the deck. She took another step closer, hands out like she hadn’t decided if she’d catch me, but I managed to get my shoes under me, one hand rubbing my throbbing temple.

“I think I’m okay now.” I turned my wince into a grin and put out my hand. “I’m Ash.”

The girl gave me one quick shake.

“Genevieve Newhouse. You weren’t surprised by the prospect of the world ending.” She sounded like she’d been saving that until she was sure I wasn’t going to die.

“Is that a question?”

She scowled. “Why weren’t you surprised by the prospect of the world ending?”

I didn’t know how to answer. It wasn’t just the stickiness of having to explain it—Father Daily, Harmony, the Last Day. If I couldn’t reach back in time—and I didn’t want to try again until I felt less woozy—I wouldn’t be able to reverse things. When did I last have a conversation I couldn’t take back?

“It’s, um …” I took a breath. “This man … where I grew up … He could see things.”

“What kinds of things?”

How could I say it? My throat clenched up.

“Bad things.”

Genevieve looked more concerned. I was doing this wrong. I’d never had to explain Father Daily before—would she even believe me?

“He said … the world would end on June 15, 1934, in Chicago, at the World’s Fair, in the Hall of Science.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she scoffed. “No one can predict the future, and anyway, how would the world end?”

“I don’t know. I figured … some experiment or something.”

“That doesn’t make any sense! The Science Congress only invites experts to demonstrate their research. No one is going up there with some device they don’t—oh!” A look of surprise came over her face before it crumpled into something suspiciously like guilt.

“Genevieve …? Got something you need to share?”

“I … What? No, nothing …” She sounded dazed.

“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that explosion I saw on the platform, right before we—”

“Hold on!” she snapped, the color high on her cheeks. “Even if something … cataclysmic occurred in 1934, why are we in 1893? How on earth did we travel back in time?”

My turn to look off into the middle distance, trying to appear innocent.

“Ash. Do you have something you need to share?”

“What? No. Nothing,” I replied in a flat voice, giving her a pointed stare, and when she glared back at me, I added, “I asked first.”

She made an angry-cat growl deep in her throat and threw up her hands. “All right, fine! It … might have been … my fault.”

“’Scuse me?”

“I mean, it wasn’t really my fault. If those idiots had listened to me, I could have told them what was going to happen!” She took in my blank expression and sighed. “I was only hoping the presentation would be a bit more … dramatic.”

“By blowing up the world?” I didn’t mean to sound impressed, but honestly … that was impressive.

“It shouldn’t even be possible. I don’t understand how—” She shook her head and hugged herself. “I suppose there is a theory that the right kind of explosion, under the right conditions, with the right radioactive materials, could … well … set off a chain reaction that would … ignite the atmosphere. But it’s like I said! Just a theory! Certainly when I made the cyclotron I wasn’t thinking—”

“You made that thing? How? Where?”

“My mother’s old greenhouse,” she answered, sounding miserable.

I raised my eyebrows. “Neat.”

She shot me another angry look. “Well, it wasn’t on purpose—I didn’t intend to destroy the world! And anyway, that doesn’t explain how we ended up in 1893!”

Should I tell her? I’d told a few people before. Georgie had heard it five times by now, but I always jumped backward after the words came out. I’d never figured out how to say it so I didn’t sound like I’d lost my mind, but then … I’d also never taken anyone else backward with me.

“I, uh. I can move through time.”

“Imposs—” She cut herself off, her eyes darting to the faraway glow of a city miles down the shoreline. Slowly, she asked, “What exactly do you mean?”

“I can sort of … pull time back. Seconds. Minutes.”

“Not forty-one years?”

“No.”

“And not forward?”

The moment I realized what she was asking, I shook my head. “No.”

“But then—” A tremble worked through her; for the first time tonight, I could see tears in her eyes, turning them big and bright. “That means … You can’t get us back?”

“I mean, there might not be any back for us to go to, right?” When she stared at me, horrified, I swallowed. “Um. No.”

“The world ended …” she whispered. “In 1934. And before it ended, we somehow traveled in time to 1893. And now we’re stuck here, trapped, forever …” Her face had turned gray.

“Well. Not forever.”

Her eyes went wide. “What do you mean? How are we going to return to 1934?”

I shrugged. “Wait forty-one years?”

As soon as I said it, I wished I could take it back.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

GENEVIEVE


“Where are you going?”

My head wouldn’t stop buzzing, and my organs seemed to be in incorrect places. The truth—STUCK IN 1893, WORLD DESTROYED IN 1934—kept shrieking in my brain. To keep from crumpling into a ball, I carefully shoved this aside for later, turning from that strange boy and marching, stiff-legged, toward the lights beyond the train tracks, while he trotted behind.

“I’m cold. And tired. And hungry. And wet. We are facing a veritable MOUNT EVEREST of a problem, but first, I’ve got to take care of the smaller ones.”

As soon as I said it, I felt just a tiny bit better. It was like The Plan: Break an impossible goal into small steps. Step 1: Dry clothes.

“Okay,” Ash said, sounding unconvinced. “But where are you going?”

“I’m—” Where was I going? Having crossed the train tracks, I stopped, trying to get my bearings. Over the next forty-one years, this area would turn into an unremarkable stretch of warehouses, the lake filled in and transformed into the park that would eventually host the Century of Progress Exposition.

Now, down one end of the uneven and muddy streets—years away from asphalt—I could spot handsome private homes, large and spread out and destined to one day be plowed under. The effect was unnervingly disorienting.

Where to go?

Not home. My house, six miles to the south, would be full of strangers. Right about now, Papa was breaking horses with his brothers on their Massachusetts farm, while my four-year-old mother ate beignets in New Orleans.

Another breeze strong-armed itself through my wet clothes, and I shivered. Step 1.

“We need dry clothing. Which means we need money.” I turned my attention from the stately homes to the street leading west, where—touching my hair, I made sure Ruby’s gold pin hadn’t gone for a swim with my shoes—hopefully I could find a pawnshop.

“I’ve got money,” Ash said, unbothered, but I shook my head, darting over the muddy street to a narrow, wood-planked sidewalk, illuminated by a flickering gas lamp.

“You have 1934 money. It looks different from what they use in 1893.”

“No problem.” Ash, his hands in his pockets and his thick hair drifting into his eyes, looked as if he were out for a pleasant evening stroll; no one would have imagined he’d recently crawled out of a lake four decades in the past. “I can get us money. How much do you think we’ll need?”

My stockings snagged on rough planks as I walked down the sidewalk. Ash’s question made me wonder, uncomfortably, how long we’d be stuck here. Hours? Days? Years? I felt panic begin to stir in my chest—what had I gotten myself into?—but I noticed Ash watching me and rearranged my face into a neutral expression.

“I suppose you do very well in games of chance, do you? Lady Fortune always on your side?”

Ash shrugged. “Someone’s gotta win.”

“Who said it had to be you?”

He laughed. “You know how many people cheat? I’m only evening things out.”

I peered into the darkened windows we passed, disappointed to see shuttered stores and unremarkable workshops, and looked ahead to the first cross street, where I spotted people hurrying home from work or stepping out for an evening stroll.

“Can you even still turn time? Or was there another reason you collapsed back on the shore?” He’d worried me for a minute, but even under the thin gaslights he didn’t look too bad now, taking in our surroundings with bright curiosity. “Because if we want to get back to 1934, you’re going to be the key. Clearly you can manipulate temporal space, which means I might be able to harness your ability to produce an inverse effect.”

“Oh,” he said. “What?”

“Make you go forward. If we can return to the morning of June 15, 1934, I’ll just stop my cyclotron from powering on. No more apocalypse. But I can’t do that if you can’t time-travel. So: Can you?”

“I think so. Want me to try?”

“No, not right now,” I said, distracted by the openmouthed stares of a passing middle-aged couple, their eyes going from my short hair to my wide-legged pants to my stockinged feet to my clingy, filmy blouse. Was public indecency a jailable offense in 1893?

“No, really, I can do it.” He pulled me to a stop. “Just say something, then I’ll go back in time and—”

“Do you do this to everyone? It’s very annoying.”

“You’re the only person who knows what I can do.”

“Lucky me.” I froze. Ash had said the words along with me, eyebrows raised, a smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth.

“What—! Stop that!” we said in unison, and I clamped my mouth shut, glaring at Ash’s grin.

“See? I told you—”

“Don’t do that!” I spun away down the sidewalk, my heart beating fast. How EXTREMELY UNSETTLING! Some version of me had existed, spoken with him, and he’d just neatly snipped her from the fabric of time, leaving me none the wiser.

“What’s—”

“Do you have any idea how creepy that is? You could have been pulling me back this whole time, and I wouldn’t even know. You could be doing it now!”

He raised an eyebrow. “You think this is a conversation I want to keep reliving? Come on, I wouldn’t move time around just to mess with you.”

“I hardly know you. Why should I trust you?” I asked. His eyebrows lifted, his lips parted, but when nothing came out, I added, “Well?”

“I’m thinking!” But he shrugged. “I don’t know. Honestly, I wouldn’t trust me.”

When I let out a groan, he said quickly, “Hey—I’m sorry. This is new for me, all right? I mean, sure, sometimes I move time around to … bend the rules. But I don’t use it to hurt people or take advantage of anybody or—Wait—”

Frustrated, I’d turned away, and he’d caught my hand.

“We’re stuck here—together. You need me to get to 1934. I need you to figure out how.”

His fingers tightened around mine as he spoke, reminding me that this boy was the only piece of 1934 I had left.

“We’ve gotta be honest with each other, right?” he asked, his voice soft. “I trust you, you trust me. Partners.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. I would never in a million years play cards with him, but he had been honest with me about his time traveling. One show of good faith deserved another: I should tell him about my invisibility. Trust built on secrecy was hardly trust at all.

“Well?” He raised an eyebrow, his smile growing, but every time I tried to find the words, that panicky voice shrieked in my head, You don’t even know this boy! How can you trust him?!

I swallowed hard and gave his hand a shake.

“Partners.”

If Ash noticed my hesitation, he didn’t show it. Satisfied, he pushed his hands into his pockets and strode off down the sidewalk while I hurried to match his long-legged pace.

“Well, partner, maybe—” His eyes lit up as we neared a grubby-looking pub, the windows so grime-coated I could hardly see inside, and his smile turned sly. “Seems like the kind of place with a backroom poker game, huh?”

“What—wait, you’re still damp!”

But he’d already ducked inside, and I hissed out a swear as I followed him.

“Ash! Get back here and—”

“No gerls!” As the balding barkeep brayed out his flat Midwestern accent, all heads in this low-ceilinged, smoke-filled, ugly pub swiveled in my direction. A dozen pairs of eyes took me in so fully I almost felt teeth marks, my arms snapping up over my chest.

“Ash!” I hissed, trying to get his attention while simultaneously conveying to the irate barkeep that I had no intention of staying, and at last, Ash pulled his eyes from the card table.

“You wanna go?” he asked. I was about to tell him Yes, you idiot, obviously!—how had he not noticed that my presence in this pub seemed to have electrified the air?—when I realized that without Ash, I could simply go invisible. No more rude stares on the street, no more worrying about my clothing.

“Never mind,” I snapped. “I’ll meet you outside in thirty minutes.”

He waved but had already turned his attention to the poker table, shucking off his damp jacket and greeting the players with a cheery hello. Most ignored him, leaning around for a better look at me. I stepped back, one hand at my throat, my wet hair brushing against my cheeks, before pushing through the door with a shiver, taking grateful breaths of the sticky night air.

Time to disappear. I tucked my chin close to my chest, searching for an inconspicuous alley. Then: pawnshop, money, clothes, get home, and prevent the apocalypse.

Footsteps came up fast behind me, and I spun around—Ash? But it was a young man, skinny as a rail, narrow shoulders with a bobbing round head like a balloon. He grinned.

“Ain’t you a daisy!”

Not in any century would I know how to answer that, so I spun around and hurried away—where could I disappear?

“What happened to yer feller!” the boy called. I ignored him, doubling my pace, but he followed close behind. “If I had a nice girl like you, I wouldn’t leave her alone.” I could hear his breathing and smell stale beer, and sparks of panic scattered across my skin.

My big sister Ruby had drilled it into me and Henny: If a man ever follows you, you need to—

His hand landed on my shoulder, and I twisted away, my frantic mind failing me right when I needed it. Panicked, I ducked into a narrow alleyway—Disappear!—but the moment I turned the corner, swallowed into cramped darkness, boxed in by stacks of wooded crates, I knew I’d made a mistake.

I spun around, and there he was, standing in the mouth of the alley, silhouetted by flickering gaslights.

“Or maybe you ain’t such a nice girl? With them fancy bloomers you’ve got …” His voice had gone softer, a disgusting coo that made my stomach roil. “Never seen a girl with hair like yours, neither. Foreigner, are you? In town for the fair? I could show you around, I could …”

Go invisible—who cares if he sees you disappear, he’s drunk and stupid and no one would believe him. I backed away until I came up against rough brick and strained for my invisibility, but nothing happened. My hands swam in front of me, ghostly shadows in the thin light, and no matter how hard I tried to blink away into nothing, they remained.

A stumble, the man knocking into some of the crates, his breathing ragged.

“Is that how it is, then?” He was whispering now, so close I could hear him over the sound of the street. “But ain’t you a daisy!”

I rubbed a hand hard against my arm as though I could erase myself—Why isn’t this working? First it came on when I didn’t want it, now it won’t work when I do?—and as the man lurched for me, I scrambled to the side, my stockinged feet catching on something sharp. I could feel myself tripping, could hear the man laughing, and the sound reminded me of the dandy from the Winchester Institute, his cruel, mocking voice, Why fight so hard to be somewhere you’re not even wanted?

Before I hit the ground, I knew it had happened: I’d finally disappeared, as abruptly as if I’d fallen into some unseen hole.

The man stopped short, blinking at the empty space where I’d been while I held my breath, clinging to the edges of my invisibility on the damp, muddy ground.

“Where—Where did she …”

I curled myself tight, terrified he’d step on me, but he just shook his head and stumbled out of the alley, muttering to himself that he needed a lie-down.

My breath came out in one long wheeze, and I lifted my hands, checking that they were still invisible.

I was used to controlling my invisibility with ease. Now it felt like trying to keep a coat made of snakes from slithering off my body. I pushed myself to my feet and quickly exited the alley. No one stared at me anymore, but I didn’t feel relieved as I slid through the streets like a ghost.

Ash had had trouble, too, with his ability. Was there something about the past that affected what we could do? I’d relied on becoming invisible for so long, not just to accomplish what I’d needed to, but to keep myself safe.

Here, in this strange time, where every part of me—my hair, my body, my clothes, my very femaleness—drew unwelcome attention, I would need it more than ever.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

ASH


Here’s a time-traveling poker tip: Don’t win every hand. Too much winning gets people suspicious, then angry, and eventually you’ll be lucky to get out with your teeth, let alone your winnings. Spread it around, throw a few big pots, make sure the meanest mugs end the night with a nice pile of chips, then duck out before the faces around the table turn unfriendly.

What I missed in winnings, I made up for in useful information from high-flying men on a run of good luck. That’s how I learned that Genevieve and I should skip the fancy hotels for a clean, respectable boardinghouse just a few blocks down the street.

“You are in town for the fair?” One of the players, a German bricklayer, leaned in as I tossed down my cards, and before I could answer, he handed me a wrinkled pocket guide, Exhibits and Entertainment at the World’s Columbian Exposition. Another World’s Fair?

“Go at night for the electric lights,” the man said with a smile. “They glow like a fairyland!”

While the dealer passed out another hand, I flipped through the guide, taking in the fair’s other wonders: an electric typewriter, sweet chewing gum, a zipper! Forget about the Century of Progress’s 110-mile-per-hour trains and robot dinosaurs—these were inventions I could actually understand. That was when I realized how much the men, with their rough, accented voices and clothes plain and patched over, reminded me of the old-timers back in Harmony. Through the open windows, I heard the familiar, hollow clop of horse hooves on muddy streets, the jingle of reins the same music I grew up with. This place even smelled like Harmony, kerosene lamps and smoky woodstoves.

This wasn’t the Chicago that moved too fast for me to keep up. No, I knew this world. If Chicago in 1934 left me feeling like Harmony lived by its own clock, then here I was: back on Harmony time again.

My shoulders relaxed, and as I swept my winnings into a pile, the man who’d given me the guidebook laughed. “You will show your lady a good time.”

“My who? Oh.” I let out a snort. “She’s not my anything.”

This made the bricklayer grin. “Then you can introduce me! She is a circus performer? Or something else? Her blouse was like a window, no? I could see straight through!”

“She would fit right in at the coochie shows!” another man said, laughing as he tapped the cover of the fair guide.

“Yes, but on the Midway you must pay for a good look!” the man across the table from me bellowed. “Maybe if I just ask, she will show me more. What do you think?”

“I think she’d probably break your arm,” I said with a shrug, and watched the grins on the men’s faces darken. “Let’s try that again.” I sent time backward, tried to steer our conversation in another direction, but it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t let it go. Genevieve and her outfit, her hair, the way she lifted her chin and looked them in the eye, nothing like regular girls. Was this another way 1893 and Harmony were the same? Father Daily lectured about girls who dressed too loose or talked too bold: These rules exist for their own safety and welfare, and woe betide those who break them.

“Billy had the right idea of it,” the bricklayer said with a laugh. “He ran after that sly filly while you old men sat here talking about her! If he is not showing her a good time right about now, he—ach! Watch yourself!”

The beer bottles rattled as I jumped to my feet, ignoring protests from the other players as I shoved my winnings into my pockets.

“Na! Sit down and give us a chance to earn back our money!”

I yanked on my jacket, my stomach somewhere around my shoes. I was a total idiot—if 1893 was like Harmony, it was a dangerous place for Genevieve. What if that boy had caught up with her? Hurt her? The memory of her face at the Hall of Science flashed through my brain, her wide eyes, her fear—Great job, Ash: Save her life and throw her to the wolves.

It would be okay—just get to the sidewalk, reverse time, forget about the card game, tell her she had to be more careful, she couldn’t—

“Hey—watch out!”

I burst through the door, almost colliding with—

“Genevieve!” There she was, annoyed but in one piece.

“What do you look so happy about?” she asked, but since I didn’t know how to say I’m so relieved you’re safe, girl I just met an hour ago, I dug into my pockets and pulled out a fistful of soft bills.

“This should last us a few days.”

She sighed. “I may not approve of your tactics, but I can’t say I’m sorry to see it. Assembling our trousseau just about cleaned me out—that stupid pawnbroker could smell how desperate I was. Gave me hardly anything for my gold pin or my suit.” She put out her hands, and now I noticed her new … ish clothing: a puffy, mud-colored dress, her short hair pushed up into a shapeless cap.

“Whatever that thing cost, you overpaid.” Oops. That was something the old Ash would’ve said, the one who could zip backward and replace honesty with something like Well, your new outfit looks lovely! Since I had promised not to pull time back on her, I opened my mouth to apologize, but she let out a snort of laughter.

“I agree. Whoever thought to design a dress with ten thousand snaps and buttons and ties should be dragged into the street and shot. I’ve got a change for you, too,” she added, turning to show me the large carpetbag hanging off her shoulder. “Now we just need a place to stay.”

“No problem. My fellow gamblers told me about a boardinghouse.” I took the carpetbag and stuck out my elbow. “Mademoiselle?”

She looked at me like I’d just suggested we walk over there on our hands, but I didn’t budge. Girls from Harmony didn’t walk through towns alone; neither did girls in 1893.

Letting out a sigh, she slid her hand around my arm.

“Lead on, monsieur.”

Two blocks west of the pub, I spotted a narrow clapboard boardinghouse.

“They said the woman running it’s a tough character, so maybe I should—”

But Genevieve ignored me, hurrying up the steps and through the door. I caught up as she gave the bell on the front desk a sharp ding! even though a woman—fifties, hair in a tight steel-gray bun—stood about a foot away.

“Hello!” Genevieve said briskly. I winced. “Do you rent out by the hour? We’ll need a private room, I can’t be disturbed, but I’d like it to have a bath, please. My name is Genevieve Newhouse, and this is Ash—” She turned to me with a frown. “What’s your last name? You never told me.”

It only took the woman two minutes to throw us out, hollering for the police, swinging at Genevieve—and then me, because I’d jumped in like an idiot—with a stick that looked like it’d seen more rear ends than a city trolley car.

“We don’t cater to your sort in this establishment!” she bellowed, while Genevieve dodged.

“I need—ow! That room is for—Ash, get out of the way!—science experiments!”

“I don’t care what you call it!” The woman herded us off the stoop. “This is a nice house! Police! POLI—”

Stop, take time back, the woman disappearing into the boardinghouse, Genevieve in and out and next to me again.

“Please, let me handle it.” I took Genevieve by the arm to keep her from charging up the stairs, and she frowned.

“Why do I get the feeling we’ve been through this before?” She pulled her arm away. “I thought you weren’t going to move time on me!”

“I wasn’t moving time on you.” I waved a hand at the house. “I was moving time on the woman with the heavy stick shouting for the police and calling you a lady of the night.”

Shock widened Genevieve’s eyes, and she let out a groan. “I hate this already.”

“Good thing we can give it another try.” I stuck out my arm for her again, and, again, she groaned but took it.

It took four more tries, plus some flattery, some charm, and a lot of trial and error in figuring out how to sell our situation. Good friends didn’t cut it, and the owner didn’t believe She’s my sister, and Actually, my sweetheart got me a lecture from the woman plus an—honestly sort of insulting?—laugh from Genevieve. Out of other options, I told Genevieve to stay outside and came back with a room and a marriage proposal.

“You told her we’re married?!” The way she said it made married sound like diseased.

“Gee, a guy could lose his head with all that flattery,” I muttered, holding out my elbow again. “We’re newlyweds visiting the fair on our honeymoon, so act like you’re in love.”

I expected another argument, but instead her shocked mouth closed with a snap, cheeks pink, eyes down. She took my arm and sailed through on the first try, nodding quietly to Mrs. Cepak’s warm welcomes and impromptu tour.

“Here we are, dears!” Mrs. Cepak cooed as she opened the door to our room. “Supper will be up in a moment.”

As the door closed behind us, I fell face-first, timberrrrrr, onto the bed, feeling like I’d just survived the world’s longest day.

A muffled noise made me look up, blearily, at Genevieve, standing in the middle of the room like she was afraid to touch anything.

“Whazrong?”

She swallowed. “There’s only one bed.”

I glanced down at the lumpy mattress sagging under my weight. Compared to the stiff rope cots in the boys’ cabin—so cold that in winter, I’d wake up with a frozen sheet of ice under my nose—it was heaven.

And, judging by Genevieve’s expression, a heaven that’d have to wait.

I rolled to my feet and grandly threw out an arm.

“She’s all yours.”

“Where will you sleep?”

I glanced around the room before nodding at the corner. “Lend me a pillow and one of the blankets, and that rug’ll do fine.”

“You can’t sleep on the floor!”

“Keep talking, and I’m going to sleep standing up.” I tossed one saggy pillow and a thin wool blanket onto the small braided cotton rug before collapsing on it in a heap. “There. Bed made. Now what?”

Genevieve took a deep breath. “I managed to find paper, and the pawnshop had a pencil and watches, but what I really need are proper instruments: radiation detector, vacuum tubes, an ammeter—I think they had those in 1893. Have, I mean. No clue where I’ll get them … Anyway, the first order of business will be figuring out exactly what you can do, and how it works.”

“You think you can?” I asked, not because I doubted her but because I was impressed. She sounded like Archie, who never met anything he couldn’t carefully take apart and learn inside out.

“Of course,” she said, with an unbothered shrug, and then she paused. “Or … I hope so.” She studied me, her gaze so steady and serious I felt like a problem she was trying to solve. “Have you ever tried to move forward in time?”

“Forward?” I thought it over, pushing time ahead instead of pulling it back, and reached out with my senses, concentrating on push not pull …

“… move forward in time?” Genevieve asked again, and I let out a sigh, shaking my head.

“I don’t think it works like that.”

She dropped her chin into her hand. “I’d kill for an expert in special relativity, but those concepts won’t be introduced for decades.” She jumped to her feet.

“I want to test out some ideas.”

“Right now?”

“Yes, now. Objects you carry travel through time with you, correct? Your clothes, obviously, but items in your hands as well?” She reached into the carpetbag and took out two beat-up watches. She kept one and held out the other, but when I didn’t move, she shook it at me. “Do I have that wrong? What’s the matter?”

“I’m tired.”

She said nothing, like it’d be better for both of us if she pretended she hadn’t heard me. Groaning, I crawled to my feet and took the watch.

“Wait.” She dug into the carpetbag again, this time pulling out a stubby pencil and a few sheets of paper … already printed on? While she scribbled on a blank side, I picked up a page.

“‘DEFEND OUR CITY’S YOUTHS!’” I read aloud. “‘While we celebrate the achievement of the White City, we must be ever vigilant against the great moral corrupters impinging on our home front: debasing theaters, racial agitators, lewd literature, and menacing suffragettes, who—’ Genevieve—where did you get this?”

“Oh, there was a whole stack of them on a street corner somewhere,” she said, unbothered. “Can you imagine how much money was wasted printing that nonsense? I’m putting it to respectable use. I’d like you to go back in time exactly one minute, or as close to one minute as you can estimate. My cat’s name is Mr. Hubert.”

When I stared at her, she gave me an expectant look. “So I know that you went back in time with my permission.”

More blank staring, and she sighed.

“I told you I don’t like you pulling back time without my knowledge, yes? Now, whenever we agree that you can reverse time, I’ll tell you something you’d otherwise never know. You go back in time, give me the code word, and I’ll know I agreed to it.”

“Oh.” That was … brilliant.

“The current time is”—she squinted at the watch face—“forty-seven minutes past nine in the evening. Turn back time in three … two … one … And g—putting it to respectable use.”

“Mr. Hubert.”

Her face registered a moment of shock before snapping to. “Your watch?” She reached out a hand and studied the time against hers. “Exactly one minute apart. Very good.”

“Does that mean we can stop?”

She let out a laugh that made me nervous.

“A good experiment must be repeatable.” She jotted down a note on the flyer. “Any proper scientist would agree.”

“And am I the scientist here,” I asked, as Genevieve maneuvered me into the right spot, “or the test subject?”

“Don’t talk, it’ll affect my results. Ready? I broke my pinkie finger when I was nine.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

GENEVIEVE


You have wasted the selection committee’s time and stolen a spot that should have gone to a deserving scholar.

Why fight so hard to be somewhere you’re not even wanted?

I know you think you can handle anything, but you’re putting yourself—not to mention other people—at risk!

Rush of air, explosion, a gash tearing through the sky, screams and shouting and confusion, faces staring in horror at the black, spreading like flame licking across a page, so fast, too fast, the Science Congress, the fairgoers, Mama, Papa, Ruby, Henny, screaming, frightened, and then: nothing.

Silence.

I woke up, panting, sweating, still alive. A nightmare—but no less true. The world had ended because of my cyclotron.

No. I sat up in the dark and ran my hands down my clammy cheeks. Because of me. Because of The Plan. Because I’d only cared about doing something so big, so monumental, that no one would forget me. Well, I’d gone and blown up the world. Monumental enough?

My skin itched, my heart beat wildly, and I threw back the covers, swinging my bare feet to the cool floorboards before pacing around the room. I couldn’t stay in 1893. I had to go back, fix my mistake. I needed to return to the morning of June 15, 1934, a few hours before the Science Conference, before the World’s Fair workers picked up my cyclotron and …

And what? Destroy it? My hard work, gone in an instant? The Plan—abandoned? I knew that was the sensible thing to do, but how could I be sure I would I get another idea like the cyclotron? And the new element! I’d made an incredible discovery, even if things had gone … slightly awry.

Perhaps, as long as I ensured that the cyclotron was in safe working order, I could still give my presentation. Now that I knew how the Winchester Institute would react, I could better convince them to let me on that stage—and check that the electrical settings were correct. I didn’t need to give up on The Plan. Genevieve Newhouse, brilliant young scientist, could still have her moment …

Of course, none of that mattered until I’d actually figured out how to return to 1934.

My chest squeezed as my eyes found Ash, curled up in a corner of the room underneath a spare blanket and the pawnshop coat. Even in the dim light, I could make out the slow rise and fall of his chest, his deep breathing as even as waves.

Ash’s time travel was our best shot at getting home, but to know how it worked, I needed more than a few pieces of scrap paper and a pair of beat-up watches. Chicago was the birthplace of several department stores, including the world-famous Sears, Roebuck, but I doubted they sold voltmeters. A private collection, perhaps? A laboratory?

I felt like a boiled-over pot, thoughts spilling messily out of my brain. What I really wanted was to flick on a light, sit down at the table in the corner, and get back to work, but it would be years before this dratted boardinghouse was wired for electricity, and those gaslights made me nervous—I made Ash ask Mrs. Cepak how they worked lest we accidentally asphyxiate ourselves.

It hardly seemed fair to abandon the bed after Ash’s act of generosity, but I needed to take my restless brain for a walk. Slipping my horrible dress on over my 1934 chemise and undergarments, I threw a glance toward the corner—should I tell Ash I was leaving? Would he worry if he woke up to find me gone?

“Ash?” I whispered. He didn’t even flinch, his snores rumbling into an even deeper gear. Sighing, I retrieved my shoes from the corner and laced them up. With one last look at Ash, I willed myself invisible, stepping into the hallway before closing the door gently behind me.

No wonder he’s exhausted, I thought as I eased my way down the stairs. I’d put him through dozens of tests, pausing only for a few bites of dinner.

“This might be hard to understand,” he’d said, “since, y’know, you don’t have some strange power that defies all reason, but doing this over and over is kind of … tiring.”

“Of course I understand,” I’d snapped back. “And I’d do it as long as it took, if the key to getting us home was—” I barely stopped myself before the words my invisibility slipped free, stuttering for a second and then spitting out, “was j-just my brain!”

Ash had given me a curious look, but if he suspected me of hiding something, he kept those suspicions to himself. In fact, that was about all he kept to himself. While I modeled experiments and organized data, he draped himself over one of the chairs, heels propped up on the windowsill, and talked. About our dinner, about the neighborhood, about the fair, about himself.

Eighteen, born on a farm outside of Philadelphia, he grew up in what sounded like a strange mountain commune led by a preacher who claimed to have the gift of prophecy. He was the youngest of six—“Or, actually, we’re five now, three brothers, one sister. My oldest brother, Archie—he died. Ten years ago. That was when I first turned back time. I heard he died, and it hurt so much, I just wanted to go back, and then—I don’t know—I did.”

He’d tossed that off as he tore apart a dinner roll, like spilling out these intimate pieces of himself cost nothing, and then he’d looked up at me.

“What’s your story? Got any brothers or sisters? What d’they think about the scientific genius in the family?”

In the light of the gas lamps, I could see his warm, friendly smile and his eyes—bright and curious and hazel, a mix of brown and green and blue, framed by long lashes. He looked about as intimidating as a golden retriever, and yet, I found myself tongue-tied. It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to answer that question—My sisters? They barely even notice I’m alive. Oh, unless they’re worried I’ve gone mad scientist in the greenhouse—but also, I could not recall a single time in my life when a boy genuinely wanted to know more about me. A flush crept up my cheeks, an uncomfortable tightness in my chest, and then I’d cleared my throat, stood from the table, and wiped my hands down the front of my dress.

“What do you think,” I asked, “does she come back for the dishes or should we run them downstairs?”

Now, as I reached the quiet, dark street, the night air brushing against my flushed cheeks, I winced at the memory. I’d never understood boys, despite my mighty brainpower. My sisters could have written the book on them, although it would be quite short: Be beautiful and watch boys tumble helpless at your feet. But to me, boys were irrational, alien creatures, and evidence suggested the feeling was mutual.

The last time I’d spent more than five minutes alone with a boy had been the previous summer, when Henny dragged me along on a double date: “It’ll be fun!” she’d said, so many times I wondered if she was trying to convince herself, too. Popcorn and carousel and calliope music with a dark-haired boy who seemed not to notice me until halfway through the evening, when he smiled in a way that made me vibrate like a plucked string. And when he took my hand, when he walked me home, I floated six inches off the ground, my eyes drifting shut as he leaned in close—then snapping open after he whispered, “Do you think you could put in a good word for me with your sister?”

I didn’t know what was worse: that that boy hadn’t been interested in me or that I’d been dumb enough to misread his attentions. All I knew was that the moment his lips formed those words, I’d felt an incredibly strong urge to slap them, along with a desire never to see him again lest I’d set him on fire.

Why should Ash be any different? He seemed friendly, he seemed like he wanted to know more about me, he seemed—when he wasn’t being poked and prodded—frankly impressed by my scientific experiments, but when had my assumptions about boys been correct?

I’d reached the lake, and in the silvery light of the moon I could find the spot where Ash and I had climbed from the waves. I saw, again, the look on his face just before we fell through time, as he reached for me, to save my life …

Stop this, I scolded myself. Ash and I were partners, not friends, and would certainly never be anything else. I would make that clear to him. No personal questions. No unnecessary distractions. Strictly business. We had a job to do, and if we let anything keep us from figuring out this whole must return to 1934 and prevent doomsday thing, it wouldn’t just be my tattered ego on the line.

Sighing, I looked up at the inky sky, spangled with stars. Imagine: the fate of the world resting on my ability to get along with a boy.

Oh lord. We were doomed.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ASH


We had mice in Harmony. Couldn’t get rid of them, no matter how many cats Father Daily carted in. When people complained, he’d work the mice into sermons: Doubt wears away our faith, silent as the mouse invading our larders! And in the quiet mornings before anyone else woke up, I used to lie in bed and listen to them scurry across the floor.

Now, half asleep, my muscles stiff, I heard soft scratching and realized this had all been a dream.

I hadn’t gone back in time, hadn’t seen the world end, hadn’t met Genevieve or traveled to Chicago. I was back in the boys’ cabin, surrounded by people who felt like strangers no matter how long I’d known them, stuck in a place that thought it did me a favor by never letting me leave. In another second, I’d hear the bell ring for morning chores. I’d have to find the willpower to sit up, throw myself out of bed, go through another day in Harmony, but all I wanted was to hold on to the threads of my dream.

A soft sigh, a girl’s sigh, and my eyes flew open.

There she was: Genevieve. A real girl, wearing a dress that even the old Harmony matrons would’ve called a decade out of fashion, hunched on the floor, head down.

What’d it say about me, that the first thing I thought when I saw her wasn’t Oh no, the apocalypse really happened but Oh good, I didn’t imagine her? Relief washed over me so suddenly that I grinned. And then frowned.

“You look terrible.”

At the sound of my voice, her chin snapped up, face gray, eyes bloodshot and heavy with dark circles. Spots of soot streaked her cheeks, her forehead, her arms, the sleeves of her way-too-big dress pushed to her elbows. In one hand she held a stump of charcoal, but I didn’t realize what’d caused the scratching sound until I looked at the floor.

Notes, symbols—what did you call them? Equations? They stretched wall to wall, and Genevieve’d written herself into a corner, scrunched up underneath the table by the window.

“Busy night?”

“I had some ideas.” Her words came out thick.

“Gee, Ash, thanks for letting me have the bed,” I said, stretching, and winced as every one of my bones snapped back into place. “I slept great. What is that—witchcraft?” I twisted around and squinted at a line of symbols that crept toward my pile of blankets.

“Greek. Don’t touch, you’re going to erase it!”

“What do you think Mrs. Cepak’s gonna do when she comes in to freshen up the rooms? Aside from screaming for the police … or a priest.”

Genevieve didn’t answer. Fists on her waist, she studied her notes, then bent down and rubbed out a line before scribbling something else, like she didn’t have room in her brain for housekeeping. Had she worked all night? A sudden ache squeezed my heart. How many times had I snuck out late with Archie to help him with his radio and seen him just like that, bent over some problem? On those nights, it felt like he just … went away, like his body was still stuck in Harmony, but his mind had gone someplace else, another world Father Daily couldn’t keep from him.

“What happened to those flyers?” I unrolled myself from my blankets—cautiously, because I didn’t want to sweep away any great achievements in modern science.

“Used them.” Groaning, she stiffly got to her feet. “Since you’re finally awake, I’m going to the washroom.”

“Finally?” Years of early mornings had me up with the sun. Genevieve tossed the charcoal to the floor and draped a towel over her arm, heading out without even a wave.

What she needed, I decided, was a good notebook, some pencils, and a straightedge. I reached for the carpetbag and pulled out … Were these supposed to be clothes? For me? I never considered myself picky, but I gave the gray, threadbare jacket one sniff and shoved it back into the bag. My 1934 suit might’ve had a few wrinkles, but I was pretty sure no one’d died in it.

While Genevieve used the facilities, I borrowed her charcoal, wrote Be back soon on a spare patch of floor, and left the door unlatched. The sun had barely peeked over the horizon but already peddlers, sellers, and street hawkers lined the sidewalk, shouting over each other: “Trolley strike rages on! Read all—a hearty meal, just twelve—Cab rides! Cabs here!” I stuck my hands in my pockets, taking it in with a grin. Just like last night at the poker game, this felt familiar in a way Chicago in 1934 hadn’t. Even the cluttered mercantile at the end of the block with its bolts of cloth, long waxy candles hanging in loops, and endless cans of peaches could’ve fit right into Harmony’s crowded storehouse. Hell, some of the stuff in that storehouse was so old, maybe these exact cans and bottles and spools of thread would end up in Harmony someday.

“Help you, son?”

I gave the shopkeep my list, and, like a magician, he disappeared between the high narrow shelves and reappeared with everything I’d asked for: a one-hundred-page tablet, some wooden pencils, erasers, a pencil sharpener, rulers of every shape and size. This at least was different from Harmony—we wrote on slates in the schoolhouse, and Archie used to steal old paper feedbags and stubs of grease pencils to scrawl out his notes.

While the shopkeep rang me up, I leafed through a catalogue resting on the counter. I’d heard of them: wonder books full of anything you could imagine, just mail in your order and wait by the door. I spotted the same sewing machine my ma used and the plow Pop dragged behind Harmony’s mules, then flipped through to the ready-made clothes, where some flowing illustrations of curvy ladies in nothing but bloomers made me raise a curious eyebrow—Father Daily would’ve thrown this thing in the fire just for that. The ladies put on some clothes for the next page, advertising a plain, loose-fitting dress that looked just like Genevieve’s ugly circus tent.

LADIES’ WRAPPERS, said the bold text at the top. Suitable to gown the thrifty woman seeking comfort and simplicity when attending to her domestic duties.

Hmm.

You could fit my knowledge of ladies’ fashion inside a thimble, but even I saw the difference between the ad for wrappers and another for women’s suits: skirts and jackets, with blooming shoulders and lacy blouses. The illustration of the fitted suits featured a girl adjusting her hat as she stepped out to the street; the ladies’ wrappers showed a woman sitting before a mirror, hair down, eyes soft and sleepy. Did that mean … Genevieve was walking around in … a nightgown?

As soon as the thought hit me, I shook my head with a laugh. Genevieve had spent the night carpeting our room in scientific equations. She couldn’t’ve missed something so obvious.

■ ■ ■

Whistling, with my new purchases bundled under one arm and the other busy balancing a breakfast tray from Mrs. Cepak, I pushed open the door of our room. Genevieve, cheeks pink and freshly scrubbed, hair loose in damp waves, spun around, eyes narrowed.

“Where were you?”

“Didn’t you see my note?” I kicked the door closed behind me.

“Be back soon is hardly descriptive—you were gone for half an hour! I thought someone had, I don’t know, hurt you!”

“You were worried someone hurt me?” I grinned—kinda liked the sound of that. Her cheeks flushed deeper.

“Or arrested you,” she muttered, stepping aside so I could slide the tray onto the table. Something sloshed inside a small porcelain pot, sending up delicious curls of steam, while next to it, freshly baked biscuits glistened with a glossy layer of butter. Here was another thing 1893 had over Harmony: Father Daily believed in self-sufficiency, living off only what our land could give us, except our land happened to be on top of a mountain that somehow had six months of winter. There was never enough to go around, and what we did have, Father Daily got first pick, working down to the youngest kids, which meant I grew up on the lean cold stuff no one else wanted.

“Not likely to be arrested,” I said. “If a policeman tries to nab me, I just send everything back a few minutes and get off scot-free. It’s the secret to my clean record.” I smiled, but Genevieve looked like she was going to be sick. “Whatsamatter? Not a fan of buttermilk biscuits?” I took a seat and poured out some of the—wow—coffee. If you were lucky in Harmony, maybe someone would drown strong chicory in lukewarm water and say You’re welcome.

“That’s not the point! You wanted to be partners. That means we work together and tell each other when we go somewhere. And anyway, I’ve been thinking: I’m not sure it’s a good idea in general.”

I reached past my wrinkled and water-stained guide to the 1934 fair, airing out on the windowsill, for the 1893 guidebook the German poker players had given me and cracked it open. “What’s not a good idea?”

“Interacting with the past. Every single action we make in 1893 is like a pebble that could eventually cause an avalanche. The initial conditions of a system are sensitive to even the tiniest changes, and—”

“Wait. You’re saying we just sit in this room until we go home?”

“No, of course not. I need to visit the library, then I want to go to the university and—”

“Oh, I get it,” I said, laughing. “I sit in this room until we go home. How come you’re so sure your little pebbles aren’t going to cause avalanches?”

Genevieve opened her mouth like she had an answer ready and then snapped it shut. Was she keeping something from me?

“We fell out of the sky right down the street from one of the greatest wonders of human history! Here, look.” I opened up the guide to a beautiful engraved illustration: a couple arm in arm wearing angelic smiles as they strolled between beautiful buildings. “I mean, this could be us!” I tapped the couple and glanced up to see Genevieve giving me a funny look.

“Or, okay, fine, not us.”

She pushed the guide aside with a frown. “No sightseeing. It’s bad enough I have to go out.”

“Then take me with you. Remember? Your own personal time machine? If you accidentally knock any future presidents into the path of a speeding carriage, you don’t have to worry about it. You said you wanted to go to the university?” I flipped to a map and rested a finger on a box marked Univ. Grounds. “It’s right next to the Midway—we can do both!”

“No.” Genevieve forced out the word through gritted teeth. “We can’t. You need to stay here, and I need to—”

“Sleep? When was the last time you did that?”

“Too much to do. I already wasted the whole morning.”

I glanced down at her thesis on our floor. “Ohh-kay … At least let me come along.”

“No, Ash. I can’t be worrying about you while I’m trying to get work done. I have to go.” She jumped to her feet and let out a shriek as she knocked over the coffeepot, which burst down her front in an explosion of steaming coffee before shattering against the floor. I didn’t even think before taking us right back.

“No, Ash.”

Sighing, I flipped through my guidebook.

“I can’t be worrying about—”

“Coffeepot,” I said, not looking up.

Silence, and then: “You’re messing around with time again!”

“What? No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are!”

I set down the guide, took in her red cheeks, the flames in her eyes. “The coffee doesn’t count.”

“Yes, it does!” Genevieve picked up the pot and set it—slammed it—on the center of the table. “You’re supposed to get my permission!”

“Okay, fine.” I rolled my eyes. “Next time, I’ll just let you scald yourself.”

“This is what I mean,” Genevieve said, her voice scaling up. “You said we’re partners, you made a promise, and you’re already breaking it! How are we supposed to work together?”

I went back to my guide. “We’re working together? Feels to me like you’re just bossing me around. Has anyone ever told you you’re kind of … difficult?”

When she didn’t say anything, I glanced at her. She was still, lips pressed together into a straight line, and it almost looked like she was trying not to cry.

Oops.

“Genevieve … Sorry, that was—”

But she held up a hand. “No, you’re right. I was naïve to think this would work.” The words wobbled out of her. “If you don’t think I can get us out of here, if you don’t think I’m smart enough or—” “That’s not what I said.”

She didn’t seem to hear me, rising to her feet, shoulders slumped. “Just … join the club.” She’d turned her back on me, her shoulders hitching, her breaths catching like she didn’t want me to see her cry.

I didn’t know what to say. She’d seemed so strong last night—what’d happened since then?

I mean, other than me disappearing on her.

And arguing with her.

And pulling back time on her.

And saying she was bossing me around …

Guilt cracked through me, and I got to my feet but didn’t know what to do next. Put a hand on her shoulder? Apologize more? Tell her I was an idiot used to blurting out the first dumb thing that came into my head?

If I could pull time backward, take our whole morning back to the beginning, try again, I—Just like when I wished my brother back to life, just like when I saw Genevieve teetering on the edge of the balcony, time yanked into reverse before I could stop it.

“Wait! Wai—” I knew how much she hated this, I didn’t want to disappoint her again, but I couldn’t get a hold on time, everything rushing by so fast: the breakfast tray disappearing, Genevieve moving out of the room like a blurry ghost, the sunlight creeping along the floor to the window.

Time shuddered, went still, and then Genevieve, damp towel draped over one arm, stepped through the door.

“You’re wearing your old suit? What happened to the clothes I bought you?”

I looked down. It was early morning again, Genevieve just back from the bathroom.

“Genevieve—” What was I going to say? We were arguing and I got you upset and I know I said I wasn’t going to manipulate time on you, but I swear, it was an accident, I just lost control and erased the whole thing. I didn’t even believe me.

What if I kept this one to myself?

“You’ve got a point,” she said, and I jumped—did she read my mind? “You probably wouldn’t fit into anything I bought. Has anyone ever told you, you’re very … string-bean-shaped?” She reached for her carpetbag and slid her notes inside. “We should talk about our plans. I’ll need to go to the library and the university. But … I think it would be best if I went alone, and you—”

“Stay put.” I’d said it sort of like a groan, but some of the tension in her shoulders eased.

“Is that all right? I mean, I’m sure you’re curious about the fair, but I’m worried—”

“We’re like pebbles that could cause avalanches.”

She blinked at me, surprised. “Well, yes, actually.”

I waved a hand. “Got it. No problem.” The words came out before I knew what I was saying. I sort of had two ways of talking: spilling my dumb thoughts or telling people what they wanted to hear—which was, I guess, the nice way to say lying. My dumb thoughts had made Genevieve cry, but lying wasn’t great, either.

I should tell her everything: me going out, our argument, the way she’d crumpled and I’d pulled back time without even realizing, but then … she smiled.

No, she didn’t just smile—she melted, her shoulders dropping, the worry line fading from between her eyebrows. She looked so much more at ease, softer, like a mask had slipped away, revealing the girl hiding inside.

“Oh. That’s a relief! I was worried you were going to argue with me.” She let out a small laugh. “I’d better get going.” She reached for her hat, then paused. “You’re … not going to run out the door as soon as I leave, are you?”

It wasn’t too late to be honest. But … how could I destroy this lightness? For the first time since we’d landed in the past, Genevieve didn’t look like she was carrying the weight of the whole universe—which we broke—on her shoulders.

“Come on.” I grinned at her, wanting to see that smile again. “Don’t you trust me?”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

GENEVIEVE


For all my love of Chicago’s beautiful public library, a veritable temple of learning adorned with Doric columns, stained-glass domes, and sweeping marble staircases, I’d neglected to remember one thing: It opened in 1897.

A helpful passerby directed me to the temporary reading room at City Hall, but it proved hardly any better than the construction pit outside: books about fox hunting, bad novels, and moldering histories of various wars. The man at the front desk was useless; he looked at me like I’d grown a second head when I asked him about kinematics—kept thinking I wanted to track down relatives.

I hoped to have better luck at the University of Chicago’s Ryerson Laboratory, their state-of-the-art research facility. As I hurried south, I worried about security—in 1934, I’d found some of my best materials in their back-alley garbage bins but had never been so bold as to actually break in. Once I arrived on campus, however, I realized that my fears were unfounded. The lab would be an absolute snap to get into, seeing as it had no door, windows, or roof; as with the public library, construction had not yet finished. I’d arrived early to the party.

I stared up at the half-built lab, wondering where on earth they were keeping the damn scientists, when a high-pitched giggle made me turn my head. Two girls, arm in arm, crunched along the gravel path, one flicking her gaze over my body in a way I recognized from my high school’s hallways: She thought I looked ridiculous.

I frowned down at my paisley dress. Or maybe it was my hair? Did I just exude a strange 1934-ness? I’d decided not to go invisible, trusting to blend into the city’s crowds, but now, glancing around and noticing curious eyes sliding in my direction, I wondered if I’d miscalculated. The worry nagged at me so strongly that when I finally stumbled upon the university’s Science Hall—literally tripping over a low sign pounded into bare earth—I took one look at the small redbrick building, one look to check that no one was watching, and disappeared.

Unfortunately, invisibility made things like opening doors tricky. I had to wait for ages on the front stoop until a man burst out, and just managed to duck behind him before the door slammed shut, my sweat-sticky arms prickling in the cool darkness.

As my eyes adjusted, I passed quickly through the quiet, still entry to a long hall in front of me. A few peeks into unlocked rooms showed nothing but empty offices, cluttered with unpacked boxes. It was still summer; perhaps the professors hadn’t moved in yet?

Just as I feared I’d wasted my time again, I turned the last corner and glory hallelujah, a laboratory.

I tore inside, dropping my carpetbag on the floor like a greedy cat burglar, but—damn. It was all empty tables and clean, bare shelves, nothing but a clunky meter whose purpose I couldn’t even begin to guess and a giant, useless generator in the corner. What kind of slipshod lab was this? Didn’t anyone at this university do any work?! Frustrated, I kicked at a table leg, to my immediate regret—these Victorian shoes did nothing to protect my toes.

What now? Chicago had other universities, although I couldn’t recall off the top of my head which were around in 1893. I could spend a week crisscrossing the city and still end up with nothing to—

“Can I help you?”

I jumped a mile and looked down at my completely solid and visible hands before taking in the face of the woman in front me. Unnervingly sharp-eyed, she gave off the immediate impression that she was, like me, a scientist: simple, unfussy clothes and hair pulled back into a practical bun and the same kind of dullness to her skin that suggested long nights working indoors, though her complexion was many shades darker than mine. She even had a similar concentration line between her eyebrows.

“I—um.” I blinked at her, my indignant brain so consumed by the fact that I had LOST CONTROL OF MY INVISIBILITY, AGAIN that I could hardly come up with a suitable lie, especially under this woman’s narrowed gaze. After a moment, I blurted out, “I’m, um, a student! Of science. Or I will be! This fall, I mean. I’m going to be studying science—physics! And just, um, wanted a look at the lab!”

Good lord, I’d never make it in Hollywood. I half expected the woman to burst out laughing, half wondered if she’d shout for campus security, but to my surprise, her expression softened, an actual smile curling one edge of her mouth.

“A student of physics?” She tilted her head, studying me, while I wondered if I could bolt past her for the door. But before I could work up the nerve, another voice floated down the hallway.

“There you are! Must I chase down my secretary to get anything done?”

I glanced at the woman, confused. Secretary?

A man appeared in the doorway, tall and broad-shouldered, with a neatly trimmed brown beard and mustache, and gave me the kind of dismissive look that said I have carefully examined you and determined you are not worthy of an iota of attention—a look I was annoyingly familiar with. Well, seeing as I was no longer welcome here …

“Excuse me,” I said, making to squeeze past them both, but the woman put out a hand.

“This young lady will be one of your students in the fall. Miss, this is the head of the physics department, Dr. Wallace.”

Dr. Wallace?

I felt the floor tip underneath my feet. The Dr. Wallace? The same Dr. Wallace who in forty-one years would head up the Winchester Institute? And, of course, dash my dreams at the Science Conference.

I blinked—he was so young, his cheeks thinner and skin smoother, but he had the same flinty eyes, the same hard-set mouth … which was currently moving. And now frowning.

“I’m sorry, wh-what was that?” I stuttered, and Dr. Wallace’s frown deepened.

“I said that I doubted very much you will be one of my students. I don’t teach introductory courses. My classes move quickly and—” While he spoke, my mind raced: Dr. Wallace, Dr. Wallace … I hadn’t realized he’d been here at the university since the beginning. Soon, he would revolutionize physics, taking it from stodgy, classical thinking to bold, modern ideas: quantum mechanics, particle physics, spacetime. I hadn’t expected to find anyone in 1893 with the capacity to understand something as complicated as Ash’s time travel, but here, in front of me, was one of perhaps a handful of people in the world who could.

A wild hope surged through me: He could help us get home! But it was quickly followed by the startling realization that he wanted absolutely nothing to do with me.

“—hope you appreciate I don’t have the time to speak with prospective students,” he was saying, breezing past me into the lab. “Miss Flemming will show you out.”

Gee, how nice to know some things wouldn’t change in forty years—although I could hardly expect generosity from the man who thought girl thief more likely than girl scientist.

I’ll come back tonight, I told myself, following an apologetic Miss Flemming out the door. Dig through his office, his library, anything he might have written about—

“Defend our city’s youths? What is this?”

Dr. Wallace, looking very skeptical, was studying—oh no! The flyer! My heartbeat stuttered in shock as he flipped it around to take in my experimental notes.

“That’s—that’s not—” Desperate, I hurried back to snatch it away, but Dr. Wallace lifted it out of reach.

“Is this your work? Your calculus looks wrong.”

I felt the sting of his comment but ground my teeth together to keep from answering. It wasn’t wrong, obviously, just miles more advanced than anything he would recognize.

“Yes, well,” I said, my cheeks blazing, “I’ll take it ba—”

But Dr. Wallace spun away again. “What is this? Spacetime? If you’re interested in outer space, you’ll want Dr. Goodman in astronomy. ‘Taking into consideration the spin of the electron …’ What in bloody hell do you mean, spin of the electron?”

My throat went very dry. What had Ash said back in the boardinghouse? We’re like pebbles causing avalanches. I could only imagine what kind of avalanche I might set off by explaining electrons to a physicist in 1893, so I simply swallowed hard and said, “Those are … thoughts. Ideas. Not important.”

“If this is the work you’re hoping to produce at this university,” Dr. Wallace said in a hard voice, “I would suggest you try another field of study. Perhaps you’d like classics, or history. They’re popular with our female students.” He gave me a careful look. “What did you say your name was?”

Twice summed up by this man and twice disregarded, I thought, trying to ignore the fury sizzling through my veins.

“I’m sorry for bothering you.” I willed my voice to remain calm, but when I put out a hand for my paper, it trembled. “I’ll just take—”

“Hold on.” Dr. Wallace glanced down at the bottom of the page, and his eyes went wide. “These calculations describe an apocalyptic event.”

“No, no, it—”

But he held up a hand, flipping the paper to the other side, where between the antisuffragist propaganda I’d scrawled my hurried recollection of the explosion that had torn through our world in 1934. When he looked up at me again, his face had gone serious.

“You believe this will happen.”

No balanced on the tip of my tongue, but he hadn’t asked a question. In fact, Dr. Wallace was studying me with intensity, with an intelligence that would speak to his decades at the forefront of physics. He couldn’t possibly … believe me?

“It’s—” I started, but when I didn’t know how to finish, Dr. Wallace did it for me: “The end of the world.”

I didn’t answer; I didn’t need to. He could tell by the look on my face I meant it. But rather than laughing me out of the building, he nodded.

“I see.” He gestured to one of the chairs tucked underneath a lab table. “Please wait here. I need to speak with my colleague Dr. Monk. I believe he’ll want to hear this.”

For a moment, I stared at him. He was going to help me? Part of me still wanted to snatch my notes and run, but I found myself sinking into the seat. One hand clutching my notes, Dr. Wallace strode down the hallway, footsteps clear and sharp, and I didn’t know whether to collapse into tears—or laughter.

We would get home. We would save everyone. And more than that: The Plan would be saved, too. When I returned to 1934, the Dr. Wallace of the future would remember me. He would know I hadn’t stolen any ideas. He would welcome me into the Winchester Institute and—

The secretary, Miss Flemming, watched me from the doorway, eyebrows knit together.

“I know how it sounds,” I said.

“Crazy,” she answered, and I let out a weak laugh.

“I don’t care. As long as Dr. Wallace believes me.”

Miss Flemming made a soft tut, almost pitying, and shook her head. “Dr. Wallace doesn’t believe you. Dr. Monk works in the psychiatric department.”

“What?”

From above our heads, footsteps, a rumble of voices, and then two pairs of feet, moving quickly, and I jumped up, my heart beating fast. Did he think my notes were the ramblings of a madwoman?

Panicked, I looked around the room, and Miss Flemming raised an eyebrow.

“Well, I do believe I need to get some of Dr. Wallace’s filing done.” She shot a pointed look at the open window before heading for the hallway.

The moment her back was turned, I groped for my invisibility, but it slipped away like candle smoke.

Congratulations, Genevieve, the voice in my head tsked. You’ve once more managed to make a mess of things.

“… need the police?” a man’s reedy voice asked from down the hallway, and I spun left, right, and a shudder rolled over me just as the men appeared in the doorway.

“No, I don’t think—” Dr. Wallace’s eyes widened, and I braced myself for his shout, his hand on my wrist—but I’d disappeared. “Where is she?!”

Hardly daring to breathe, I edged over to the window just as the older man behind Dr. Wallace hurried past me, leaning on the sill to look out at the lawn.

“Not here,” he answered, and Dr. Wallace scowled.

“Miss Flemming!”

A moment later, she sauntered down the hall, glanced at my empty chair, and said in a flat voice, “Oh dear. She’s gone.”

Edging around Dr. Monk, I boosted myself onto the windowsill and eased out one leg, then the other, sweat prickling at my temples as I imagined what would happen if I lost control of my invisibility again and suddenly popped back into view.

“What do you mean gone?”

If Miss Flemming had an answer, I wasn’t planning to wait around to hear it. My skin still tingling, I took off running, around the building, down the sidewalk, and into the first deserted alley I could find, where my invisibility slid off my skin like smoke. Panting for breath, I leaned back against a brick wall and reached for my handkerchief before remembering this blasted dress didn’t have any pockets so I’d stashed it in my—MY BAG!

My bag, containing all my experimental notes.

My bag, not hanging handily over my shoulder but currently sitting on the floor of the laboratory, just where I’d left it.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

ASH


As soon as Genevieve shut the door behind her, I clapped my hands and looked around the room.

“Okay! You already broke your promises and lied to this girl’s face,” I told myself. “Also made her cry. Time to be good and stay put.”

Good thing there was plenty here to distract me from all the amazing things I was missing at the fair. After I polished off breakfast and freshened up in the washroom, I paid Mrs. Cepak a nickel for some spare paper and carefully copied down Genevieve’s floor notes. Then I balled up the pawnshop suit and scrubbed the floor clean … ish. I took a nap, remade the bed, and stood up, stretching, for lunchtime.

“Wonder if I’ve gotta pay Mrs. Cepak extra for lunch,” I said out loud, reaching for one of Genevieve’s dented pocket watches to check the time, and—TWENTY-TWO MINUTES?! I’d only been by myself for TWENTY-TWO MINUTES?!?

Groaning, I threw myself back on the bed.

Was I really supposed to just sit here until Genevieve came back?

Yes, came the answer in my head, that calm, reasonable voice that always reminded me of Archie. You promised her you wouldn’t leave, just like you promised her you wouldn’t pull back time without her permission. Don’t make it zero for two.

“Yeah,” I said out loud. “But that last one’s not my fault. It wasn’t like I meant to move time.”

Sure, the Archie voice agreed. You lost control, just like when you slipped four decades into the past. Maybe you should have told her it happened again.

“And get her worked up? Nah—she worries too much already.” My eye caught on my fair guidebook, and I rolled off the bed onto my feet. The second I picked it up, I could feel the Archie in my head frown.

Bad idea. Pebbles. Avalanches.

“Thousands of people go to this fair every day,” I pointed out. “You think history would notice one more? I’ll just have a quick look and come right back. Genevieve doesn’t even have to know.”

You think she’s not going to find out?

Most of the time, I liked having my brother’s voice in my head. A little piece of him left behind when he died. Someone who gave me advice and watched out for me and only wanted the best for me. But now, as I checked my reflection in the mirror and smoothed back my hair, I ignored it.

I’d spent most of my life stuck in a place I hated, and my brief foray into 1934 Chicago had me feeling like a tiny fish thrown into a wild, shark-infested ocean. As soon as Genevieve worked things out, I’d be back there, wondering what a hill kid with no education, no skills, and no know-how could offer a modern world. But this city, right here, right on the other side of the window—I understood it. I wasn’t going to miss it.

I waited for Archie’s voice to warn me off, but it was quiet. Maybe because, more than anybody I knew, he understood what was worth the risk.

■ ■ ■

Even before thumbing through the poker players’ guidebook, I knew a decent amount about this fair. The Columbian Exposition, named for the four hundredth anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s arrival in America, was bigger than the Century of Progress and a little farther south.

So I thought I knew what to expect, and then I passed through the gates. I stepped onto the white pavestones of the Court of Honor, surrounded by awed crowds dressed in their finest, and looked out onto the long, narrow lagoon that stretched to the lake, sparkling in the sunshine. Behind me was the Administration Building, graceful and square, its high golden dome gleaming. Right in front of me, edging the lagoon, three huge fountains gushed water, mist rising in fine, shimmering rainbows. The buildings glowed so bright that every time I closed my eyes, I saw their ghosts, and no matter how long I stared at them I couldn’t believe the size. Massive but elegant, decorated with arches, columns, reliefs, statuary. I knew the fair had been nicknamed the White City, but I hadn’t really appreciated until just this second that somehow, in 1893, a group of men had literally, truly, pulled out of thin air, an entire city.

How? my brain wanted to know: No, really, how had anyone, in any era, built something like this?

The Century of Progress had been bright and flashy and looking toward a faraway future, but the Columbian Exposition had transported me to a totally new world.

How many times had I sat in Congregation, listening to Father Daily as he shouted at us? We are a shining example! We are a model for all to follow!

It’d always been hard to keep a straight face—what exactly was everyone supposed to imitate: our leaky privy or our hog shed?—but here in front of me was the real model, the real version of We built something beautiful and perfect just to show what’s possible.

Any plans I’d made went right in the trash. Everywhere I turned, a new wonder: a fully rigged, dragon-headed Viking ship; a gleaming golden statue of a woman, six stories high; the Crystal Cave: a man-made rock tunnel set inside the humid glass dome of the Horticulture Building. I spent the morning wandering around in a daze, neck stiff from looking up. When I got hungry, I visited the Agricultural Building and grazed on samples of wheat crackers and maple sugar candy and tiny cups of newfangled canned soup. When I got tired, I sat on a bench in the Japanese garden, watching little boats glide along the glassy surface of a still, quiet pond.

This was the world I’d imagined outside Harmony: beautiful and rich and full of incredible inventions. I couldn’t believe I’d almost missed it.

And that was before I reached the Midway: a stretch of pavilions representing a range of countries, full of games and entertainment, a million little ways to spend your pennies or, if you were fortunate enough, win some more. I was feeling so good, flipping through time like a deck of cards, that I spread out some luck, whispering to a little girl to put her nickel on red number nine, making sure this hand-holding older couple won a shiny silver-plated pin, engraved with an image of the Ferris Wheel.

The Ferris Wheel. It loomed over the whole Midway, spinning in the sunlight, pulling my eyes like a magnet.

A Ferris Wheel had come to Elmore the year after Archie died. Not that Father Daily let us go—“Useless frivolity and worldly temptation!”—which meant me and Georgie and Louise had to sneak out to take a look. You could’ve walked around the Elmore fairgrounds in five minutes, but my nine-year-old eyes had never seen anything so magical, the air smelling like sugar, the bare tree branches cutting the carnival stands’ lights into stained-glass windows. And the Ferris Wheel … Louise said she’d lose her dinner, so only me and Georgie went up, laughing and swinging our seats till the metal screeched. We couldn’t’ve been any higher than the Elmore church choir loft, but I felt on top of the world, the night air cool on my cheeks, the valley spread out like a black blanket. I couldn’t say how many times I sent time back so we could ride again—at least a dozen—me and Georgie spinning slowly round and round and round. It was one of the last happy memories I had with my siblings, before we grew into strangers.

But that ride beside the Elmore schoolhouse could’ve been a toy compared to the monster towering hundreds of feet above the Midway. How many people did it hold? Thirty-six cars, fifty or sixty passengers apiece … Two thousand people? How was it possible this spiderweb of slender metal bars could carry so much weight?

I let out a low whistle, and the young fella ahead of me glanced over his shoulder with a smile.

“Is it your first time?”

I shaded my eyes, looked up, up, up. “Sure puts to shame the one they got for the harvest festival.”

“Oh—” The smile slipped, he looked confused. “But—this is a new design. The young Mr. Ferris invented it just for the fair: America’s answer to the tower in Paris.”

“Right,” I said with a laugh. Oops. I reached out to move time back—and a hot splinter of pain slammed into my skull. Gasping, I winced, blinked hard, looked up just as a dark slash of black ripped across the sky.

The … apocalypse? I blinked again and the blackness disappeared, but a low, metallic shriek cut through the air. A woman screamed, the Ferris Wheel shuddered, the cars rocking back and forth, the faces inside panicked and afraid. What was happening? Should I reverse time? Leave it alone? My heart pounded, my head felt light, and then the boy next to me tsked.

“Not again.”

“No worries, ladies and gentlemen!” A man in a crisp blue uniform raised his arms high as the Ferris Wheel stilled. “We’ll have her running in moments!”

“Last time this happened it took forty-five minutes,” the boy sighed. “Ah well, an opportunity for lunch, I sup—oh, are you all right? Here, sit down!”

I felt his hand on my shoulder, steering me over to a bench. While I gripped my chest, trying to keep my heart from escaping through my rib cage, he passed me a bright blue handkerchief.

“It’s alarming, I know,” he said gently, “but the engineers will have them down soon enough. It isn’t the end of the world.”

I let out a bark of laughter and felt the blood rush back to my cheeks. Blue skies again, birds arcing overhead, the high-pitched shrill of a bagpipe clashing against a stream of OOM-pahs from the German pavilion. Not the end of the world. Right.

“Thanks.” I handed back his handkerchief, and when he took it, I noticed he had soft, white hands—hands that didn’t see sun or hard work—with a heavy college ring on one finger. He was probably Louise’s age, but unlike my sister, twenty-two and turned hard by her stone-faced husband, this boy looked open and trusting, watching me like he was worried I was going to collapse again.

“Are you feeling better? Please, I hope you don’t take this as a mark against Chicago. Is it your first time here?”

I looked up at him, wincing in the sunshine. “Sorta.”

“Then you must explore more than the fair! Too many visitors don’t think to enjoy everything the city has to offer, but—” While the boy chattered on about Chicago’s many charms, I caught my breath, trying to make sense of what had just happened. It’d felt like when I’d collapsed on the beach, right when we’d first arrived in 1893, but that gash in the sky … What the hell was that?

The boy was still rambling, something about the downtown department stores, and as soon as he took a breath, I cut in.

“Yeah, okay—thanks for the tip, but—”

“Oh, then there’s the Waterworks, and the Board of Trade! That’s always worth a visit. The floor is restricted just to members, of course, but any fellow is welcome across the street at the Open Board.”

“Sure. Sounds great. I should—”

“Oh! Are you interested in the markets?” His face had lit up with delight. “You don’t need to go all the way to the Board, just pop into any bucket shop and make a bet.”

“Will do, thanks for the—” I paused. “Bet?”

“Yes! A bucket shop facilitates betting on the prices of various commodities. You make a wager on whether the price of corn or grain or pork or what have you goes up or down, and if you’re right: profit!” He beamed at me, even though I couldn’t make sense of anything he said.

“Futures trading!” he added, and I blinked back at him. That I understood.

“Sorry,” I said with a laugh. “Did you just say futures trading?”

■ ■ ■

“Are you certain I can’t convince you to try the Ferris Wheel again?” My new friend from the fair—Ellery, please do call me Ellery—gave the reins a good tug, pulling his carriage to a stop outside the boardinghouse. “We could catch the sunset steamboat and return to the White City in style! It’s not just a boat ride, you know; Father has arranged all sorts of special entertainment for the fair: singers, performers, even lecturers from the university.”

As we roamed the city, Ellery’d told me all about himself: twenty-one, no mother, no siblings, no job, nothing to do but visit the fair and dodge orders to help manage his pop’s fleet of steamboats.

I was tempted; he made the White City sound life-changing: “Father says the fair is a monument to this country’s historic achievements, but he has it wrong, don’t you think? The Columbian Exposition shows what is possible, if only men are bold enough: a modern world, clean and innovative and beautiful!”

But besides that, I liked him. I liked how he’d pointed out parts of the city like introducing me to old friends. I liked that he’d been as happy to hear about me as to talk about himself. I liked that in spite of his fine clothes and gentlemanly manners, he hadn’t batted an eye when I told him I grew up dirt-poor in the middle of nowhere. In fact, he’d loved hearing about Harmony—“A whole community, taking on the wilderness, together? How fascinating! Like your own city upon a hill!”—although that was probably because I left out the led by a zealot who claimed to see the future and kept us in line by threatening the apocalypse parts.

But I had to beat Genevieve back to the boardinghouse.

“You’ve already given me too much.” I held out my arms, showing off my new suit—a gift from my new friend, who’d taken me to a bucket shop, then the Open Board of Trade, then shopping.

“To friendship and fellowship!” Ellery had cheered, setting a smart hat on my head. “And returns of two hundred percent!”

“That was nothing.” Ellery waved a hand, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a small white card before handing it to me. “Do let me know if I can ever be of service. My father’s position comes with a few perks.”

“Cheap steamboats?” I asked, reading the card, Ellery D. Sinclair. He gave me a small smile.

“Or, if you’d rather stay on land, a seat in our opera box tonight. There’s a soprano who can’t be missed!”

“Opera. Sure.” Like Genevieve would ever let me out for that. “Thanks. And thanks for the ride!”

I jumped off the carriage and dragged out my new trunk, which landed on the street with a thud that made Ellery wince.

“You’re welcome. I dine at the Palmer House at half-past seven if you change your mind.”

He tipped his hat and gave the reins a snap, and I waved goodbye before wrestling my trunk through the door, past Mrs. Cepak in the front room—“Oh, it’s you, Mr. Hargreaves, don’t you look sharp! Did your things finally arrive? I’d wondered—why, that clock can’t be right, nearly six already?”—and up the stairs to our room.

Inside, I stood before the mirror and ran my hands down my suit, rich and smooth and the first I’d ever worn that hadn’t passed through two or three or four previous owners. Clothing tailored to my own body—not too big round the waist or short at the ankle—felt like such a miracle, I could’ve cried. But if Genevieve saw me like this, she’d have questions, so I tore myself away from my fancy reflection and flipped up the lid of the trunk, where I’d stashed my rumpled 1934 suit, as the door swung open.

“Oh!”

I just managed to catch Genevieve’s wide-eyed surprise before the door slammed shut. Confused, I’d started to cross the room when she burst in again, her eyes narrowed at my new clothing.

“It was you!” she said. “I thought I’d come into someone else’s room! What did you do?” But before I could answer, she snapped, “Don’t you dare turn back time!”

“I wasn’t! I wouldn’t!” I put up my hands like a cornered criminal, all the while thinking Damn—there goes trying not to upset her. Well, I wanted to figure out how to talk to Genevieve without lying or sounding like an ass. Nothing like a trial by fire.

“Where did you get this?” She reached out and yanked at the navy-blue tie neatly tucked into my butter-yellow vest, and I smoothed it down.

“I, uh … bought it. And hey—I got something for you, too, if you’d just—”

She held up a hand, cutting me off. “How?”

“Um. Have you ever heard of futures trading?” Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a wad of soft green bills with a nervous grin, as Genevieve’s eyes got so big I thought she might hit the deck.

“Ash! Are you out of your mind?! I TOLD YOU I DON’T WANT YOU MESSING AROUND IN HISTORY, AND YOU GO OUT AND FLEECE THE CHICAGO MERCANTILE!”

Groaning, she collapsed onto the chair before burying her face in her hands. “I can’t believe it—threatened with an insane asylum, lost my notes, and you off ruining the world economy!”

“Hold on—insane asylum? Lost notes? What kind of day did you have?”

She glared at me between her fingers. “A terrible one. I found a scientist who will one day do brilliant work in exactly the kind of physics we need, but unfortunately, in forty-one years he’ll also sic those security guards on me at the Science Conference.”

“That man is here? Now?”

“Yes, but he won’t listen to anything I say. When he saw my notes on the apocalypse, he trapped me in his lab and tried to have me carted off to the loony bin. I only just managed to escape but left my papers behind! All that work—gone!”

“Let me get this straight. You told a scientist about the impending end of the world, and you were worried I’d mess up history by visiting the World’s Fair? Dropping those pebbles all over the place, huh? Look out belooooooow!” I was grinning, until a thought hit me. “How’d you get out?”

She squinted. “What?”

“Trapped me in his lab, you said. How’d you get past him?”

Her mouth opened, cheeks flushed pink just like last night … and this morning. What wasn’t she saying?

“I—I—he didn’t—Hey!” She jumped to her feet with a scowl. “Stop changing the subject! You said you’d stay put, not shoot economic fish in a barrel! The economy in 1934 is shaky enough without you potentially crashing the global markets! I’m going to figure out how to avert the apocalypse and get us back to a 1934 in shambles.”

“Maybe not,” I said, thinking fast. “I mean, we’re already changing the past just by existing here, right? Did you ever think that maybe we were always supposed to come to 1893? It could all be a part of history: you telling that scientist about the apocalypse, me making ten thousand dollars on the Open Board …”

Genevieve paled. “T-ten thousand?” she stuttered, but then she seemed to consider everything else I’d said. “That’s actually … a thought … Of course, it would imply a causal time loop … And then that brings up the question of temporal paradoxes, predestination, perhaps even versions of ourselves that already existed to influence events in the future …” One hand traced the air, like she was working out a calculation, lips moving silently, and then she must’ve caught my grin because she snapped out of it. “Oh, quit distracting me! We’ve got no way to disprove we’re not irrevocably distorting the future!”

I shrugged. “No way to prove it, either.” Point to me, I figured, but Genevieve wasn’t convinced.

“That doesn’t change that you promised to stay put!”

“Yeah, well, you promised you’d trust me, but you won’t let me out into 1893 unsupervised.”

Genevieve waved at the roll of bills in my hand in a Yeah, exactly kind of way.

“At least I was honest with you in the end. You can’t really expect me to stay cooped up here forever.”

After a moment of glaring, she let out a groan. “All right, all right, fine.” She waved a hand in the air like a reluctant blessing. “You are unleashed. Please, don’t break another universe.”

“I want to hear you say it: Ash, I trust you.” I stuck out my hand, just like I had last night. Genevieve gave it a look of loathing but, eventually, took it.

“Ash. I trust you.”

“Great,” I said, not letting go. “Then what are you hiding from me?”

Her eyes went wide. “Wha-what? I’m not—I didn’t—I—I—I wouldn’t—”

“Yeah, you are, you did, and you would,” I said, because the thing about growing up in a place like Harmony, where everyone wanted to know your secrets: Either you turned into an open book, or you got real good at lying. And real good at knowing when you were being lied to. Genevieve might as well’ve painted the word guilty right across her pink cheeks.

“N-no, I—”

“It’s okay,” I said, smiling. “But I’m going to find out.”

“I don’t—”

I let go of her and time jumped back, the guilt vanishing from her face. Once again, she reached out, took my hand.

“Ash. I trust you.”

Another smile, and this time, she returned it.

“Happy to hear.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

GENEVIEVE


“So.” Ash dropped my hand and took a seat at the table, one foot flipping his trunk closed, hands clasped behind his head. “What’s on the agenda for tonight? More experiments?”

“There’s no point without more precise tools. I’m going back to that lab.”

“The … one where they almost had you committed? Sure that’s a good idea?”

“No. But I need to get my notes back. Whether we’re supposed to be out in history doing whatever it is we’re doing or whether we’re irrevocably damaging the future, I can’t imagine anything good will come out of a scientist in 1893 getting a glimpse of modern physics. And before you ask—” I raised a hand as Ash leaned in, his face lit up with excitement. “No, you can’t come with me. It’s hard enough sneaking in one person.”

The truth, of course, was that I didn’t want to tell Ash about my invisibility. I expected him to argue the point, but instead he rolled onto his feet before reaching down into his trunk.

“Actually, I’ve got other plans,” he said, but before I could ask him what exactly these plans were, he’d held out a largeish paper-wrapped package. “I was gonna say: If you’re heading back to that lab, you’ll need this.”

“What is it?” I gave him a suspicious look, but he just waved at me, See for yourself, and cautiously, I unwrapped the paper, surprised when my fingertips brushed soft fabric. He’d bought me …

“A dress?” To be precise: a long-sleeved, slim-skirted dress in deep slate blue, with delicate gold piping swirling around the wrists and hem. When I stared up at Ash, bewildered, he shrugged.

“I had to guess your size and your favorite color. The lady in the store kept pushing this bright purple flowery thing, but I thought blue. Less noticeable if you need to get around at night, plus, y’know, to match your eyes.”

He acted as though it happened all the time: boys buying me dresses the color of my eyes … or even noticing the color of my eyes.

“You … bought me a dress?”

“Just the one. I didn’t want to get any more in case it didn’t fit.”

“You bought me a dress.” My stomach had gone swimmy, uncertain whether this gesture belonged to the just partners category or something else altogether.

“Well, yeah. I kinda had to. Did you know you’re walking around in a nightgown?”

I glanced down at my paisley dress and said indignantly, “I am not! The man at the pawnshop—”

“Knew a sucker when he saw one. People in 1893 can get a little touchy when it comes to women’s clothing—like those stupid flyers going on about corrupting youths. No one said anything to you?”

I was about to snap that of course no one had said anything when the image of those laughing girls popped into my head. And Dr. Wallace’s immediate dismissal. And—

“How’d I do?” Ash asked with a grin.

“Blue’s not my favorite color.” I pushed the dress away, but Ash pushed it right back.

“You just agreed to trust me.”

“To not make a mess of 1893, not give me fashion tips!”

“We’re partners. It’s going to take both of us to get back to 1934. You figure out the science”—He waved at a stack of paper on the table. My notes? Had he written up my notes from the floor?—“And I’ll make sure we don’t get arrested for public indecency.”

He beamed at me, but I couldn’t help grumbling, “Only financial fraud.”

“Now that’s settled, I’ve gotta change.” He yanked at his tie, which was when I realized he meant right now, and my gaze dove to the floorboards. “Ellery invited me to the opera, but he said something about dinner before.”

My chin snapped up in time to see Ash pull off his shirt—he wore some sort of threadbare sleeveless undershirt, revealing tanned and finely muscled arms—and then my cheeks went hot, and I said to my shoelaces, “What are you talking about? Who in the world is Ellery?”

“New friend. Showed me around the Open Board then took me shopping. Something wrong with your feet?”

“Can’t you change somewhere else?”

“You mean the washroom? I think Mrs. Cepak already suspects this is a marriage of convenience. Turn around if you don’t like it, I’m almost done.”

I let out a long, annoyed breath and turned my chair. “Are you sure you should be making friends?”

“Ellery’s harmless. Besides, he’s got connections. His pop runs the steamships for the fair, knows everybody in the city. Figured that’d come in handy.”

As much as I wanted to object, Ash had a point. We needed all the help we could get, and after a day in 1893 Chicago, it was depressingly obvious that a certain kind of person—white, wealthy, and male—commanded a higher level of attention and respect.

“All right, you can turn around. You act like you’ve never seen a guy in his underwear.”

I could hear his cheeky grin, and I rolled my eyes. “I have two sisters. And even they never …” I’d glanced back over my shoulder at Ash, my words trailing off as he adjusted the smooth black lapels of his jacket. He looked—and I truly could not believe this was the first word to pop into my head—dashing. Like an illustration out of one of Henny’s sappy romance magazines, captioned something like The handsome young millionaire dresses for an evening out. I found myself wishing I could join him tonight, and then, just as quickly, reminding myself You are PARTNERS, and better get any ideas like that RIGHT out of your head!

“Two sisters?” Ash eyed himself in the mirror as he raked a hand through his hair. “So there are three of you out there?”

“Unfortunately for the rest of the world,” I said, standing up quickly to hide how breathless I felt, “I am nothing like my sisters.”

“Too bad for the rest of the world.” Ash reached into the trunk and, like a magician, pulled out a gleaming black top hat, which he twirled around and set on his head like he’d been doing it his whole life. “Imagine what three Genevieves could do.”

He gave me a grin, touched two fingers to his hat brim, and sailed out the door, shouting a goodbye over his shoulder while I stared after him, wondering just what on earth that was supposed to mean.

■ ■ ■

Ash hadn’t returned by the time it grew sufficiently dark to get into the Science Hall undetected. I’d spent the hours reading through the notes he had copied for me—he had surprisingly tidy handwriting for a boy—and trying on my new dress, which was much too tight in the waist and slightly short at the ankle but still, I had to admit, miles more stylish than that old pawnshop paisley.

I studied myself in the mirror hanging on the wall, tucking one lock of hair behind an ear.

Blue. To match your eyes.

A strange and not entirely unpleasant warmth swept through me, which didn’t make any sense—this dress didn’t mean anything. Ash had said outright he’d only gotten it to save me from walking around like a fool. And I doubted he’d be so generous if he knew I was keeping a secret from him. I pictured it: standing in front of him, saying those words, I can disappear, and another wave of heat prickled over my skin, this time itchy and unsettling.

“The sooner we figure out how to get back home,” I told my reflection, “the sooner Ash and I go our separate ways.” And for the first time since arriving in 1893, I managed to vanish with barely more than a thought.

Less than an hour later, I’d reached the Science Hall, silent and dark, and circled around to the back of the building, where I peered up at the laboratory window I’d climbed through this afternoon—now closed tight. A few metal trash cans leaned against the back wall, and I dragged one underneath the sill, pausing every time it let out a clank. Confirming that I remained invisible, I hiked my skirts before climbing onto the garbage can and hoisting up the sash. Slinky as a cat, I slipped inside, taking care not to snag my new clothes on anything.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the inkiness of the lab. When I could make out my surroundings, I noticed the small device I’d spotted earlier and held it up to the dim light coming through the windows. What had it been built to measure? A homemade voltmeter or ammeter, perhaps? But the markings on the dial were so strange, like nothing I’d ever seen before.

A meter whose purpose I couldn’t begin to fathom was hardly worth stealing. Disappointed, I set it back on the table, squinting at the darkness before I spotted, pushed into a corner, a familiar misshapen lump. I hurried over to my carpetbag and reached a hand inside, heart beating fast, but—damn! Empty!

Where were my—

A noise overhead, the sharp squeak of a floorboard, and I went still. Someone working late? A janitor? Whoever they were, they were a ways from the lab, and if I had any brains, I’d stuff my carpetbag full of mildly useful junk and take off, but … my notes.

As I’d waited for night to fall, I’d wondered how much a scientist from 1893 could understand what I’d written: equations they’d never seen before, constants yet to be defined, unfamiliar terms for undiscovered phenomena. But Dr. Wallace wasn’t your average scientist. He was a scientist who would help shape physics into the field I loved, and if anyone could make sense of my scribbles, it was him.

Quietly, I snuck toward the door, one hand raised high so that I could tell if I reappeared, the other clutching my carpetbag. Down the hall and up the stairs, then pausing as voices drifted from the back of the building.

“… no, no, it’s no good at all—the conclusions are muddled at best.” Dr. Wallace’s deep voice rumbled down the hall, and I checked my invisible hand again and tiptoed closer. The hallway bent sharply to the right, and I peeked around the corner. Illuminated by a bright gas lamp, Dr. Wallace stood shaking his head at a large chalkboard set up at the end of the hallway. It was covered with equations—my equations, I realized with a start, broken down and translated, poorly, into mathematical language of the 1890s.

“You made an error in the third line.” A voice—female and brisk—rang out, and a moment later Dr. Wallace’s secretary stepped out from a doorway at the end of the hall, a piece of chalk in hand. I expected Dr. Wallace to bristle as she slashed out and rewrote an equation, but he just stood back with his arms crossed, studying the math.

“See?” she said. “It makes sense now.”

“The problem isn’t the math—the whole underlying idea is a mess.” Dr. Wallace shook his head, picked up a rag, and wiped the chalkboard clean, ignoring Miss Flemming’s noise of protest. “There will be important men at that presentation, and I doubt they’ll be impressed by a bunch of garbled theories scribbled on the back of a morality tract.” He reached down and retrieved a sheaf of papers—my notes—from a nearby chair before thrusting them at her. “I’ll have no more discussion. Throw it in the trash.”

Miss Flemming took the papers, her expression wrenched between wanting to say something and knowing she should keep her mouth shut. It was a familiar feeling, and perhaps Miss Flemming and I had even more in common than I thought, because before Dr. Wallace had ducked into his office she’d spun around.

“There’s some remarkable material here. Just let me—”

“Miss Flemming, unless you’re referring to the arguments against suffragism, I see nothing coherent on those papers.” Dr. Wallace was as curt as I remembered, but Miss Flemming, undeterred, took another step toward him.

“But the way she described time and space as … intertwined …” She paused, turned back to the chalkboard, scrawled out an equation, and my heart flew into my throat. It was inefficient, using the clumsy language of classical physics, but it expressed ideas that would not be fully sketched out for decades. Amazed, I took a closer look at this woman: a sheen of sweat glowed over her dark skin, her eyes bright and focused. I recognized the feverish excitement in her movements as she hastily drew an inverted triangle, thought a moment and transformed it into a cone, thought again and transformed the cone into an hourglass—

“Miss Flemming.”

We both turned to look at Dr. Wallace, both of us seemingly realizing that this wasn’t his first attempt to catch her attention.

“Yes?”

“I know what you’re trying to do. Your invention failed and now you mean to distract me with this. If you cannot find a suitable topic for the presentation, you can at least stay on top of my correspondence.” Wearing a dry expression, he tapped a stack of unopened mail on a nearby desk.

Miss Flemming had returned to the chalkboard before he’d finished speaking. “Yes, I’ll get to that later, just—”

In one swift motion, Dr. Wallace plucked my papers from Miss Flemming’s hand and ripped them in half. I couldn’t help it—I let out a gasp of outrage, thankfully masked by Miss Flemming’s own.

“Remember what I’m paying you for.” His words were undercut by another rrrrip of my notes turning to shreds. Pointedly, he dropped the scraps into a wastebasket. “I’ll expect a list of alternate topics on my desk in the morning. Don’t waste my time again.”

For a moment, I wondered if Miss Flemming would snap at him; I could see a muscle in her jaw flex as she clamped her mouth shut. But she only watched as he made his way down the hall, his footsteps hollow clunks. I sucked in a breath and pressed myself against the wall as he passed, then turned to look back at Miss Flemming, once again staring at the chalkboard, at the equations.

Her equations. I had never seen someone, and certainly not another woman, show such a thorough understanding of something so complex so quickly. Who was she? How was it possible she could not only read my notes but interpret them so brilliantly?

She held the chalk in her hand, and I felt a thrill of excitement, wondering what she’d come up with next. But her hand dropped to her side. She set down the chalk before picking up the rag and wiping the chalkboard clean. Her shoulders slumped, she turned to Dr. Wallace’s stack of mail, giving it a long look of loathing, as if debating whether to sweep the whole mess onto the floor. I shifted position, trying to get a better look, and winced as a floorboard under my feet gave a whine. Her chin snapped up, her eyes searching the darkness.

“Who’s there?” she asked, sharp and commanding. I glanced down. I was still invisible, nothing but smooth floorboards and empty air. After studying the hallway, Miss Flemming shook her head and rubbed her eyes. This was my chance to sneak away, disappear, but …

“Miss Flemming?” My voice wobbled as I brushed away my invisibility, stepping into the light, but I held my chin high. “I need to speak with you.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

ASH


Knock knock.

Ugghhh …

KNOCK KNOCK.

My head … What had happened … to my head …?

KNOCK! KNO—

“Urnff—ho-hold on, I’m coming!” But I wasn’t coming. I was dying. In a puddle on the floor of the … boardinghouse? Guess I’d made it back last night—what a nice surprise. My head pounded, or, no, the door pounded, and I let out a groan so that hopefully whoever was on the other side could hear how much they were killing me, and got to my feet. And then immediately fell flat on my face.

“Stupid—blankets!” I kicked my legs—somehow, they weighed eight thousand pounds each.

“COMING!” I tripped, hopped sideways, yanking the blankets away, then half walked, half fell across the room and landed against the doorframe, still only about twenty-five percent alive. The door rattled on its hinges as I wondered what the hell Mrs. Cepak was so anxious about.

“And good morning to—Ellery?” I swung the door open to see him there, looking out of place in his smart outfit of summer whites with a yellow polka-dot tie, matching gloves, a bright purple flower blooming from his lapel.

“Yes, fine morning!” He smiled, fresh as a daisy. That wasn’t fair—he’d had just as many glasses of champagne at the opera, plus the drinks at dinner, then the after-dinner Scotch, and then … then it got fuzzy …

He strolled in, and I snapped to.

“Wait, hold on,” I started, already reaching for the edges of time, because how would I explain Genevieve to Ellery? But when I glanced at the bed, it was empty, sheets smooth. I stared at it, confused, then noticed a piece of paper peeking out from the pillow: At the university, should be back before dawn. —G

I didn’t remember … well, pretty much most of last night, but I definitely didn’t remember seeing Genevieve when I stumbled in. Did that mean she’d never made it back?

“You need to hang these, Ash. They can’t properly breathe in this trunk.”

I spun around to see Ellery with one of my new suits draped over an arm, shaking out the wrinkles.

“What are you doing here?”

“Helping you get dressed, apparently.” He brushed a hand down the suit, but when I blinked at him, he continued: “Board of Trade? Remember? I introduced you to Mr. Montague, one of Father’s friends. He heard about your triumph on the Open Board, and you accepted his invitation to the Stock Exchange.”

It was coming back, kinda, in pieces: dinner, then off to hear that famous Parisian soprano, and all night long Ellery had me shaking hands with Chicago’s finest, introducing me as “Mr. Ashley Hargreaves, recently arrived from his estate in Pennsylvania.” It’d been a joke at first, and I kept waiting for one of those millionaires to sniff me out as a fraud. Yet thanks to some quick thinking and light time travel, within minutes they were treating me like a long-lost nephew, invitations pouring in for balls, lake cruises, dinner parties, while their daughters pretended not to eye me with interest.

“Right. Sure.” As Ellery picked lint off the suit jacket, I reached down for Genevieve’s note and studied her neat handwriting. Where was she? I knew she could handle herself, but what if she’d run into some trouble? “Hey, listen, Ellery—”

“I almost forgot! I spoke with Father’s lawyer this morning about available apartments, and he produced a list of possibilities. I can show you around after we stop at the Board.”

“I—Apartments?”

Ellery’s pleasant smile slipped. “Well … yes? Last night, you asked about procuring an apartment. I recall you telling everyone that you’d never been in such a fine city as Chicago and couldn’t imagine leaving.”

The memory drifted back to me: We were out at dinner—or, no, after-opera drinks—and some heiress had just asked if I liked … horse racing? You must come when the tracks open in the fall! Without thinking, I’d said I’d be there, forgetting that Oh yeah, I’ve gotta get back to 1934. But as soon as I’d said it, I’d wondered. Did I have to go back? What if Genevieve figured out a way for me to send her home, while I just … stayed?

Last night, it’d seemed so simple—why would I trade postopera caviar with a bunch of millionaires for a world that didn’t seem like it wanted me—but could I really abandon everything and everyone I knew?

“Have you changed your mind?” Ellery studied me uncertainly. “Only, you seemed so excited to stay!”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Nothing waited for me in 1934: no education, no skills, no prospects, a broken family, not even a single friend.

What about Genevieve? That voice in my head, the one that sounded like my patient, wise older brother, broke into my thoughts, but I pushed it away. Genevieve only bothered with me now because I was all she had. She was a genius and talented and as soon as she got home, she wouldn’t need a dirt-broke hill kid who drove her crazy.

“Is that the time?”

I looked up to see Ellery winding his watch.

“You don’t need to decide anything now,” he said. “But you do need to get dressed. The Stock Exchange waits for no man, Ash—time is money!”

Genevieve didn’t need me to worry about her, not in 1934 and not in 1893. When I turned back to Ellery, he was holding out my suit, face lit up with excitement, and I pushed Genevieve’s note into my pocket, returning his grin.

“Then I guess we better go.”

■ ■ ■

During yesterday’s visit to the smaller, public Open Board, Ellery’d thrown a casual hand at the big, handsome castle across the street. Today, he steered me right through its massive, imposing doors, handing out good mornings to important-looking men—bank presidents, he whispered to me, business owners, industry magnates. I was impressed when they returned Ellery’s greetings with friendly nods and a little unsettled whenever one of them seemed to recognize me, their gazes going sharp with interest.

“How many people did you tell about yesterday?”

Ellery let out a nervous laugh. “News of your triumph spread quickly. Everyone is curious to see what you do here.”

“Yeah, me too,” I muttered. Ellery must’ve taken it as nerves, because he passed me a reassuring smile, but what I was really thinking about was how much money I could skim before I threw the future into—how had Genevieve put it? Economic shambles? Just a couple good bets, I decided, like how I played poker—balance out the nice-sized wins with some decent losses, enough to get a good reputation without emptying too many pockets or raising too many eyebrows.

“I didn’t want to say anything at first,” Ellery started, “but … I suppose I have a bit riding on today as well. My father heard about our adventure, and he didn’t exactly approve of it. To be quite honest, he hardly approves of anything: women voting, immigration, liquor, the theater … But he holds special disregard for trading. Dressed-up speculation, gambling, and thievery, he calls it.”

I snorted out a laugh. Father Daily used to say the same thing. “It was somewhat of a last straw for Father. After I arrived home from the opera, he was waiting for me. He’s been in a bear of a mood lately—his steamboats have all been fouling their schedules—and as soon as he saw me, he harped on about the usual dross: taking on the shipping business, membership in the right clubs, marriage to an appropriate young lady, children to carry on the family name …” I’d heard that one before, too: Marry and multiply, matches made by Harmony’s vinegary old matrons and approved by Father Daily—no need to ask the opinions of the soon-to-be newlyweds.

They’d been sniffing around Archie, too, and I’d always wondered if that wasn’t one of the reasons he left: “I’m not marrying one of those Harmony girls,” he’d told me, “or any girl, for that matter.”

“You’ve got other plans for yourself?” I asked, and Ellery slowed to a stop just outside the doors to the viewing gallery.

“I keep thinking about what you said to me last night.” He spoke softly, while I wracked my booze-pickled brain for the memory. “About how I’m destined for … more. How I should throw off the shackles of my father’s expectations …”

Oh. That hadn’t been me talking—that’d been pure Archie, fiddling with his radio while I watched, telling me over and over again, “You’ve gotta break loose from Harmony’s snares, Ash. You’re meant for more than this.”

What had I told Ellery to go after? I studied him, fresh in his nice suit, full of love for Chicago, the fair …

“The White City,” I said, remembering. “You wouldn’t stop talking about the wonders of the fair, what a tragedy it’d be when it closed, and I told you …”

I told him Why does everything the White City stands for have to die when the fair is over?

“You should take the lessons of the fair and put them to use in other cities. Better schools, planned landscapes, modern inventions.” I blinked, amazed—where’d I come up with that? “You’re gonna do it?”

Ellery looked uncertain. “I—well. I don’t know!” He let out a laugh. “But I would like to see what is possible outside of what my father has decided for me. And, well, that’s where you come in.”

“Me?”

“After yesterday, Father told me he would no longer allow me access to my inheritance, since he thinks I will, erhm, fritter it away on senseless bets. I only have my winnings from the Open Board—nowhere near what I would need to strike out on my own. But what you did … Can you do it again, Ash?” His voice had dropped to a whisper, just loud enough to be heard over the buzzing coming from the gallery. “Can you take what I have and make something with it? A big score, enough for me to never have to rely on my father.”

“Oh, well … Thing is, Ellery—”

“There they are!”

We turned as two men walked out from the viewing gallery, one tall and thin with a shock of white hair and delicate gold-rimmed glasses balanced on a beaky nose, the other round-shouldered and round-cheeked, his face so deeply lined from frowning it looked like it could collapse any minute. I glanced over my shoulder at Ellery, expecting him to step forward with his easy smile and introduce us, but he’d gone pale, his eyes huge and scared.

“F-Father! I didn’t—”

“Montague told me you mean to squander yesterday’s windfall,” the man said. Now that I knew they were related, I could see the resemblance: a harder, older, more disappointed-looking Ellery. “Not if I have any say.”

Ellery mumbled something, so quietly I couldn’t hear him—neither could his pop, apparently, because he snapped, “Speak up! I didn’t send you to college for you to return mealymouthed!” The other man, Mr. Montague, put out an arm, delicately leading me out of earshot.

“You must be Mr. Hargreaves.” He gave me a warm handshake.

“I’m pleased to meet you. Ellery has told me …” While Me Mr. Montague talked, my attention drifted back to Ellery and his father. The noise of the trading floor was too high to make out what they were saying, but I could see Ellery’s father gesturing for him to stand up straighter, to take off his fashionable yellow gloves. He reached over and plucked the bright purple flower from Ellery’s lapel, crushing it in his hand, the words degrading dandyish notions cutting through the din like a knife.

Ellery lifted his chin, his eyes dull, and said in a broken voice, “Yes, Father.”

That was when Ellery’s gaze met mine, and from the way his cheeks flushed scarlet I knew he knew I’d seen the whole thing. But it was more than that. I recognized his hollow expression, the way his shoulders slumped, and it was like the ground tipped up and tumbled me right back to Harmony, to the first time my endless questions snapped my teacher’s patience and she dragged me up in front of everyone in the schoolroom and let it rip. I didn’t listen. I wouldn’t sit still. I wouldn’t be quiet—what was wrong with me? Why did I think the rules didn’t apply? How could I be so stupid, so selfish, so—

That was all I really remembered. The rest was just a hot hole of shame as I stood there and took it, like Ellery was taking it now from his pop. The difference was that night in the bunkhouse, Archie pulled me aside, put his hands on my shoulders, looked me right in the eye, and said, “If there’s anything you need to remember about this place, it’s this: They don’t know the first goddamn thing about you.”

Ellery didn’t have Archie. But he did have me.

I walked back to Ellery’s side and whipped time in reverse, enough to erase his last few minutes with his father—I wanted to cut them out of history, start fresh, but as soon as I touched time, my head burst open with that same splitting pain that’d leveled me outside the Ferris Wheel.

“… Ash? Ash!” From far away, Ellery’s voice, his hand on my back, but all I could see were blossoming black spots. Lightheaded and woozy, I tried blinking them away, except I wasn’t even sure I could stand up anymore.

“There they are!”

My vision cleared enough for me to spot Mr. Montague and Ellery’s father, glowering at us from the doorway, and even though I had no idea what had just happened, wasn’t sure if I was about to throw up or pass out, as soon as I felt Ellery’s nervous jerk, I pushed forward, stuck out my hand, put on my best everything is fine smile.

“Y-you must be Ellery’s father. Pleasure to meet you, sir!”

This time I didn’t let him get his son alone, tripping over my tongue to say how welcome Ellery’d made me feel, how grateful I was for his friendship, for showing me the many opportunities for economic betterment available in this fine city, and when Ellery’s father grumbled about Ellery wasting his money, now Mr. Montague chirped, “Ah, but Mr. Hargreaves has it right! It’s economic betterment your son is after!”

Ellery flashed me a grateful smile as Mr. Montague ushered us cheerfully out to the trading floor. Hundreds of men gathered in clumps, some inside shallow, six-sided pits, others scribbling on small pieces of paper at one of the dozens of high wooden tables dotting the floor. Whatever they wrote must not’ve been too important, because the floor was littered with crumpled pages, collected in piles like snowdrifts. Around the room, clerks stood at blackboards, erasing old prices and writing down new ones while messengers darted in all directions, talking to the clerks, the traders, the telegraph operators lined up on one end, like a busy hive of bees.

While Mr. Montague explained how the trading worked, I nodded along. No big bets, I told myself. No raising suspicions. I couldn’t stop glancing at Ellery and his father, the older man’s jaw set while Ellery tried to act like he wasn’t about to collapse.

A sudden roar made all of us spin to look up at the blackboard high above the floor. While traders shouted, jostled, their faces angry and shocked, Ellery’s father threw up a disgusted hand.

“Look at that drop! More than a year’s gains—erased in an instant! See what happens, Ellery, when you put your faith in the market?”

Just like at the poker table, I felt my hands tingle. It’d be so easy: go back a few minutes, short the market. If Ellery bet everything he had, he would earn enough to be free of his father. Of course … it might also cause the kind of historic avalanches Genevieve was so worried about.

Another dip, another wave of outrage from the traders, and Mr. Sinclair grabbed Ellery above the elbow, yanking him almost off his feet. “I’ve seen enough. You’re not going to make fools out of our family and—”

I reached out for time—and pain knifed through me. Wincing, I dropped to my knees as everything went black. It was like fire, lightning, and I wanted to throw time backward, return to before someone had showered me with kerosene and lit a match, but I couldn’t do a thing, and then through the haze of hurt I heard it:

… hang these, Ash. They can’t properly breathe …

… imply a causal time loop …

… broke my pinkie finger—

These were moments from before, but I hadn’t pulled time back to those conversations. They felt like … I didn’t know. Pockets? Windows? Glimpses of the past flying by while I floated in some other space, blank and timeless.

They faded away in a sudden roar, a rush … It was the fuzz of Archie’s radio, the nights he couldn’t get a signal even after fiddling for hours, patiently adjusting the cat-whisker-thin filaments, searching through a buzzing haze until …

“… verrr … sst … syyy … aahhn …”

Words, fighting through the buzz, Archie with the metal receiver teasing them out:

“… The very … improo … In a moment …”

Almost there, so close, so faint but growing stronger …

“… very first cyclotron improved on existing particle accelerators—”

The words came in, clear as a bell, the signal found, and they sounded … familiar?

“… it had several limitations, which this model has addressed.”

Where did I know this from?

“In a moment I will—”

The memory slammed into me, and I pulled back, my blood going cold, my heart flying into my throat: no, no, not this now, not this again …

“… My apologies for that interruption, gentlemen, but please allow me to demonstrate how the device—”

Was this a memory? A bad dream? Had I lost control so badly I’d spun myself back to the moment everything had come apart?

The Final Day. Apocalypse. It’d happened, I’d survived it, avoided it, but now I heard Father Daily’s booming voice: “It will come for every soul!”

“… now to demonstrate—”

No!

I wrenched myself away, out of that moment, out of time, switch off the radio, smash it to pieces, and when I felt myself falling I thought, No, I’m too late, it happened again, explosion, water, Genevieve, but instead of hitting Lake Michigan I landed on my hands and knees on cold marble, dark and quiet.

The noise that came out of me echoed, and rubbing my eyes, I looked up.

And up.

And up.

High above, too dark to make out any details, the ceiling of the Board of Trade stretched overhead. I was still on the trading floor, only it was empty, the tall windows showing nothing but night sky. Something crinkled underneath me, and I pulled it free: a newspaper, crumpled, the evening edition from last night. Somehow, without meaning to, instead of falling back a few minutes, I’d slid hours.

What in the hell had happened?

I’d thought we’d left the apocalypse back in 1934, but it was like I could feel it still, like whenever I skated on time, whenever I turned the dial on that radio, it was there, in the fuzz, in the feedback.

On my hands and knees, cold sweat prickling my skin, I wished Genevieve were here to help me figure this out.

What if doomsday wasn’t forty-one years in the future? What if my time-traveling ability hadn’t only sent me and Genevieve back into 1893?

Had we brought the apocalypse with us?
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

GENEVIEVE


“You!” Miss Flemming took a step closer, then paused, as though wondering if perhaps Dr. Wallace had been correct to label me as crazy. “You shouldn’t be here! If Dr. Wallace finds you—”

“I’m not afraid of Dr. Wallace.”

Miss Flemming all but rolled her eyes. “How nice for you. If he finds you, I will be fired. What are you doing here?!”

“I came back for my work,” I said, and Miss Flemming’s gaze flicked to the waste bin. “I know you’re wondering how I came up with it. And I want to know how you came up with that.” I nodded to the chalkboard. “Can we talk?”

In spite of the interest she’d shown in my work, Miss Flemming did not seem pleased to see me. She opened her mouth, as though about to shout me out of the building, then blew out a frustrated breath. “I live a few blocks away. Meet me outside, and we’ll go together,” she said, sounding as though she already regretted it.

Minutes later, half hidden by tall bushes, I watched Miss Flemming lock the Science Hall behind her. She spotted me and made a hushing motion, disappearing around the corner of a fence before reemerging slightly more relieved.

“His carriage is gone.” Hands gripping her large black handbag, she jerked her head toward the sidewalk. “This way.”

I knew this neighborhood, or some version of it. Decades from now, I would grow up only minutes away, and although the roads were muddy dirt instead of asphalt, the trees smaller, the houses spaced farther apart, I didn’t lose my sense of direction. As Miss Flemming turned down a street only a handful of blocks from my home, I shot her a surreptitious look. If we were in 1934, this woman would be my neighbor.

“Do you have a name?”

“Genevieve. Genevieve Newhouse.”

“And where, Genevieve, did you learn that math?”

I hesitated. Miss Flemming’s opinion of me seemed tottering at best; if I jumped out with the whole time-travel story, I was afraid she might call for the insane asylum herself.

“I … was taught.” That was the truth, but Miss Flemming gave me a skeptical glance as she pushed open a wooden gate leading to a cozy-looking two-story redbrick building. Before we reached the door, she turned on me, her expression stern.

“Keep your voice down inside. My cousin lives with me, and she works long hours; I won’t have you waking her up.”

I nodded, following Miss Flemming into a dark front parlor, which smelled warmly of recently cooked dinner and pine needle cushions.

“Hello-oo,” a tired but cheerful voice called from down the hallway, and Miss Flemming shot me a look, as though it were my fault her cousin was still awake.

“You weren’t waiting up for me, I hope.” Miss Flemming deposited her handbag on an elegant side table by the front door and removed her hat. She left the hat, impaled with a sharp pin, next to the bag, and walked down the hallway, peeling off her gloves as she went. I followed her and found myself standing in the doorway of a small kitchen, weakly illuminated by a single candle on a round table. A young woman with thick, curly dark hair sat surrounded by a heap of fabric, her attention on the sewing in her lap.

“You’ll go blind stitching by candle,” Miss Flemming chided, but she placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and left it there for a moment.

“I was writing and lost track of time,” the woman said. “I’ll just—” She’d looked up, spotting me in the doorway. I thought she might startle or look confused; instead, she chuckled. “What’s this? Another stray?”

Miss Flemming shushed her, looking uncomfortable, and the woman glanced up at her brightly. “I’ll get out of your way, then. There’s roast beef in the icebox, and I left you the last slice of pie.” She stood up, and that was when I noticed how tall and broad-shouldered she was, towering over Miss Flemming in spite of her youth. Other than a similar air of intelligence, they didn’t seem to share much resemblance: The young woman’s features were fine and delicate, with full lips, large brown eyes darkly lashed, elegantly arched eyebrows, and smooth golden skin that had clearly been tended to with all the creams and emollients I could never figure out.

She swept her work into a wicker basket at her feet and, yawning, made for a narrow staircase at the back of the kitchen, Miss Flemming carefully watching the whole time.

“Take a seat,” she said when we were alone. “Don’t pretend I didn’t see you perk up at roast beef and pie.”

I shook my head quickly, but truthfully, I’d worked right through dinner—some things never changed, no matter the century. Miss Flemming didn’t seem to believe my protests, wordlessly pulling out a chair before opening a cupboard for a plate. I was about to sit down when my attention caught on a box of papers shoved into a corner of the room. As Miss Flemming rattled the icebox, I picked up the topmost page, a neatly typed report on electromagnetics by DOCTOR ANDREW WALLACE, HEAD, DEPARTMENT OF PHYSICS, UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO. It was riddled with red-penciled notes—the seeds, I realized, that would grow into modern physics: elegant calculations, miles ahead of their time, that sent my brain purring with pleasure.

The paper was whisked out of view and replaced with a plate of food. Miss Flemming nodded at the table, and I dutifully settled in, picking up the fork she slid in my direction.

“So,” she said, eyeing me with an unreadable expression. “You learned your math from teachers.”

“And books,” I added, around a mouthful of roast beef.

Miss Flemming regarded me for a moment, then reached into her pockets, lifted both fists high over the table, and opened them. The scraps of my notes fluttered down like snow, bits of my work jumbled together with shredded, bold-faced warnings about “PUBLIC INDECENCY” and “the dangers of the New Woman!”

“I have read just about every book on math,” Miss Flemming said, gazing at the scraps. “And there aren’t any like that.”

Chewing slowly, I studied her, then set down my fork. “You’re not a secretary.”

Miss Flemming barked out a laugh.

“Oh, I am. Of course I am. Didn’t you hear Dr. Wallace telling me to get back to my typing?” She gave me a wry smile, but when I said nothing, she shrugged. “Just a secretary. Before that: a house cleaner.”

She was older than I was, a different race, a different generation, but when I looked into her face, I kept feeling that we were more alike than not, that she knew as well as I did—better than I did, most likely—the benefits of disappearing.

“Did you clean a lot of scientists’ houses?” It was a guess, and Miss Flemming made no response. “Especially … their libraries?”

“If you’re suggesting—”

“It’s always annoyed me, the way private libraries hoard their collections like dragons,” I added, the Blake Club’s handsome reading room popping into my head. “I think knowledge wants to be shared. Don’t you?”

Miss Flemming raised an eyebrow, looking impressed in spite of herself, and said quietly, “Yes.”

“Is that how you met Dr. Wallace? You wanted to get into his library, and he realized that along with dusting his books, you were reading them.”

“Hmph.” Miss Flemming seemed undecided on whether to say more. I picked up my fork, and I’d polished off the roast beef and moved on to the pie—lemon curd, incredible—when Miss Flemming said, “It was worse than that. He left his coursework lying about. I would copy it, puzzle it out on my own. Always did have a mind for those kinds of things. You can learn a lot with the right books and some study—as good as a college degree, if you haven’t got college money. I made sure to bring my notes home with me, till one night I … forgot.” The way she shrugged made me think this woman was less careless than calculated—how many of her cleaning clients had she tested, until one realized how extraordinary she was?

“And he offered you a job … as a secretary.” From the flat way Miss Flemming looked back at me, I knew I’d gotten it right. Dr. Wallace had understood her brilliance. He could have hired her as a research associate or lab director or even an assistant, but that would not look right—those were jobs that went to college-educated men with acceptable skin tones.

“What do you do for him?”

Miss Flemming shrugged. “Answer his mail. Organize his files.”

I glanced over at the stack of paper. “Review his research?”

She went still. “Every now and then, I get the odd request, and I am always happy to help. But I am simply a secretary, miss. You better believe Dr. Wallace won’t let me forget it. Now”—she pushed herself away from the wall and took the seat opposite me—“I’ve told you my story. I want yours. That math doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before.”

“Not yet.” I took a deep breath. Here goes … “I’m from the future.”

Well, she didn’t laugh, which was something. Actually, aside from a twitch of her eyebrow, she made no movement at all.

“Forty-one years in the future, to be precise,” I continued. “I got here by accident, and now I’m stuck. I need to get back, but I’m not sure how. That’s why I broke into the lab earlier today. I was looking for anything, any tools or instruments, that might—”

Miss Flemming had gotten to her feet abruptly, disappearing down the hallway. Oh damn, I thought, looking to see if this kitchen had a back door. She’s going to shout for the police … But she returned a moment later with her black handbag, reaching inside to draw out what looked like a metal brick. It took me a moment to realize it was the mysterious meter from the lab, and as I wondered what she meant to do with it, she held it up to me.

“What are you—”

“Shh!” Whatever the meter told her must have been good news: Her shoulders relaxed, and she set the little device down as she settled back into her seat, looking at me with new eyes. “Forty-one years … How?”

I wasn’t sure how Ash would feel about me revealing his secret, but if Miss Flemming was going to help us—and I was more and more certain she was the only person who could—she had to know the whole story.

“I didn’t come alone. There’s a boy, too, and he can … well … manipulate time. Move it backward. Usually only a few minutes, but it seems something went wrong.” Another deep breath—the whole story. “I built a device, in my time, 1934. A kind of particle accelerator, and it malfunctioned. It caused an explosion that must have grown exponentially. I believe it … it consumed the whole world.”

Another eyebrow twitch from Miss Flemming. “Apocalypse.”

Though I wasn’t sure if it was meant as a question, I nodded.

“When it exploded, it knocked me off a balcony. Ash only meant to pull back time enough to save my life, but somehow, we ended up in 1893. And that’s it. We’re stuck here, and we need to get home to 1934, not just to return to our own time but to—”

“Prevent the end of the world.”

“Yes.”

Miss Flemming shook her head. Did she not believe me? Then she let out a laugh. “You arrived here two nights ago.” Another not-question. This time I asked, startled, how she knew.

“Because,” she said, reaching into the handbag once more, “two nights ago, I was testing a device I’d built to detect temporal fields, and it showed such a massively high reading I thought for sure it had to be a mistake.” She stared at me hard, thinking something over. “I think that’s the reason you landed here. My temporal field detector must have put out a … I suppose you could call it a net, and it caught you as you fell through time.”

My eyes widened as she pulled out a piece of paper and unfolded it to reveal a detailed mechanical diagram of a large device—what I had mistaken for a generator back in the lab. I studied the drawing closely, my heart beating faster and faster to see her brilliance up close, the equations I recognized as ancestors to my own work and others that seemed entirely unique, describing something that even in my own time would be considered shockingly innovative.

I looked up at Miss Flemming. “Tell me your full name.”

That seemed to surprise her, but she answered in a clear, proud voice, “Matilda Flemming.”

My heart sank, even though I’d suspected I wouldn’t recognize it. In my collection of women scientists, the heroes whose names I’d clipped out and pasted to my wall, I had never come across a Matilda Flemming, nor a brilliant woman physicist working alongside Dr. Wallace.

Her expression hardened. “I suppose I’m not in any history books?”

“But you can get me back to 1934, and you can help me figure out what went wrong with my particle accelerator,” I said quickly. “It wasn’t supposed to go like that. I was supposed to present my work to the world—I’d won a fellowship, a Winchester Fellowship,” I added, and I was right in guessing it was just as prestigious in 1893 as 1934; Matilda’s eyes went wide.

“Well,” she said, sounding impressed. “What happened?”

“Dr. Wallace. He runs the Winchester Institute in 1934. He didn’t believe I had done the work myself. He had another scientist go onstage with my particle accelerator.”

“So, you don’t just want to save the world,” Matilda said slowly. “You want your stolen glory.”

“I want what I earned,” I corrected. “I want to show what I can do, and I want everyone to see it.”

She frowned, and I waited for her to say how selfish I was, thinking of my presentation when the fate of the world literally hung in the balance. But as she studied me, her expression softened.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll help. Bring me this time-traveling boy, and we’ll get to work.” She reached back into her handbag for a pencil and pad of paper. “Go to my cousin Zella’s workshop. She’ll know how to get a message to me.” She passed me the paper, then stood up from the table. “Have you found somewhere decent to get a night’s rest?”

I gave her the boardinghouse’s address, and she scoffed.

“Let’s set you up on the sofa.” When I stared at her she added, exasperated, “I’m not about to send you out alone into the night to such a terrible neighborhood. You can stay here, and in the morning—” Her words broke off as the meter sitting on her table began ticking wildly, the needle jumping across the dial.

“What does that mean?” I asked, and Matilda studied it, eyebrows raised, before setting it down with a hard clunk.

“Get me that boy—now.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

ASH


Genevieve will know what to do. I sprinted down dark streets, trying to put as much distance as fast as possible between me and the Board of Trade, and whenever my heart felt like it was trying to bust out of my chest, I told myself to just get to Genevieve. She’d fix it. She was like Archie—knew how to pick apart a problem like a tangled rope, knew how to keep her head even when the end of world might crash down any second …

She wouldn’t be at the boardinghouse, I knew that: She hadn’t come back last night—or tonight, or whenever, no easy way to describe my timeline. But I figured I’d stop, leave a note, head out to … where? The university? But when I reached the boardinghouse, launching myself inside and up to the second-floor landing, a sliver of light slid under our door.

“Genevieve?” I burst inside, panting for breath, and there she was, looking like she’d only just arrived. She spun around, eyes wide, and put out her hands, same as that first night on the beach when my time travel had leveled me, but now she grabbed onto me, like she was worried I was about to slide onto the floor.

“Ash! Are you all right?”

“Yeah.” It came out of me like a sigh, without thinking, because standing here, heart hammering, her holding on to me and studying my face like it was a puzzle she was determined to solve, the thing I felt more than anything was relief. But then I realized what she was really asking and shook my head. “I mean, no. No, something … weird happened.”

“Weird? Sit down.” She practically shoved me into a chair, scooting hers so close our knees brushed together. “Tell me.”

I told her. The night with Ellery and coming back to the boardinghouse and the morning, the Board of Trade, the pain in my head when I first turned back time and how it gutted me after I tried to go backward a few minutes later.

“It was like I … slipped.” I shook my head. “Like as soon as I went backward, it got away from me, and I kept going back. Not to any specific moment, more like somewhere … out of time.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Time exists everywhere.”

I ran a hand through my hair, massaging my aching temples. “I can’t explain it. But I heard things, conversations from before, the past, and then … 1934.”

“But how? That’s not in the past! Or … I suppose it’s in our past … Could you have been having a hallucination, or just a bad dream, or maybe whatever you drank last night—”

“It wasn’t that—I heard it all happening, Genevieve. The explosion. The end of the world. My time traveling … I think it does more than move me through time. I think it can connect different times.”

“Connect as in … Your time traveling forms a bridge between two different times? But isn’t that a good thing? Ash—we’re trying to get to the future!”

“No.” I grabbed her by her shoulders, looked into her eyes, needed her to understand that although I couldn’t even begin to describe what the hell had happened to me, it was not a good thing. “Genevieve, whatever happened in 1934, I don’t think we’ve escaped it.”

She went still, confused. “You’re worried … the apocalypse … will come to 1893?”

As soon as she said it, she went pale, and then she sat back in the chair, stunned.

“Okay,” she said, but I couldn’t tell if she was talking to me or herself. “Okay. We need to get you to Matilda.”

“Who?”

Genevieve was already on her feet, swinging her bag onto her shoulder. “Don’t move time back anymore, that goes without saying. I need to build something to dampen or contain—”

I caught her wrist, and, blinking, she turned to me. “Who’s Matilda?” I repeated.

“The one scientist who not only understands physics deeply enough to understand your time travel but also believes me when I say we’re from the future—”

“Y-you told someone we’re from the future?” I felt like I had the wind knocked out of me, but Genevieve steamrolled ahead.

“—and is actually willing to help. But we should move quickly.” She picked up one of the battered pocket watches and frowned at the time. “We’ll only have a few hours before Matilda has to be on campus.”

“A professor?”

Genevieve shot me a look.

“Not exactly. Ready?” She tugged me to my feet and sped out the door, her bag thumping against her hip. Still somewhere between puking out my guts and collapsing into a dead sleep, I limped after her, reaching the first floor in time to see her disappear out the front door.

“Wait!” I called out—she’d be halfway to see this Matilda person before I made it off the stoop. “Hold—”

I threw open the door, about to hurry down the stairs, and almost collided with Genevieve, standing at the top of the stoop. But that wasn’t what made my stomach fall through the floor.

“What the … Is that the sun?” I stood next to Genevieve, gazing up at the sky. Minutes—seconds—ago, it’d been starry blackness, but now it hung perfectly clear blue, the streets full and bustling with people.

I blinked hard. Was I dreaming? “This wasn’t—I was just—”

Genevieve frowned up at the sky, then reached into her pocket for the watch. “Look.” She held it up to me so I could see the time: quarter past three.

“But—it’s the morning.” I shook my head. “What—time runs differently inside the boardinghouse now?”

Before she could answer, I looked up and saw—

“Ellery?” Of course: He was here to wake me up and drag me to the Board of Trade, but he hadn’t spotted me yet, busy navigating his horses through the crowded street. Genevieve gave me an anxious look, and I knew I should slip past him, let him knock on an empty door, but I pictured him in the Board of Trade, standing stock-still as his father beat him down. Who was going to be there for him if not me?

“Hold on,” I said to Genevieve, and before she could protest, I was down the stairs, rushing out to Ellery’s carriage.

“Ash!” He broke out into a broad smile the second he saw me. “You look considerably fresher than I would have expected, given the state you were in when I left you last night. Are you—”

“Your pop’s waiting for you at the Board of Trade.” I only had a few seconds to get this out. Ellery’s eyebrows lifted.

“I—I don’t—”

“Don’t let him distract you, and don’t let him keep you from playing the market. A little after ten in the morning, the market’s gonna go into free fall. Bet the whole damn house.”

“But—what are you—”

“You want to get out from under your pop’s thumb, right? Be your own man, make the world better?”

Ellery blinked at me, like he wanted to ask how I knew any of that, but I didn’t have time for explanations. I grabbed hold of the side of the carriage and hoisted myself up until we were eye to eye.

“You trust me?” I asked. Ellery looked so dazed, I wasn’t even sure he’d heard me. When he finally nodded, I nodded back, grinning. “Ten o’clock. Short the market. You’ll have enough to do whatever you want. You’ll be free.”

The idea seemed to stun him into silence, and I was starting to climb down from the carriage when he put out a hand. “But aren’t you coming?”

“Can’t,” I said, and when he started to protest I added, “You’re gonna be all right.” I pulled myself up higher, until I was close enough to look into his wide, scared eyes, and I whispered, “Don’t let anybody else decide how you live your life.”

The horse let out a whinny, Ellery turned his attention to the reins, and by the time he looked up again I had disappeared back into the crowd, Genevieve finding me and winding her fingers through mine like she was worried I’d slip away.

“What was all that?” she asked as we swerved around workers and peddlers and women doing their shopping. I threw a glance over my shoulder at Ellery, who still looked stunned, but not altogether in a bad way.

“Making good on a promise.”

■ ■ ■

I thought she’d take me to the university, but she steered me west, arriving outside a cramped shop with huge windows showing off dresses and hats, gloves and scarves.

Inside, high shelves loaded with bolts of cloth crowded the tiny shop. A narrow counter running along one wall was so cluttered with baskets of gloves and piles of hats, I almost missed the small girl sitting behind it. She smiled at Genvieve but looked less friendly toward me—I was the wrong sex for this shop, I figured, not to mention the wrong color skin.

“Help you?” She spoke to Genevieve, and Genevieve answered, breathless, “I need to see Zella.”

The girl pursed her lips, but before she could say anything, a rickety set of stairs at the back of the shop creaked and groaned. A shoe emerged from above, followed by a skirt, and then a woman’s smiling face.

“Stray!” she chirped, beaming at Genevieve. “You’re here for Matilda, are you? Lucy, go tell Miss Matilda I need her, soon as she can get away.” The girl, still eyeing me, nodded and hurried out the door, and the woman—she was taller than me, taller even than my brother Ivan, who shot past six foot and never stopped—clapped her hands together.

“Genevieve, isn’t it? We weren’t properly introduced. Zella Robledo.” She put out a hand, which Genevieve shook quickly.

“How long will it be before Matilda arrives? Because—”

“Oh, ages, her wretched boss never lets her out early.” Zella waved an unconcerned hand in the air. When her eyes slid in my direction, her lips pulled into a sly smile. “Who’s this?”

“Ash.” I put out my hand before remembering that, last night, Ellery had hissed to never shake a lady’s hand. Zella didn’t seem to mind; she accepted my handshake, and then raised an arm up the stairs.

“She’ll be a minute, so you might as well get comfortable.” She turned and glanced over her shoulder to make sure we followed, the stairs shrieking bloody murder while we tromped up after her. I’d expected the upstairs to be as dark and crowded as the shop, but it was bright, a huge window at one end of the sloped ceiling letting in morning sunshine and fresh air. Next to the window was a narrow desk with a typewriter and a stack of paper and, off to the side, a dress form draped in purple striped fabric. Zella sent Genevieve to the desk and me to an overturned crate in the corner before standing at the dress form.

“So!” Zella reached for a pincushion while pulling the fabric into an elegant swoop. “You’re from the future.”

I almost fell off the crate, almost yanked time back by instinct, and Genevieve scowled.

“Matilda told you?”

“Old houses don’t keep secrets.” Zella shrugged, then squinted at Genevieve. “Is that why your hair looks so dreadful?”

“Hey!” It shot out of me, both Zella and Genevieve turning in surprise, Genevieve’s cheeks going pink, and I crossed my arms, shrugged, stared off at the ceiling. “Her hair looks fine.”

“Shorn hair on a woman,” Zella tsked. “No matter what fad girls in the thirties are up to, right now it means a long illness or a stint in a madhouse. No, no, we must do something about it, right after we address your startling lack of underthings.”

“My what?”

I glanced down long enough to see the pink in Genevieve’s cheeks turn to flames, then went back to studying the ceiling.

“No stockings, no petticoats, no hat, and, unless I’m mistaken, no corset, either. You slouch like a sunbathing cat.”

“I—I—”

“The dress isn’t so bad, I suppose, but it’d fit better with the proper support.” Zella took a step closer, and Genevieve launched herself to her feet, hands balled into fists.

“I hardly see why this matters!” She looked about ready to throw one of those fists, but Zella took it in stride, smiling serenely like Genevieve was a balking horse.

“Now, now, Miss Genevieve, don’t pout! When you are what you wear, the right outfit will get you just about any place. And you.” She turned to me, her expression stern. “Downstairs.”

Genevieve shot Don’t you dare leave! looks from across the attic, but Zella pointed down the stairs with a wickedly sharp pair of scissors and that was about all the convincing I needed. I slumped on top of a stool behind the shop counter, trying to guess what exactly was going on upstairs from the thumps and Genevieve’s protests, while also wondering how this Matilda person was going to help us.

Genevieve seemed to trust her, which honestly made me feel … jealous? I knew her trust wasn’t something she just handed out to everyone … or anyone … including me. What’s she hiding? I wondered, staring up at the ceiling. And why wouldn’t she tell me?

The sounds went quiet after a while, and just as I started to consider finding somewhere to stretch out and take a nap, the bell over the door chimed. I turned around, and a small woman in a neat striped blouse and straight black skirt strode in, her short-brimmed straw hat throwing most of her face into shadow. She startled when she saw me—wrong sex, wrong skin color, again—and I put on my friendliest smile.

“Don’t mind me, I’m just waiting for—”

“Where’s Zella?” The woman tilted her chin high enough that I could see her narrowed eyes.

“Upstairs. Want me to—”

“You’re the time traveler.” Shock jolted through me, not just because of the straightforward way she tossed out my deepest secret but also because of how she spat it, angry and disgusted.

“I’m … Ash?” I shook my head, confused, while the woman dug into her purse, pulling out something large and square and metallic. “Are you Ma—” But that was all I got out, the thing in her hand suddenly crackling with electricity as she pointed it right at me.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

GENEVIEVE


I stared at myself in Zella’s mirror, feeling like my old cat Mr. Hubert that time Henny shoved him into some doll clothes.

“It’s like a slow-moving plot to strangle me,” I said, yanking at my new, uncomfortably tight collar. While Zella had conceded that the blue dress had a certain appeal, she insisted on putting me in a much more fitted pink, striped with sprigs of flowers. I couldn’t argue that the girl in the mirror looked just like the ones I’d passed on the street, especially after Zella fluffed up my locks with a pinned-on hairpiece, but I felt nothing like myself. In 1934, I favored loose blouses, simple dresses, comfortable skirts with pockets. These new—old—whatever—clothes were heavy and constricting, as though they weren’t meant to just cover my body but to mold it, transform it into the body of some other girl, the only kind of girl allowed to exist.

Zella gave me a poke. “Stop leaning against your corset like you’ve just bellied up to a bar.” Her eyebrows pinched together. “It is to provide shape and structure, Miss Genevieve. Like the bark of a graceful tree.”

“Like a straitjacket,” I muttered, and Zella ignored me, settling a straw hat on my head. “I don’t have the money to pay for all this.”

Zella shook her head. “It’s a loan. Matilda asked me to help with your ensemble, lest someone else think about calling for the madhouse.”

“That was one time, and besides, it had more to do with my modern ideas than my clothing.”

“Then it’s even more important you look the part of a proper 1893 girl. There’s a moral panic in the city these days, and you don’t want to get caught up in it. Your fellow downstairs seems to have gotten the right idea—I’d never have pegged him as from the future.”

“He’s not my fellow,” I said, and Zella shot me another grin.

“Not yet, you mean.”

This was all getting quite irritating; I craned my neck to look out the window and winced as the steel bones of my new corset stabbed into me. I bit back a very un-1893 swear and asked, “When will Matilda be here, do you think?”

“Whenever her tyrant of a boss lets her off for lunch,” Zella said, with a sharpness that made me raise an eyebrow.

“You know how brilliant she is, don’t you?”

Zella, who’d been folding a spare dress, eyed me meaningfully. “Anyone who spends five minutes with her knows how brilliant she is.”

“Are you really her cousin?” I blurted it out without thinking—Zella just seemed so fiercely proud of Matilda, a pride that felt more hard-won than mere family relations—and had opened my mouth to apologize for my rudeness when Zella let out a bark of laughter.

“I am, actually. A distant cousin, but a cousin nonetheless, from one of the branches of the family tree that grew rather askew—so much so, according to some, that I hardly count as a Flemming. When my parents passed, I spent several wretched years in an orphanage before escaping to Chicago. Most of the Flemmings wanted me to turn right around and go back where I came from, but Matilda took me in, all but lopping herself off from that Flemming family tree in the process. Still, I don’t believe she minds. Always an independent streak, that one, along with a fondness for adopting strays and horribly corrupting them. The orphanage spent years training me to be a dressmaker, but does Matilda care? Oh no—she’d have me give it all up in an instant.” Zella eyed the typewriter, and I took a step closer, reading the topmost lines: “Colored Women Protest Exclusion from World’s Fair Woman’s Building, by Zella Washington.”

“Washington?” I asked, and Zella shrugged.

“Matilda’s idea. Easier to publish than Robledo.”

“You’re a journalist?”

“I am a dressmaker with a terrible typing habit,” Zella said. “I risk my stable, sensible position writing incendiary articles designed to inflame the spleens of small men.” She kicked at a pile of clippings underneath the desk, and I picked up the topmost one, an editorial by a Mr. Alton Sinclair, raging against Zella, specifically, as well as the LIES AND FICTION MEANT TO DISPARAGE OUR FINE WORLD’S FAIR. There was another editorial by Mr. Sinclair beneath that one, about how the city should arrest those protesting racial injustice, and yet another passionately arguing for the outlawing of women’s bicycles. They reminded me, with a burst of indignation, of those hateful flyers I’d used for my scrap paper, and I spared a moment to imagine roasting Mr. Sinclair over a bonfire made of his own hateful words.

“Imagine,” Zella said, taking the clippings from my hands and tossing them aside. “If not for Matilda, I could remain happily snipping ladies’ dresses rather than making enemies of Chicago’s elite. Watch out, or she’ll encourage you to go your own way, too.”

“I think I was born going my own way.”

Zella laughed. “No wonder she likes you so much.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, but before I could answer, footsteps thundered up the stairs and Ash burst into the attic, his face white as bone and eyes wide.

“Ash! What—”

“We have to go,” he said, reaching forward to grab my wrist. Between my new corset and the cumbersome shoes, I practically fell into his arms, but he just held me tighter, hurrying me down the stairs while Zella chased after us, shouting questions. I had my own slew of questions, but Ash didn’t seem to be in any state to answer them; I could hear his ragged breaths in my ear, feel how cold his hands were.

“That woman—Matilda,” he panted, throwing open the front door with a bang. “She came to the shop. She was going to electrocute me.”

“Electrocute you?!”

“Whoever that woman is,” he said, throwing me a wide-eyed look, “she doesn’t want to help us. I turned back time and—”

“Ash, you shouldn’t have! It’s too dangerous!”

“I know, but Genevieve—I had to get away from her!” He pulled me to a stop, his hands on my shoulders as he stared into my face. I could see every fleck of color in his eyes, and they were large with fear—or, no, not exactly fear … Concern? For me? He looked just like the moment we met, on the balcony in 1934, when he’d thrown time back to keep me from tipping over the edge.

“We’re partners,” he said, breathing hard. “Remember? You watch out for me, I watch out for you, and if something happens to me, I can’t do that.” He sounded terrified, as though he’d nearly lost something and could not bear to let it slip away again.

I wanted to speak but couldn’t find the words. Not that words would have helped, because my throat had gone tight. I simply nodded, and together we hurried back to the boardinghouse, Ash throwing glances over his shoulder as though he expected Matilda to pop up behind us.

“I don’t understand.” The disparity of time plaguing the boardinghouse seemed to have resolved, Mrs. Cepak cheerily wishing us a good morning as I hurried after Ash up the stairs. “Why would Matilda go after you? When I left her last night she seemed eager to talk to you—”

Ash had reached the landing and thrown open our door, but just then a brilliant flash of light burst from our room, along with a loud crackle.

“Ash!” I ran inside as he crumpled to the ground, a whipcrack of electricity slicing through the air.

My first instinct was to drop to my knees to help him, but a stern voice barked, “Get back!” and I shrank away, looking up to see—

“Matilda!”

She stood against the far wall, a small metal box clenched between her hands. Fine filament wires snaked from the box to Ash’s body, glittering as he flinched and jerked, eyes screwed shut and face white.

“What are you doing?!” I shouted. “Stop!”

But Matilda didn’t move, glaring down at Ash. “He’s been causing problems all over the city.” Her voice was full of warning, her hand on the box’s black dial, and I felt my throat close up with panic.

“I don’t—Whatever he’s done—he didn’t mean to! Please—please—you’re hurting him!” When Ash let out another whimper of pain, his eyes slits, I cried out, “He won’t turn back time, I promise—Ash, do you hear me? Don’t touch time!”

I wasn’t sure he even knew what was happening, but he nodded, jerky and stiff. I looked to Matilda, ready to fall to my knees and beg, and she let out an angry huff, cutting the electricity in one quick shudder.

“Do anything funny, and I’ll hit the switch again!” She pointed a finger at Ash, still on the ground, panting for air. “I won’t let you destroy time!”

I dropped to Ash’s side. He was pale, sweaty, shivery, but he seemed to be intact, though the silvery hooks embedded in his clothes glittered, dozens of tiny threats.

“Sh-she’s supp-posed to help-p us?” Ash, blinking hard, seemed to be having difficulty speaking. Matilda let out a scoff.

“You have no idea how much I’ve been helping—cleaning up your messes all week!” She sounded annoyed, and Ash and I gave each other confused looks.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Matilda shook her head. “My temporal field meter has been clocking disruptions and anomalies—here, at the World’s Fair, at the Open Board of Trade—across the city! Trains running off schedule, watches not working right. I didn’t realize it was the fault of a person until you said you arrived in 1893 with a time traveler.”

Ash tried to stand, and I slid an arm underneath him before helping him into one of the chairs. “Is th-that why you electrocuted m-me?”

“I electrocuted you to keep you from manipulating time—again, I’ll add. I was on my way to Zella’s shop when my temporal meter alerted me to another disruption. I assumed that in some version of history, I had arrived at the shop and attempted to speak with you and you had reversed time to escape. Fortunately, Genevieve gave me your address, so I thought it best to wait for you here.”

“You set a trap?” Ash sounded slightly more like himself, if also rather bitter—not that I could blame him.

“To keep you from destroying time, just like you did in 1934!”

That made my head swivel in Matilda’s direction so fast I got a crick in my neck.

“No,” I said, “no, that’s not right. I told you last night: It was my particle accelerator that caused the apocalypse in 1934. Ash’s time travel helped us escape.”

“I thought about that.” Matilda shifted the electric box to one hand so she could retrieve several pieces of folded-up paper from her purse. She handed them to me, and my eyes raced over the swirl of complicated equations. “You believed it set off a chain reaction, igniting the atmosphere. But I did the calculations, and unless the laws of science fundamentally change in the next forty-one years—or unless I underestimated how much raw material a young girl could get her hands on—the chances of kicking off an apocalyptic event are near zero. No—it wasn’t you. It was him.” She paused and studied Ash, all traces of anger gone, replaced with something closer to pity. “You truly can’t feel what you’re doing?”

“What is he doing?” I asked. “I know he’s able to manipulate spacetime—that’s what it’s called, time and gravity and space fused into one—”

“I get it.” Matilda held up a hand. “He’s not just manipulating it. He’s stressing it. And, in 1934, breaking it.”

“That’s the time slipping?” Ash asked.

Matilda, confused, looked to me for an explanation, but how could I explain what I didn’t understand? “He says … every now and then, when he moves time around, he goes to a place where … time doesn’t exist. But that can’t be right—time exists everywhere.”

Matilda was already shaking her head. “Time’s a matter of perspective. No movement, no measurement, no time.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

She let out an exasperated breath, as though surprised she had to explain this to me. “Imagine the whole universe like a piece of bread dough, slowly getting pulled out by the corners. The sheet of dough is space, the outward expansion is time. Your friend’s ability works by pinching the dough together. Time gets constricted, then the dough stretches out again, the moment happens again. But what would happen if instead of squeezing the dough, he held it tight?” She gave me an appraising look.

“No movement.”

“No time. Now, what happens when you hold on to something that’s still expanding?” With the box under one arm, she pulled out a handkerchief, thin as tissue, and walked over to the table. “Stretch it tight,” she told Ash. Hesitantly, Ash pulled it taut while Matilda gripped a piece of it. In an instant, her nail tore through the delicate material, leaving a hole. Ash let go and began to apologize, but Matilda ignored him.

“The jagged edge won’t move, either. No time.”

“But the handkerchief, dough, whatever—it’s still getting pulled, right?” Ash held it up. “So what’s happening to the hole?”

Matilda, her expression hard, gave a yank. The hole split apart—one piece of the handkerchief in Ash’s hand, one in hers.

“That was 1934,” she said. “Your past. My future.”

“But I’ve been moving time around for ten years without any problems!” Ash protested.

“Every manipulation you make affects time. Every single one weakens spacetime. Do it too often, and you get your time slipping: It freezes you into place until you fight your way out of it. Stress time even more, and that’s how it breaks. So you tell me. What were you doing right before you fell forty-one years into the past?”

Ash blinked, then let out a laugh. Shook his head. “I was trying to figure out how to stop the apocalypse. That was why I went to Chicago in the first place. It was supposed to happen that day, in that location, so I asked every single person there what might cause the end of the world. I talked to, I don’t know, a thousand people, and I pulled time back before each one.”

Matilda rolled her eyes and sighed. “Well, that’d do it, then.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

ASH


I’d broken the universe? I winced as Genevieve turned toward Matilda.

“We need Ash’s time-traveling ability to get us back to 1934,” she said. “How do we harness that without breaking time here?”

“Or electrocuting me,” I added. My heart still felt like it was going about ten times faster than normal.

“We’ll have to study him,” Matilda answered, and the two of them glanced over at me like I was a broken-down pickup—a smoking pickup, one that might explode any second. “I need to know how he causes those anomalies.”

“You said your meter can detect when Ash distorts time,” Genevieve said. “Would that help?”

Matilda thought it over. “It’s not precise enough. I’ll need my temporal field detector, and that’s back at the lab.” As she talked, she yanked at the slim silvery darts pinned into my clothes, wound them back up, and slid them into the metal box in her hand, but just before she caught the last one, she eyed me. “Until we’ve figured this out, you cannot manipulate time. Do you understand me? That is absolutely imperative!”

“Right, got it,” I said, plucking at the dart, and Matilda shot a look at Genevieve, who grimaced.

“He’ll try his best.”

“He better,” Matilda said, sounding like she already regretted trusting me, “or he might fall through time again. I doubt there will be anyone performing temporal field tests in the past to catch him—he could slip through time forever.”

Was that a joke? I glanced at Genevieve, who looked a little queasy.

“No time travel,” I said. “Got it.”

“Let’s go.” Matilda led the way out the door, down the stairs, and through the front sitting room—no Mrs. Cepak at the desk, which was strange, since she always liked to park herself there during the day. Matilda threw open the front door and stopped so short Genevieve walked right into her.

“What …?” Matilda breathed, looking up. It was just like this morning but in reverse, the sky transformed from a bright midday blue to sunset-streaked orange. “But it couldn’t be later than …” She spun around on me with a glare. “How much time travel did you do in that boardinghouse? You’ve entirely upset the flow of time!”

“That was my fault!” Genevieve slid between us. “Our first night, I ran him through dozens of experiments. I’m sorry. I had no idea!”

“Be that as it may,” Matilda said, looking anxious, “I’ve now been on my lunch break for hours. Come on—not you.” She put out a hand to me. “You stay right here—out of the boardinghouse and out of trouble. We’ll fetch you when we know how to contain you, assuming you haven’t made Swiss cheese out of spacetime!”

She hurried down the front stairs, while Genevieve threw me an apologetic half smile. “I’m sorry, Ash. Why don’t you meet us at Matilda’s in a few hours? Here—” She reached into her bag and pulled out a pencil and scrap of paper and scrawled an address.

“What’m I supposed to do now?” I asked, taking the paper, but just then, Matilda hollered to hurry up.

“I’ll see you tonight—don’t go back inside!” Genevieve waved a goodbye and left me fighting the urge to run after her: I didn’t love watching her go off with a woman who’d almost fried me to a crisp.

No following them, no waiting in our room, no getting into trouble—all I could do was park myself on the stoop, watching the slow-moving carriages roll by and thinking over what Matilda had told us.

I had caused the apocalypse.

How was I supposed to make it right when the only thing I knew how to do was exactly what had gotten us into this mess?

My stomach rumbled, ready for … breakfast? Dinner? I’d lost track of what meal I should be on but pushed myself to my feet anyway, wondering where I could find something to eat outside of Mrs. Cepak’s kitchen, when a familiar jingle of horse reins chimed down the street. I looked up to see Ellery, waving at me as he maneuvered his carriage to a stop.

“Oh good—I was hoping I’d find you here!”

“Ellery!” I put out a hand, and he leaped from the carriage. He was so keyed up his handshake almost yanked me off my feet.

“Ash, I can’t even begin to—It was just—And Father couldn’t—” He talked so fast the words kept jamming up before they could make it out of his mouth.

“Whoa—slow down. What happened?”

“Your tip.“ Ellery leaned in, his eyes shining. “It worked!”

“Oh—oh!” That felt like a million years ago—Ellery and the Board of Trade and the big bet. “Hey, that’s great!”

“You have no idea.” He practically bounced on his toes. “I needed that windfall. My father had cut off my inheritance after our adventure on the Open Board, and when I put all I had left on shorting the market, well—” He burst into a laugh. “I thought Father would have a fit when the bet paid off! I’ve never seen him so astonished! I daresay he may have thought it the first commendable thing I’d ever done in my entire life. Ash—how did you know?”

I sat back down on the steps, making room for Ellery, and said, “Just a feeling, I guess.” But Ellery didn’t look convinced. Before he could ask more questions, I added quickly, “So, you’re free of any expectations … what’re you gonna do?”

“Well,” he said with a nervous laugh, “I thought perhaps I would start by asking if you might like a housemate for your new apartment.”

I’d completely forgotten: This morning, I’d considered starting over here in 1893. But that had been before I’d stared down the possibility of another apocalypse, before I’d been warned never to time-travel again, before I’d met Matilda and her twitchy trigger finger. Would she even let me stay, knowing I could split apart her universe any second?

Ellery must’ve noticed me hesitating because he added, “I only thought—well … I’ve been thinking about what you said. Everything you said, really. How I should keep the lessons of the World’s Fair alive, how I’m destined for more …” His voice trailed off, and he gazed up at the sunset sky.

“My father has many thoughts about the future, but they are grim. He thinks the world is falling apart thanks to suffragists and activists and immigrants, that we are headed for doom unless we live the kind of upright, respectable lives he believes best. But I am not my father. I don’t want to follow in those footsteps.

“I have always imagined a bright, clean, modern future! But I couldn’t see a way to get there until I met you, Ash.” He smiled softly. “I would like to spread the ideas of our great fair, and now, thanks to you, I have the capital to try. Just imagine! A clean, modern, enlightened way of living: graceful and civilized, but forward-thinking and bold! Cities built for beauty, for the betterment of their people. Safe electric lights in every home, the finest methods for instructing children, thoughtfully designed buildings beside manicured parks and gardens. A dream world, made real!”

He made it sound so good, leaning forward while he talked until he looked like he was about to soar off into that incredible future, but something in my expression made his smile slip. He tilted his head at me, unsure.

“What is it?” he asked. “What am I missing?”

I had to fight the urge to pull time back, scrub the doubt from my face, but when Ellery added, “Please, Ash. I want to know,” I let out a sigh.

“It sounds amazing, honest. It’s just … Real life … it’s not so easy. I should know: I grew up in someone’s dream world.” I expected him to look crestfallen, but instead he turned toward me, excited.

“But that’s exactly why I’m telling you all this, Ash!”

“Me?”

He caught my gaze, steady and serious. “Will you help me?”

“Help you … what?”

“Help me make my dreams real. There’s so much to do, I don’t even know where to begin, but you—I think you do. You understood the market, you took the measure of my father, you know how the world really works! I need you.”

Something cracked inside me, something I didn’t even know was made out of stone, and I stared at Ellery, astonished.

I need you.

No one had ever said that to me.

I’d grown up hearing that I was nothing, worthless, broken and faithless and weak, and only Harmony would take me in, only Father Daily had the grace and compassion to save me, save all of us. Even with Archie’s voice and his radio telling me otherwise, I’d never realized just how much I’d believed it.

But Ellery’d seen something else, the way I saw someone other than the son who’d never live up to his pop’s expectations. He needed me, and he needed me here. If I went back to 1934, I’d go back to being worthless, nothing Ash, and Ellery might go right back underneath his father’s thumb. But if I stayed …

“So?” he asked, though from the way his mouth quirked into a smile, I was pretty sure he already knew my answer. “Want to help me build the future?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

GENEVIEVE


“You wait outside,” Matilda told me as we approached Science Hall. When I started to protest, she cut me off: “I am aware that Zella has worked her usual magic on your comportment, but the less Dr. Wallace sees of you, the better.”

I couldn’t argue with that, and I found myself a bench near what would become the central quadrangle. My feet ached—how had no one in the 1890s caught on to the fact that narrow points were a terrible shape for shoes? And furthermore, far from helping me blend into the crowd, this new outfit seemed downright eye-catching. Nearly every passing fellow wished me a good evening, and two stopped to chat about the summer heat.

After shooing them away, I wondered if I should find some dense shrubbery behind which I could safely render myself invisible, but just then Matilda appeared, lips pressed together and hands empty.

“Matilda!” I rose from the bench. “What happened?”

“Sacked,” she said, spitting out the word.

“What? For coming back late from your lunch hour?!”

She shook her head. “It’s been brewing for weeks. A local businessman has been inviting university professors to give special lectures for the fair, and Dr. Wallace wants a spot—he keeps saying it’s his chance to impress ‘people of fine quality.’ He asked me to help come up with a topic.” She shot me a look that translated to do all the damn work and get none of the credit. “I’d suggested the temporal field detector, but he didn’t believe my data was sound. I walked in to see him ordering his grad students to dismantle my machine so they could make room for other projects, and, well, I told him what I thought about that.” She sighed, although she didn’t look particularly remorseful. “If it’d been just the two of us, he would’ve let it go, but he had an audience, and an uneducated, working-class woman of color simply does not speak so to her white, male, professorial employer. He dismissed me immediately.”

“Well—good riddance!” I said. “I’m sorry you’ll have to find another job, but you’re too good to be anyone’s secretary, Matilda—especially that toad!”

“There’s more. I told him he was a fool for not understanding the importance of the temporal field detector. I didn’t come right out and say it’d caught time travelers from the future, but I made it sound significant enough that he’s not scrapping it.”

“Oh! But that’s—good?”

She shook her head, irritated. “He took it home with him, far from prying eyes and far from me, too, I’d bet.”

While she spoke, I chewed my lip, thinking. “You used to clean his house—you know where he lives.”

“Fat lot of good that’d do. I haven’t got a key anymore, if that’s what you’re thinking, and the servants there don’t have any love in their hearts for me. If they see me—or you—they’ll sound the alarm.”

“Then we’ll need to be sure they don’t see us,” I said, sitting up so straight in my corset that Zella would have been proud.

“And how do you propose that?”

I took a deep breath. Telling Ash about my secret still felt impossible, but as Matilda studied me, the butterflies in my stomach quieted. We were alike. Not in our skin or our backgrounds or our circumstances. Not even in our brainpower—I could only dream of her brilliance. But she knew what it was like to disappear.

“I can turn invisible.”

Her eyebrows sailed halfway up her forehead.

“Invisible!” Disbelief flickered in her face, and I glanced around, held up my hand, and vanished my right arm, just long enough for her to catch it. She let out a sharp cry before plucking a handkerchief from her purse and patting wildly at her temples.

“A time traveler, and an invisible girl …” she whispered, shaking her head. “Is everyone in 1934 so odd?”

“No.” Then I considered it and shrugged. “I haven’t come across any others like us, but now you mention it, I have often wondered if there might be some genetic component to it. I have two sisters, and—”

Matilda held up a hand. “We will return to genetics later. You’re saying you can disappear … and get us into Dr. Wallace’s house?”

“Just me,” I corrected. “I can only turn myself invisible.”

“That’s not true: Your sleeve vanished along with your arm. And you stay solid, don’t you? Seems to me, you project some kind of field that distorts light around your body. Why not extend that field around me?”

It was, in what I recognized as typical Matilda, so brilliantly simple I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it earlier.

Matilda rose to her feet. “We’ll practice at my house and go over tonight. He’s got a faculty club dinner; he’ll be gone for hours.”

Reluctantly, I followed her, my confidence wavering.

“There’s just one small problem,” I said, hurrying to keep up as Matilda marched down the sidewalk. “My invisibility has been … misbehaving since arriving in 1893. I haven’t been able to control it—that was how you spotted me in the lab yesterday. It wore off or … I don’t know! Falling back in time has affected Ash’s ability—what if it altered mine as well?”

“I doubt it,” Matilda said bluntly. “Ash’s ability relates to time. It follows that falling into the past would change how it works. But yours is simple optics. You’re sure the problems started here?”

I was about to nod when I realized that wasn’t quite right. I’d had trouble at the Science Congress balcony and first felt my invisibility acting up while talking to Ruby in the greenhouse. Matilda, who’d been watching me closely, nodded.

“It’s probably a matter of confidence and comprehension. How do you trigger it?”

“Oh! Well, I … think of it?” I could tell Matilda was unimpressed. No doubt if she had discovered she could manifest some strange new power, she would have discovered exactly why and how it worked.

“Sounds like that’s not good enough,” Matilda said, though not unkindly. We’d reached her brick house, the front garden buzzing with insects, and when I stepped inside, I was surprised to hear the sounds of cooking. Of course—it was near eight in the evening, most of our day swallowed up and distorted by Ash’s time jumps, and Zella would be home from work now. She called out a greeting when she heard us come in and seemed both unsurprised by my presence and undaunted by news of Matilda’s firing—clearly, she shared my low opinion of Dr. Wallace.

I wondered how Matilda would explain what I was doing here and nearly fell over sideways when she came out with it: “We’re going to figure out how Genevieve can turn me invisible, along with herself, so we can break into Dr. Wallace’s home and steal my temporal field detector.”

After a moment of stunned silence, during which I appreciated how often Ash must be tempted to zip time into reverse and erase such awkwardness, Zella burst into delighted laughter.

“Any other secrets you’re hiding, Miss Genevieve?” Another chuckle, then she retreated into the kitchen to let us get to work.

“We should start with you disappearing yourself,” Matilda said, once we’d pushed the furniture in her small sitting room to the walls. “Pay attention to what triggers the effect.”

But it was one thing to wrestle with my invisibility alone and quite another to do so in front of Matilda. I took a deep breath and focused on that strange vanishing feeling. For a moment, I could sense it working, swallowing me up into nothing, and then it blinked away, leaving me decidedly visible on Matilda’s rag rug.

“Try again,” Matilda encouraged. I nodded and closed my eyes this time.

Disappear … disappear …

“Good,” Matilda said, and then I felt her hand grasp mine. “Now try to push the field outward, around me.”

But it had grown shakier before she even got out the words, as though my invisibility were an unraveling gossamer shawl. My eyes snapped open just as Matilda’s fingers blinked out, reappeared, blinked out, reappeared, this time along with my arm—and then the whole thing fell apart once more.

“Damn!” I said, pulling my hand away.

“Focus on something else and try again.” Was Matilda frustrated with me? Annoyed that I had promised something I could not deliver? And why couldn’t I do this? Why was it so difficult?

Because you are not nearly as talented as you imagine, and now Matilda can see it plainly for herself.

“Genevieve, did you hear me?”

You must be such a disappointment to her—did you really think you two were alike? Matilda would have worked this out. What kind of scientist are you?

“Genevieve!” I felt her hand touch my shoulder, but I had my eyes screwed shut, my back to her, my brain a swirl of dark thoughts: I would never figure this out, we would never get back Matilda’s device, I would be stuck here in 1893, Ash would be stuck here in 1893, he would be so disappointed, he had trusted me to bring him home, I was his partner and I had—

“Genevieve!” The hand on my shoulder gripped so tightly that my eyes snapped open to see—nothing. No me, and no Matilda, either. But I could feel her, could hear her breathing, her laughter.

“Wh-where did you both go?!”

Zella was in the doorway, her mouth open in shock.

I couldn’t speak, and in another moment Matilda and I reappeared in a whoosh, her face lit up with excitement.

“Good,” she said. “Now, do it again.”

“But I wasn’t trying to disappear that time!”

“And yet you triggered your ability. What were you thinking of?”

The question made me burst out in a bitter laugh. “I was—” I couldn’t get more words out, my throat closing up tight. I swallowed, surprised to feel tears prick my eyes. “I was—disappointed—in myself. Convinced I was a … a miserable … failure.” It came out in a whisper. As a troubled look came over Matilda’s face, I gasped. “That’s it, isn’t it? When I’m angry at myself, when I hate myself, when I want to disappear—I do.”

“Oh, Miss Genevieve …” From the doorway, Zella watched me with soft eyes, wringing the towel in her hands. “You can’t—”

“I want to try again.” I grabbed Matilda’s hand. She opened her mouth, but I was already riffling through those secret, terrible thoughts I had always tried to bury: I wasn’t as brilliant as Ruby, as beautiful as Henny, as lovable or charming as either one; I was annoying; I talked about boring things; I put people off; I would never have a real friend. And I would never fall in—

A gasp of surprise from Zella, Matilda and I both vanishing, and then Matilda took a hasty step away, reappearing the moment we broke contact.

“All right, that’s enough, Genevieve.” Matilda’s voice had an edge of nerves as she gazed into the nothing that was me. “Come back now.”

But I couldn’t. For so long, I had built a wall between me and this muck, and now that I wallowed in it, gladly stepped right in, I could feel it tugging at me, wanting to keep me here in this dark place. Making myself visible again felt as pointless as yanking at the tops of my boots to free myself from a sinking mud pool …

“Miss Genevieve—are you all right? Matilda, help her!”

One of Matilda’s hands stretched out into empty air, and I grabbed it before I could sink any further, bursting into view with a gasp.

“It’s my own head,” I said, panting. “I can make myself invisible simply by giving in to those thoughts.”

Zella looked stricken. “But Miss Genevieve, that’s terrible! Matilda, you can’t allow her to put herself through that!”

Matilda was studying me. I expected her to agree with Zella and forbid me from giving in to the darkness in my head. But as her expression softened, I could see: She knew how I felt. I didn’t embrace invisibility because it allowed me to sneak around at night or free myself from the observations of others; some part of me wanted to disappear.

“She’ll be all right,” she said to Zella, her voice quiet but firm. “She’ll be with me.”

“Imagining terrible things?” Zella shook her head. “Your entire plan to get back your invention relies on this poor girl putting herself through misery?”

“Are you kidding?” I let out a slightly hysterical laugh. “I’ve been training for this my whole life.”

■ ■ ■

For the rest of the evening, Zella wouldn’t stop fluttering around, wearing a pinched look of concern, insisting first that we eat something, then that we change out of our light-colored clothing.

“Pants?” Matilda said, dubious.

“Pants!” I said, delighted, and Matilda took the proffered trousers with a grimace.

“Now you really must keep control of your invisibility …”

Fortunately for Matilda’s dignity, it was easier than I could have imagined to pull down the (rather shaky) fence penning in the scolding, anxious voice that lived in my brain.

Don’t mess this up, the way you mess up everything. Matilda is counting on you, and if you let her down—

And we were both gone, vanished into thin air.

We reached Dr. Wallace’s house quickly; even in my time, this elegant neighborhood popular with professors brushed up against humbler homes belonging to laborers and domestic workers.

“I’ve been here,” I whispered, surprised, my hand tight around Matilda’s as we approached a handsome redbrick mansion, its grand front turret softly illuminated from within. “Or I will be. My mother’s friend owns this house in 1934. I must’ve been to a dozen parties here. That’s the library, isn’t it? On the second floor.”

“Yes,” Matilda whispered back.

“We should go in through the cellar. There’s that staircase—”

“Right to the study. Yes, good idea.”

The door, half hidden down a muddy slope at the side of the house, was locked, but the cheap iron lock popped off with only a twist from a fallen tree branch. And then we were inside, breathing damp, earthy air and winding through covered furniture and spare carriage parts until we reached the twisting spiral staircase. We went slowly, holding hands: Matilda first, then me, our footsteps muffled by the soft-soled shoes Zella had given us. When Matilda reached the door to the second-floor hallway, she paused, listening, then swung open the door, her hand tight on mine, and we were through.

The library looked much as I remembered it: Tall shelves lined three of the four walls, the last taken up by a large picture window covered by rich dark red curtains. A writing desk stood off in one corner, a high-backed chair perched in front of an unlit fireplace, and on a large wooden table in the center of the room:

“My machine!” Matilda reappeared as she rushed forward, looking stricken. Quickly, I pulled away my own invisibility, shut the door behind us, and turned up one of the dimly burning gas lamps to see the wreckage. It had looked boxy and cumbersome back in the lab, a mass of inelegant parts and wires, but now it was more dismembered corpse, the table littered with various pieces that Matilda examined with concern.

“That idiot! He popped out the converter!”

“Can you fix it?” I asked, hurrying over. “More importantly, can you fix it in the next five minutes?” Matilda had assured me it’d be no trouble getting the device out the door, but that didn’t account for her having to put it back together first. She peered into its metal guts.

“Not sure. I might be able to strip out its most important—” Her words broke off as a door slammed downstairs. We locked eyes, hearing the rumble of a man’s voice, a woman’s replies, and then we moved quickly: Matilda reaching into the device, me hurrying to turn the gas lamp down.

“Hold on,” Matilda whispered, “I just need to—”

I’d opened the door again but froze as footsteps echoed down the hall, along with Dr. Wallace’s deep voice: “… a tray in the study—and the thirty-year port.”

I closed the door, Matilda at my side with her hand slipping around mine.

“Disappear!” she hissed, digging her fingernails into my skin, and I nodded, frantic, telling myself to turn Matilda invisible, do it NOW or she’ll be caught and it’ll be ALL! YOUR! FAULT! But there seemed to be something else inside me, something that was resisting those words, that pull into the darkness.

The door flew open, and Matilda and I pressed ourselves to the wall, hardly daring to breathe. If Dr. Wallace had preferred to work in peace, we would have been found out, but perhaps because he expected a dinner tray, he left the large, wide, ornately carved door open. Matilda and I inched behind it as he turned up the lights and strode to the table in the center of the room.

Panic prickled over my skin, my stupidly visible skin, and when I glanced at Matilda, I caught the pure fear in her face, my heart sinking even further. What would Dr. Wallace do if he found her there? Arrest her? Ruin her?

And it would be your fault, your fault …

For one brief moment, my invisibility swallowed us up into nothing; then I lost control again. Every time I tried to push myself into the darkness of my thoughts, another force within me fought back, kicking hard for the surface.

Hidden behind the door, I could see just a sliver of the room: Dr. Wallace, his eyes on the device, picked up a small screwdriver from the table and began to attack Matilda’s work, while her sweaty palm twitched in mine. With a hard yank, he withdrew a small, delicate metal ring surrounding several bright gears. Beside me, Matilda stiffened.

“Here’s your dinner, Dr. Wallace!” At the maid’s cheery cry, I jumped—and unfortunately, so did Dr. Wallace, the mechanism slipping from his fingers. Forty-one years later, this floor would be cushioned by Mrs. Carroll’s vast collection of flowered rugs, but in 1893, it was hard marble, and even from the other side of the room, I could hear the sound of several fragile gears shattering.

Matilda let out a moan before slapping her hand over her mouth.

Dr. Wallace, who’d sworn as the mechanism slipped through his fingers, had been turning toward the maid when he froze, wearing a look of surprise.

“Put it on the desk,” he told the girl as Matilda pressed herself closer to me, so close I could feel her tremble.

Now, I told myself, NOW! I squeezed her hand—but nothing happened, nothing, and Dr. Wallace’s footsteps drew nearer; any moment he would throw the door back, spot us here, shout for the police, and it would be my fault, my fault, my fault …

No.

A voice stronger than the shrill screams sounded deep inside me, reverberating like a gong.

No. I was not going to let Matilda get into trouble. I was not going to let her down.

There was a whistle of air as Matilda sucked in a desperate breath, as Dr. Wallace’s fingers crept around the side of the door, and then the door flew away and I saw his searching face, his surprise—at … nothing.

Matilda’s hand was clamped around mine, her body so rigid I could have been standing beside a statue—an invisible statue.

Dr. Wallace shook his head, let the door hang halfway open, and turned back to the table, to the pieces of the shattered mechanism on the floor. That was all I needed to see. I hurried forward on tiptoe, dragging Matilda behind me, out the door and back through the hallway to the stairs. Within moments we had reached the cellar, wound our way out the side door, and raced across the dewy grass, gulping down fresh air.

We didn’t stop until we reached Matilda’s house, where she reappeared at the front door, fumbling with the knob before throwing it open. Zella, in the sitting room, leaped to her feet.

“Are you all right? Did you get your device?”

“No! And worse than that, the idiot destroyed my tourbillon! Where I’ll get another of that quality, I can’t even begin to—”

“Where’s Genevieve?”

Matilda spun around.

“Genevieve?”

I couldn’t speak, but she could feel me, and as her hand circled my biceps, I tried—and failed—to reappear. Everything felt far away, that deep, determined, ringing voice replaced by a high-pitched whine: You let her down, you’re a disappointment, a failure, you lost control again, you—

“Genevieve!”

I couldn’t make myself appear, couldn’t break through the blackness in my head.

“Genevieve—whatever those thoughts are telling you, they aren’t real! Do you hear me? Stop listening to them!”

But they were so loud, so insistent, flying around my skull like bats, drowning out Zella’s shouts and Matilda’s steady, insistent voice.

“… hear me … listen … do you—”

I didn’t even realize I was speaking, was apologizing, until I felt a hard shake on my arm, jarring me back to reality: “You stop that, right now! You don’t have a thing to be sorry for. You got me in and out of that house safely, just like you promised. You were brilliant. You are brilliant, Genevieve.”

“No, no, I’m not, I’m—”

Another shake, yanking me back to the surface.

“Yes. You are. Say it.”

I couldn’t form the words, and a protest screeched inside my head—how wrong Matilda was, how little she knew me.

No. It was that same deep, reverberating feeling countering the screech with simple truth. Matilda was not wrong about things. She was not wrong about me. And if she said I was brilliant …

I hiccoughed and tried to find my voice, but in the end all that came out was a tiny croak: “I’m … b-brilliant.”

My body popped into view, my nose nearly level with Matilda’s, her brown eyes lit up and proud, and I immediately burst into tears.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ASH


The address Genevieve gave me belonged to a little redbrick house, close enough to the university campus and the fair just beyond that I could see the lights of the Midway flashing against low clouds in the dark sky.

I’d left Ellery, promising we’d talk soon and wondering how I’d tell Genevieve that I wanted to stay in 1893.

A bright, clean, modern future! Want to help me build it?

Imagine that. Building a future. And not the doom-and-gloom kind of future I grew up with, not something to be afraid of but something to be excited about. Genevieve would understand: She had her own exciting future waiting for her in 1934. Even though part of me wanted to see what she’d do next … she didn’t need me. Ellery did.

I knocked on the door, and the woman from the shop, Zella, answered, smiling at me broadly.

“Well, don’t you have good timing! Supper’s just on the table.”

“That better just’ve been luck that got him here on time,” Matilda called as Zella took my hat and closed the door. I followed my nose to a cozy kitchen, where Matilda and Genevieve sat with plates of food in front of them. Matilda was eyeing me, and Genevieve … She was smiling, but a thin smile, like it’d been slapped on there. And—were her eyes red? Had she been … crying?

“Everything okay?” I asked. “What happened at the lab?”

“We had to go to—”

“The other side of campus,” Genevieve said, shooting Matilda a tight smile. “Dr. Wallace had moved the device, and unfortunately, he broke it before we got there.”

More lies? This was starting to feel kinda personal.

“Oh,” I said, sliding into the seat next to her. “Sorry to hear that.” Zella handed me a plate, and I took it, nodding my thanks. “So, what next?”

“We were just talking about that,” Genevieve said. “I have some ideas for how to make your time traveling less disruptive to spacetime.”

“I could time-travel in 1893 without messing everything up?” I didn’t mean to sound so excited, but by staying in 1893, I figured I’d be giving up time travel. If there was a way to do it safely …

“Possibly,” Matilda answered. “It would be much easier to work out if I had my temporal field detector up and running. I would rebuild it, but who knows where I’d get another tourbillon. Out of everything Dr. Wallace could have broken, he picks the one thing that’s entirely irreplaceable!”

I swallowed my forkful of food—roast chicken next to a pillowy mound of mashed potatoes. “A tore-be-what?”

“Tourbillon,” Genevieve said. “A specialized mechanism used to keep time to a highly accurate degree.”

“Usually for watches,” Matilda added, “but ours was bigger, special-made for scientific use, ordered direct from Switzerland. They’re the only ones who make them so precise. It took months to arrive!”

“Bigger like … this size?” I took Genevieve’s hand and traced a circle around her palm. When Matilda nodded, I shrugged. “I’ve seen one. I can get it for you, no problem. I mean, if you figure out how to fix my time traveling so I don’t break the universe, y’know, again. Who’s the cook? This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten!” I shoveled my fork into the mashed potatoes while three faces stared back at me.

“What do you mean you’ve seen one?” Genevieve asked, recovering first, and that set the rest of them off:

“You can get it?”

“Where could you possibly have seen it?!”

“The potatoes are a family recipe—the secret’s a dash of lemon juice, to cut the cream.”

“It’s at the World’s Fair,” I answered. “A tory-whatever, from Switzerland, about two and a half inches, made for scientists. They’ve got one in the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building, right on the ground floor.”

“How … do you possibly know that?” Matilda asked, and I shrugged.

“It’s a clock thing, right? I like those exhibits.”

Stunned, Genevieve let out a burst of laughter, her fork clattering to her plate. “Perfect. So we just need to break into the World’s Fair and steal a … what did you call it? A tory-whatever.”

“It’s easy. You’re gonna make my time traveling safe, right? So all I’ll need to do is sneak in, lift it out of the display, and sneak out. If anyone spots me, I turn back time and try again. Same way I nicked cake from the Harmony kitchens.”

“There are guards,” Matilda said, doubtful. “Armed and well paid.”

I shrugged again. “Can’t be any worse than the matrons.”

“I don’t like the idea of relying on your time travel.” Matilda shook her head. “If something goes wrong … It would be better if Genevieve—”

“Went along?” Genevieve jumped in, eyebrow arched. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

The look on Matilda’s face made it seem like that wasn’t exactly what she was thinking, but she kept her mouth shut.

“Why?” I asked. “No offense, I know you can handle yourself, but you don’t seem the breaking and entering sort.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, and then paused, thinking something over. “Actually, maybe I should go by myself.”

“Absolutely not,” I blurted out, imagining Genevieve running into those armed and well-paid guards, but now Matilda was looking at me with a strange look, and I shifted in my seat. “I mean—we agreed. Partners. We work together.”

“Then that’s settled!” Zella said brightly. “Matilda and Genevieve will make sure Ash doesn’t rip time apart, Genevieve and Ash will break into the World’s Fair, and I’ll get everyone kitted out—what are you, dear, about a thirty long?”

Genevieve and I both turned to Matilda, who dropped her fork onto her plate.

“Guess we better get to work.”

■ ■ ■

Three hours in Matilda’s hands, getting hooked up to her machines, gave me a new appreciation for Genevieve’s patience with her test subjects. They finally sent me off to bed after Genevieve realized I’d been standing for thirty minutes in the same spot while they argued over how exactly my ability caused fluctuations in time.

I stumbled down the stairs, rubbing my knuckles over my eyes. All I wanted was a few hours horizontal on the sitting room couch, but then I heard the snap-snap of a typewriter coming from the kitchen. I wandered in to see Zella at the table, squinting down at some notes.

“They took pity on you?” she asked, not looking up. “Sounded like they were frying catfish up there.”

“Felt like it, too.” I took the chair next to her and glanced at the stack of pages on the table. “What’s this?”

“A front-page story, I hope. You can take a look, but I’ll expect only compliments, thank you.”

“‘Midway Performers on Strike,’” I read. “‘A representative of native people from Southern Labrador currently residing at the World’s Fair—’ People live at the fair?”

“You didn’t see them? Groups from Japan, Lapland, Dahomey? Native people, brought to the fair as human displays.”

“I thought the Midway was games and the Ferris Wheel. Beer gardens, Irish castle.”

“Keep walking and you’ll find exhibits from around the world. I say exhibits but some are closer to zoos. That group from Labrador was brought here under false pretenses and a predatory contract, forced to live in shabby huts, to allow strangers to gawk at them and their children. The last straw came when they were punished—money and food withheld—for not wearing their traditional sealskin coats and furs. It was ninety degrees last week, in case you didn’t know.”

“I didn’t,” I said honestly. “I didn’t know about any of this.”

“It’s not something the fair advertises.” Zella plucked the paper from my fingers and set it back on the pile. “The organizers would have everyone believe the White City is an unblemished success, but there is quite a bit of muck lurking beneath that whitewash.”

“What do you mean?”

Zella raised an eyebrow, like she wasn’t sure whether I wanted to know more or wanted to argue. “You haven’t heard about the protests? No, what am I thinking—barely anyone in 1893 knows about them, I can’t imagine they’re popular history in 1934.” She turned and rummaged around in a desk drawer, returning with a folded booklet titled THE REASON WHY The Colored American is not in the World’s Columbian Exposition.

“The fair refuses to acknowledge contributions by people of color,” Zella explained, “unless you count exhibits about precolonial America. As though native people simply vanished the moment Columbus set foot here! So there have been protests, boycotts, writings like this. The message is simple: Our stories deserve to be told, even if makes their history harder to hear.”

While she spoke, I searched my memory of the fair and realized she was right: I couldn’t remember anybody celebrated who wasn’t white, and out of those, almost all were men. Even the Woman’s Building got treated like an afterthought. I’d been about to wander in when two boys nearby’d thrown it sour looks: “Aw, nothin’ good in there, unless you like embroidery.”

“I don’t know how I didn’t see that,” I said. “I thought it was perfect. Beautiful.”

“It’s beautiful to you because it was made for you,” Zella said, pausing her typing to look up at me, but she sounded almost pitying. I thought, then, of Harmony. There were some people there, like my brother Ivan, who truly loved it. People who fit in Harmony like a hand in a glove, Father Daily’s favorites: faithful, devoted, dedicated, diligent. To hear them talk, the rest of us just didn’t appreciate Harmony, didn’t appreciate what it’d do for us, how it’d take all your sharp points and grind them down until you fit into the nice boxes Father Daily had created.

I shuffled through Zella’s papers. The fair, the White City—in its own way, it was just like Harmony: deciding what was acceptable, what deserved to be celebrated, and ignoring everything else.

Zella went back to pecking at her typewriter. “My critics say these stories are agitating, designed to demean white folk and tear down their accomplishments. I only write the truth. It’s my hope, in bringing such truth to light, that people take it as an opportunity to learn and do better.”

Learn and do better.

Ellery wanted me to help him keep the lessons of the White City alive, to spread them … but if we weren’t listening to other voices, voices like Zella’s, we were no better than Harmony.

“How many more of these stories do you have?” I asked, and Zella looked so surprised I thought she might fall off her chair.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

GENEVIEVE


One benefit of Matilda having lost her job was that she was free to devote her hours to helping me untangle the mystery of Ash’s time travel. With Zella popping in every few hours to remind us to eat and sleep and splash some water on our faces, and Ash running out to fetch loops of wire, nuts and bolts, metal panels, delicate mechanisms, we made steady progress over the next few days.

Together, Matilda and I developed and tested and retested a kind of electromagnetic bracelet that seemed to allow Ash to time-travel with minimal effects on the fabric of spacetime, although it reduced his reversal to less than a minute. With the immediate problem of Ash’s destroying 1893 (hopefully) dealt with, we turned to our larger issue: preventing the first destruction from taking place.

“Returning to the future is more complicated than moving into the past,” Matilda said one day, standing before the chalkboard she had somehow fit inside her narrow second-floor study.

“Well, for starters,” I said with a frown, “Ash doesn’t know how to do it.” I looked over at him, curled up on a squashy armchair, his gentle snores rumbling through the air.

“That’s not what I mean. When you return to the future, you may very well find another Ash and Genevieve already living there.”

“A—what?”

“Consider this: What would happen if you never went back to the future? Your parents would meet, a Genevieve and an Ash would be born, would grow up, and would make their way to the Hall of Science on June 15, 1934. When you jump forward into the future, you could run right into, well, yourselves.”

“But that would be a mess! There can’t be two of us!”

“No, there cannot,” Matilda agreed. “You need to get there earlier, and you need to square your presence with the future Ash and Genevieve.”

I blinked at her. “How?”

Matilda shrugged. “I have no idea. Add it to the list.”

“We’re supposed to be knocking things off that list,” I grumbled as Matilda turned around to scrawl too many As and Gs at the top corner of the chalkboard.

“The good news: I think we’re ready to send you to the fair. As soon as you two get that tourbillon, I’ll be able to rebuild my device and map out exactly what Ash is doing to spacetime. With that information, I believe we’ll be able to work out a way to manipulate those spacetime distortions to get you both home. And then”—she paused and glanced over her shoulder at me—“we can think about that presentation of yours.”

Right. The Plan.

The moment I thought about it, the old pain welled up: Dr. Wallace’s dismissal, the indignity at my project being taken away, the howl of longing when I tried to imagine a world where I was valued, simply, for my accomplishments—a world that did not seem to exist.

“You still want to help me?” The words came out quietly, and Matilda, who’d returned to writing on the board, paused to study me.

“Why are you even asking?” she asked.

“I wasn’t sure if you cared about such things. I’ve told you how much it all matters to me. But you yourself—You could be publishing, Matilda. You should be publishing. Presenting at conferences, submitting—”

She laughed. “Genevieve, Dr. Wallace brought me to those conferences. The women scientists have to fight just to be listened to. And those are the white women. If I wanted anyone to consider me, I’d have to waste so much time I would never get any work done.”

“But—” I started, and Matilda held up a hand, silencing me.

“You’re going to say I just need to convince the right person. That it’s ignorance keeping people from paying attention to my brilliance. You’re wrong. It’s on purpose, a distraction to keep me busy fighting other fights instead of getting ahead of them. If I’m worried about the color of my skin or the state of my hair or my clothing, or if I’m worried about what it says that I’m not married, that I don’t have a degree, that maybe some of those men won’t care for the sound of my voice, I am not doing the real work. Instead, I clutter up my mind with nonsense that doesn’t hardly matter to anybody but them. You think Dr. Wallace spends a moment considering what he’s going to wear? Or whether someone will say he’s stepping out of line? His mind is clear to do his work. I want that for myself.”

I understood. Of course I did. How wonderful it had been, when I first turned invisible, to shake off the weight of other people’s eyes, their opinions. My mind had never felt freer.

And yet—

“My work was not just ignored, Matilda,” I said, lifting my chin. “It was stolen. I would think you might know something about that.”

She said nothing, but the heat in her expression flashed a warning.

“In my time, Dr. Wallace is considered an expert in this.” I threw a hand at the chalkboard. “You’re telling me it’s his clear mind that won him awards? Respect and acclaim?”

Matilda spoke through a clenched jaw: “Dr. Wallace is an intelligent man.”

“He had help.”

When Matilda spoke, her words came out tight and careful: “Dr. Wallace let me work. Whatever he chooses to do with my work has nothing to do with me. Do you think I took that job for the money? The fame? Prizes? I took it because nothing thrives in darkness, Genevieve, but ignorance. And I’ve got a lamp.” She sounded as though she’d come to this realization long ago and since tattooed it on her heart. “I would think you’d know about that.”

I opened my mouth, then snapped it shut. Something in her words struck me, my own tattooed heart quickening in response.

I’d worked so tirelessly for The Plan. It had been the bright light I’d chased for such a long time that when Dr. Wallace threatened to extinguish it, it felt as though he’d snuffed out my reason for existing. But now, looking into Matilda’s eyes, I wondered if it hadn’t also blinded me to the truth.

What I loved about science, what made it all worth it, worth the late nights, the painstaking observations, the mind-numbing charting of data, revising and rethinking and scrapping it, trying again; worth the doubt from my teachers, the resentment from the boys who thought themselves better than me, the odd looks from my parents’ friends who would ask Does she go everywhere with her nose in a book?; what made it worthwhile had nothing to do with what others thought of me. I was a scientist because I knew what it felt like, that final, thrilling flash of discovery, and I would do anything to feel it again and again.

I couldn’t believe I had forgotten.

“You’re right,” I said. “About science, why we do it. But that doesn’t mean you should let him erase you.”

“You’re telling me about erasing?” Matilda’s voice had turned cold. “I know who I am, Genevieve. I know my worth. I’m not afraid of it. Whether or not the rest of the world is—that is a problem for the rest of the world. I may not be visible, but I am not hiding. Especially not from the people who want to see me.” At this, she nodded at Ash, still snoring. I felt my cheeks grow hot, a protest bubbling up behind my teeth.

“That’s not—you don’t—”

“I don’t, hmm? Then please tell me, Genevieve, why it is you haven’t told that boy what you can do. What are you afraid of?”

Nothing, I wanted to say, but it would be a lie. Why didn’t I feel comfortable sharing my secret with Ash? At first, it was because he had been a near stranger. But he wasn’t a stranger anymore. He was Ash. A friend. A partner. Someone I could trust. I just couldn’t tell him the words, not now I knew what those words truly meant.

I can disappear.

I can disappear from people’s memories. I can disappear from their hearts. I can suddenly not matter in so many ways.

I did not want to disappear to him. I did not want to imagine there was a place in his heart set aside just for me, only to realize that I was wrong.

I studied him now, the golden hair falling thick over his forehead, his arms crossed loosely over his chest, his face sweet and innocent and dreaming. If I found myself invisible to Ash, I wasn’t sure if I would ever fully be myself again.

I felt Matilda’s hand on my shoulder and looked up to see that her expression had turned gentle.

“I’ll help you with your presentation,” she said. “Because you asked for my help and because I believe in good science. But proving yourself to hundreds or thousands of strangers means nothing if you can’t show the real Genevieve to the people who truly matter.” She gave my shoulder a soft squeeze before returning to the board, and for a moment the only sound was the squeak of the chalk as she worked. “And that includes yourself, too.”

■ ■ ■

After much deliberation, we decided to stage our burglary during the fair’s regular hours. It would be easier to sneak in and out, Ash had argued, if we were merely fairgoers: “We can walk right up to the tor-be-lon like any tourist.”

“Tourbillon,” I corrected. “What if someone tries to stop you?”

“You fixed my time travel, right? I just need everyone to look away for a second—Genevieve’ll help with that—while I slip the torn-belly into my jacket. Then I walk out of the exhibit and turn back time. No one’ll even know I was there.”

“What do you mean Genevieve will help? What exactly did you have in mind?”

Ash shrugged. “Faint, scream, sing ‘King Kong Kitchie Kitchie Ki-Me-O,’ doesn’t matter. I’m erasing it from history.”

“The Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building is one of the fair’s most popular attractions,” Matilda’d said, shaking her head. “I would feel better if it weren’t so busy.”

The next day, Ash had come up with a solution. Although the fair closed at seven in the evening, a special invitation-only Fête Night would be held later that week, and Ash managed to get us a pair of tickets, courtesy of his new high-society friend, Ellery. We’d need high-society outfits to match, a prospect that lit Zella up like a firecracker.

“Leave it to me,” she’d said, beaming.

Now, the evening of our break-in, I stood in the attic workroom above Zella’s shop as she put the last touches on my outfit, and Matilda reminded me, for the hundredth time, how careful we needed to be.

“Not only to not get caught—”

“I know,” I said.

“But if that tourbillon gets damaged—”

“I know.”

“It would be much better if you just went invisible.”

“I already told you—ow!” I jumped as one of Zella’s pins stabbed me in the ribs.

“Oops,” she said, raising a warning eyebrow.

Scowling, I yanked out the pin and took a deep breath. “I appreciate your concern,” I said to Matilda, “but I don’t believe it’s necessary.”

“Suppose that means you still haven’t told him what you can do?” Zella asked, not meeting my eye.

“I will. When we get back to 1934. It would just be a distraction now.”

Matilda and Zella exchanged a look, Zella with an Ah, youth kind of shrug, but thankfully neither of them pushed the matter.

It would be a distraction. We needed to focus on getting back home and preventing the apocalypse, along with what would come after. Over the last few days, Matilda and I had turned our brains to my particle accelerator. Matilda steadfastly refused to hear any details of the discoveries I’d made with my cyclotron—“cheating,” she called it—but she was more than happy to talk out the practicalities, offering a few handy tips to make my device stabler and more efficient. And, now that I knew the cyclotron hadn’t caused the end of the world, merely a rather dramatic explosion, I felt even more confident that I could successfully present my work—assuming that this time around, I convinced Dr. Wallace and the Winchester Institute to let me onstage. Once I’d garnered my accolades, then I’d tell Ash what I could do.

As for Ash’s plans upon our return to 1934, he seemed reluctant to talk about them. Understandably so—I found his descriptions of Harmony alarming, and more than once he’d mentioned how his family had fractured after the death of his brother. But it would be different now: He had my friendship.

“I think we’ll leave off the gloves,” Zella said, setting aside a pair in creamy, elbow-length satin, “just in case you need to grab Ash and, ah, make a quick getaway.”

“I’m not going to—”

Zella cut me off, spinning me around to face her mirror. “There!”

As much as I took a practical approach to clothing, the gown she had dreamed up was, I had to admit, the most beautiful thing that had ever been draped across my body. A shimmery satiny pale gold with lace trim, it twinkled with tiny glass sequins picked across the surface of the dress like silvered stars. But the most remarkable thing about it was the perfect, detailed embroidery: butterflies in white and gold and black, larger at the bottom and shrinking as they reached my waist, as though they were disappearing into an early-morning sky. At the bodice, more golden butterflies appeared, bursting off the surface of the dress, their wings constructed of fine tulle and thin wire, so that with every movement I made, they fluttered slightly. Fine golden-orange tulle fringed the low neckline before climbing up to explode at my shoulders, tickling the tops of my arms—my bare arms, because all Victorian modesty seemed to go out the window when the upper class wanted to step out at night. I’d gotten so used to the buttoned-up look of 1893 that it was strange to see my throat, my shoulders, the softness of my chest, especially after Zella augmented the area with some padding tied to the top of my corset.

“Oh! I almost forgot.” She reached into a basket for a spray of flowers and carefully pinned it behind my ear—she’d decided against putting in the hairpiece, to my great relief, after calling my short reddish-brown waves “unusual, but appropriately elegant for an evening party.”

“There you are,” Zella said, smiling. “You look lovely.”

“You at least gave her comfortable shoes, didn’t you?” Matilda grumbled.

“And a hidden switchblade in the corset,” Zella said, rolling her eyes. “Now be careful with the seams. Tell your beau no dramatic dips.”

“He’s not my beau,” I said, and Zella, smirking, reached over to adjust the neckline.

“We’ll see about that.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

ASH


Oho, if everyone back in Harmony could see me now! Ashley Hargreaves, pigsty-mucker and privy-cleaner, too tall to fit into anyone’s hand-me-downs, currently decked out in the finest tailored tuxedo money could buy, a white satin scarf around my neck and a fine silk top hat on my head.

The setting wasn’t bad, either. Behind me, the White City glowed in the dying daylight, strings of incandescent bulbs draped over the buildings like fairy lights. I could hear strains of music, violins and flutes, as I waited outside the front gates for Genevieve to arrive.

“I’ll meet you there,” she’d told me this morning before Zella whisked her away.

“In a dress, right?” I’d asked, grinning. “Not a nightgown.”

“Har, har. Worry about your own getup, farm boy.”

Actually, I had Ellery to worry for me. After I’d written about the party tickets, Ellery’d included them tucked inside detailed instructions about where to pick up a tux. I was too busy with Matilda and Genevieve’s experiments to meet with him, but every few days I stopped by the boardinghouse to pick up our mail from Mrs. Cepak—Matilda had insisted we move into her house, “Lest you accidentally drop that poor landlady into another century”—and always found a handful of letters from Ellery. They were full of plans, people we should meet, apartments we should tour, how we’d raise capital and spread the word of our new, modern city: “Father’s connections will help with the newspapers, but what of those who don’t read? The simple man who lives too far for the daily paper? How will he hear about our work?”

Scanning the carriages for Genevieve, I nervously eased up my jacket sleeve, touching a finger to the bracelet she’d made me: metal wires wound around an iron core.

“It will redirect some of the energy you release when you move through time,” she’d said as she fitted it over my wrist.

“This thing will keep me from slipping?” It seemed so skimpy, and I couldn’t even begin to understand the science, but Genevieve had shrugged like it was guaranteed.

“I wouldn’t give it to you if I weren’t certain it works. Here, let me just—” She’d bent low, her fingertips light across my skin while she shifted the bracelet into place, and even though I still wasn’t sure how it’d help, and even though I was still halfway terrified time would fall through my fingers the second I touched it, as long as she was sure, that was good enough for me. With the bracelet on my wrist, time followed my commands, obedient as a dog, letting Matilda and Genevieve run their experiments on me.

“Will he need the bracelet back in 1934?” Genevieve had asked yesterday, and Matilda thought a moment.

“You’ve never experienced this time slipping before, have you?”

“Only that last day,” I’d said.

“Then so long as you don’t jump thousands of times in one spot over one day, you’ll be fine. Leave it behind or toss it when you get back.”

“Or I’ll just keep it forever and stay here in 1893!” I’d said, grinning, and at Matilda and Genevieve’s matching looks of shock and horror, I tested out my new bracelet.

“—when you get back.”

I touched the bracelet, then slipped my hand into my pocket. “Great.”

But I couldn’t get it out my mind, that expression on Genevieve’s face, like she’d been punched in the gut. I’d have to tell her, and soon—Ellery had written about apartments for us, meetings he’d set up with city managers … I just didn’t want to see her look like that again, knowing I’d been the one to cause it.

“Oh good! You’re on time.”

Lost in my head, I spun around and saw—

“Genevieve?”

“Nice suit. I hope you didn’t go on any more market sprees to pay for it.” She smoothed down her skirt, then looked up at me. “Well?”

“Beautiful,” I said, but it came out like a sigh, like a thought that I couldn’t hold back. I’d seen her sopping wet in her 1934 clothes and stuffed into Zella’s proper 1893 dresses and lounging around in Matilda’s spare skirts and blouses, her dark hair like a messy cloud around her face, but this was something different. It wasn’t just that the gown she wore—yellow, butterflies, lots of arms and shoulders and skin—was the fanciest thing I’d ever seen. It was the way her cheeks went pink when I looked at her, the way her eyes lit up with excitement. She seemed completely different and completely like herself and completely perfect, all in one.

“I meant, um, that you need to give me your arm,” she said, sounding out of breath but smiling, and I startled, laughed, stuck out my elbow.

“Right! Right. Sorry. Mademoiselle?”

She slid one hand around my arm, the two of us fitting together like puzzle pieces.

“Lead on, monsieur.”

The regular crowds, leaving for the day, brushed past us as we showed our tickets at the gates. I kept stealing glances at Genevieve, until she caught me.

“What?” she asked.

I cleared my throat. “Some dress.”

“All credit to Zella—she’s been working on it for months, just fitted it to me.”

“Oh,” I said. “I thought maybe you picked it out, since you said blue isn’t your favorite color. Is it yellow?”

“I believe, if we want to be precise, this is gold,” Genevieve said with a laugh. “But no, it’s not my favorite color.” She paused, the laugh still on her lips, and turned around to face the entrance gates. The setting sun had turned the sky overhead soft, a few rose-colored clouds streaked across the sky, fine as cotton candy.

“That’s my favorite color,” she said, chin lifted.

“What?”

“Pinky blue.” She lifted a hand to frame the sky. “When the sun is just low enough to scatter red wavelengths across clouds but not the atmosphere, and the clouds are just thin enough that you can almost see through them. It’s a trick of light refraction: See? Pink clouds, blue sky.”

I raised my eyebrows. Her answer was so … her. Smart and sort of weird but also impressive and actually kind of beautiful, when you thought about it.

It made me smile, taking in her bright eyes, her glowing cheeks. I stood there while she enjoyed something rare and special that she loved not just because it was pretty but because she appreciated how it came to be, and I didn’t understand how I was the only one staring at her. How was it possible people could walk on by, chattering about all the amazing things they’d seen at the fair, and not realize that the most amazing thing was right here?

“Pinky blue,” I finally said. “I like it.”

Genevieve let out a laugh, and together we walked into the fair.

■ ■ ■

“You’re saying that you actually got to hear Juliette Dentremont sing—the Juliette Dentremont, Lady Ortolan herself—and you can’t even remember which opera?”

“I think it had something to do with … sheep. Or shepherds? Definitely … a farm.”

“Utterly wasted,” Genevieve tsked, her arm still around mine. Matilda had made us promise to act like regular fairgoers, dressed in our fanciest clothes, taking in the latest wonder of the world, as we waited for the daytime crowds to thin out.

“Henny dressed up as Lady Ortolan two Halloweens in a row.” Genevieve let go of my arm to bend down for a closer look at an electric lantern. “Have you ever heard a tone-deaf eight-year-old belt out ‘Habanera’ for a solid month?”

“Who’s Henny?” I asked, and Genevieve stood up so fast I thought someone’d bumped her.

“Oh,” she said, her cheeks going pink. “My, um, twin.”

“You have a twin?”

She let out a noise that was probably supposed to be a yes but sounded more like a growl. “Henrietta,” she said. “Ruby’s my other sister—six years older.”

“What’s wrong with them?” I asked, because she looked like she’d swallowed a hedgehog and was about to hack it back up. She let out an irritated sigh.

“Nothing. Ruby is Papa’s favorite. She’s going to be a lawyer, one of those noble ones who defends the defenseless and strikes down the wicked. And then Henny’s Mama’s pet. Last winter she had this wild idea to run off to Hollywood to be a movie star—well, it’d be wild for anyone else, but Henny always manages to bend the impossible to her will. They’re both beautiful and brilliant and charming and clever and everyone adores them.”

“They sound terrible,” I said, sticking out my arm for her once more, and she stared at me for a moment in astonishment before letting out the best laugh I’d ever heard.

“Come on,” she said, still grinning as she took my arm. “Let’s go get our new tourbillon.”

The Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building was so massive the people walking through its giant open doors looked like ants marching into a steamer trunk. If I hadn’t spent a few hours in there, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to find the tourbillon on our own.

“Pretty amazing, huh?” I asked as Genevieve’s eyebrows sailed skyward along with her gaze, taking in the high, high, high glass ceiling.

“It’s a legend,” she said, looking uneasy, “and I suppose I can’t argue it put our city on the map, but … we’ve passed a hundred different exhibits and I haven’t seen a single woman’s name …”

She was right. Zella’s articles had more than convinced me there was plenty the fair could’ve—should have—done better. Whenever Ellery and I sat down to make our plans, I had some suggestions. But before I could say this to Genevieve, she turned to me, looking overwhelmed.

“Where do we go?” she asked. “This place is massive.”

“Follow me.”

Before we’d left, I’d made sure to study the building map in my guide: The ground floor was split into miniature pavilions, each representing a different country, their flags hanging from the balcony overhead. A wide walking path cut down the middle, decorated with spindly garden chairs and huge, lush bushes cut into shapes like frozen green flames. With Genevieve at my side, we passed a fenced-in courtyard with RUSSIA printed on the top, a glittery collection of Japanese pottery behind glass, a German fairy-princess castle with wrought-iron gates, and then …

“There it is,” I said, nodding at the glossy Swiss coat of arms painted onto the dark wooden Switzerland pavilion. Heavy curtains the color of old blood framed the entrance, and just inside, I could see hundreds of delicate, glittery things: watches and clocks and music boxes, gears exposed.

“I’ll meet you right back here,” I said, letting go of Genevieve. “Count to twenty, and whatever you scream, make it convincing.” She looked into my eyes, and I could see she was nervous, but she nodded, and I disappeared into the exhibit. Long tables with watches no bigger than my thumbnail sat in front of heavy grandfather clocks that towered overhead, but I went right to the display of scientific instruments. There, in the middle, enclosed in its own glass case, was the tourbillon: a thin circle of metal surrounding tiny gears. It was moving, smooth as a heartbeat, and when I bent in closer, I could hear it, tic-tic-tic-tic.

“A RAT! A RAT RAN ACROSS MY FOOT, OHH NOOO!!!”

Every head in the pavilion whipped around, just as my hand snapped out, grabbed the tourbillon case, and slipped it inside my jacket.

“Sir—sir!”

I hurried out of the pavilion, hearing footsteps behind me, and jerked time into reverse: There was Genevieve, screaming, then counting to twenty, then looking toward the pavilion, toward me. The moment her eyes found mine, I set time back to normal, reached out, and caught her wrist.

“Ready to go?” I asked. The nerves I’d noticed earlier turned to confusion before she let out a small gasp.

“You got it? That was too easy.” Shaking her head, she slipped her hand into mine.

“Told you.” I was walking fast, looking to put some distance between me and Switzerland. “Those guards didn’t have anything on Harmony’s old—” My attention on Genevieve, I didn’t notice the man in front of me until we collided, almost knocking me off my feet. Panicked, I reached inside my jacket, feeling for the tourbillon, and at its hummingbird-fast ticking, I let out a sigh.

“Sorry about that,” I said, right as the man said, “My fault for surprising you!” and my heart stopped.

“E-Ellery?!”

He was dusting himself off, dressed to the nines in his own tux and top hat, chattering on about how he’d spotted me coming in and wanted to say hello. I threw a glance at Genevieve, her eyes wide with alarm. Every instinct in my body screamed to throw time into reverse, but my new bracelet only gave me a minute into the past, not nearly long enough if Ellery’d been watching me since we got here. I’d have to talk my way out of this.

“Hey! Splendid to see you, but we’re actually—” I said, just as Ellery burst out, “Good news about our apartment! We can—” He paused, seeming to notice Genevieve and how tightly her hand clamped around mine. “O-oh, excuse me, I don’t believe … Of course, you asked for two tickets, and this must be …”

He looked from Genevieve to me to her again, and I could read the question on his face—Who is this girl?—as plainly as the question on Genevieve’s—Apartment?

I winced and threw on my best fake smile. “This is a, uh, friend of mine, Miss Genevieve Newhouse. Genevieve, this is Ellery.”

Years of high-class breeding must’ve finally kicked in as Ellery gave Genevieve a slight bow.

“Ellery Sinclair. A pleasure.”

Genevieve didn’t respond, her grip tightening, then blurted out, “Don’t let me stop you. You found an apartment? For Ash?”

The color had gone from her face. I let out a nervous laugh.

“Uh, Ellery was just—”

“I finally convinced Mr. Hargreaves to stay here in Chicago,” Ellery said, his words bubbling with excitement. “It’s official: We’re going to be partners.”

“Partners.” The word came out of her in a harsh hiss, and then she glanced over at me, and my heart thudded down to my shoes. There had to be a better way to do this. I zipped us back, just until—

“Good news about—”

“Hey! Ellery, hi, good to see you.” I took his hand, nodded at Genevieve. “This is my friend, Genevieve. Genevieve, this is Ellery. Hey, thanks for the tickets, they’re great, but we really need to—”

“Yes, thank you,” Genevieve said, cutting me off with an odd look while Ellery blinked at us both.

“O-of course, it was no trouble. My father works for the fair,” he explained to Genevieve.

“Well.” I squeezed Genevieve’s hand. “We’ve gotta—”

“And what is it you do?” she asked.

Now it was my turn to give her a look, which she ignored. Why would Genevieve want to make polite small talk?

“Well, as a matter of fact, Miss Genevieve, I plan to go into business with Mr. Hargreaves.” He gave me a bright smile while I tried not to grimace.

Genevieve held his gaze, her face still. “Yes, of course. He was telling me about it, but I couldn’t quite understand. You mean to …?”

“It’s rather simple, actually,” Ellery said, talking quickly. “Why let the fair die out in October? We’ve learned so much from the White City! We should be implementing those lessons in towns and cities across the country. I’ve already spoken with some associates of my father’s, and—” While he rambled on, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Genevieve, the stillness that came over her. For one moment, her gaze flicked in my direction, and it was so full of hurt and confusion and anger—not any easier to see the second time. But she must’ve recognized the regret on my face. She gave me the smallest, firmest headshake: Don’t turn back time on me.

“You’re not talking about those silly utopian ideas anymore, are you, Ellery?”

I pulled myself away from Genevieve to see—damn—Ellery’s father, already glowering, Ellery going pale.

“Oh, Father, I—”

“I thought you’d agreed to give all that up.” He pursed his lips, and when Ellery didn’t say anything, turned his attention to me and Genevieve. “Who’s this?”

“Ash Hargreaves, sir,” I said, glancing over at Ellery—Give it up?—before nodding to Genevieve. “This is Genevieve Newhouse.”

“Mr. Hargreaves, Miss Newhouse,” Ellery said shakily. “Allow me to introduce my father, Alton Sinclair.”

“Alton Sinclair …” Genevieve said with a frown, and I added, “He works for the fair.”

Sinclair let out a grunt. “I do not work for the fair. My steamboats have been pressed into service as ferries for the exposition, by explicit request of the fair organizers, and they have been a tremendous success—Ellery must have told you about the entertainment I’ve arranged for my passengers: musical performances, intellectual lectures.” He drew himself up taller, the better to look down his nose at me and Genevieve. “The fair organizers understood this wasn’t simply about providing transportation. They desired the contract to go to a man of fine moral character, along with innovative business ideas.”

Genevieve’s expression twisted into disgust. “Alton Sinclair! I know who you are—you’re behind those stupid editorials, attacking activists and modern women and—”

I didn’t even think, just yanked us back to the introductions, but before I could say anything Genevieve was already talking: “My name is Genevieve Newhouse. You must be Ellery’s father.”

“Hmph,” Sinclair said. “Ellery told me he needed extra tickets tonight. Suppose that meant you two. I hope you’re nothing like his typical kind of friends.”

“And what kind is that?” Genevieve asked mildly, her smile brittle. Ellery paled.

“Father, I don’t think—”

“Bohemians and libertines, usually, although I thought we’d put a stop to that.” Sinclair shot Ellery a glare.

“Don’t worry, we’re just racial agitators and suffragists,” Genevieve said pleasantly, and before Sinclair could have a heart attack, I took us back—again.

“Hi, yes, Ash Hargreaves, sir, nice to meet you,” I blurted out. How would we get out of this mess?

This time, Genevieve skipped the introductions, asking smoothly, “Do you work with the fair? Can you tell me why there are no contributions by women?”

I wanted to grooooaaaan as Sinclair huffed with annoyance.

“I take it, miss, you have yet to enjoy the Woman’s Building?”

“One building.” Genevieve’s smile was so tight I was worried it’d snap. “What about the rest of the fair? What about contributions from people of color?”

“The fair organizers have made every effort to ensure that this exposition is of the highest quality,” Sinclair said gruffly. “If certain people are not included, it is because their contributions are not noteworthy enough for display. It is as simple as that. As for women, you can find their work in the Woman’s Building, while the Midway has a number of educational ethnographical displays of humanity, from the civilized to the sav—”

“That’s a fancy way to say human zoo,” Genevieve snapped, her eyes flashing. That even got Ellery ruffled, and, my head spinning, I pulled us back, again, but the bracelet at my wrist flared with heat, and this time I could only go so far:

“—yet to enjoy the Woman’s Building?”

“Indeed, a monument to women as mothers, do-gooders, and artists. No disparagement to them, but where are the exhibits for the women scientists, inventors, explorers?”

Sinclair went red, Ellery went white, but Genevieve didn’t flinch, not even when Sinclair drew himself up and bellowed, “A suffragette, are you? Don’t tell me you believe women will be happy working twelve-hour days and abandoning their children to the streets? Suffragism is a plague! What next: Shall we allow our babies to vote? Our dogs?”

He turned on Ellery, who looked like he wanted to melt into the ground but answered in a small voice, “Yes, sir. Completely absurd.”

I turned to stare at him. What happened to I am not my father?

“Asking dogs and babies to vote would be absurd.” Genevieve’s hand tightened around mine with every word. “As they aren’t adults with working brains.”

“A woman belongs in her own home,” Sinclair answered. “It is unnatural for her to concern herself with matters outside it, and unkind to expect her to understand those matters. When this generation of young women settles down, they will overcome this madness, you will see. This is no more than a passing fad.”

“Oh, is that so?” The color was high on Genevieve’s cheeks. “I hope your evil heart doesn’t burst before 1920, so you can see the Nineteenth Amendment rati—”

“Hey!” I spun on Genevieve, who didn’t look the slightest bit sorry in spite of announcing when women would win the right to vote. Sinclair started to open his mouth, and I’d had enough—turn back time, try again.

But I couldn’t reverse far enough. The bracelet was like a ring of fire against my skin, time confused around me, and I was losing track of where we were in the conversation, not that it mattered—Genevieve seemed determined to give Sinclair a piece of her mind.

“You’re everything that’s wrong about the Columbian Exposition!” She was talking fast, spitting fire, her fingernails digging into my skin as Sinclair seethed. Other people had noticed, heads turning in the gallery, and damn—I needed to stop this. Only, when I touched time, it … wobbled.

“You say the fair is the pinnacle of civilization, but how can that be when it leaves out anyone who isn’t you—men educated like you, who look like you, who agree with you!”

“Genevieve—” I started. I needed her to know that even with her bracelet around my wrist, it was happening again, time unsteady again …

She ignored me. “You build monuments to your own brilliance while you shunt everyone else into degrading sideshows. You are so greedy and so afraid, you hunt down anyone who might be a threat to you! That’s why you go after journalists willing to write the truth, isn’t it? And why you call suffragists fools. You can see the future, you can see it’s not made for men like you, and you’re scared.”

“That’s enough!” The hall rang, but it wasn’t Sinclair speaking—it was Ellery. “I am tired of rabble-rousers hoping to gain sympathy by disparaging our beautiful fair! You wish for respect and equality, yet you are here as my father’s guest, insulting him to his face. And you accuse him of lacking in civility? How can you be so ungrateful? You should be ashamed! You’re a disgrace!”

Whispers hissed through the crowd, but my head spun so fast, I barely noticed—how did this go so far off the rails? I swiped at time, and as soon as I touched it, I felt like my feet had been kicked out from under me. I stumbled for balance and felt something slip out of my pocket. The tourbillon! I reached out for it … but too late: it smashed on the ground, spinning across the floor in glittering pieces. I heard Genevieve gasp, felt her hand jump in mine, and gave time another hard yank. The tourbillon reassembled, rose from the ground, leaped into the air, into my hand—just as time slowed again, leaving me standing there with the damned thing held out like I was offering Sinclair a bouquet of roses.

“What do you have—Did you steal—Guards! Guards!”

Now the whole world spun, and I let Genevieve drag me through the crowd, knocking against well-dressed fairgoers. I was just trying to keep my head from flying off my shoulders and the tourbillon between my fingers, when I heard the air split with sharp whistles and the rumble of running footsteps.

“Here—here!” Genevieve shoved me around a corner and yanked us into an alcove. This wasn’t a hiding place, anybody could come by and spot us, and I wanted to ask her if she meant for me to turn back time, wanted to tell her I couldn’t, the bracelet was like a hot poker against my skin and time felt like taffy, when I heard, “They went this way!”

Footsteps, shouting, I braced myself for them to find us, and then Genevieve gave my hand a squeeze and they … ran right past.

I turned to Genevieve, confused, but she was gone, even though I could still feel her, holding my hand. Then I looked down at myself—and gasped.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

GENEVIEVE


Breathing hard, I checked to make sure the guards had moved on, then tried to pull Ash forward. He didn’t move—just made a bunch of senseless noises, gasping like a fish. Tugging on his hand, I leaned in and whispered, “We can’t do this now! Stay quiet and don’t let go!”

This time, he stumbled behind me as I yanked him out of the alcove and back to the main exhibit floor, searching for the closest exit. I spotted Ellery and his horrible father, red-faced as he shouted at some guard, and had to bite back a hiss of annoyance. At least we had the tourbillon.

I found the open door leading back to the fairgrounds and hurried out, Ash bumping along to catch up. I could only imagine what he was thinking at the moment, our bodies dissolved into nothing, but I couldn’t let myself get distracted. So many painful, confused thoughts burned through me—Ash wanted to stay in 1893, he’d planned a future with the son of that terrible, bigoted creep—that I worried my invisibility might swallow me up forever.

Go to the main gates, I told myself, but even before we turned toward the Court of Honor, the guards’ sharp whistles screamed through the air, scores of men in blue uniforms running for the Manufactures Building, for the exits. They would block them, I realized, pen in the would-be thieves, and not even my invisibility would get us past. We needed somewhere to hide, somewhere in case I lost control …

I doubled back the way we’d come and ran along the wide pathway that edged a dark lagoon, lantern-covered boats silently drifting along its surface like ghosts. The path took us over elegant arched bridges, which echoed with the thud of our footsteps, making me wince, and deposited us not at an exit but an entrance: the Midway, bright with electric lights and noisy with a blend of calliope music and laughter.

With Ash’s hand still firmly in mine, I swerved toward it, dodging the uniformed guards carefully watching the walkway connecting the two halves of the fair. A handful of fairgoers lingered, even as friendly attendants ushered them to the exits—not as heavily guarded as the White City gates but too narrow and busy for us to slip out unnoticed. Could we hide in one of the buildings, perhaps? Sneak out later?

“Sorry, folks, that’s our last ride of the night! Time to get off!”

I spun, Ash’s hand still in mine, to see a uniformed man leading riders away from the massive, lit-up Ferris Wheel, which still lazily turned, the final passengers taking one more spin as the wheel emptied out bit by bit. When the ride operator stepped aside to let out another car of passengers, I pulled Ash forward, slipping into the empty car just before the operator threw the door shut.

Slowly, we rose into the air, the Midway shrinking below us. I’d been on Ferris Wheels before, but never one so large, and I couldn’t help the swoop in my stomach as I looked through the window to see the city spread out around us, toylike and tiny.

I let go of Ash’s hand, and we both reappeared, Ash gasping as he patted down his body, as though checking to make sure he still had all his parts.

“Y-you—”

“They’ll be looking for us for some time.” From our higher vantage point, I could make out the darkened White City, the bobbing lanterns of the fair guards’ small white lanterns streaking across the grounds like fireflies. I turned from the window and glared at Ash. “What the hell did you do back there?”

He blinked, confused. “Me? You just disappeared us!”

“You were playing with time! I could feel it.”

His mouth dropped open in surprise. “Y-you could?”

As we rose higher, a breeze drifted through the car, and I wrapped my arms around myself, cursing this low-cut dress. Ash, slumped against the window, face the color of old newspaper, must’ve noticed. He shucked off his jacket and held it out, but I couldn’t take it. It would be warm and soft and would smell like him. It would make me feel like he had his arms around me when even just looking at him, staring at me like a sweet, befuddled puppy, made me want to scream.

“Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” My voice was shaking, although it wasn’t so chilly I could blame the cold. “When you turned back time, I felt it.”

“But—what? I don’t … How?”

“All those experiments, and we never realized …” I shook my head, then held up my hand. “You were touching me, Ash. Skin to skin. You pulled me back to 1893 when you touched me. And when you turned time in front of Sinclair, I went with you.”

He blinked, like he couldn’t understand what I was saying.

“You … were there for all of that?”

I was. I saw the world throwing itself backward, felt time shift around me … and even felt it slip, falling for a moment into that strange pocket Ash described, frozen without movement. Just thinking of it made me shudder, wrap my arms around myself while Ash stared at me in disbelief.

“What was it I said that was so terrible?” I asked. “Did I embarrass you?” I wanted the words to come out hard, but they wobbled.

“No—no, of course not.”

“Then why didn’t you back me up when I told that man everything he needed to hear? He’s cruel and he’s vindictive and he wants to destroy girls like me—do you understand that? You could have defended me. But you kept your mouth shut. Why?” The word came out of me like a broken plea, while the voice in my head answered: You know why. Because he is just like the rest of them. He never saw you. He never understood you …

If I had to look at his hangdog expression one moment more, I would shatter. I spun around, squeezed my eyes closed, didn’t even feel an ounce of surprise when he said, alarmed, “Genevieve!”

I had disappeared. I knew I had. I didn’t have to look, because I knew this feeling so well, this wish to be swallowed up into nothing instead of having to see the face of a person I thought cared about me and realizing how wrong I was.

“Where—are you still there?”

Footsteps, then his fingertips, so light on my bare skin that I shivered, curled around myself, and maybe he could tell the last thing I wanted was his touch, because his hand pulled away.

“This … is what you’ve been hiding from me.” I could hear the sadness in his voice. “Why?”

I knew the answer, but I didn’t want to tell him.

“Can you come back?” He spoke softly. “Can I see you?”

“No,” I said, and then I laughed. “You can’t see me. No one can. Not my parents or my sisters or my teachers. Not the boys at school, not the Winchester Institute. I have been invisible my entire life, Ash, and you are just one in a long line of people who have never seen me.”

“That’s—Are you kidding?” It was the genuine disbelief in his voice, the exasperation, that made me open my eyes, glance over my shoulder. The light inside the car was dim, the world outside drifting away into darkness, but I could see him shaking his head. “I don’t know what to tell you. I see you, Genevieve. I mean—”

Before he could get out another word, I took a step forward, still invisible, and grabbed his wrist. He jumped, looked down at his hand, then back into the empty air where I stood, eyebrows raised.

“Worried I’m going to do this one over?”

“Whatever you’re going to say, you only get one chance. Just like the rest of us.”

He took a deep breath, nodded. “Yeah, okay—I know what I’m gonna say.” Uncertain where I was, his eyes roamed the darkness, but his words came out strong:

“You’re a genius, Genevieve. I knew that as soon as I met you. I don’t know what you mean, that no one sees you, because I think you’re impossible to miss. And I can’t believe you even care about what other people think, because one of my favorite things about you is that you’re always yourself, all the time. You’re not afraid to speak your mind or—”

“You were afraid of it, though,” I pointed out. “I spoke my mind, and you erased it.”

Ash said nothing for a moment, then let out a long sigh.

“You’re … right. Time travel’s strange, you know? It’s changed the way I think about things. I used to wonder what my brother Archie would’ve thought about it, me moving time around. He would’ve wanted to figure out how it worked—he was so smart, but he was brave, too. He watched out for my brothers and sister. For me. He used to fight with my parents about leaving Harmony, and it wasn’t until he left that I realized those fights were for us. Even his radio—he could’ve built it by himself, but he didn’t. He made it with me, taught me how to use it, didn’t leave until he knew I could work it and keep it safe.”

Ash’s skin had gone warm under mine, and I found myself slipping my hold from his wrist to his hand, twining my fingers between his.

“He left me the radio because he knew it’d keep me connected to a world Father Daily couldn’t control. I think he wanted me to do what he did: watch out for my siblings, make sure people in Harmony knew the truth. But I didn’t. I mean, sometimes I did—once I could time-travel, I spoke my mind more than anybody in that whole place, but I didn’t let it stand. I got too used to saying what I wanted to say and then taking it back, keeping everything on the surface smooth and easy …

“He would’ve been disappointed in me …” Ash’s voice had dropped to a whisper. “As disappointed as you are. You remind me of him, you know? You’re both smart and principled and brave … I’ve never been as brave as Archie when he stood up in Congregation and used his last few minutes in Harmony trying to change one more mind. I’ve never been as brave as you were tonight.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.

“Archie took risks because he knew it was worth it, to do the right thing. You know that, too. I should’ve stood up for you. Honestly, I should’ve done a lot different. I’m sorry, Genevieve.”

While he spoke, I kept my eyes out the window, watching the world drift away, the black horizon melting into the lake until we were alone, me and Ash, in the stars. His words were beautiful. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to trust him.

Carefully, I let go of his hand.

“I accept your apology.” I couldn’t bring myself to reappear. “It looks like the crowds at the exits have thinned out. When we reach the bottom again, I’ll turn us invisible and—”

“Genevieve?” He took a step closer, his hand outstretched, and I turned and held tight to the windowsill.

“I’ll tell Matilda that—that you want to stay here, in 1893. I’m sure we can figure out a way for her to send me back to 1934, alone. You and Ellery can—”

“Genevieve.”

I felt his touch on my bare shoulder, gently tracing down my arm until he reached my hand.

“Are you all right?” he asked. I didn’t know how to answer that question. I had spent the last few days imagining what would happen once I returned to 1934. The Plan. My cyclotron. My presentation. In every version of the future, Ash had been there. Sitting in the audience. Helping me backstage. Celebrating with me afterward. I had never considered that he might leave me, too.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m fine.”

His hand gave mine a squeeze. “Come on,” he said, and I could hear a wry smile in his voice. “We haven’t been great at being honest with each other, sure. But I can tell when you’re lying.”

How was I supposed to tell this boy what he meant to me when I wasn’t sure myself?

“I’m … going to miss you,” I said quietly. “I … I can’t imagine 1934 … without you.”

I still couldn’t make myself visible, still half felt as though I’d disintegrate into nothing, but I glanced over my shoulder at him, and the look on his face … He was surprised. Astonished.

“You’re … kidding.” He shook his head. “You—Genevieve, you don’t need me! You’re gonna go home to literally save the universe—from what I did, by the way—and then you’re gonna go back to making the kind of discoveries that change the world forever. You’re going to make the future, I know it. But there’s no place there for me.”

“No place—what do you mean?”

“Harmony didn’t raise me to be part of that world. I felt it those few days in your Chicago, like I was always behind, like everything moved too fast.”

“You can turn back time,” I pointed out. “Nothing moves too fast for you. Ash, I saw you drop into the past and within an hour, you had money in your pocket and a dozen new friends.”

“That’s because I understand 1893. It’s the way I grew up.”

“And that’s why you want to stay?”

“Sort of. Truth is, I hadn’t really thought about it until Ellery asked me. He wants to build something here, and he wants me to help him. I’ve never felt that before—like someone looked into the future and saw me there.”

“But—” My throat went tight, stopping me from saying anything else, until I swallowed hard. “I did. I do. I always thought—You said we were partners. We work together and we look out for each other and I thought … We would go back to the future, our future, together.”

He was quiet again, and I couldn’t read the expression on his face, but I thought I recognized it: like he wasn’t sure how to ask for something he wanted, because hearing he couldn’t have it would hurt too bad. He took a breath and said, in a whisper, “And then?”

I wanted him to see me. My invisibility weighed on me so heavily, more exhausting even than when Matilda and I escaped Dr. Wallace’s house. The thoughts in my head hadn’t quieted—they’d grown louder, reminding me He hurt you and He could do it again.

I wished I could know for certain Ash would never hurt me again—although how could anyone promise to never bruise someone else’s heart? But when I looked into his face, silver in the moonlight, his eyes serious, I knew, with the same sureness I had known to trust Matilda, like it was written into my bones: He would always try to make it right.

His expression softened, a look of wonder coming over him as I reappeared, and it wasn’t just that he could see me again. He searched my face like he wanted to memorize my every feature. I’d never felt that before, not just to be seen but to be known, inscribed so deeply into another person’s mind that I could never be erased.

“I don’t know what will happen in the future,” I said, speaking slowly, “but I would like to find out together.”

A smile pulled at Ash’s mouth, like he wanted to believe me but wasn’t sure. “You really think I belong in 1934 with you?”

I took a breath. I took a chance. I rose up on my toes, and for one heart-shivering moment Ash didn’t move. I thought I’d made a mistake, but before I could pull away he’d reached down to meet me …

I had never been kissed before.

When I thought about it, it was in the abstract: a thing that happened to girls like my sisters, such an impossibility that I would have expected the real thing to leave me feeling like a novice, an idiot in the way I’d always been when it came to boys. And yet Ash was kissing me, one hand cradling my face, the other tight around my waist, and this was something I didn’t need to study to know how to do.

I felt him pull me closer, felt the world shift around us, the two of us drifting over the White City, the lights of the Midway, and everything seemed to stop, slipping us into that pocket out of time so surely that I almost stopped to ask Ash if he was spinning seconds around to make this moment last forever.

But I didn’t.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

ASH


For the first time in my life, I was excited about my future. Not Ellery’s future. Not saving the world from apocalypse. When I looked into 1934, it had more question marks than answers, but—wasn’t it funny?—somehow, with Genevieve in my arms, that didn’t scare me anymore. It felt exciting. Like an adventure. Like this was what Archie left Harmony to chase down, why he gave me the radio, what Father Daily wanted to hide from us. A future full of unknowns could be full of wonderful things, too.

I could’ve stayed on that Ferris Wheel forever, kissing Genevieve, everything around us bright—until it all went dark. We broke apart, and around us, the Ferris Wheel shuddered still.

“We missed our stop!” Genevieve pulled away to look out the window: We’d somehow gone a full rotation with no one noticing and now hung motionless about thirty feet up in the air, the Midway empty and quiet below. “How long were we kissing?”

“Not long enough,” I said, pulling her close again, and when she shot me an exasperated look, I shrugged. “We’ve got all the time in the world. I’ll take us back … eventually.”

She let out a surprised burst of laughter so irresistible I grinned and had to kiss her again, but she pulled away, still smiling.

“You’re only supposed to be turning back time for good reasons!”

“Yeah, exactly,” I said, and she tapped the tourbillon in my jacket pocket.

“Matilda is waiting for us,” she said, but her eyes sparkled in a way that made my heart jump. She grabbed my hand. “Take us back. I’m suddenly very anxious to return to 1934.”

■ ■ ■

Just to be safe, she wanted to turn us invisible again, which was the weirdest feeling, her and me both vanishing into nothing. I tried to talk her out of it, not just because walking around invisible made me feel like the world’s clumsiest ghost but because I couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d told me—that she disappeared because she felt erased, forgotten, overlooked.

She’d cut me off with a kiss, and when we broke apart she said, her voice soft, “I think part of me was always so afraid of turning invisible, as though one day I would disappear and never come back and no one would even know … But now … it’s easier to fade away when I can trust I’ll be seen again.”

There was still the problem of my bracelet. It’d cooled down from earlier, but I was nervous to mess around with time too much.

“Most likely, you overworked the bracelet’s parameters. I think it’s safe to try again, and when we get back to Matilda’s I’ll take another look at it. Ready?” She disappeared us into nothing, and, after a silent wish that I didn’t tear apart the universe, I took time backward, moving bit by bit until the Ferris Wheel spun in reverse. I stopped when our car faced the ride deck, and together, we ran unseen out the closest exit, sliding past the guards posted at the exits. Genevieve led the way to Matilda’s house and kept us invisible all the way to the front door, which Zella swung open, blinking at the nothing in front of her before saying, “Right! Hold on, come on in.”

She stepped aside, and Genevieve and I hurried into the sitting room, Genevieve pulling away our invisibility the second she heard the door close. Zella must’ve been expecting just her, because when we both popped into view, hand in hand and a little breathless and Genevieve with her cheeks so beautifully pink I couldn’t help staring at her with a smile, Zella let out a surprised “Oh!”

“They’re back!” she called up to Matilda with a smile. “And you owe me theater tickets!”

“For what?” Genevieve shot her a suspicious look as she took the tourbillon from me, but Zella just shooed her away, looking pleased with herself.

“Never you mind. It was a success?” The way her eyes slid from Genevieve to me made me think she had more than the tourbillon on her mind, but we were saved from having to answer by Matilda, who came into the sitting room and scooped up the tourbillon like a mother reunited with her baby.

“Ah! This is perfect! You didn’t run into any trouble, did you?” Grinning, she threw a glance at Genevieve, then paused. “You didn’t run into any trouble …?”

“Um. It wasn’t quite as easy as we had hoped.” Genevieve twisted her hands nervously. “I suppose … the guards might have been alerted to the break-in … and that Ash had been the one to steal the tourbillon … along with me …”

Matilda’s eyes narrowed as she glared at me. “Why didn’t you turn things back? What did we make that bracelet for?!”

“It’s not his fault!” Genevieve said. “It was a … difficult situation. I managed to turn us both invisible and get us out of the fair.”

Groaning, Matilda rubbed her temples. “As long as nobody knows who you are, we’re probably safe—just don’t go showing your faces any—What?” She’d caught the look Genevieve and I shared, and Genevieve swallowed.

“Well, we ran into someone who knows Ash. So I suppose it would be more accurate to say that while we weren’t caught …”

“The guards know exactly who stole the tourbillon,” Matilda finished in a flat voice. “Oh, wonderful. How long before they beat down my door?”

One glance at Genevieve’s excellent poker face, and Matilda let out another groan.

“If Ellery says anything to his father, he’ll send him to the boardinghouse,” Genevieve said quickly. “And Mrs. Cepak doesn’t know where we’re staying. We have some time.”

“Sounds like we’ll need it.” Matilda pointed a finger at Genevieve. “You—meet me upstairs so we can get to work. And you.” She threw me a murderous glare. “You think you can convince that boy to keep his mouth shut?”

When I shrugged, Matilda let out another annoyed huff. “Then go do it!”

She spun around, muttering to herself, while Zella gave us a sympathetic smile and followed her out of the room.

“I was going to look at your bracelet,” Genevieve said, frowning at my wrist. “Maybe you shouldn’t …”

“No, Matilda’s right. I need to get to Ellery and find out what he’s told his pop. Besides, I have to tell him my plans have changed.”

That got a small smile out of her, and then she threw her arms around me. “Just—please be careful,” she murmured against my neck, and she pulled away enough to look me in the eye. “Don’t touch time. And come back quickly.”

“You won’t even miss me,” I said with a grin, and—after checking that Matilda and Zella were gone—I bent down and gave her a quick kiss.

Maybe not quick enough, though, because as I headed out the door Matilda groaned, “Oh, you are kidding me. Lovebirds.”

■ ■ ■

Ellery D. Sinclair. 104 East Erie Street, Chicago, III.

While I took the hired hack up north, I ran my fingers over the edges of Ellery’s calling card, reading his address over and over. I wasn’t sure what to say to him. I wasn’t sure what he needed to hear.

The carriage slowed outside a miniature castle of dark gray stone, smaller than most of the mansions on this quiet block but intimidating enough for me to swallow hard as I stepped out, handing the hackman my fare. A few windows glowed, curtains drawn so I could only catch the edges of light and the shadows of figures walking by.

“Okay,” I said, shaking out my hands. “Okay, okay, you can do this, Ash—take a stand, be brave, make Genevieve and Archie proud.”

The front gate shrieked when I pushed it open, and I winced. I’d hoped those moving shadows belonged to Ellery and that his pop was an early-to-bed type.

At my knock, the door swung open, and a man I didn’t recognize opened up and said politely, “Yes, sir? How may I be of service?”

“Oh, um. I’m here to see Ellery,” I said, and then added, “I’m a friend.”

The man gave me such a cold look I had to fight the urge to throw back time.

“Do you have a card?”

“Uh, yeah, actually!” I pulled out the card Ellery’d given me and handed it over with a smile. Although the man took it with a small nod, he only gave it a quick glance before his frown deepened.

“I meant a card of your own, sir.”

Right. I was about to give up, try again, when I heard, “Ash?”

From over the man’s shoulder, I could see him: Ellery, standing jacketless in the middle of the front hall, his face gray and exhausted.

“Thank you, Tom, you may let Mr. Hargreaves in.” Ellery sounded stiff, nodding to the man, who stepped aside for me. Ellery looked around the hall—massive but cold, bare marble floors and high, shadowy walls, with a huge black staircase at the back—and nodded to his left. “We’ll be in the library.”

It was just as gloomy as the rest of the house: half-empty shelves, dark wood furniture, no rugs on the floor, no paintings on the walls. Ellery closed the door behind us.

“Please. Sit.” When I’d dropped onto a leather couch that felt like it’d been carved from granite, Ellery perched on the edge of a stiff, straight-backed chair. “You shouldn’t have come.”

“I just want to talk.”

“If my father discovers you here—” His voice came out in a furious whisper, but underneath that I could see his misery.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I was. It wasn’t just Genevieve I should have stood up for. Ellery needed me, too. He was a good man who wanted to leave his father’s views in the past, but it was hard to turn your back on the only thing you knew. I shouldn’t have put him in that position.

Ellery looked pained. “I accept your apology,” he said, giving me a slight bow. “And please, tell your companion I regret my actions.

It is unconscionable to shout at a lady like that, especially in public.” He left out Even if she deserved it, but I could read it plain enough on his face.

“I don’t understand what happened, Ash,” Ellery said, shaking his head. “You stole a … tourbillon? The guards told us it is a rare item, but certainly there were more valuable objects at hand. I thought perhaps it was meant as a prank, that you would return the device. The police seem more puzzled than concerned, but Father … He was furious. He is furious. He believes you were trying to embarrass him and wants you punished. You and your companion.”

“Did you tell him where to find me?”

Ellery gave me a hard look. “I told him I don’t know. It’s the truth, isn’t it? You aren’t staying at that boardinghouse anymore. Are you staying—with her?”

He sounded almost … jealous? Before I could answer, he added quickly, “I only ask because, well, if you don’t need the apartment anymore …”

“That was actually what I wanted to tell you.” I took a breath. “I’m not staying in Chicago. I’m going back home.”

Ellery went still. “Oh. Then … you’re not … Everything we … You’re leaving.”

The way he looked at me, I could’ve been back in my own past—1924, my final moments with Archie, his hands on my shoulders, his eyes locked on mine. Now I was the big brother, the one who had to find the words that would help this scared kid get himself out.

“Listen,” I said, “it’s goodbye to me, but it doesn’t have to be goodbye to everything we talked about. You still believe in the future, don’t you?”

His expression softened. “Of course I do. But … I’m surprised to hear you say that, given Miss Newhouse’s criticisms of the fair.”

“She just—” But then I stopped myself. I wasn’t here to have an easy conversation. Even if Genevieve hadn’t opened her mouth tonight, I’d read enough of Zella’s stories, seen enough with my own eyes, lived through enough of Harmony’s injustices to know that if Ellery wanted to build a beautiful future, he had to be willing to take a good look at some ugly truths, too. He had to be willing to learn and do better.

“She was right.” As soon as I said the words, Ellery’s face fell, but I shook my head. “No—it’s not something to be afraid of. I know you don’t agree with your father. You want to take the lessons of the White City and make the future better? Learn from its mistakes. Make a place that doesn’t turn people into entertainment. Or box women into one little corner. Show the world what you can accomplish when you open up the doors to anyone. Ellery”—I leaned forward, my heart beating faster, because I could tell he was listening hard—“you can do it. You don’t need me—you can do it.”

“But Ash …” Ellery started, shook his head, tried again. “Earlier tonight, my father—”

From somewhere in the hall, a door opened, a voice rumbled, and Ellery leaped to his feet.

“My father! Ash, he can’t see you! Just—stay here—please.”

“Wait!” I said, but Ellery, his face white, slipped out the door.

My words weren’t enough. Archie’d had years to encourage me—how was I supposed to do the same in only a few minutes?

But then, Archie hadn’t only given me words. He’d left me the radio.

I jumped to my feet, searched the desk in the corner, pushing aside books, letters, papers until I found what I needed. I worked fast, pen in hand, hand flying over paper, one ear trained to the noises outside: the rumble of Sinclair’s questions, Ellery’s answering murmurs. Luckily, I knew just what to write.

When the door opened, I jumped like a red-handed thief, but it was just Ellery.

“I’ve convinced him no one is here,” he whispered, pale and exhausted. “But if he asks Tom … You have to go, Ash, quick!”

Crossing the room, I folded up the piece of paper, pushed it into his hand.

“Listen to me: Everything you need to know is right there.”

“Ash—” He pulled my arm, but I looked into his face.

“Ellery, you don’t have to be scared of the future. That is the future. You’ll know what’s coming. Make something good with it.”

When I didn’t move, he nodded, slipped the paper into his pocket.

“All right, all right, just—come quickly!” he urged, pulling me into the grand front hall.

He hurried over to the door and threw it open for me. “Quick!”

“Ellery—” I put my hand on his shoulder, looked into his terrified face. “You’re going to be okay. I know it. You—” My words broke off as Ellery’s eyes darted to something behind me, the color draining from his face, and I spun around to see him, Sinclair, standing in the shadows beside the grand staircase, silently watching us.

“F-Father!” Ellery’s knees literally knocked together; he might’ve crumpled if I hadn’t put out a hand to keep him up.

“Tom!” Sinclair didn’t stop staring at us even as he shouted. “Tom, call—”

“Wait! Wait, Father—” Ellery rushed at his father. “Father, please, he—He came to apologize for what happened, he’s terribly sorry, he’s promised to return the tourbillon, and—”

“No, Ellery.” I held up my hand to stop him, and I could see my bracelet gleaming dully in the dim light. I could risk it—turn time back, slip out unnoticed. But even if I wasn’t worried about ripping apart time, dodging the truth wasn’t what Archie had done.

“I am sorry,” I said, my chin raised. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it clearer that I agree with Genevieve.”

Behind me, I could hear Ellery’s gasp, but I only had eyes for Sinclair, slowly turning purple.

“You came here to tell me that?” he asked, his voice a dangerous growl, but I shook my head.

“I came to talk to your son, Mr. Sinclair. But as long as I’m here, you should know: Men like you are dying out. If you want a place in the future, you better learn to stop fighting the Genevieves of the world. Believe me: Eventually, they’re gonna win.”

“What is this nonsense? Ellery—”

“No—Father!”

Ellery, still pale, terrified, looked his father straight in the eye. “You should—What I mean is—” He threw a glance at me, uncertain, and I nodded at him: You can do it … But when he didn’t speak, I took a step forward, put out my hand.

“You don’t have to stay here.” The words came out before I knew what I was saying. “Come with me.”

“You!” Sinclair blustered. “Ellery, ignore this lunatic!”

“Just walk away,” I pleaded. “I can help you get started. I’ve got my money from the Open Board. You can have it, all of it—ten thousand dollars—”

At that, Sinclair let out a laugh, but it wasn’t the laugh of someone who’d heard something ridiculous. It was the laugh of someone who had just beaten a rival.

“A paltry ten thousand dollars won’t convince him to go along with you, not when he has our family’s fortune at his disposal.”

Family’s fortune? I glanced at Ellery, confused. I thought Sinclair had disinherited him?

Sinclair put a hand on Ellery’s shoulder, gripping so tight I could see his fingers straining. “Tell him, son.”

Ellery looked over at me, miserable. “I’m sorry, Ash. I wanted to tell you …”

“Ellery did me proud, defending my honor and our great fair. We talked it over, and I understand now what it is he’s hoping to achieve.” Sinclair looked at his son with pride, but pride in something you owned. “It will be beautiful. A true White City.”

“The White City will disappear,” I spat back. “In just a few months, it’ll be gone.”

“No. My son will keep it alive, always, along with the values I have instilled in him: respect for tradition, obedience, morality—”

“It’s never going to happen like that.”

“Mr. Hargreaves.” Sinclair sounded annoyed. “You’ve got to have faith.”

“What’d you say?” I snapped, the words coming out of me before I knew it, because I could’ve been back in Congregation, back in Harmony: You’ve got to have faith, Ashley Hargreaves. But it wasn’t just Sinclair’s words. It was his voice, the look on his face, the way he said them. His message wasn’t about belief or trust or hope. It was about shutting me up, pushing away my questions. I blinked, and I could see Father Daily standing in front of me; then I shook my head, and it was Sinclair calling for the footmen to get the police, to block the door.

I grabbed Sinclair’s shoulder, spinning him around, looking into his face. Father Daily had hollowed cheeks, a long beard, but the eyes that looked out at me right now, with disgust, with anger—I knew those eyes.

“This is impossible,” I muttered. “You can’t be Father Daily.” Father Daily wasn’t much older than my parents. In forty-one years, Sinclair would probably be dead.

“What are you raving about? Of course I’m not Daily!” Sinclair twisted out of my grip, then threw a hand at Ellery. “That was the boy’s mother, Virginia Daily. Tom—get him into the library!”

The boy’s mother.

Ellery D. Sinclair …

“Ellery … Daily?” I caught sight of Ellery’s pale, terrified face just before hands clamped onto my arm, twisting me away. They couldn’t be the same person. Ellery, soft-spoken and kind and dreamy, didn’t have anything in common with the raving, ranting madman who ruled Harmony.

But a memory from earlier tonight crashed into me: Ellery at the Manufactures Building, shouting at Genevieve, his eyes flashing, his voice cutting through the air: ungrateful—ashamed—disgrace!

Night after night, Father Daily shouted those words at some poor person in Congregation, while I listened, silent, grateful it wasn’t me up there.

A pounding at the door threw me back to reality, the footman struggling to get my hands behind my back, Sinclair shouting, and in the corner, Ellery …

My friend … The friend who had showed me around Chicago, who made me laugh, who dreamed of building a better world. My friend … who would one day turn into Father Daily. Who would send my brother away to die.

“No!” I shoved off the footman and rushed at Ellery—to throw my arms around him? To throw a punch? Before I could figure that out, the door burst open with a shout of Police, but I couldn’t get arrested, and I batted at time, desperate. The bracelet blazed against my wrist as time skidded back just a few seconds—“What are you raving—” and I threw time back again, again, trying to erase everything that just happened.

Time shuddered, leaving me alone in the front hall, but when?

“… did I hear?” Sinclair’s voice, and I turned just quick enough to see him standing at the top of the staircase with Ellery beside him before I melted back into the shadows, my heart thudding fast.

“No, no,” Ellery said quickly. “Just a fellow looking for directions. Tom sent him on his way.”

“Then get on to bed. Much to do tomorrow. I want to gather investors while sentiment for the fair is high. We’ll have a special boat excursion to announce it—Monday night. You can arrange the entertainment, but I want it to be a celebration of the future, all leading up to our grand plan: a new White City.”

“Harmony.” Ellery whispered the word, but I could feel it vibrate through my bones. “I want to call it Harmony …”

I couldn’t hear any more; I spun around and threw open the door, ignoring Sinclair’s shouts of surprise as I ran out into the night, my heart buzzing so fast I had to remind myself to breathe, choking down huge swallows of air.

Harmony and Ellery and Father Daily—how was it possible? How had I missed it? My head floated, vision going blurry, buildings whipping past, horses screaming as I darted into traffic. I didn’t know where I was going, was just running as fast as I could while the world tilted sideways.

How could Ellery turn into Father Daily? He had passion and dreams, but he wasn’t some crazy zealot, he wasn’t out there claiming he had the gift of—

No. It hit me so hard I stumbled, catching myself on a lamppost. Father Daily’s famous foresight. Nobody—not me, not even Archie—had understood how he’d done it, successfully predicted war and disease and famine and depression. But I knew now. Because five minutes ago I’d handed him a list of every single major disaster that would happen in the next forty-one years.

I’d given it to Ellery hoping it would keep my friend safe enough to see him through to his dreams, not realizing I’d just handed my enemy his greatest weapon.

Father Daily hadn’t been born. He’d been created. And I had helped make him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

GENEVIEVE


“Snip that wire … there. Genevieve? Ahem!”

I blinked, a pair of pliers in my hand, and cut where Matilda had directed, my cheeks burning so hot I could almost see the glow.

“Something more important on your mind than rebuilding my temporal field detector?” Matilda asked, letting out a huff as she reached for her screwdriver.

“Of course not.” Over the last few hours, Matilda, with my help, had transformed an unwieldly collection of parts into something purposeful and useful, a process that I usually found altogether magical—usually. Meaning, not on nights when a boy had shown me his heart and kissed me amid the stars.

Matilda let out a noise that suggested she knew exactly what was on my mind and snapped at me to hook the device up to the generator as she screwed the display panel into place.

“Almost done …” she muttered. She set down her screwdriver and carefully flicked the switch on the device. There was silence, but before I could express my disappointment, the machine began to tick furiously, and a grin spread across Matilda’s face.

“Aha!” She fiddled with a set of dials wired to the large, cylinder-shaped device sitting on the table, and at once, a low, comforting hum filled the room. “Let’s see what’s happening with all those holes that boy punched through time …”

Matilda adjusted a stubby metal aerial set into the top of the device. “This scans for temporal anomalies, which we analyze”—she pointed at a row of dials, their indicators swinging wildly—“here.”

She studied the readings, one hand jotting down notes, the other adjusting the aerial as I crowded over her shoulder, trying to keep up.

“Hm,” she said at last.

“What?”

“The anomalies … They’re there, I can find them, but they don’t seem to be acting like holes …”

As she ran through her readings again, I considered what she’d said, thinking about the moment I’d time-traveled with Ash, falling for an instant into some other timeless space …

“Ash believes his time travel works by bridging different times,” I thought aloud. “What if he’s not making holes? What if he’s making tunnels?”

“A tunnel in time … connecting the past and the future …” Matilda turned back toward her device, adjusting it for a few moments before nodding at the readings. “Yes—yes.”

“And if those tunnels connect the moments Ash traveled from the future into the past, what if we use them to go forward?” I asked, my words tumbling fast, my chest fluttering with excitement. “We return to 1934 by traveling through the first tunnel he made—the one that dropped us into 1893!”

Shock jolted across Matilda’s face before she bent down to the machine again. “Give me the coordinates.”

“Lake Michigan. Sixteenth Street.” My smile slipped. “But that hole is high above the water … We would need something to get us into the air. I suppose they haven’t yet invented—”

“Stop right there.” Matilda cut me off with a raised hand, the other fiddling with her device. “If what you’re suggesting is true, there should be some indication in the shape of spacetime …” She moved quickly, powering up her smaller temporal meter before returning to her device. I heard her muttering as she adjusted the machines, jotted down notes, tumbled them into complicated calculations, which she wrote, crossed out, rewrote, a fast-growing tangle I couldn’t begin to make sense of. But at last, she set her pencil down, stunned.

“Well?” I asked.

“I believe … yes …” She blinked down at her own work before finding my gaze again. “Genevieve: We can get you home.” The corners of her lips curled into a smile, but I could only stare back, that word—home—thrumming through me. I wanted to laugh, I wanted to scream, but Matilda, brisk and businesslike once more, walked over to her chalkboard, where she slashed a checkmark beside Figure out how get G+A to 1934.

“Somehow, I imagined that feeling more … monumental,” I said. “At least the list is getting shorter!”

But Matilda had already added a new item at the bottom: Get G+A high in air before erasing the checkmark beside Test A’s precision.

“Wait! We did that yesterday,” I protested. “Ash can move through time in exact increments.”

“Going backward. Now that we know the tunnels are the key to moving forward, we’ll have to test that, too. We need him to bring you both precisely to the morning of June 15, 1934. And then once we take care of that—”

The house rattled suddenly, Matilda frowning, but before either of us could speak:

“Genevieve!”

The slam of a door and then from below, Zella’s voice, sounding worried, and I flew from Matilda’s study, running so quickly down the stairs I almost tripped over my own feet.

“Ash? Ash!”

Zella had gotten him to a chair in the sitting room, where he sat slumped over himself. He looked up when I appeared, his eyes wild, and reached out to take my hand, which was when I noticed the angry red welt around his wrist.

“You’re burned!” Quickly, I pulled out my pliers and cut him free of the bracelet, now a snarl of melted wires. A moment later Zella slipped me a wet cloth, and as I wrapped Ash’s wrist, he hissed between his teeth. “What happened?”

“It didn’t go well?”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Matilda, standing in the doorway with her arms crossed.

“Not in the way we thought,” Ash said, his voice hoarse. “Ellery didn’t tell Sinclair how to find us.”

“You time-slipped?” I guessed, and Ash shook his head.

“No, no, nothing like that—Genevieve.” He reached for me with his uninjured hand, squeezing my fingers tight. “Ellery is Father Daily.”

“The man who ran Harmony …? Ellery? Ash, I don’t understand.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t see it. Ellery told me he wanted to build a White City, a city on a hill … It was Harmony, all along. And I did it, I made it happen. His stupid gift of sight, his predictions for the future—they weren’t predictions! He was just reading off that damn list I gave him, telling him all the big things that will happen over the next forty years!”

“You gave a boy in 1893 a list of future events?” Matilda’s voice sharpened, but I wasn’t even sure Ash heard her—he’d dropped his head into his hands, kneading his temples, and at first I thought he was crying until I realized with a lurch he was laughing: wild laughter that left him breathless and hysterical.

“I did it! Father Daily—I told him to go make his stupid White City, I made sure he had the money for it, I handed him his gift of sight! I should have known. He always talked about it, went on and on about how he was chosen, he was blessed, a damned ANGEL came down, rescued him from the hellfire of a sinful life, granted him visions of the future—and it was ME!” The laughs hiccoughed out of him until tears rolled down his cheeks, his body wracked with sobs. I pulled him into my arms, and as he clung to me, I shot worried looks at Zella and Matilda.

“I just … I can’t believe it,” Ash whispered, lifting his face from my shoulder, his eyes red. Zella held out a handkerchief, and he took it, mopping himself up. “How many times did I hear him say it, but I never put it together? He’d always insisted he was chosen to lead Harmony, marked for divine greatness! An angel came down from heaven, gifted me with prognostication and saved me from a fiery death, and all that time … it was just me …”

He wrung the handkerchief between his hands, but something in his words …

“A fiery death …” I repeated. “That’s what he told you? Saved from a fiery death? What did he mean?”

“No idea. He always talked like that: blessed with prognostication and reborn amid conflagration! He said it was how he knew he was meant to lead Harmony.”

“But … was he actually in a fire?”

“Genevieve, he lied about everything. He was always telling stories about miraculous events that marked him for greatness. The fire’s just another—”

“But Ash—there was a fire. Or, rather, there will be. The Cold Storage Building at the Columbian Exposition caught—will catch—fire. More than a dozen people will die. Hold on.” I hurried up the stairs, back to Matilda’s study, digging through the things we’d brought from the boardinghouse until I found what I was looking for: the wrinkled, water-stained guide to the 1934 fair that Ash had carried in his pocket from the future.

“Here—look!” I returned to the sitting room, having found the section titled “Chicago: A history of the city and its major events.”

“‘Although the fair of 1893 was a triumph,’” I read aloud, “‘it was not without tragedy. On the evening of July 10, 1893, a fire broke out in the Cold Storage Refrigeration Building, leading to the deaths of—’”

“July tenth?” Zella interrupted. “That’s two nights from now!”

I nodded and turned back to Ash. “You said Ellery goes to the fair every day, and that Father Daily believed being saved was a mark of greatness. Isn’t it possible he meant that fire? What if it was the last sign Ellery needed to become Father Daily?”

Ash seemed to be turning the idea over in his head. “Father Daily’s faith was unwavering. But the Ellery I left behind tonight … he was shaky. Finding my list might not be enough to make him believe he was made for Harmony. Maybe you’re right—he needed to believe he was going to die … so he could be reborn.”

“Then this is our chance to change the future!” I said, and Ash blinked at me.

“By … letting him die in the fire?”

“No.” I bent down until we were eye to eye and took his hands. “You keep Ellery away from the fair. He never goes into that fire, he never comes close to death, he’s never saved, he never turns into Father Daily. Do you understand? No Father Daily—ever.”

“No Father Daily …” Ash repeated, seemingly unable to believe the words. “No Harmony, no Congregation, no matrons … He would never come to my small town. He’d never pull my family out of the mountains. And … Archie …” Ash’s eyes welled with tears, his hands trembling in mine. “Without Father Daily, my brother might still be alive.”

“Without Father Daily,” I continued, throwing a glance at Matilda, “there would be no apocalypse. Ash would have no reason to go to Chicago. No end of the world to prevent.”

I could see the words hit Ash, slumping him back in the chair.

“My family together … My brother alive …” His voice came out in a hoarse whisper, and then he seemed to realize what he was saying, what was possible, and a smile spread across his face.

“Genevieve,” he breathed, shaking his head in amazement, his eyes bright and shining. “I think you just saved the world.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY

ASH


“Hold on.” Typical—Genevieve was gazing at me, misty-eyed; Zella looked about to break into sobs; but Matilda was all business, arms crossed over her chest, unimpressed. “We’ve got plenty left to do. If you really believe that boy is so important, we’ll need a solid plan to keep him away from the fair. We also still need to test out Genevieve’s tunnel theory, not to mention—”

“Can we take a second? Just to celebrate?” I asked, and Matilda hmphed.

“Only one. We have work to do.”

She meant it: One second later she sent me and Genevieve back up to the study.

“Good thing I’m getting quick at repairs,” Matilda muttered, picking apart my ruined bracelet. “While I fix this, you two figure out how you’re going to keep that boy from the fair.”

“It won’t be as easy as it sounds,” I said to Genevieve, dropping into an empty chair. “Two nights from now, Sinclair wants to announce his plans for Harmony to a group of investors on one of their steamboat rides to the fair. He put Ellery in charge of the whole thing—entertainers, lectures, a celebration of the future, he said. I don’t think Ellery’s gonna miss it.”

There was the sound of laughter from the corner—Matilda, eyes on my bracelet, shaking her head and chuckling.

“What?” Genevieve asked.

“You didn’t tell me that boy was Ellery Sinclair, of Sinclair Steamboats,” she answered. “Those boat rides are famous—hottest ticket in town. Remember I told you Dr. Wallace got in a snit when his lecture fell apart? He’s desperate to get onto one of those boats—has some grand ideas about impressing folks with good connections. Lots of career ambitions, Dr. Wallace. Probably would sell his own mother for an invitation.” She let out another laugh, bracelet sizzling as she shaped it over a flame.

“If we can’t keep Ellery from the boat,” Genevieve said, turning from Matilda to me, “could we keep the boat from the fair?”

“It goes right to the pier,” I said with a shrug. “Ellery told me.”

“We wouldn’t have to keep the boat from ever reaching the fair—just long enough to miss the fire. You said Ellery is in charge of entertainment for the evening? Couldn’t you convince him to make things a bit … excessive?”

I thought back to the Ellery I’d left behind tonight. Would he even agree to speak with me?

“Done!” With a final flash of light, Genevieve and I turned around to see Matilda holding up my bracelet.

“You fixed it?”

“I altered it,” she said, getting to her feet. “I need to test out Genevieve’s tunnel-to-the-future theory.”

“Tunnel to the … what?” I asked.

“I’m hoping we can move into the future by traveling through the holes you created in spacetime,” Genevieve answered. “Specifically, the one you made when we fell back from 1934 and landed in Lake Michigan.”

“And to test that theory,” Matilda continued, fitting the bracelet over my wrist, “I altered your bracelet to magnify the effects of your time travel.”

“To do … what?” I asked, raising my wrist to get a closer look at the bracelet.

“Make a time tunnel.”

“Make a … Sorry—are you saying you want me to break spacetime?”

“For science!” Genevieve said cheerfully, and she pulled me to my feet. “It will be perfectly safe.”

“And you won’t be going back far.” Matilda fiddled with some huge, clunky-looking machine that ticked and whirred on her worktable. “Five minutes, just to the moment we first walked into this room. My five-minutes-in-the-past self will tell you the code word that I’ve picked out, then you will return through the tunnel to now and tell us. To Genevieve and me, it should appear as though you never even moved.”

I threw Genevieve a desperate look—was she serious?

“It’ll be all right.” Genevieve gave me an encouraging nod. “Matilda knows what she’s doing.”

“That makes one of us,” I muttered, fingering the bracelet. “Okay. Here goes …”

But before I could do anything, Matilda let out a triumphant laugh. “Code word?”

I stared at her blankly. “I … haven’t even left yet.”

Genevieve and Matilda both dove at the machine on the worktable, Matilda adjusting the settings, scanning the readings, mumbling, “No, no, this is very clear …”

“So, do you want me to do it?” I asked. “Or …?”

Frowning, Matilda twiddled some dials, Genevieve looking on. “Perhaps it wasn’t calibrated as well as I thought? No—that can’t be right, it was working perfectly …”

“Why don’t you aim it at the tunnel in Lake Michigan?” Genevieve suggested. “We can compare it to the data we gathered earlier.”

“Good idea.” While the two of them bent over the machine, I raised a hand.

“Just checking—do you still need me …? Or could I maybe—”

Matilda let out a sharp gasp, just as Genevieve said, “That can’t be right! Matilda—maybe there really is something wrong with your machine!”

But Matilda, her face slack with panic, had pushed past Genevieve, making for a stack of papers piled on a chair in the corner. She riffled through them before pulling one free and handing it to Genevieve. “These are the readings I took the night you both fell into the past.” She bent down and picked up a notebook on the worktable. “And these are the readings I just took. Do you see what’s happening?”

Frowning, Genevieve’s eyes darted from paper to notebook to the whirring machine, the color draining from her face.

“The tunnel …” she whispered. “It’s … shrinking …”

“Shrinking?” I asked, hurrying over to take a look at the papers myself—not that it did me much good. Matilda’s equations could’ve been written in Chinese for all I understood.

“Spacetime is healing itself.” Matilda nodded, looking grim. “It would be a good thing, except we need that tunnel to send you back. We’ve been operating under the assumption that we have forty-one years to prevent the apocalypse, but that’s not true—not if we’re using this tunnel to get you home. In days, it’ll collapse entirely. We need to get you home, now.”

“But—Ellery!” I said. “What about Ellery?”

“Forget about him,” Matilda snapped. “This is more important than the prince of Sinclair Steamboats.”

“But if we can keep him safe—there’s no Father Daily!” Genevieve said quickly. “No apocalypse!”

“My family,” I added. I didn’t understand what Matilda was saying, but I knew I had to stick around to keep Ellery from turning into Father Daily. I had to take my chance to change the future. “My brother!”

“No.” Matilda shook her head. “We go back to the first plan: take the tunnel back, returning the morning of June 15, 1934, before the apocalypse even starts.”

“But—”

“Are you two even listening to me?” Matilda didn’t sound angry—she sounded scared, and I felt fear prickle across my skin. “If we don’t get you home before that damned tunnel closes, you two will be stuck here forever!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

GENEVIEVE


“We can do both!” Ash was babbling, looking from Matilda to me to the machine to Matilda again. “We need to get out to Lake Michigan, right? We need to get to the hole—the tunnel! So we take Ellery’s boat. No, no—just listen!” Matilda had already started shaking her head, gathering up her notes, while Ash circled her, trying to make her understand. “We take the boat, we make sure it gets to where we need it, we keep Ellery safe! We can do all of it—we can return to a 1934 that’s different, safer, better!”

“No,” Matilda said flatly. “You two are going back to the future as soon as possible. That tunnel might not even exist in two days!”

“And how were you planning on getting us there?” Ash asked. “Got a steamboat in your spare bedroom?”

“I don’t know …” I said, and the two of them both turned to stare at me: Matilda with relief, Ash with something closer to betrayal. “I’m sorry, Ash, but perhaps Matilda is right … How would we all get on that steamboat? You, me, Matilda, Matilda’s device … That’s too much for me to turn invisible, and if it really is the hottest ticket in town, I don’t see how we’d get one, let alone three.”

“I know.”

We all turned to see Zella leaning against the doorframe, listening to us.

“How?” Matilda demanded, and Zella gave her a You know look that made Matilda, after a moment, shake her head. “It doesn’t matter. I already said—we’re not doing it. You’re going back to 1934, you’re going to—”

“Please.”

I’d never heard Ash sound like that: broken. Desperate. Matilda squeezed her eyes tight, her hands in fists at her side, as he continued: “Please, Matilda. If there’s a way … My family, my brother … I can’t lose them again …”

“Matilda …” Zella said softly, and she opened her eyes again, giving Zella a pained look.

“I don’t know … I’m not sure the tunnel will still be stable in two days …” she mumbled, and Ash turned to me, a plea in his eyes. I glanced from him to Matilda, torn, and then picked up Matilda’s notes.

“The rate of decay …” I made some quick calculations in my head. “It looks like the tunnel should last at least two days, right? But as for getting us all on the boat …”

Matilda let out a long sigh. “Fine. You and the boy sneak on, invisible. I’ll take care of myself and my machine. I’ll keep the boat on the lake past sunset, and I’ll make sure it gets to the location of the tunnel, too.” She swallowed, making a face like she tasted something bad. “Dr. Wallace.”

“Dr. Wallace?”

“You said the Sinclair boy is responsible for putting together the entertainment? A celebration of the future? Tell him about Dr. Wallace. Tell him he’s come up with a groundbreaking theory that will change physics as we know it, and he’s got a dazzling new temporal field detector to show off.”

“But Dr. Wallace was ready to destroy your device!” I said.

“If we can convince him there’s a boatload of Chicago elites anxious to hear about it, I guarantee you—he will jump at that invitation. Or he will once I show up on his doorstep with my machine, telling him he can have it as long as he brings me with him on that boat.”

“And your assistant,” Zella added. “I’m not letting you do this alone.”

Matilda shot Zella a grateful look, then nodded. “I’ll tell him he needs to make sure his demonstration happens after sundown, exactly at the point where the machine has detected a major anomaly. It’ll be the perfect showcase for his brilliance.”

“His brilliance!” I seethed. “Stealing your invention! Fraudulently establishing himself as an expert in modern physics!”

“If either of you has a better idea, you let me know,” she said. When we all stayed silent, she nodded. “In that case, let’s get to work. We don’t have a single second to waste.”

■ ■ ■

Ash protested when I told him to get some sleep, but within minutes he was snoring on Matilda’s couch, his long frame tucked underneath a knitted blanket.

Upstairs in the lab, Matilda was waiting for me, just like I knew she would be, and carefully, I closed the door.

“You’re going to give Dr. Wallace your ideas—again?” I asked, but she held up a hand.

“You can get mad later. Tell me: What was the code word Ash was supposed to give when he went back in time?”

I stared at her in surprise. I’d nearly forgotten her experiment.

“Irises,” I answered, and Matilda nodded.

“My favorite flower. You remember, then?”

I did. Almost the moment we set foot in Matilda’s study, just before she worked on Ash’s bracelet, Ash had suddenly disappeared beside me, reappearing in the middle of the room like a skipping movie frame. I’d seen him do that before—a sure sign that he had moved backward in time—but it still made me jump, and then he spun to Matilda and asked, “Code word?” Unsurprised, Matilda had replied, “Irises.”

Clearly, some future version of Matilda had laid out an experiment with some future version of Ash, and I’d turned to Matilda, about to ask her what she was testing, when Ash had nodded, taken a step backward—and vanished.

“Oh! Where did he go now?” I’d asked, and Matilda had pulled out her watch.

“Five minutes into the future.”

“Into … the future?” I’d stared at her, stunned, as she explained her experiment, the tunnels.

“But—where is he?” I’d asked again, and Matilda had shrugged, picked up a piece of paper.

“This is the past,” she’d said, pointing to one corner, “and this the future,” she added, pointing to the opposite corner. “Ash is somewhere”—she folded the paper so the corners met—“here.”

Five minutes later, right on time, Ash reappeared, blinking at us as Matilda let out a triumphant shout—only, he failed to remember the code word.

“This is what I was worried about,” Matilda said now, and I frowned.

“But your machine recorded a fluctuation in spacetime. We spoke to a future version of him. Ash successfully traveled into the future from a tunnel to the past.”

“True. I didn’t know if you’d find another version of Ash and Genevieve already in 1934—too many As and Gs. The experiment proved that a traveler from the past returns to the body of his future self. When you and Ash return to the future, you won’t appear on the balcony of the Hall of Science—you’ll be wherever the 1934 version of Ash and Genevieve are.”

“So …” I said slowly, putting it together. “The morning of June fifteenth … I’d be at home, I suppose, and Ash would be … Well, if not Chicago, his family’s farm in Pennsylvania, maybe, unless they moved somewhere, but—What is it?”

Matilda was shaking her head. “That’s not what’s worrying me. Ash had no memory of his time in the past. He traveled to the future—his mind didn’t.”

“Are you saying … When we return to 1934, we’ll lose all our memories of 1893?”

Matilda nodded once, briskly.

But that would mean … I would forget Ash … I would forget our kiss … I would forget everything he’d helped me understand about myself—that I wasn’t erasable, too strange and difficult to be loved … I would go back to obsessing over The Plan above all, instead of realizing that getting my name into history books meant nothing if I closed my heart to the people who really mattered.

And it would mean …

I let out a gasp. “If we don’t have our memories, we’ll have no knowledge of the consequences! We’ll just do it all over again! Oh, Matilda—we won’t stop anything!”

Her expression hardened. She knew all this already. She knew …

“What am I missing?” I asked, and when Matilda winced, I suddenly understood.

“If we go back to 1934 without our memories, it all happens again: Ash turns back time, I try to give my presentation, I fall off the balcony, Ash breaks the universe to save my life. But that’s only if Father Daily exists to send him to Chicago …”

“Yes.”

“And if there’s no Father Daily, there’s no Ash in Chicago. But I still go to the Hall of Science. My cyclotron still explodes. I still … fall off the balcony …”

“I’m telling Ash,” Matilda said, hurrying past me. “If he knew what was at stake, keeping that boy from the fire—”

“No.” I’d caught her arm, holding her tight. “You can’t—it means too much to him, getting his family back!”

“And how much would it mean to him knowing you might die, Genevieve?”

“I die,” I said, my voice breaking. “And the world is saved, and Ash’s brother lives, and his family isn’t destroyed by some crazed maniac!”

“But you still die.”

There was a lump in my throat as I said, weakly, “Maybe you can get them to put a mattress in the courtyard.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Matilda spat, her hands balled into fists. “I’m not sending you back there to—” She shook her head, and I took a step closer.

“Then don’t send me back. Keep me here. I’ll stay in 1893, with you. I’ll work with you and help you and—”

“You don’t belong here,” Matilda muttered, not looking at me. “And there will still be a Genevieve left in 1934, remember? You’ll let her die? You’ll do that to your family?”

For a moment, my sisters’ faces swam before my eyes. My parents. I had believed, for years, that I could disappear and none of them would notice. Now, I wasn’t so sure. Ash had shown me so much more than his own heart; he had shown me how blind I had been to the people who cared about me, how I’d shut them away, too.

“But then, if I can’t stay here, if I can’t go back …” Tears welled up in my eyes, blurring my vision. “What do we do?”

Matilda looked torn, glancing from the machine to me. “There might be … a way …” Hope, stupid and irrepressible, bubbled through me, but Matilda grimaced as though already regretting speaking.

“What kind of way?”

“I don’t know … I would have to think on it more, but … Ash releases a tremendous amount of energy when he manipulates time. The bracelet we made him is designed to dampen that energy, spread it out … But if we could channel it instead …” For the first time since I met her, doubt flickered on her face. “I just … We don’t have much time, Genevieve. The tunnel is collapsing. If I sent you back to 1934 now, you would lose your memories but I’d know what’s going to happen on June fifteenth. Zella, too. Maybe we could be there that day, stop Ash, or—or …”

“But Matilda, I … I don’t want to go back to 1934 if it means losing my memories,” I whispered. “And I don’t want you to think it’s all about Ash. It’s … I’ve never felt like people noticed what I could do. Who I am. I thought it meant there was something wrong with me, that I deserved to disappear. Now, I can see myself. I don’t want to turn back into the girl who hides away.”

Matilda shook her head. “You could waste your life wondering when the rest of the world will open their eyes. You don’t need them.”

“No, no—I’m not talking about prestige, or even acknowledgment. I mean feeling seen. A connection with another person, knowing that they look at you and see that you’re worthy and valuable. Every single human in the world deserves that. Think about these last few days, working together. I’ve never met another scientist like you. Someone who treated me as simply a peer: not a girl, not a teenager, not a novelty or a joke. Matilda, I can’t believe you exist! I can’t believe there’s another person out there with a brain like mine.” My throat began to tighten, my words coming out thick. “That’s what you gain, by allowing yourself to be seen. You taught me that. And I simply cannot lose it. How am I supposed to go back to 1934 without remembering you?”

But Matilda, the most brilliant person I had ever met, had no answer.

“I thought,” she said, her voice soft, “if you lost your memories, if we couldn’t stop Ash, it might not be so bad.”

“Just the end of the world.”

“But the loop would restart.”

I stared at her. “You think this has all happened before?”

“Some past version of Ash gave Ellery Sinclair a list of events of the future, turning him into that Father Daily figure and setting him on the path that brought Ash to Chicago. There may have been countless iterations of you, of Ash, setting off the apocalypse, traveling back to 1893, failing to prevent the end of the world … Countless chances to get it right, countless small changes to the future, countless failures … We could still do that. Forget about Ellery, send you back now, and—”

I shook my head. Not an option. Matilda sighed.

“But if there’s no Father Daily, no Ash in Chicago—that’s it. The loop will break. And if you don’t have your memories, if you don’t survive …” She shook her head. “This could be our last chance. I don’t know what to do.”

What had those countless Genevieves done? Whatever decision they’d made, it had been wrong, or I wouldn’t be here right now. Did I give up on trying to help Ash change the future and return to the tunnel now? What if I waited too long and missed my chance, trapping Ash and me forever in the past? Could I really trust Matilda and Zella to keep me from falling to my death in 1934?

I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want the world to end. I didn’t want to tell Ash any of this, force him to weigh my life versus his brother’s. I didn’t want to return to 1934, even a 1934 where I lived, apocalypse averted, if I transformed back into the girl I was, the invisible girl who cared only about The Plan, who said she wanted fame and adoration but secretly hoped to disappear …

“Save our memories,” I said at last, and Matilda looked stricken.

“Genevieve—I want to, but I’m not sure I’m capable of—”

“I am,” I said. “I’m sure you’re capable. You trust my judgment, don’t you?” When she nodded, I nodded back, thinking of the moment Matilda had freed me from the cloud of misery surrounding my invisibility, of the trust that Ash had placed in me from the moment I’d pulled him out of Lake Michigan. Even when I hadn’t believed in myself, it had been enough to know that people I cared about did. How could they be wrong?

“I would gladly put my life in your hands,” I said, standing up, taking hold of those hands and giving them a soft squeeze. “You’re going to bring me—all of me—home.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

ASH


“There’s the ship.” Zella nodded at a handsome white double-decker ferry, covered in red-white-and-blue bunting. “And there’s Dr. Wallace.”

The morning after I’d returned from Ellery’s house, Zella had helped me send a telegram, posing as our Board of Trade tour guide Mr. Montague, telling Ellery all about a physics professor at the University of Chicago and his fascinating research into the nature of time, “sure to impress and delight your father!” Matilda had stopped by Dr. Wallace’s house several hours later, finding him with a telegram from Ellery in hand, so panicked he probably would have sold his soul in exchange for her machine—and help.

Now, I studied the tall man climbing the gangplank. Dr. Wallace reached the deck of the ship and turned around, scanning the docks for any sign of Matilda, but we were well hidden behind a tall stack of crates, Matilda’s machine next to her on a wooden cart. Beside me, Genevieve let out a grumble.

“He knows he has to wait until sundown to begin his presentation, right?” Genevieve asked, bending down to adjust the machine. “And to direct the captain to the time tunnel?”

“Yes,” answered Matilda, “I made sure of it.”

“So, the boat gets to the tunnel,” I said, going over the plan again, “and we wait to go through until after sunset, when we’re sure Ellery is safe from getting caught in the fire.”

“And we’re certain this will keep him from transforming into Father Daily?” Zella asked—not for the first time.

It’d seemed so clear a few days ago, but now, standing here, I could feel my confidence rattling. Sinclair would still announce Harmony tonight. He would still expect Ellery to lead it. What if our plan wasn’t enough to change the future?

I searched the boat and after a few seconds found Ellery, standing alone on the upper deck in a serious black suit and hat, staring at the lake. It was hard to imagine him transforming into Father Daily—he wasn’t the fanatic I knew, the man who would sacrifice anything and anybody for his dreams.

“He needs something big to push him into becoming Father Daily,” I said at last. “He’s not strong enough on his own.” A sharp pain stabbed through me as I wished I could have helped Ellery with his real dreams, a true better world. A world without Father Daily would have to be enough.

“We should get on board,” Zella said. “Are you ready?”

Genevieve stood up, brushing her hands down her skirt.

“It’s all set. Once we get on the water, we should be able to use it to navigate to the time tunnel. You’ll have plenty of power: I was able to boost the generator’s output by—”

“Hmm-hmm!” Matilda sang, eyes on the sky. “I told you I do not want any future technological insights.”

“In that case, we’re ready for you to hand over your life’s achievement to an ungrateful, small-minded—”

“I rebuilt that device once, I can do it again,” Matilda interrupted.

“But I can’t get another invitation onto that boat. What about the bracelets?”

I swung forward turned to show the bag on my shoulder. “Got ’em.” Matilda had brought them out this morning: a pair of cuffs more complicated than the twists of metal I’d been wearing. I’d asked about them while she fitted one around my wrist, and after Matilda shot Genevieve a look, Genevieve’d answered, “They’re to, ah, streamline our journey home.”

“Then … we’ll meet you on the upper deck when we’re in position,” Matilda said before nodding at Zella, who was in charge of the device’s bulky cart. Together they wheeled it down the dock toward the ship, Zella calling out cheerfully for one of the crew to help them up the gangplank.

Genevieve watched them from behind the crates, not moving until they were safely on board.

“Maybe we should wait to put on our cuffs …” she said. “We can’t run down the batteries too early.” She was gazing at the bag like it held something priceless, fragile, vital, and a prickle of suspicion ran across the back of my neck.

“Remind me again,” I said, keeping my voice casual. “Matilda made us these cuffs to …”

“Help us get home,” Genevieve answered briskly, not meeting my eye.

“They’ll get us to the morning of July 15, 1934?” She didn’t answer. “What are you hiding? I thought you trusted me.”

“Um. Well. No. I mean—yes, of course I trust you,” Genevieve said. “No, that’s not what the bracelets do. They’ll just make things … more efficient.”

“So—what? Less bumpy?”

“Yes! Exactly.” She’d turned away from me, digging into the satchel at her hip, but I put out a hand to stop her.

“You and Matilda’ve been working, like crazy, without sleep, for days,” I said, “just so we get a smooth ride home?”

When she raised her gaze to mine, I saw the guilt there, but it was mixed with something else: fear, so raw it made my chest squeeze.

“What is it?” I asked. “Don’t lie to me, Genevieve, come on—not after everything.” I took her hand, feeling how cold and stiff her fingers were. “What do the bracelets do?”

“I … I’m not sure,” she said, with a helpless shrug. “Matilda designed them, but we haven’t tested them out, and I don’t know if they’ll—”

“Genevieve.”

She let out a long breath, her shoulders slumping, her hand shaking in mine. “You … traveled to the past through a time tunnel, in Matilda’s lab. But when you returned to the present, something went wrong. You had no memory of it. The same thing could happen when we return to 1934.”

I stared at her, not understanding. “I’m gonna get back to the future … and not remember anything? The apocalypse or falling through time or—” The words caught in my throat, and I swallowed. “Meeting you?”

She didn’t move for a second, then gave me a quick nod. “But—I’m not going to be in Chicago,” I said, talking fast. “That’s what Matilda said, right? If there’s no Father Daily, I could end up anywhere! I thought I’d just hop a train and go find you, but how am I supposed to go to Chicago if I don’t even remember you? And you! You’ll be—”

Hall of Science, Science Congress, thousands gathered and Genevieve, running along the balcony, Genevieve, tipping backward into the air …

“Call it off!” I shouted. “Tell Matilda to call off the presentation! We’ll get Ellery to that damn fire if I have to—”

“Ash, no.” She grabbed my arms to keep me from marching down the dock to tell Matilda myself. “You’re not thinking straight!”

“I’m not thinking straight? You could be walking back into a future where you do everything all over again! A future where you fall to your death!”

“Yes. The same future where your brother is still alive.” She said it so simply, so plainly, I felt my heart crack. Two possibilities waited on the other side of that tunnel: One of them had Archie. The other, Genevieve.

Fix what had gone wrong in the past, or trust in the possibility of the future?

“You can’t make me decide,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t—”

“I’m not asking you to do anything.” She wrapped one of her hands around mine and held it tight. “There’s still a chance the bracelets will work …”

“You don’t sound convinced. And Matilda—every time she looks at you, she looks like she’s gonna throw up.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Genevieve, if she got this wrong, if we go back to 1934 without knowing everything we know, there will be no do-overs. I can’t turn back time to save you. You’ll just be … gone.” The thought made my insides turn to dust.

“I know,” she said, her voice soft. “But you wouldn’t remember me, anyway. You wouldn’t even know it happened. And you’d still get your family back.”

“Genevieve—”

Gently, she took my face between her hands. She looked so calm, even with her own ghost hanging over her. I could see the way her fine eyebrows arched, intelligent and bright and sure, could see every long eyelash, every starburst in the universes of her blue eyes.

How was it possible I’d only known her a handful of days? I wanted to see her in her lab. I wanted to take her on a date. I wanted her to show me all the things I’d missed in 1934, because even though the future still scared me silly, and even though I wasn’t sure what a kid from the hills could offer a girl like Genevieve, I wanted to try.

But I could be losing all that, forever, in just a few hours—because she wanted to give me a future where my family was whole, where my brother might still be alive …

“I can’t let you—” I started, but she went up on her toes, wrapping her arms around me, and I closed my eyes as she pulled me into a kiss. One of her hands drifted into my hair, the other tightened against my back, pressing me closer, and if this was supposed to make me feel better about the idea that I might lose her forever, it was a spectacular failure.

Please, I thought as my heart cracked into pieces, please, please let me stay here … Please don’t let this moment stop …

But I had promised not to pull back time.

I had to let her go.

“Are you ready?” she asked, looking into my face, and even though the answer was no, not at all, not ever, I nodded.

“Go invisible,” I said, my voice flat as I ran through the plan. “Hide on the upper deck, wait for Matilda’s cue, jump into the tunnel, take us back to the morning of June 15, 1934. And”—I let out a deep sigh, looking over at Ellery on the deck—“don’t get spotted by the man who ruined my life.”

“He’s not that man,” Genevieve said. “Not yet. For now, he’s still your friend. You can save him.”

“That’s the idea, save him from the fire,” I said, but she took my hand.

“From losing who he really is.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

GENEVIEVE


I squeezed Ash’s hand—partly because I needed to turn us both invisible, but mostly because I felt as though I might fly into pieces without his warm, solid weight next to me.

Get your last look, I told myself, just in case. I memorized the hazel of his eyes, the artful swirl of blue and green and gray, and he stared back as though he had endless things to say and ask but couldn’t find the words. I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to because I felt the same: What was waiting for us at the other end of time?

I took a breath, and we both vanished.

Unseen, Ash and I slipped in among the last few passengers, elegant in fine suits and ostentatious hats, and climbed the gangplank to the main deck. Through large windows, I could peer into an inner seating area, a stage at one end, and felt a knife of anger to see Dr. Wallace among the other speakers and performers, frowning down at Matilda and her device with his fists on his waist. Matilda looked painfully patient, Zella just pained, as Matilda gestured to various parts of the device. This hastily rebuilt version appeared gawky and cumbersome, as unimpressive to look at as it was extraordinary for what it could do: sensitively detect even the tiniest fluctuations in the rate of time’s flow. It was a stunning achievement in physics, and as Matilda continued to explain her work, I watched that realization sink in for Dr. Wallace, his face filling with excitement, then greed.

I knew it had been Matilda’s decision to sacrifice her work in order to see us safely home, but I couldn’t help boiling with resentment. To think: In forty-one years, Dr. Wallace would accuse me of stealing my cyclotron, when he was the one who built his whole career—

A tug at my hand brought me back to the present, and I turned to follow Ash around the deck and up a narrow set of stairs to the upper level. It was deserted except for a small wheelhouse at the front of the ship, where the wheelman stood looking down at his charts. Behind the wheelhouse, a large, chimney-like smokestack belched out a constant stream of wisps into the slate-gray sky, and at the very back of the upper deck, standing at the railing—

“Ellery,” Ash whispered. Still invisible, still hand in hand, we stood, watching him gaze out at the lake, the breeze ruffling his hair. I wasn’t sure what Ash intended to do: The plan had been to keep hidden from Ellery, but I could feel Ash’s hand tightening on mine, a slight tug as though he couldn’t help leaning closer to his friend.

Footsteps rang out on the stairs, and I pulled Ash away, leading him behind the wheelhouse as Alton Sinclair appeared, one hand clutching the railing, the other pressing his hat to the top of his head.

“There you are!” Sinclair called. “We must greet our guests.”

Ellery turned, his eyes expressionless and empty.

“Yes, Father,” he said in a hollowed-out voice. As he followed Sinclair down the stairs to the lower deck, the ship’s whistle blew sharp and shrill: all aboard.

Ash led me to the same spot where Ellery had stood, and I heard the clunk of his free hand gripping the railing. Together we watched the steamboat push off from the dock and speed onto the lake. Even in 1934, a sunset boat ride to the World’s Fair was a popular excursion: a dreamy journey across the water, the waves turning pink and gold in the setting sunlight. But there wouldn’t be any seashell-colored water tonight: Lake Michigan rolled choppy and frothy, while the clouds overhead turned the deep purple of a bruise.

“Now,” I said, both of us still invisible, “we wait.”

Ash slipped his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close, and together, we stood, watching the water, watching the sky grow darker, silent as the wind wound around us.

Ten minutes later, I was surprised to hear the stairs ring with footsteps; I couldn’t imagine any of the tony passengers aboard this ship abandoning their cozy, champagne-soaked salon for the chilly upper deck. But when I spun around, I let out a gasp to see Zella, her head on a swivel, her eyes wide.

“But—the sun won’t set for at least another hour …” I murmured, then gave the railing a few hard raps.

Zella followed the noise, racing over as fast as her sea legs could manage, one hand out to find us.

“Genevieve? Genevieve—Matilda needs you!”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” she panted, but her eyes were so large with fear that I felt my chest seize. “But you need to come, now. Something’s gone horribly wrong!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

ASH


Genevieve’s hand jumped in mine, and even though she was still invisible, I could feel her panic.

“You should stay here, even if I can’t keep you invisible,” she said. “It’s too crowded down there, and I’ll need both my hands, and—”

“Go.” She gave my hand one last squeeze before she pulled away, and I materialized on the deck. I glanced at the wheelhouse; the pilot had his eyes on the choppy lake in front of him. I felt Genevieve tug at the bag with the cuffs, slipping it off my shoulder. It hung in the air for half a second before disappearing, and then her soft footsteps hurried away.

What did Something’s gone horribly wrong mean?

Alone, I paced the deck, every now and then leaning over the railing to try to see below, but everyone was inside, avoiding the foul weather. Every minute that ticked by seemed to make my heart buzz faster. What was happening? Was Genevieve okay?

When footsteps came up the stairs again, I spun around with a huge, relieved grin, but it wasn’t Genevieve.

It was Ellery.

He had his head down, eyes on his shoes, and before he could spot me, I ducked behind the wheelhouse, watched him wander back to the railing and grip it so hard his knuckles turned white. He stared out at the water, a thousand emotions on his face, and I wanted to hate him, I wanted to remind myself: This is the man who sent Archie to die.

But …

He wasn’t that man, not yet.

When I looked at him now, worn down and broken, I saw my brothers, my sister, my parents, all the people I’d left behind in Harmony. Our plan tonight saved him from turning into Father Daily, but it didn’t save him from his father. Ellery was still my friend, and one way or another, he would exist in my future. What if I could do more than protect the world from Father Daily? What if I could give the world the Ellery who wanted to make it better?

He was deep in thought and didn’t notice me until I walked up next to him, looping my hands together on the railing.

“A-Ash?” He’d gone so bloodless I was worried he’d hit the deck, one hand gripping the railing. “You can’t—My father is furious with you, and if he sees—”

“I just want to talk.” I nodded down at the lower deck. “And your pop’s busy pitching Harmony.”

“You … you know?” He looked at me with hollow eyes. “I can see … you’re disappointed. But my father explained it all to me. It is the right thing to do.”

“The right thing.” It came out in a wave of heat, and I had to stop myself, take a breath. “You need to listen: I know what’ll happen if you let your father decide what Harmony stands for.”

“You disapprove of him. I understand. But he isn’t evil, Ash. He is principled. He is the most principled man I know. He showed me that the vision I had for Harmony was flawed, doomed to fail.

He only wants to help me.” Ellery sounded like my brother Ivan, parroting Father Daily’s arguments, excusing his worst behavior.

“But Ellery, Harmony won’t be the way you think, it won’t help people! I saw it for—” I snapped my mouth shut before I could say anything else. If he knew Harmony would still be around in 1934, would he take it as another sign that it was meant to be?

How did I convince Father Daily not to hurt my family? Hurt others?

“I … get it, Ellery. You grow up hearing someone like your father talk about the world, about yourself, and you never even consider he could be wrong. I wouldn’t’ve known, either, but I had someone to show me the truth.” I studied Ellery; at least he was listening. “I … never told you … about my brother. Archie. Ten years older, funny, smart. My best friend. The place where we grew up—Archie hated it. If not for me and my brothers and sister, he wouldn’t’ve stayed a minute. Instead, he tried to make everyone understand what was wrong with it. He needed them to know that anybody who tells you to stop asking questions has something to hide. Anybody who tries to keep you from knowing something is afraid of what that knowledge’ll give you. Anybody who tries to make you hate who you are—that’s the only way they’ll stay on top, if you believe you’re weak and small. He told us all that, and then he went away, because he wanted to see the world on his own terms.”

“What did he find?” Ellery’s voice was so soft, I barely heard it over the wind.

“I don’t know. He died in a tenement fire, not a month later. I was eight.”

“Oh. I … I’m sorry …”

“I miss him. Every day. And I think about him every day. He helped me see that the world wasn’t just doom and fear. It wasn’t about beating people down. The world is funny and amazing and exciting and full of all different kinds of people—and that’s good, different’s good, it’s not something to be scared of or something to try to change. Archie showed me that, even when he was gone.”

“How?” Ellery asked, confused, but I didn’t answer right away. I had to be careful …

“He … left me something. Something to keep me connected to the rest of the world.” I spoke slowly, not sure how much to say. “A … kind of a machine. A radio. Archie built it. It could capture voices, music, from the air.”

Ellery shook his head. “I don’t understand. A … radio? It captures sound?”

“It’s like …” I blew out a breath. “You know how a telegram can send signals over a wire? It’s sort of like that, only instead of signals, it’s sound, and instead of just traveling from one operator to another, anyone with one of these boxes could hear it.”

“I think … I’ve seen something like this,” Ellery said. “There was an exhibit at the Electricity Building, wireless telegraphy, the ability to reach thousands of people, thousands of miles away. But it’s not yet—”

“Yeah, well—that’s not the point,” I said quickly. “The point is he wanted me to hear about the world outside of what I’d been told. You said once that was why you wanted my help, because I could show you what you missed. I’m trying to help you now: Don’t let yourself be trapped by your father’s vision of Harmony.”

“But Ash—I see things so differently!” Ellery said. “Yes, I once thought my father meant to trap me with his plans, but everything has changed. He respects me now. He wants only to guide me and help me. I was wrong about the White City. I believed it meant modernity, change, but no; it is an embrace of our deepest values—and they are unchanging. Now”—he let out a hollow laugh—“it is so clear what my purpose is.”

While he spoke, cold sweat prickled across my arms. I’d been so sure Father Daily was born in fire, but a resolved Ellery could be just as dangerous as a fanatic Father Daily. I might keep Ellery out of the flames and still lose him.

“You are going home,” he said, turning away from the waves, the wind ruffling his dark hair. “And I am going my own way. I suppose this is goodbye.”

When he held out a hand, I could only stare at it, gripping the railing so hard my hands tingled, and a strange look came over his face.

“Is it goodbye, Ash?” His arm dropped back to his side. “Only, a strange idea occurred to me, after I found what you left for me. That list … Famines and failures and wars. What a strange thing to write out, all with dates in the future, almost as if you knew what was going to happen …”

“Throw it away,” I said, my voice hoarse.

“It made me consider how you knew about the drop in the market, before it happened. You showed remarkable foresight on the trading floor. How is that possible?” His voice had gone soft, but his eyes gleamed. “How is it possible you know so much about the future, Ash?”

“I don’t, I—”

“Harmony.” Ellery breathed out the word, the impossible truth hitting him like a slap, and I felt my blood run cold.

“No,” I said, “no, whatever you’re thinking—”

“They’re not just guesses, are they? You know. You can see the future! You can see Harmony!” For the first time since I’d met him, since I’d known who he could become, I saw Father Daily staring back at me. He took a step closer to me, greedy, babbling: “What else did you see, Ash? What will happen to Harmony? And the—what did you call it? A radio?”

I backed away, almost losing my balance as the rocking lake waves jostled the boat.

“Just—forget about that.” I tried to turn away, but Ellery caught my sleeve, holding tight.

“It’s real, isn’t it?” he whispered. “Or it will be? A way for thousands of people to hear about Harmony …”

At the sound of footsteps on the stairs, I spun around, hoping to see Genevieve, but instead I went stiff as the figure emerged onto the deck.

“Sinclair.”

The shock on his face twisted into a sneer, and Ellery slid between us.

“Father—Ash didn’t come here to cause trouble! He wants to help us, he’s been telling me about this marvelous device, a radio, and—”

Sinclair wasn’t listening; he pushed past Ellery, grabbing me by the lapels.

“I should throw you off this deck!” he bellowed, knocking me off-balance. I felt the railing press low against my back—too low.

“Let me go!” I struggled against him, but he pressed harder, so hard I felt my feet scrabble to hold on to the deck.

“Father—please! Please, he’s going to fall!”

“Get below!” Sinclair snapped. He had me bent over the railing, the metal bar digging into my spine, my shoes sliding along the deck, my hands scrambling against him. Even though I had him beat on height, he had the weight, and now he threw it against me, his hands on my throat as a flash of lightning split the sky overhead.

“GO!” Sinclair shouted, and when Ellery didn’t move, he twisted his head and barked, “You miserable, useless boy—go away!”

“Ellery!” I gasped, kicking. I tried to keep my eyes on him, tried to search inside for the friend Genevieve insisted was in there, but Sinclair pushed me back so all I could see were the dark skies rolling overhead. Fat raindrops spilled from the sky, blinding me, splattering against my cheeks, my hands slipping uselessly as I tried to pull Sinclair off me, my breaths struggling to whistle down my throat.

“No!”

The huge weight lifted, and wheezing for air, I slumped forward onto the wet deck. Ellery had his arms around Sinclair, pulling him away as Sinclair tried to fight his way free. The rain was coming faster now, a heavy sheet that turned the deck as slick as ice and sent Ellery and Sinclair stumbling.

“I won’t let you hurt Ash, Father! And I’m not useless!”

“Get off—and go away!”

Ellery reeled as Sinclair threw him off, while I focused on breathing, still half collapsed on the deck. I looked up just in time to see Sinclair coming for me again, fists raised, and then there was a noise, a scream, the sound of a wild animal busting through its cage, of a million swallowed protests and objections suddenly unleashing all at once. Ellery, a blur, slammed into his father as a wave slammed against the boat. Blinded by rain and sliding across the deck, I hit the railing at the same time I heard a sharp, hard clang, a desperate shout, and when I looked up, no one was there—Ellery and Sinclair gone.

“Ellery? Ellery!” I spun around and just caught sight of a hand, an arm, a white face drifting under the waves. Without thinking, I gripped the railing, ready to leap down into the water after him, when something stopped me.

Wait.

The thought came, stinging like a spider bite: Just let him go.

All my problems, disappearing below the surface of Lake Michigan.

It would be so easy to do nothing. Father Daily wouldn’t’ve jumped into the water to save me. Why should I save his life, when he let my brother die?

But I knew why.

Archie had always believed we were better than that.

Before I could stop myself, I’d climbed onto the rail and thrown myself into water so cold that it shocked the breath out of my lungs, which wasn’t great timing, since I needed that air. For a few panicked seconds, I didn’t know which way was up or down, everything black and cold, until my head burst through the surface. Sucking down huge gulps of air, I spun, searching for him, when something bumped up against my leg.

“Ellery!” I pulled him up, saw the reddish water, blood spilling over my hands, and jerked away with a yell—but it wasn’t Ellery. It wasn’t even Sinclair, not anymore, his eyes open, a split-wide gash in his skull. The water was tugging at him, pulling him down, and I let it take him, swallowing the sick that fought its way up my throat.

“Ellery!” I shouted again, the water whipping around me. From twenty feet, a flash of white: Ellery’s shirt front, just before it disappeared below the waves. I churned the water, trying to reach him, his eyes closed, his arms outstretched like he was reaching for the sky, like he wanted to hold on to the whole world …

And I kicked forward, diving under to close my hand around his wrist. I yanked him to the surface, bobbing on the water, spinning to search for the boat, which was moving away from us so quickly that the scream flying from my throat could’ve been made out of pure panic. I screamed and screamed and screamed, churning the water, trying to keep me and Ellery both on the surface, my arms and legs and lungs burning with exhaustion, and just as I felt Ellery slipping from my grasp, I heard the sharp whistle of a steamboat and saw the ship turn back.

“Here! Here!”

A man on the deck shouted, joined by other men, and the bright white halo of a lifesaver flew out to meet us. With Ellery wedged underneath me, they hauled us out of the waves, hands reaching down to lift Ellery, then me onto the lower deck. Panting for air, feeling as limp as a rag, I watched one of the mates pump Ellery’s chest, over and over and over, until his body jerked to life, coughing, choking, gasping, alive.

I’d saved him. I’d doomed him. I didn’t even know the difference.

“We need to take him back to the docks,” the mate said, frowning at Ellery’s gray face, his half-closed eyes. “Tell the captain.”

“No.”

I turned around to see Genevieve, her face grim, her rain-wet hair plastered to her cheeks. Behind her, Zella and Matilda struggled to get the device up the narrow stairs to the upper deck.

“Miss, this gentleman needs a doctor, and—”

“He’ll have to wait. Mr. Sinclair told your crew to follow Dr. Wallace’s orders, didn’t he? We’re going south—now.”

The ship’s whistle shrieked, the boat turning, engines groaning against the wind, which blew across the deck and chilled me through my wet clothes. I stumbled to my feet, and Genevieve reached out to steady me, her hands cold and shaking. The sky lit up with a flash of lightning, followed immediately by a deep crack.

“Everyone to the cabin!” the mate shouted, bending down to lift Ellery. “That means you, too—” He turned to us and gasped—Genevieve had already disappeared us and was leading me, invisible, back to the upper deck.

“What’s wrong?” I shouted. The wind had whipped her hair into matted tangles; she stumbled and nearly lost her balance, but I caught her just as we both reached the upper deck.

“The tunnel to the future!” Genevieve shouted back, one hand gripping the railing. “It’s closing!”

Another flash of lightning lit up the sky, and I could see the navigator inside the wheelhouse, gripping the ship’s wheel. At the front of the boat, Matilda shouted something swallowed up by a roll of thunder as Zella tried to block the rain. Skidding on the wet deck, we ran forward as another bolt of lightning flashed.

“We’re here!” Genevieve shouted, and Matilda answered back, “We’re close!”

She pointed up at the sky, toward something …

“I can feel it!” I said, amazed. It felt like an open door, like a whirlpool, invisible but as real as the wind. Whatever brushed up against me when I shifted through time, it hung there, in the air, calling me …

“Quick—the cuffs!”

Zella reached into the bag on her shoulder, and as she held out two thick metal cuffs, there was a shout. A man in a suit, his hair stringy in the rain, marched toward us.

“I told you, Miss Flemming, to come back with—”

“Dr. Wallace! What’s he doing here?” Genevieve spat as Matilda hurried over to him. Zella, still holding the cuffs, hissed out a swear.

“Protecting his legacy, no doubt,” she muttered, shoving the cuffs back into the bag as she joined Matilda. The boat rocked in the waves, the wind drowning out whatever Dr. Wallace was saying, but I could guess from his stiff shoulders, his furious expression. He made for the device at our invisible feet, and Matilda threw out an arm to stop him.

“He can’t take the device!” Genevieve whispered. “Or we won’t know where the time tunnel is!”

“I know exactly where it is,” I said, my eyes on that invisible rip in the air.

“But then … we don’t need the device anymore? And Matilda can build another …” She sounded like she was thinking fast, and as Dr. Wallace pushed past Matilda, Genevieve let out a gasp. “Ash! Help me!”

I felt her hand jerk down and just managed to figure out what she wanted me to do, one hand wrapped around hers, the other helping her heave up the device. Ten feet away, Dr. Wallace froze—to him, it must’ve looked like Matilda’s invention had risen into the air on its own—but I only gave his shocked face a glance; Genevieve had shoved the device higher, onto the rail …

“No! No!” Dr. Wallace screamed, already too late: The whole thing went spinning into the air before hitting the water with a splash. Dr. Wallace raced to the railing—for a second I worried he’d run right into us—then dashed away, shoving past Matilda as he stumbled down the stairs.

Genevieve and I reappeared, Genevieve letting out a burst of laughter.

“Come up with your own ideas!” she shouted, maybe because she thought the wind would swallow up her words before they reached Dr. Wallace—or maybe she just didn’t care.

“Have you lost your mind?” Matilda hurried up to us, but she didn’t look too mad, and Zella grinned like a devil.

“Here!” Zella handed out the bracelets, and quickly, I slid one onto my uninjured wrist, where something embedded in its underside bit into my skin. I glanced at Genevieve; she’d gone stiff, her cuff in one hand. She’d seemed so certain back at the dock, but now she looked terrified, and I put my hands on her shoulders, looked into her eyes.

“You still want to do this?” I asked, and she nodded, numb, as tears rolled down her cheeks, mixing with the rain. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“What if I don’t remember you?” she asked in a small voice.

“Then I’ll find you.”

“But what if you don’t remember me?”

“Genevieve—” I took her cheeks between my hands, looked into her eyes, told her the thing I knew so deeply, like I knew the shape of my bones, the sound of my brother’s voice: “I could never forget you.”

She reached up for me and I kissed her, feeling time pull us both, and then Matilda was shouting again: “We must be close!” We broke apart to see her pointing to the open air just beyond the deck railing. “It should be right—”

“There,” I said, staring at the invisible, pulsing energy, wild as a full-blast firehose.

“The batteries will only work for a few moments, so as soon as I turn them on, you’ll need to go. And you’ll need to do it quick, because this tunnel is not going to last much longer! Girl—you better put that bracelet on your wrist right now, or I will!”

Genevieve hiccoughed a teary laugh, slid the bracelet over her hand, then threw herself forward, wrapping her arms tight around Matilda’s shoulders. Matilda held her, just for a moment, her eyes screwed shut, then stepped back.

“Enough of that,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Over the railing—hurry now. Careful! Take her hand—and don’t you let her go! It’s your job to bring you both to the morning of June fifteenth!” Genevieve and I were balanced on the edge of the upper deck, the railing behind us, nothing but air and whipped-up water in front. I heard shouting inside the wheelhouse, and, one elbow locked around the railing, I reached out with my free hand to twine my fingers around Genevieve’s. Leaning over the railing, Matilda snapped the switches on our bracelets; I felt a cold bite and then a hum, hot and tingling, race up my arm.

“GO!” Matilda’s voice was alive with terror, and I gave Genevieve one last look. Rain lashed at her hair, her eyes squinted against the storm, her body braced against the rocking ship. She glanced over at me, and I could feel the fear trembling through her go still. She knew: I wasn’t scared; I was with her—and there wasn’t anyone else I’d rather fall through time with. I squeezed her hand, she nodded back at me, and we jumped.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

GENEVIEVE


Sunlight filtered through the curtains, catching dust motes swirling in the air. I could hear birds, the rattle of a bike chain outside. Footsteps, creaking and loud, coming up stairs. Every single part of me ached.

I sat up, stiff, feeling as though my body had been carved out of marble. Was I sick? My skin felt sticky, sweaty, my sheets clinging to me, and I had the most tremendously wretched headache.

“Genevieve?” A knock at the door, and when it opened, my mother’s beautiful face poked in through the crack. “Oh, you’re up! I came by earlier, and you were in such a deep sleep! That must have been some dream.”

Her voice rolled over me, her soft Southern accent purring in my brain. I felt like I had never really heard it before, which was such a strange thing to think—I had heard my mother’s voice a million times.

“Oh.” My own voice came out sludgy. “A dream?”

“Are you hungry? You slept all day—it’s nearly dinner. I could … bring you some tea?”

Part of me felt like I should be annoyed by this, my mother babying me, but frankly, the idea sounded too lovely for me to do anything but smile.

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

Mama’s face brightened. “Stay put, dear, I’ll be right back.”

The door closed, and I pushed the sheets down, studying my bare legs, my toes. Was my bed always this soft? Like a pile of pillowy meringue, clean and pale yellow. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, pressing my feet into the thick rug on the floor. I looked down at it in surprise: a cluster of pink roses, surrounded by a blue border. How pretty. Odd that I’d never seemed to notice it before.

I stood up and my head swam, flashing sparkles. Grabbing onto the bed frame, I blinked, taking deep breaths until my vision cleared. Maybe I really was getting sick, except I didn’t feel that way. It was the opposite, in fact. Like I was recovering from a long illness. Wobbling a little, I walked over to the robin’s-egg-blue vanity in the corner of my room. When I had shared it with my sister, it had been an absolute disaster—cluttered with bottles that never seemed to have any tops, brushes shedding her golden hairs, crumpled-up tissues stained with lipstick kisses—but I kept it neat and clean. I sat down and picked up a comb, raked it through my hair while I looked at myself in the mirror.

I appeared the same as always: same skinny face, same reddish-brown locks, same blue eyes. But I looked … different, too. Different in a way I couldn’t explain …

What a strange dream that had been.

Why couldn’t I remember? Every time I reached for it, it drifted away like a curl of candle smoke, leaving nothing but a ghost of warmth.

But it had felt so real, as though the dream had been reality and now, right now, was the dream …

Another knock, and my mother reappeared, a tray in her hands.

She stepped inside cautiously, as though approaching a bad-tempered lion, and slid the tray onto the vanity.

“I got you some toast with marmalade,” she said, and the thought that snapped through my brain was Henny’s the one who likes marmalade, but when I looked up at her, she was smiling at me, nervous, and I just said, “Thank you.”

I reached out, but my mother stopped me.

“Oh no—you take yours plain, don’t you? Genny, I’m sorry, won’t take a minute to—”

“It’s all right.” I took a bite. “It’s good.” Maybe, actually, the best thing I’d ever eaten in my entire life.

“Well—I’m happy to hear that.” And she did sound happy. She watched me take another bite, poured me some tea. “I’ll let you eat. I’m glad you’re all right. You really were in such a deep dream. Was it a nice one?”

I looked up at her and smiled.

“I think so.”

Her face brightened, and she touched my cheek, her fingertips cool and soft.

“I nearly forgot! You got a telegram, darling.” She reached into her pocket and dropped the envelope onto the tray before stepping out of my room, closing the door behind her. With my nonmarmaladey fingers, I picked it up and gently tore it open.

TO: G. F. NEWHOUSE, it read. CRATE WILL ARRIVE MIDDAY JUNE 16 TO TRANSPORT MATERIALS TO HALL OF SCIENCE. PLEASE BE READY FOR PRESENTATION JUNE 16 EVENING PER EARLIER INSTRUCTION. SINCERELY: VINCENT MANDALAY, SECRETARY, WINCHESTER INSTITUTE.

Hm.

Why did that seem … wrong? Like a house built with one slightly wonky brick …

A problem that required more toast and pondering. I tucked the telegram into its envelope, chewing thoughtfully. Today was the fifteenth, wasn’t it? I should get my things prepared, in any case.

I stood up and walked to my closet, pulling one of my dresses off its hanger. It was so light. I swung it around, feeling the fabric swish and flow, and let out a little laugh. How funny, to slip it over my body, to feel it smooth and thin, my arms bare under the short sleeves, the hem swirling just below my knees. And my shoes—comfortable, round-toed, with sturdy heels and darling laces. I slipped them onto my feet and then gave myself a twirl.

I felt light as soap bubbles as I drifted down the narrow staircase, gliding into the front room, where my father sat, reading the paper and listening to the radio.

“Hello, Papa.” I bent down to land a kiss on his cheek—something, now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember having done in a long time.

“Hello, Genevieve!” He gave me a strange look. “Your mother said you were ill.”

“No, I don’t think so.” I crossed to the radio, and Papa cleared his throat.

“Well, whatever you’ve got, I hope it’s catching.”

The bright gold knob twirled under my fingers, the air filling with static, music, a woman’s cheerful voice, more static.

“… if you look into the future and see only darkness—”

“Oh, turn that off.” Papa snapped his newspaper in annoyance. “I’m tired of that man’s voice.”

I glanced at him, reached for the switch, but—

“—to assemble at the Hall of Science, tonight!”

Hall of Science? Tonight?

“It will be the greatest Congregation yet, and you don’t want to miss out simply because you do not have a ticket!”

“Genevieve? Did you hear me?”

Wasn’t there supposed to be something else at the Hall of Science?

“… rewards for my most faithful! And listen for truths never before spoken! Truths that you will—”

“Are you all right?”

“If you cannot come to Chicago, you can listen right here, to the first national broadcast Congregation! Yes, ladies and gentlemen, you can witness tonight: Listen, be saved, be led out of the darkness by the prophet, Father Daily himself!”

“Genevieve!”

My head snapped up—was this another dream? “Oh, I’m sorry, Papa.” The voice on the radio kept rambling, and I reached over and switched to Papa’s favorite station, Debussy’s “Nuages” floating through the speaker.

The phone rang, and Mama came into the sitting room. “Hello, Newhouse residence.” There was a flare of noise from the phone—Mama, wincing, pulled it away from her ear. “What was that you said, dear? … Not Henny? Or Ruby? You’re sure?” Mama glanced over at me, eyebrows raised. “Well, all right, then. Just a moment. Genny! You have a phone call—from a boy.”

“A phone call?”

I got to my feet and reached for the phone, my mother practically bouncing on her toes with excitement, and Papa rose from the chair, tucked his paper under his arm, and said with great delicacy, “Grace, would you mind making me another cup of coffee?”

“Hello?”

A buzz of static, a click, and then, “Genevieve!”

I felt an electric shock roll through me, though I was confused. “Who is this?”

“Ash! It’s Ash!”

Ash? I frowned.

I didn’t know any Ash.

“I’m sorry,” I said in my best telephone voice, “I’m afraid you must be mistaken. Perhaps you meant to call my sister Henny? She’s in California right—”

“Genevieve! Genevieve, it’s me, it’s Ash! Don’t you remember me?” He was talking so loudly, like he had even less experience with telephones than I did.

“N-no, I’m sorry.” For some reason, my heart was beating fast. “Did we … Did we meet somewhere, or …?”

“We met at the fair, we fell through time together, we—you have to remember, Genevieve, don’t you remember?” Whoever this boy was, he sounded desperate, frantic. “The Columbian Exposition and Matilda and Zella and the Ferris Wheel—”

“No,” I said again, shaking my head even though of course he couldn’t see me. “No, no, I’m sorry, I don’t—”

“Your cat’s name is Mr. Hubert!”

I jolted, nearly dropping the receiver. “Wh-what did you say?”

“You broke your little finger when you were nine!”

My knees began to wobble. A buzzing filled my ears.

“Genevieve—pinky blue! Your favorite color is pinky blue!”

It was like a wave crashing into me: stepping into nothing, late nights with Matilda, wearing Zella’s dress, falling out of the end of the world, the Ferris Wheel, the smell of coal smoke, and always, always, smiling at me and laughing with me and touching me and kissing me …

“Ash!”

He had done it. Matilda had done it. We had made it back to 1934, and I remembered everything.

“Where are you! Where—”

Happy sounds from his end of the line, and I clutched at the phone, feeling tears roll down my cheeks.

“I’m here, Genevieve—in Chicago! At the fair!”

The fair … “Oh no! Ash, I just heard—Father Daily?” I didn’t understand. If we were home, if we had kept Ellery from the fire, why was Father Daily on the radio? Why was he here in Chicago? Why would he be at the Hall of Science tonight, and why was my presentation tomorrow instead?

What 1934 had we returned to?

Memories of my old life collided with strange new memories. We hadn’t just managed to return to ourselves earlier in the day on June 15, 1934—we must have returned to a slightly different 1934, one altered by our actions in the past.

“We changed things!” I said. “Father Daily on the radio, and my presentation is tomorrow night, and—”

“I know,” Ash said—of course, he also must have felt it, two minds and two memories combining. “Harmony’s different, too. It’s not just a bunch of shacks up on a mountain—it’s a town of thousands, clean and well-built. Father Daily figured out how to spread his message on the radio, and he’s famous. People come for miles just to hear him talk. They beg to live in Harmony, Genevieve!”

“But—how?” The words came out in a gasp. “He didn’t get anywhere near that fire!”

“No, but he still nearly died. He fell into the lake, and I … I couldn’t let him drown.”

“Not saved from fire, but water,” I said, shivering. “Why the radio?”

“That … was my fault, too.” Ash blew out a breath. “I just wanted him to understand how Archie had helped me see the world. I wanted him to see it, too. I … told him about the radio.”

As Ash spoke, my new memories filled in the gaps. There had always been fast talkers on the radio, making impassioned speeches about how to be saved, and now, I recalled hearing about this man, Father Daily, and his famous community in the Pennsylvania hills, his popular radio program, one of the very first in the country, which we didn’t get in Chicago unless he happened to be on one of his tours, luring people to give up their money and their property and their lives and join him in building a new world. I was pleased to discover that my newly forged memories of Father Daily were colored with suspicion and mistrust; the phrase that came to mind was con man.

“Tonight, he’ll be speaking to the whole nation!” I realized.

“He’s been talking about it for months. Sent all of Harmony—my family, too—up here to listen. Harmony’s already so much bigger than it was in our 1934, but tonight he plans on spreading it to the whole country.”

“Then we have to stop him for good.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out together. Get to the main entrance and stay put. I’m on my way.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

ASH


“Who’re you talking to?”

The voice hit me in my chest, so familiar it knocked the air from my lungs.

“Archie?” I spun around, eight years old again, not sure whether to laugh or cry, but—

The man who stood outside the telephone booth, staring at me, confused, wasn’t my brother Archie. It was my brother Georgie.

“You … okay, Ash?”

Archie had still left. I remembered now. The details were different, but the facts remained: The Archie in this world had still tried to get us to ignore Father Daily. He had still put his hands on my shoulders and told me it would be all right. He’d still left me a radio. He’d still gone to New York, found the same apartment building, and died in the same fire that sent me reeling, wishing so badly for time to reverse that it actually happened.

“What’s … the matter?” Georgie was asking, nervous. I didn’t know what to say. And then, I remembered that this wasn’t 1893, I didn’t have to worry about putting craters in spacetime. I could just reverse things a few seconds, pop out of this telephone booth, smiling at my brother, friendly, funny, easygoing Ash once again.

But … I didn’t need that Ash, not anymore.

I stepped out of the phone booth, put a hand on my brother’s shoulder.

“You sound just like him, you know? Sometimes I forget Archie’s gone.”

Georgie’s eyebrows lifted in surprise—when had we even last said Archie’s name out loud? But the smile that came across his face was soft.

“Yeah …” he said, and then he ducked out from under my hand. “Don’t think I’m gonna forget how you looked in that phone booth. Who’s this Genevieve you were talking to?” His smile pulled slyly sideways, a Georgie I hadn’t seen in years. “And does she have a sister?”

I barked out a laugh.

“A couple, but I’m not sure you could handle them.”

■ ■ ■

The fair was like I remembered: same clear blue sky, same bright sunshine, same laughing crowds and Technicolor buildings. My memories came back bit by bit: the automobile ride out to Chicago, a long caravan with everyone else from Harmony. While this version of Ash was a little better fed and better dressed, he hadn’t had a better life. My family was still fractured, the Georgie at the telephone booth was no closer to me than the one I’d left behind—he’d been sent to find me because Father Daily didn’t trust any of us alone in the great big sinful city of Chicago. It took ten minutes of promising I wouldn’t get into trouble—which would get him in trouble—before he left me alone to wait at the entrance.

Nervous, one foot jangling on the flagstones, I watched the turnstiles and then jerked, a magnet in my chest pulling me forward, because I’d seen her, slipping through the gates, her eyes searching the crowd, her short hair blowing in the breeze. The second she found me, her face lit up like sunshine bursting through clouds, and then I couldn’t stop myself: I ran and caught her and spun her around and kissed her.

How did we do it? How did we cross nearly half a century to find each other? I’d never much believed in faith or fate, just imaginary words to set people at ease, but somehow that made it even more incredible, that there wasn’t any magical power pulling me and Genevieve together. We’d just found each other and wouldn’t let go.

I could’ve held her in my arms forever, but she pulled away, breathless. “Ash—Father Daily! We need to find him before he starts his speech!”

“Right, right,” I said, and I glanced over my shoulder. Already, a stream of people was heading for the Hall of Science. Genevieve slipped her hand around mine, and together we weaved through the crowd, moving quick, and even though I didn’t have the faintest idea how we were going to stop Father Daily, even though I knew I should be focused on the danger about to be unleashed on the nation, I couldn’t stop myself from staring at her, Genevieve, real and here, sunshine in her dark red hair, hand in mine.

She glanced over at me. “What are you grinning about?”

“When this is all over, I’m gonna take you out. Ice cream, movies, dancing—you like dancing?”

“Let’s just get through tonight,” she muttered, doing a bad job of hiding her smile.

When we reached the main entrance, we stopped—I’d forgotten how massive this place was.

“Where do you think he is?” I asked, and Genevieve pulled me away, down a ramp to another entrance in a lower courtyard.

“There’s a kind of staging room on the lower floor,” she said. “I remember from the instructions the Winchester Institute gave me about tomorrow’s presentation. Let’s check there.”

Inside, a few dozen people milled around—I spotted the Harmony folks from the way they refused to look at the exhibitions—and Genevieve led me to an unmarked corridor.

“There,” she said.

I glanced down the hall, recognizing the bored-looking man outside the closed door from my new memories: one of the tall, black-suited lunkheads who circled this version of Father Daily like crows.

“We’ll have to go invisible,” Genevieve said, eyeing him. “Here, this office is empty. We can—”

I let go of her. “Wait—you’ve never met Father Daily. He isn’t Ellery, much as I wish. He’s dangerous, and in this world he’s more powerful than ever. I should do this alone.”

But she was already reaching for me, a determined look in her eye. “We’re partners. We’re doing this together. And you still talk about Ellery and Father Daily like they’re two separate people. But some part of that man used to be your friend. You saved his life—you must have known there was something there worth saving.”

Was that why I’d done it? The last time I’d seen Ellery, he’d been dripping wet and coughing up half of Lake Michigan on the deck of his father’s ferry. But right before that …

“He stood up to his father,” I told Genevieve. “Maybe for the first time ever.”

“That’s—amazing!” Genevieve said, and I shook my head.

“And then he spent the rest of his life upholding Sinclair’s legacy. I don’t know, Genevieve. What if Ellery died with his father? What if my friend is gone?”

“You saw me when I thought no one was looking,” Genevieve said, taking my hand. “Maybe you can see Ellery, too.”

Before I could argue, she pulled me into the empty room and vanished us. She let me lead the way down the hall, where I paused in front of the guard before easing around him. The door was closed, but not locked, the noise of the excited fairgoers swallowing up the sound of the door opening, the two of us stepping inside.

The room was mostly bare, one wall of windows looking onto the outside courtyard, a long, empty table in the center, a mirror opposite the door. A man in a fine black suit sat at the table with his back to us, looking down at some papers in his lap before twisting around to study the closed door.

Father Daily.

These past forty-one years had been kinder to him: no stringy beard or thinning hair shot through with gray. Instead, he looked sleek and healthy, with neatly combed-back dark hair and smooth, round cheeks. The thought hit me before I could stop it: He looks like Ellery.

I stared at him while he stared right through us, then turned back to his papers. Was Ellery in there? My friend?

I let go of Genevieve’s hand, my reflection reappearing in the wall of windows, and a second later, Genevieve joined me.

“Father Daily.”

He jumped, turned, the papers fluttering to the floor. I saw the shock and fear, his mouth open to shout, but then he must have recognized me.

“Ashley Hargreaves? What are you doing here? And who is this?”

“You’ve met. A long time ago.”

Father Daily’s eyebrows lifted. A smile came to his lips, and he buttoned his fine black suit jacket, smoothing down the lapels.

“Ah. You’ve finally caught up.”

“Did you always know who I was?”

He tilted his head, studying me. “Forty-one years ago, I suspected the boy from the fair had been gifted with sight, someone who knew our paths would one day cross again. I assumed, when that happened, you would have aged, like me. Then, fourteen years ago, I met a man who introduced me to his youngest son, Ashley Hargreaves. That was when I understood: The Ash I knew had come from the future, to give me the gifts I needed to remake the world.”

“No—that was an accident. If I’d known—”

“There are no accidents.” Father Daily shook his head. “Look at me. Everything you have predicted has come true, including today. June 15, 1934. The day that will change everything.” He smiled while I stared at him.

“What are you talking about?”

“The last item on your list.” He touched his pocket, then pulled out a faded piece of paper, creased and soft at the edges, like he’d been carrying it around with him for decades. “June 15, 1934, Hall of Science, Chicago. The end. The end, Ash. You wrote it yourself.”

He stared at me, beaming, and I felt myself thrown back to his library, scrawling out the list as fast as I could: The end of the world—that had been what I planned on writing, but Ellery’d interrupted me before I finished.

“I didn’t understand what it meant until I heard about the new World’s Fair—an echo of the White City brought to vibrant life and spread throughout the country thanks to the promise of the radio. Ash, it will be glorious. Everything I’ve worked for.”

I was still confused. “You … don’t think the world is going to end today?”

“Of course the world will end! The old world will go by the wayside, ushering in a generation devoted to Harmony’s ideals! Today, I will announce my newest initiative: a Harmony in every state, thousands of Congregations, houses of devotion where the lost gather to listen to my own voice, broadcast directly into their ears. The end of the old world, and the beginning of something new.”

I realized now what’d been missing from my new memories: no apocalypse. The old Father Daily, faced with the end of a long list of disasters, had believed there was nothing left. This version of Father Daily had had a life cushioned by prosperity and fame; he’d looked into the future and only saw his own triumph.

“I’ve been waiting for this day,” he said softly. “I don’t mean my speech. I have been waiting, Ash, for the day when you remembered our past.”

He came around the table until he stood in front of me, still smiling.

“It’s fitting, isn’t it? You helped me understand my destiny at the last World’s Fair. Now, here we are again. We’re approaching the greatness I was born for. But I can’t do it alone.”

I shot Genevieve a nervous look. “What are you talking about?”

“You promised once to help me. Do you remember?” He put out a hand. “Help me now, Ash. Help me remake the world.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

GENEVIEVE


I expected Ash to laugh, to throw Father Daily’s offer back in his face. I did not expect him to stare at Father Daily’s outstretched hand as though it held the entire world.

“A long time ago, I told you I needed you, Ash,” Father Daily continued. “I still do. I have always known no one but you could carry on my vision.”

When Ash didn’t move, I took a step forward. “He didn’t come back to 1934 for this.”

Father Daily’s smile disappeared as he turned his sharp eyes to me.

“What did he come back for?” He sneered at me. “I remember you. A modern girl with modern ideas. You must plan on going to university. An impressive career. Did you convince him he could have the same thing? He surely knows no school would take him, even if you don’t. What should he do while you’re off living your life? Stay home and wait?”

I didn’t know what to say. As far as I knew, Ash’s plans for the future amounted to little more than taking me out dancing, and that hardly seemed enough to stake a life on.

“I am offering you purpose,” Father Daily said, turning back to Ash with another smile. “You told me that I should learn from the White City’s mistakes. You have a vision for a better Harmony, too, don’t you? You can be the person to carry our new Harmony into the future.”

“Ash,” I said, tugging at his hand, willing him to look at me. “Your brother didn’t tell you to make Harmony better. He told you to leave.”

Ash glanced at me, then closed his eyes. He let out a ragged breath, his expression troubled, but when he opened his eyes again, they were clear.

“Harmony is rotten to the core,” he said. “The only way you can make it better is to end it. That’s what’s happening today. Not some glorious new Harmony. It’s the end.”

For the first time, Father Daily’s smile faltered. “You don’t know that.”

“You thought I could see into the future,” Ash said, holding his gaze. “You only got it half right. I can move through time. Turn it backward. Sometimes seconds, sometimes hours. Once: forty-one years.” Carefully, he let go of my hand.

“What are you saying?” Father Daily and Ash spoke in unison, just like he did with me that first night we met each other in 1893. “How are you—Is this a trick?”

“It’s not a trick,” Ash said as Father Daily stared at him in shock. “I can’t see the future, but I can tell you what’ll happen, after I’ve lived through it.” Ash’s eyes glittered, his smile turning sly. “Don’t you wanna know how all those people out there will think of your speech? Or maybe you just wanna know what they do, after they hear it.”

My breath caught as I stared at him. Was he telling the truth? Had he heard it already and come back here, to this room, to turn back to this moment?

“You’re lying.” Father Daily straightened his spine, and Ash held his eye for a second.

“I stand here tonight before you,” he said in a soft voice, “a man saved from death, marked for something—”

“All right!” The color had drained from Father Daily’s face. “What is it you want, then? If you’re trying to make me believe there will be—what? Objections? Protests? You’re delusional. I know my flock. They love me.”

Ash was quiet for a moment, studying Father Daily. “Like you loved your father?”

“My father was a great man!”

“You stopped him from killing me. You stood up to him. You fought back. Some part of you wanted to tear down his world, just as much as I do.”

“And I paid for that mistake. My father paid for that mistake. If you’re not going to tell me what—”

“I saved your life,” Ash interrupted. “Because I couldn’t let my friend die. I wasn’t marking Father Daily for greatness. I was saving Ellery, the man who knows Harmony should be destroyed.”

Father Daily scowled. “This is nonsense! I won’t—”

“I saved your life,” Ash repeated, and this time he put out his hand. “Let me do it again. Walk away. Don’t go out on that stage. Leave Harmony behind. Tear it apart.”

Father Daily’s confusion stiffened into a deep frown. “Why would I destroy my life’s work?”

“But it’s not your life’s work. It was your father’s. And it’s not worth what’s coming to you.”

“What is coming?” But before Ash could answer, Father Daily let out an angry scoff, turned, and gathered up the papers on the floor. “I don’t have time for this. I don’t believe you saw anything.”

Ash didn’t speak, just kept his eyes on Father Daily, who tapped the edge of his papers on the table, muttering to himself.

“What could happen? Have you seen the crowd out there? They love me. They love Harmony. They will follow me into the future.”

“If that’s what you believe, that they are all true and devoted followers, that there isn’t a single person out there who looks at you and everything you stand for and wants to tear it all apart … then you’ve got nothing to worry about. But I bet that’s what your father believed, too, just before you threw him into the waves. What is it you’re always telling me,” Ash said softly, “about faith?”

There was a knock at the door. Father Daily, his eyes gone wide and round with fear, startled, then quickly smoothed back his hair, clenched his speech in one tight fist, and hurried toward us so fast I wondered if he meant to throw a punch.

“I know you’re lying,” he whispered as he drew close. “And for your sake, I hope you are. Without Harmony, you are nothing, Ashley Hargreaves—nothing. A useless, worthless, uneducated, sheltered nothing, What do you think you can do without me? What kind of man do you think you can be?”

Ash took my hand and shrugged.

“Hers.”

For a moment, they held each other’s eyes, then Father Daily pushed past us, his speech tucked under his arm, his chin high, and threw open the door.

The second we were alone, I spun on Ash. “Was any of that true? Did you turn back time?”

Ash looked dazed. He let out a long breath. “Just for a few seconds, enough to read the first line of his speech over his shoulder.”

“Then—you don’t know what’ll happen?! You made it sound like the audience would form into an angry mob and turn on him!”

“That was the idea,” Ash said grimly, “but I don’t know … This Harmony is so different from the one I grew up with. I don’t know what those people’ll do. But you were right, Genevieve. Ellery is still inside him. Some part of him still hates what his father did to his dream of Harmony. When he looks out into the audience and sees those faces looking up at him, I just wanted him to think of that kid. I wanted him to imagine he might be in that crowd, listening.”

A tone signaled through the loudspeaker, a cool voice announcing that attendees should gather on the balcony of the Hall of Science for the National Congregation. I traded a look with Ash, and together, we joined the crowd heading up to the main floor and spilling out onto the balcony.

The night felt so eerily familiar: the same explosive sunset, the sky swirling with purples and reds, Lake Michigan a pool of molten gold, a crowd gathered before a small stage. But that was where the similarities ended. People had packed the balcony, standing shoulder to shoulder, their eyes on the stage. A fever seemed to have swept through them, a buzzing anticipation that made my heart race with fear. A man trod on my foot, didn’t even glance in my direction when I let out a cry of pain, and I felt Ash’s arm slip around me, pulling me toward the edges of the crowd.

“Come on!” he said. We fought the tide of excited audience members until we reached the top of the stairs that led down from the balcony to the rest of the fair. From where we stood, the stage looked tiny, illuminated by a spotlight, empty but for a single podium bristling with microphones.

“When will—” I started, and then my words were swallowed up by a roar so sudden and fierce I could feel it rumble in my chest like a punch. As Father Daily strode onto the stage, the crowd frothed, screamed, churned like a stormy sea.

How would Ash’s plan possibly work? Why would Father Daily ever believe that even one person in this sea of fanatics wished to destroy him? But when I twisted around to catch Ash’s eye, I saw him staring intently into the crowd, searching. As I followed his gaze, I could pick them out, too: hushed spots in the roiling crowd, hard expressions among the adoring faces. One out of a hundred, perhaps even a thousand—but there. Watching.

There was a sharp whine from the microphone, and I tore my eyes from the audience to Father Daily. He stood in profile, smiling, but when he spoke, the crowd only roared more loudly, so that his words were swallowed up. He tried again, raising his arms, raising his voice, but it took several long minutes before they quieted down.

“Good evening.”

The people fell so still, so suddenly, that the hairs went up on my arms. The silence felt as loud as their screaming, turning every passing second into a growing weight that hung in the air.

“Yes.” Father Daily tried again. “Good evening. I stand here tonight before you …” He went quiet. He seemed to be searching the crowd, also, and I frowned.

“What is he looking for?” I asked.

“Who,” Ash answered. “The boy who stood up to his father.”

Father Daily turned to say something to someone standing to his side, but instead his eyes found me and Ash, and even from so far away, I could see him startle.

Quickly, he returned to the audience, but his hand clutched the side of the podium.

“I stand here tonight. Before you …” He glanced back in our direction and cleared his throat. “I would like to talk tonight about … faith …” But he sounded so uncertain, so unlike the persona he had created for himself, that confused murmurs rippled through the crowd. As the silence stretched on, I imagined hundreds of thousands of people listening on their radios, fiddling with the dial and wondering what had happened to the signal.

“I … I …” His words echoed off the high stone walls of the Hall of Science. “I have gathered you all here tonight to say … To say …” Another glance at Ash, and now I could recognize the soft-spoken boy I’d met at the World’s Fair, round-faced and unsure, but if he hoped Ash would give him the answers, he was wrong. He shuffled his papers, turned back to the audience, opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. His eyes kept drifting over the audience …

Father Daily opened his mouth to speak—then jolted with shock. He gripped the podium, the color draining from his face. He looked like he had seen a ghost, he looked like he wanted desperately to get away, he looked absolutely frozen with fear. A ripple of uncertainty rolled through the crowd, a shout—of support? Of anger?—breaking the silence, but before Father Daily could move, before he could even speak, he let out a strangled gasp and collapsed to the stage.

Beside me, Ash leaped forward, stopping himself as men swarmed onto the stage to help Father Daily, his skin the sickly color of wet cement. The men pulled Father Daily to his feet, and I saw his eyes flutter weakly, and then he was swallowed up by his bodyguards, all of them shouting, their words disappearing in the noise of the crowd, demanding answers, wailing for comfort, their voices turning raw and hard as concern sharpened into confusion.

People began to rock, boil, burst, yelling, chanting, pushing for the stage. A heavy shoulder knocked into me, throwing me to the ground, and I let out a sharp yelp of pain as someone trod on my fingers—then a moment later I felt Ash’s hand circle my wrist, wrench me to my feet as time spun into reverse. I gasped as the pain in my hand vanished, and Ash pulled me close.

“Are you all right?” he asked, but before I could answer, a man appeared onstage, urging calm, shouting that Father Daily would not be speaking further, but that was all he got out as whistles split the air, fair guards rushing to break up the angry, shoving knots in the crowd. I felt Ash practically scoop me up and drag me to the stairs leading down to the fairgrounds.

“We have to get out of here!” he shouted as we passed a woman, tears rolling down her cheeks, then a man who kept asking, “But what did he mean?”

The tidal wave of their emotions lapped at our heels while we raced down the steps, Ash nimbly avoiding the guards who plunged into the roiling crowd. We hit the courtyard and didn’t stop running, making for the bloodred flags that marked the bridge to the fair exit, and we had just stepped onto the bridge when I felt a hand close around my arm.

I twisted around, ready to fight, when my heart stopped in shock.

It was a woman, middle-aged, long, curly hair twisted into a braid over one shoulder, staring at us as though we were ghosts.

“Who are—” Ash started, but I dropped his hand and threw myself into the woman’s arms.

“Zella! Zella, it’s you!”

She was laughing, and when I let her go, I saw tears in her eyes, her beautiful brown eyes, which forty-one years hadn’t dimmed even a single lumen.

“Come on,” Zella said, sounding excited. “She’s been waiting for this!”

She hurried me and Ash off the bridge and through the turnstiles, and every time I asked her another question, she just shook her head, grinning, not stopping until we reached the wide front drive outside the fair entrance, where a sleek black car idled, purring like a cat.

“But where’s—” I started, just as Zella threw open the passenger door with a flourish. And there, ancient and slightly shrunken, thinner and grayer but nevertheless intimidating, was Matilda.

“Well.” She let out a laugh. “Look who’s finally arrived.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

ASH


“Genevieve, if you don’t quit staring at me, I will send you to the parlor.” Matilda, her knobby fingers wrapped around a cup of tea, gave Genevieve a narrow-eyed frown that split immediately into a smile. “Anyway, it’s me who should be staring. You two haven’t changed a bit.”

Of all the ways I’d imagined June fifteenth, I never did expect to find myself back in Matilda’s cheerful kitchen, Zella serving slices of peach pie, Genevieve somewhere between bursting into laughter and bursting into tears, with nothing on the other side of the lace-curtained windows but a black, star-spangled, boring, perfect night sky.

“Eh, you haven’t changed, either,” I said. Matilda snorted out a laugh, but I meant it. The decades had turned her hair white and joints stiff, but her brain seemed to work just fine. Still better than mine, at least. When we’d piled into Zella’s car, me and Genevieve talking over each other—Father Daily and Ellery and his speech, the differences between this 1934 and the one we had left—Matilda had nodded.

“Of course,” she’d said. “Didn’t I say this’d all happened before? Other versions of the two of you traveling back in time, returning to slightly different futures.”

“Wait,” I’d said, wondering if this conversation’d switched languages on me. “This isn’t the first time we tried to fix things?”

“It’s the first time you were successful. knows how many time loops you cycled through until every little thing that needed to go right did.”

I’d turned to Genevieve. “You following this?”

“Let’s get back to the house—I’ll show you.”

Now, in the kitchen with the pie served, Matilda nodded to Zella, who got up from the table and returned a minute later with a huge cardboard box, which she set in front of Genevieve.

“What is this?” Genevieve asked, and then her eyebrows shot up as she slipped off the lid. The thing was stuffed—bursting—with papers. Matilda, blowing over the top of her teacup, shrugged.

“I had time to think things over.”

I started out trying to read over Genevieve’s shoulder but gave up after the fifth page, going back to pie and tea and watching Genevieve’s rapt, focused expression while fighting to stay awake.

Finally, she set the papers down, awed.

“You have to publish this. I mean—! Theories on spacetime, relativity, four-vectors—Matilda! Why aren’t you submitting this to journals?! Any research institute in the world would gnaw off a leg to get their hands on you!”

When Matilda didn’t say anything, Zella reached across the table to gather up the papers, wearing an apologetic smile.

“She tried. After you left, I told her to put more effort into publishing, and she finally decided to listen to me.”

“Fat lot of good it did,” Matilda muttered, and Zella shook her head.

“Dr. Wallace was furious when the device went overboard. Matilda—” Here she paused to give Matilda a shining smile. “She told him she would help him rebuild the device—again—and even share her findings with him, so long as they published them together, with her name ahead of his.”

“Alphabetical order,” Matilda added coolly.

“He refused. Then he offered her a position as a researcher.”

“Paid even less than a secretary,” Matilda said, “made to do grunt computing work, tidying up lab equipment, running experiments for graduate students, no time to do any of my own work. Or, he said, I could continue as his secretary and at least see my ideas published. I turned him down.”

“Told him to shove his job offers up his rear end, I do believe,” Zella said with a laugh.

“What did you do next?” Genevieve asked.

“Well, you might be surprised to hear it, but after our time together, I thought perhaps I’d enjoy teaching,” Matilda said, shrugging. “Private instruction, right here in the South Side. In my spare time, I kept up with my own research, as much as I could accomplish with a paper and pen. I haven’t lived a life of fame and fortune, but I’ve been comfortable. I suppose I have you to thank for that, young man.”

Every face around the table turned to me while I stared back at them, working on a huge forkful of pie. I swallowed.

“What else was I gonna do with ten thousand dollars in 1893 money? Figured Matilda’d put it to good use.”

“I don’t know about good use,” Matilda said, “but it let me take on the students who could benefit the most—not just pay the most.”

Genevieve flashed me a proud smile, though I knew she would’ve done the same thing, and turned back to Matilda. “What about your work? Did you publish any of it?”

Zella sighed. “She tried. We both did. But Dr. Wallace has many friends. He made sure the journals wouldn’t so much as open a letter with Matilda’s name on it. I even tried to write an article about her—I gave up dressmaking for good about a year after you both left. My editor thought it was a firecracker story—the genius forced to type up correspondence! But Dr. Wallace managed to kill that, too.”

“I don’t understand.” Genevieve shook her head, gazing at the box on the table. “Your work is extraordinary. It deserves—”

“Never mind that,” Matilda cut in. “How are you feeling about your presentation tomorrow?”

Genevieve blinked at her, surprised. “I … honestly have not given it a single second’s thought! Anyway, I might as well skip it—I’m not too fussed about tangling with the Winchester Institute anymore.”

“Skip it!” Zella sounded scandalized. “The first woman to win a Winchester Fellowship, and you want to skip it?”

“First and last. I guarantee you, next year they’ll make sure to ask the applicant’s gender.”

“Why would they care about that?” Matilda asked mildly. “As of last month, there are women in the Winchester Institute.”

Genevieve looked like she was ready to argue, and then stopped.

“Women?” From the way her face changed, confusion to excitement, I could tell she was filling in the blanks, searching her new memories for ways this world was different from ours, just like me with Harmony. Next thing I knew she let out a laugh, eyes sparkling. “There are women in the Winchester Institute! Only a handful, but—oh!” Dumbfounded, she stared from Zella to Matilda and back again, the two of them looking like cats in a cream factory.

“What did you do?”

Zella let out a whoop. “You may be unsurprised to hear that without his secret genius feeding him the right answers, this version of Dr. Wallace is not quite the shining academic star you described—never mind leading the Winchester Institute, they wouldn’t even have him as a member! Matilda suspected he might’ve been a factor in why your Winchester Institute was so, ah, resistant to change, so we got to work. It’s taken the better part of two decades and more women—and a few men—than just me and Matilda. I wrote articles looking into the membership makeups of not just the Winchester Institute but scientific organizations around the world, and other journalists took it from there. We got lucky—it’s been quite the pet project for ladies in science, although all Matilda cared about was making sure you had a more receptive audience than the one you left.”

“So, maybe,” Matilda added, leaning in, “you tell me all about that cyclotron of yours, and we’ll see if we can’t figure out how to fix it up.”




[image: ]


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

GENEVIEVE


By the time Matilda and I called it a day, Ash was once more stretched out in her sitting room. The couch had changed in forty-one years, along with the blanket draped over him, but his long legs still spilled over the edge of the arm, his chest rising and falling as he snored. I stood up to wake him, but Matilda put out a hand.

“He’s had a long day, and they’ve got those folks from Harmony camping out in Jackson Park. My old sofa’s cozier than a pup tent. I’ll make sure he gets there tomorrow.”

Zella offered to drive me home and spent the ten-minute car ride filling me in about her illustrative career as a journalist: “I even wrote about your father occasionally, back when he was state’s attorney, but switched beats before he got into that mess with—well, you know. I’ll be there tomorrow, in the press box. So, whatever you do”—she flashed me a grin—“I hope it’s news.”

Most of the windows in my family’s graystone were dark, save for the glow of a lamp in my parents’ bedroom, and for a moment, I simply looked up in gratitude, inhaling the scent of my mother’s famous June roses. But instead of opening the gate and heading inside, I crossed around to the back garden, to my greenhouse laboratory in the corner.

I couldn’t stop thinking about what Zella had said, news, or imagining Matilda sitting in that crowd, none of the assembled brilliants of science aware of the genius in their midst. My thoughts distracted me so much, I didn’t realize how odd it was that the lights were on in my greenhouse until I had my hand on the door and saw inside—of course—my sister Ruby.

It would be about that time, wouldn’t it? For her to accuse me of vengeful bomb-building? But this go-round, I had the chance to try something different.

“Oh—Genny, there you are! Thought I would just drop by and say hullo, and—”

Her words broke off as I flung myself at her, throwing my arms around my big sister’s neck and hugging her tightly. However long it had been since she’d last seen me, it felt like a lifetime since I’d seen her.

When I stepped back, Ruby blinked, then took in my smile and gave me a wary one in return. “Are … are you all right, darling?”

“Yes. Brilliant. You’re here about the cobalt and white phosphorus, aren’t you? And Peter’s machine shop keys? That’s a cyclotron, by the way, since you’re wondering. Nonexplosive. Or it will be. I have to make a few modifications.”

Ruby’s blue eyes went so wide I worried they might get stuck that way forever. I had never, in my entire life, seen my quick-witted sister stunned speechless, and I grinned. Why hadn’t I always done this?

When she recovered, Ruby looked from my cyclotron to me, squinting with suspicion. “What number am I thinking of?”

I laughed. “I can’t read minds, although I can do this.” I vanished and reappeared in an instant, and Ruby let out a strangled squeak, clutching at the table to stay upright.

“How—What—”

“I thought I would mention it, because I’ve wondered if this strange ability might be genetic. Would you be interested in taking part in some experiments? Perhaps Peter could help—he worked on those fascinating papers about biological transformation. And I should probably call up Henny, too … Are you all right?”

Ruby had gone so bloodless a good poke in the ribs could have knocked her sideways. She blinked, stumbled wobbly-legged to a stool, and collapsed, staring at me like she wanted to know what I’d done with the real Genevieve.

“Y-you can turn … invisible?”

“Yes—but there’s more to it. It happened because, well …” I didn’t know how to say the words without hurting her. Half the reason I’d thought no one ever saw me, after all, was because I’d lived my life sandwiched between two sisters who couldn’t help but explode like fireworks.

“Oh,” Ruby said softly. “You … felt invisible … Oh, Genny …”

I slid onto the stool next to her. “It’s not your fault. I did my best to hide it.”

“But not anymore?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t realize—” I took a deep breath, trying to gather my words. “I’m different, Ruby. And that’s all right with me. I don’t want to be anybody but myself. But when you’re different, people—even people who love you—sometimes have a hard time understanding you. I was so convinced you never would, I wouldn’t even let you try.”

“That’s generous of you.” Ruby shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Considering I came out here worried you were, I don’t know, building a bomb or something. I feel like a complete idiot, Genny—I’ve been in my own world for months, and with Henny in California, you’ve been all alone … I’m so sorry, darling.” She reached out and took my hand, gave it a squeeze. “Peter thought I was acting ridiculous, by the way, but he also said you refused to tell him what you were working on … What are you working on?”

I felt like a new parent offered the opportunity to show off their baby. Grinning, I launched into an explanation of my cyclotron, my experiments, my new elemental discovery and the impact it could have on the scientific world. Ruby had always shown an aptitude for science, but by the time I finished with a brief overview of the Winchester Institute and my presentation the next day, she looked windblown, stunned—again!—into silence.

“That is … simply …” She looked up at me, blinking—tears? “You know … I am so proud of you, my darling. I should have said it more. It’s only … you were always so independent, keeping to yourself. I thought perhaps you didn’t need us. But”—she reached over, tucked a lock of hair behind my ear—“I should have looked closer.”
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CHAPTER FORTY

ASH


I woke to coffee and scrambled eggs and Matilda sitting at her kitchen table, peering through thick glasses at the newspaper.

“Typical: up as soon as breakfast’s done.” She slid her plate across the table in my direction. “Go on, it’s not getting any hotter.”

Grateful, I stumbled into the kitchen—when was the last time I ate? Matilda must’ve been thinking the same thing, because after watching me inhale her breakfast in eight seconds, she sighed and stood up.

“Good thing I did the shopping yesterday.”

“Where’s Genevieve?”

Matilda lit the burner and pulled a carton of eggs from her fridge. “Getting ready for tonight, I expect.”

“Right,” I said. “Yeah, of course.” I turned Matilda’s newspaper around to read the headline: Charismatic Leader Missing After Abrupt End to National Broadcast. My brain wouldn’t slow down long enough to read the whole thing through, jumping around to take in unable to contact, whereabouts unknown, several arrests, Harmony disbanded … The park where members of Harmony had set up camp was in chaos: Half the population had lit out immediately, half had vowed to stay there forever.

“I have to find my family.”

Matilda set down another plate of eggs. “Going back with them?”

“No back to go to, I think.”

She sat in her chair and studied me. “Then what? What’s next for you?”

I started to answer her, then stopped. Laughed. “Honestly? No idea. Take Genevieve out for ice cream.” I paused. “Tonight’s gonna be big for her, isn’t it? Life-changing?”

Carefully, Matilda nodded.

“Better arrange that date fast,” I said. “Once she gets on a campus, maybe she’ll wanna go out with someone who knows what she’s talking about.”

I had a smile on my face, but the kind that sort of made my stomach hurt. Matilda let out a clucking sound, frowning.

“You know what happens to most young ladies in science?” she asked. “They meet a fellow grad student, a professor, they get married.”

“Is this supposed to make me feel better?”

“Hush—listen. Here’s what happens next: He becomes a professor. She becomes his research assistant. There is a generation of fine women scientists being trained to be nothing more than assistants and wives, and I will tell you now, I’ll be damned if I see it happen to her. You can offer her something that not a single man in any of those programs can.”

“Just getting out of her way? That’s it?”

Matilda, almost glaring over the top of her mug of coffee, sniffed. “You’d be surprised how many men find even that too difficult. But no, you can do more. You recognized the tourbillon. You read my schematics like the ABCs. Genevieve told me you built a radio out of little more than spit and grit. Chase that rabbit, boy, and see where it takes you.”

While Matilda sipped her coffee, I thought it over. The radio … Maybe there’d been more to it. Maybe Archie’d known that Harmony wasn’t going to give us the skills we needed to survive in a modern world.

Pay attention, Ash. See what I’m doing? Read that back to me …

“Don’t tell me I wasted three more eggs on you.”

Back at Matilda’s kitchen table, I picked up my fork. “What about you?” I asked, and Matilda sighed, returned to her crossword puzzle.

“I have spent a lot of time just getting to yesterday. Now, here we are: a new morning.”

I looked up, wondering if I heard sadness in her voice, but she was smiling.

Her clock chimed softly, and she glanced over at it. “You’d better get going, if you want to stop by Jackson Park and see your people.” She pushed herself from the table, waving me away when I jumped to my feet to help. “You can come on back here to clean yourself up before the presentation—Zella’s left you a suit. And then, I promised Genevieve you’d be there tonight, front row—you better not embarrass me.” As she walked out of the kitchen, my eyes fell on the box full of her papers.

“Yeah.” I toed open one of the box flaps, peeked at the papers inside—probably the most impressive collection of scientific work anywhere in Chicago. “I’ll see you there.”

■ ■ ■

I didn’t realize until I arrived that I’d been to Jackson Park before, although back in 1893, I’d known it as something else. A miniature golden Columbia statue, a stretch of grass dipping down into a gentle slope: That was all that was left of the Columbian Exposition. Now, trash littered the ground between tire marks and half-collapsed tents, burnt-out campfires where people huddled, talking:

“It’s a test of our faith. If we only believe in him, he will …”

“… been saying it for years! That fool’s got no sense! You should’ve listened to me back—”

“But where will we go? What will happen to us? How will we know what to prepare for?”

How would any of us know? For years, we’d been told we alone were safe, protected from the dangers of the outside world, and now that shelter had been ripped away.

I wandered the campground, searching for Georgie, my parents, my other siblings, but I circled the grounds three times, the weight in my chest growing heavier with every step.

They were … gone.

Just like the family I had grown up with, this one was fractured, too. For a few minutes, I stood on the edge of the park, hands on my hips, watching the campground empty out, then turned to walk back to Matilda’s.

Something fluttered in the air, catching my eye: a large wooden sign at the entrance to the park, covered with dozens of little pieces of paper. I wandered over, realizing they were notes, messages, pinned to the board: To Jack and Lan, For Nellie from your sister, Ma and Pa. They were instructions, so people could find each other again now Harmony had fallen apart, now Father Daily had abandoned them, and my eyes tore across the papers, scanning them so fast I almost missed it at first.

Ash.

I ripped the paper free, recognizing Georgie’s handwriting:


Well, I hope you read this and probably by the time you do, we will be gone. Pop and Ivan have left already for Harmony to await instructions from Father Daily. Marty has not been seen since last night. I am with Louise and Ma and I have convinced them to return home. To the old home. Write to us there.

Your brother,
Georgie

P.S. Yesterday, you said I sounded like Archie. Thought it was about time I started acting like him, too.



My fingertips brushed over the paper, tracing the words. Write to us there. Not meet us there. They were letting me go. They were setting me free. I thought when Archie died, my family had erased him from their minds, their hearts, but maybe part of him had always been there, waiting to be noticed.

I had folded up the paper when I noticed that on the back of the page, Georgie had scrawled out the address of our old farm back in Pennsylvania, and underneath that, one last line: This is the start of something good, Ash. I’ve got faith, in all of us.

■ ■ ■

I was late enough to the Hall of Science that I caught Matilda’s glare all the way from the front row, but I had a good excuse. There was Zella, waving from the press box, and next to Matilda a couple who had to be Genevieve’s parents. On Matilda’s other side was another couple, a pretty young woman with red hair—one of the sisters, I’d bet—and a brown-haired man who read over the presentation program with curiosity.

“Oh, there you are.” Genevieve, walking from the Hall of Science out onto the balcony with all the other Winchester Fellows, let out an exasperated sigh. She paused to let the Winchester crowd keep walking, touching the arm of an older woman in a green dress to say, “I’ll be right there, Dr. Gornick,” and then smiled at me. “How does a time traveler manage to arrive late?”

“That one’s on you,” I said. “I was halfway out the door when you called.”

“But you got my speech?”

I passed her the papers, and as she looked them over, her shoulders dropped in relief.

“Ready?” I asked, because even though Genevieve was doing a good job, in her sharp navy-blue suit and dazzling smile, of looking every inch the phenom everyone at the Science Congress was talking about, I could see her nerves.

“I think I’m even more anxious than last time! If I accidentally blow anything up, take care of it, will you?”

I let out a laugh, but her smile faded as she gazed up at the stage.

“It’s funny … I’ve dreamed about this moment for so long. To never again be forgotten. Ignored. I always thought then I’d finally feel complete …”

One of the Winchester scientists called her name, and I took her hand, wishing I knew how to tell her that her presentation would be amazing, because she was amazing, and I was proud of her and in awe of her and more than a little in love with her, but that seemed like a lot to pack in on a ten-second walk to the balcony stage so instead I stopped her, leaned in close.

“Look,” I whispered, glancing up. Last night the sky had been dramatic, violet and orange, but tonight it was a perfect, spun-sugar-soft pinky blue.

“It’s a sign,” I said, and Genevieve took it in, this impossible color that only existed in the right conditions.

“You don’t believe in signs.”

“But I believe in you.”

I walked her backstage, left her with the other Winchester geniuses, and found my seat in the front row, beside the brown-haired man, who introduced himself as Peter. Genevieve’s sister leaned over him to say hello, and even though Genevieve had sounded nervous about the idea of us meeting without her—“The grilling she gave Henny’s boyfriends! All I’m saying is: Be prepared”—her face lit up when I told her my name. Knocking aside my hand, she reached out and pulled me into a hug. After she’d let me go—what had just happened?—she shrugged, grinning.

“I have a good feeling about you.”

The crowd broke into polite applause as the first speaker stepped up to the microphone. Introductions seemed to take forever but then, before I knew it, she was walking onto the stage, head high, shoulders back, a confident smile on her lips. Carefully, she set her notes on the podium, and gazed out into the audience, every single person waiting to hear what she had to say, just as she’d always imagined.

But it wasn’t the crowd of unfamiliar faces that drew her eyes. I saw her look straight down: to her parents, to her sister, to Peter, to Matilda, to me—whooping so loud I hoped they heard me on the other side of the lake.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.” She sounded smooth, like she’d been addressing crowds of thousands her whole life. “I’ve been invited here tonight to speak with you about the research that has won me a Winchester Fellowship.” Her gaze flicked in my direction, her smile growing. “But since I have your attention …”

The papers shuffled in her hands, the papers she’d told me to lift from the box sitting on the floor of Matilda’s kitchen. Matilda let out a soft “Oh!” and turned to glare at me. But I shook my head; like all our good ideas, this one had been completely Genevieve’s.

“I’d like to share some exciting work from a virtually unknown scientist who, I believe, has been woefully overlooked: Miss Matilda Flemming, a brilliant—”

An angry shout from the audience, a red-faced man leaping to his feet, and I yanked time back so fast it almost made his head spin.

“—woefully overlooked: Miss—”

I coughed, so loud that Genevieve glanced down in surprise, and I mouthed out Wait till the end to say her name!

She smiled. “We’ll keep the authorship of this paper a mystery for now. But if you’ll allow me, I present: A Universal Treatise on Spacetime.”
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EPILOGUE

GENEVIEVE


December 1938

I ran so fast my body screamed to slow down, my chest aching, blood pounding in my temples, but I couldn’t stop, dodging trash cans on the sidewalk, darting across intersections with barely a glance. When I finally burst into her apartment, straight through to the bedroom, with my face red and my heart whirring, I could hardly get the words out. For a few moments Matilda and Zella talked over each other, asking what was wrong, until I managed to heave a huge breath, swallow, and look Matilda in the eye.

“They did it. They split the atom.”

Zella stared in confusion while Matilda sprang into action, snatching up the paper and pencil she always kept at her bedside, furiously scribbling calculations while she talked, peppering me with questions and not waiting for the answers.

“It’s not possible, the math—”

“It is possible,” I said, still out of breath. “We re-created it. In the lab—I saw it. It happened.”

The scratching of her pencil stilled, the notepad dropping to her lap. In the years since I had returned to 1934, Matilda had grown frail and birdlike, her skin papery thin. Most days now she held court propped up on pillows in her bedroom, taking audiences with me or another one of her dozens of students while Zella fluttered around fetching paper, but I had never thought of Matilda as old until just that moment, when she gazed from me to the calculations on her paper to the view out the window: a cold early-winter afternoon, just starting to snow.

“It’s a new age,” she said, her voice soft. “A new world.”

“Matilda—you know what they’re planning to do with this information.”

She was still staring out the window, looking west toward the university, only the tops of the buildings visible. She told me she liked picturing me there, in the physics department, taking my classes, working in the library. Late at night, she knew I’d be busy in the Radiation Lab, first helping build the university’s new, large-scale cyclotron, then running experiments with it, pushing into the kind of science I’d always dreamed of.

“Matilda?” I put a hand on hers, resting on the embroidered coverlet I’d gotten for her last birthday. “Nuclear fission, nuclear chain reaction—they’re going to try to build a bomb. Not just any bomb: a world-destroyer. Can you believe it? World-class scientific achievement, and this is what they’ll do with it! I’m furious—what did we save the world for if it will only be blown up later?! But there’s nothing I can do to—”

“Tell me about your cyclotron.” Matilda had turned back to her notes, her pencil scratching across the paper once more. “Did you fix the oscilloscope?”

■ ■ ■

For the next hour, Matilda peppered me with questions, talking around the news I had brought her. Whether she wanted the distraction or felt I needed it, I couldn’t tell, but I dutifully reported the latest about my work. My research into synthetic elements had been promising, but ultimately, even with Matilda’s help, by the time I’d replicated my experiment, other scientists had beaten me to it. No history books for me—not for that, at least, but Matilda was certain I’d make my mark, one way or another. At last, Zella poked her head in, reminding Matilda to take a rest: She had another student coming.

“Have a cup of tea before you go,” Zella told me, taking my scarf from my hands. While the water boiled, I wandered into the sitting room and poked through some of the boxes stacked against the wall. There was the one heavy with rejections from respected journals—in spite of a flurry of attention from my presentation at the Science Congress, not to mention a bang-up article by Zella, my plan to get Matilda the recognition she deserved had failed, after men with whole alphabets of degrees behind their names got their hands on her work and tore it to shreds—never mind those shreds later appearing in their own papers, no credit to Matilda anywhere. Science rewarded firsts, but history, as Zella liked to remind me, was more flexible: “Why do you think I included so much information in my article? Someday, someone will realize the very first mention of those groundbreaking ideas wasn’t in any journal.”

I pushed the box aside; underneath was another, even more stuffed than the first: Dear Miss Flemming, I read about your achievements in the paper. I am twelve years old and I would also like to become a scientist although my father says that is just for boys … Matilda was kept busy, answering them all, reminding me that the world was made up of more than just people who said no. There were dozens, hundreds of letters from weird, brainy girls around the country, and when I joked with her about them—“There’s going to be a whole generation of us soon!”—Matilda, smiling her sly smile, just answered, “There’d better.”

■ ■ ■

“Sugar?”

“Just a little.” I walked back into the kitchen, stopping to smile at a framed photo of Zella and Matilda, looking like a million bucks in front of the Eiffel Tower. Matilda had vowed to take me with her next time, but she was nearly eighty, and the prospect of war in Europe seemed more and more likely. And that was before the possibility of a world-ending bomb …

“Ready for the holidays?” Zella set a cup of tea on the table and I blinked at her—Christmas had nearly slipped my mind. I sat down and wrapped my cold hands around my cup.

“It’s the first time we’re all going to be together in ages. Henny’s even flying in from Hollywood.”

“Ah yes.” Smiling, Zella took a sip. “The movie star. How’s it feel to have a famous sister?”

Leave it to Henny to make such a splash in Hollywood that I was doomed to a lifetime of those questions. Once it would’ve been my worst nightmare—stuck forever in my dazzling twin’s shadow—but somehow, I didn’t mind. I’d realized I had it wrong: No one had put me in the shadows but myself, and certainly not Henny, who came by her spotlights squarely, no stealing necessary. I could no more ask my shimmering sister to stop shining than I could ask Matilda to stop thinking. Once I understood that, part of me was actually, even, deep down, a little proud to be known as her sister.

When I’d said all that to Ruby not long after the Science Congress, she’d urged me to give Henny a call and tell her myself.

“Hellooooo?” my twin had answered, and the sound of her voice made my throat tighten with emotion.

“Hen?”

“Genny?”

Tell! Her! Ruby silently urged, and I swallowed hard.

“I was just thinking … I really should let you know … I think you’re … all right.”

Ruby threw up her arms in frustration, but when Henny immediately burst into tears, I knew she understood.

Now, I smiled at Zella over my teacup. “Want an autograph? She’ll sign anything that stands still long enough.”

Zella laughed. “And what about Ash? Have you heard any—” We both looked up as the doorbell rang: Matilda’s evening student.

“I should go. Busy day tomorrow cleaning the lab.”

“Cleaning!” Zella sounded offended, but I shrugged.

“Grunt work for the lowliest cogs. Maybe once I’m a grad student they’ll trust me with some real responsibilities, but frankly, I’m just grateful to be in the room.”

Zella leaned in and whispered, “But we don’t let the fellas know that, right?”

I laughed—my first year in the lab, after I’d once again beseeched the lab director for more resources, I’d caught two grad students glancing from me to each other: Can you believe her? And I’d realized: I hoped they couldn’t believe me. I hoped I continued to astonish boys like them everywhere I went, for the rest of my life, forever, and from then on, every time I stepped into the lab, I made it my mission to do exactly that.

I went back into the parlor for my scarf and nearly collided with a small girl, bundled up with a stack of books under her arm. Her eyes went wide—not many white girls in this part of Chicago—but I smiled at her and bent down to tap the book under her arm: A Child’s Guide to Astronomy.

“Do you like stars? I’m taking some of Matilda’s girls to the university observatory next week. Want to come?”

She bounced on her toes, like she could lift off into space, and it was like Matilda told me: The world could be hard and cruel and stupid and unkind, but it wasn’t only those things.

■ ■ ■

Hours later, after stopping in at the lab, I walked onto the dark quadrangle to see white flurries dancing crazily in the air, my breaths pouring out of me in thick white puffs. I knew I should get some sleep, but I couldn’t stop thinking about today. Splitting the atom, creating a bomb, the thing I had worried I’d done by accident four years ago, scientists would now try to do on purpose—hopefully with less devastating results.

The lab director had said tonight that just as chemists had won the Great War, physicists would decide the fate of future wars. That meant my professors, my fellow grad students. Perhaps even me.

I felt excited and terrified and as though the world had spun out of control, out of anyone’s control, but more than anything, I missed Ash.

When we’d returned to 1934, he’d drifted from one odd job to another, sleeping on Matilda’s couch while avoiding the Chicago Board of Trade. He no longer manipulated time if he could help it, although it narrowed his possessions to a change of clothes and a secondhand radio that required so many trips to the electronics store down the street that finally, the owner offered him a job. Ash had spent weeks happily dismantling and rebuilding telephones, phonographs, toasters, vacuums, and flashlights, when the owner asked if he’d ever considered working in the industry—he had a nephew developing a sort of combination radio and movie that they called television.

Ash took one look at the television and saw the future. Although few people at the time bought the company’s promise that one day, no home would be complete without its own television, it had been a bet that’d paid off. Now, Ash spent most of his time crisscrossing the country meeting with electrical engineers and television broadcasters and talking about possibilities.

The job came with a hidden benefit: It allowed Ash to track down the far-flung former members of Harmony, to help them in whatever way he could. Father Daily had never reemerged after that night at the fair. Some said he’d fled to Europe, others said he’d died, but most believed he was in hiding, afraid of what—or who—he’d created.

Ash was supposed to have been back two days ago, but he’d extended his trip to New York, visiting his sister and her new family. His mother had officially moved in with them, and he’d called me last night to tell me how much happier she was, taking care of the babies, taking care of herself. His brother Georgie would be arriving soon in Chicago—after years of Ash sending him complicated mechanical diagrams, he’d decided to take a job in television, too. He planned to stay with their older brother, Marty, who’d never left the city. After the fair, Marty had found Chicago’s Towertown neighborhood a welcoming contrast to his life in Harmony.

Ash wasn’t due back in for several more hours, and if the snow didn’t get much worse Henny would fly in as well, along with her boyfriend—I had only just stopped adding the word latest, as, to Henny’s credit, she’d kept this one around for a while. But right now, my shoes crunching on the freshly fallen snow, I felt impossibly lonely.

I had turned the corner, heading for my quiet dorm room, when I heard footsteps behind me. There, like a magic trick, like I had conjured him out of my dreams, running and grinning and the brightest thing in the snow with his sky-blue scarf, was Ash.

“What are you doing here?”

“My train got in early,” he said, pulling me in for a kiss, but when I stepped back with a raised eyebrow, he shrugged. “Okay, fine: Your favorite character in the Oz books is the chicken.”

“She’s a hen and her name is Billina.” I slipped my arm around his. “Did I tell you to turn back time and find me?”

“No, but I thought you looked like you needed it.”

“Hmm.” I pressed my cheek into the soft shoulder of his coat. “I’m glad I agreed.”

My dorm was only a few minutes’ walk, but in the quiet snow, we went right past it, taking the road east from campus until we reached my favorite spot along the lakeshore, a sloping green ending in a seawall of flat boulders. If you didn’t mind the occasional spray of water, you could sit out on the rocks and watch the lake. Even though the sky was still mostly dark, even though the rocks were furred with a soft layer of snow, Ash and I picked our way out onto them, holding hands to keep ourselves upright. We balanced on one of the rocks, Ash’s arms around me as together we watched the softly falling snow, the clouds tinged a purply silver.

“Was I really so upset that you offered a redo for my whole day?”

Ash brushed his cheek against my temple. “Not upset. More … discouraged. You worried the scientists had made a mistake. You said we’d saved the world just for them to blow it up later. You were angry, again, at all the people who kept Matilda out of those universities, because you knew she’d do a better job, taking this science seriously. You were angry about the idea of a war. You were angry we stopped Father Daily only for even worse men to pop up in other places. You told me you felt like you weren’t making enough of a difference, that the future scared you, not knowing what was going to happen.”

When he finished, I blinked. “Well. I guess that does sort of sound like me. What did you say?”

Gently, Ash’s arms tightened around me. “Nothing. I just offered to take you back and try again. I thought maybe you’d feel better with some company.”

“Darn. What good is your sunny optimism if you’re not going to share it?”

He laughed. “You want to know why I’m not scared of the future?” I could barely hear him over the sound of the waves, his breath warming my cheek. “Because you’re in it, Genevieve. And you’re smart and you care and you never stop working to make things better. I don’t know if I trust the future. But I trust you. That’s enough for me.” I felt him reach into his pocket, and a moment later he’d slipped something into my hand. I could just barely see it: a pebble. Smooth and unremarkable and small. And capable, in the right conditions, of causing an avalanche.

“Walk you home?” Ash stepped off the boulder and held out a hand to help me down, but I didn’t move. Clouds stretched across the sky, which had lightened without any real sign of the dawn, but then there was a shift, a break in the darkness, sunlight bursting through, golden and bright, warming my face.

I took Ash’s hand, twined my fingers around his, watched the sunrise.

“Do it again,” I said, and he reached into time and sent us back into the dark, waiting with me until the dawn came, the sun alive with light.

“Again.”

And again.

And again.
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