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(writing as Franklin W. Dixon),

who gave us our first true mysteries—and with it, a lifelong love of reading. Those early Hardy Boys adventures in Bayport led, in their own crooked way, to this one. Thank you for the flashlight under the covers, the creaky staircases, and the thrill of the unknown.
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Writing a time travel story means relying on a lot of people to keep us grounded.

Thank you to the readers, friends, and early test pilots who read with curiosity, challenged the logic, and pushed us to make every twist sharper and every moment count.

To our families—thank you for your patience, your laughter, and your willingness to follow Max, Nick, and Chloe through every turn in the timeline.

And to every young reader who’s ever built something wild in the garage, questioned the rules, or imagined a world that wasn’t quite this one—this adventure is for you.
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The first rule of being best friends with Max Sterling is this: never say the words “What’s the worst that could happen?” Trust me. The universe hears that and gets creative.

It was a Thursday, I think. Ordinary in the way that only Thursdays can be. The kind of day that smells like cafeteria fish sticks and unwashed gym socks that have been hanging out in your locker since October.

Except Max didn’t show up for school. Not for homeroom, not for chem lab, not even for the debate club meeting he never missed—mainly because he liked to argue about whether time travel would collapse the universe or just annoy it.

By fifth period, I was officially worried. By seventh, I was at his house, standing in the garage-turned-laboratory that looked like NASA had sneezed on it. Wires everywhere. Coffee mugs filled with pens and something that might’ve been root beer but might’ve also been battery acid.

The machine sat in the middle of the garage, right where Max left it—sleek, silver, and roughly the size of a small car. Not a sports car or anything cool like that. More like a stubby shuttle pod from a sci-fi movie, all curved edges and smooth panels, cables snaking from its underside like roots trying to take hold. It hummed faintly, a low, electric purr that buzzed at the edge of hearing—like something alive and thinking. The floor beneath it was scorched in a perfect pod-circle, the concrete cracked at the edges as if the machine had burned its way into the world and wasn’t planning to leave.

Max’s backpack sat slouched in the corner, half-zipped, with a spiral notebook sticking out—every page filled with equations that made my head hurt just looking at them.

“I told him not to push the button,” Chloe said from behind me.

She was barefoot, eating a grape Popsicle, and somehow managing to be both twelve and absolutely sure she knew more than me.

“You saw him push it?” I asked.

“No,” she said, shrugging. “But it’s Max. Of course he did.”

That was Max Sterling in a sentence. He had always been... different. Not just smart, but genius-level, certified Mensa, skipped-three-grades smart. He’d built a working drone from a pizza box in sixth grade. In seventh, he rewired the school’s sprinkler system to spell out HELLO on the soccer field—just because he was bored. And last year, he convinced our chemistry teacher that a black hole generator was a reasonable science fair project. (It wasn’t.)

But for all his brainpower, Max had the patience of a squirrel on energy drinks. If he thought something might work, he’d try it. Safety goggles optional. And somewhere in the middle of all that brilliant chaos, he built this.

A machine that, according to Max, didn’t just mess with time—it folded it. “Think origami,” he said once, sketching loops and arrows on a napkin. “But with spacetime instead of paper.”

He used to rant about how Harry Potter ruined time travel for everyone. “It’s all wands and cloaks and magic,” he’d say, “when really, the key is gravitational distortion and variable mass thresholds.”

“He really did it,” Chloe whispered, inching closer. “He actually freaking did it.”

I didn’t answer. My brain was still trying to catch up. The Popsicle dripped onto the garage floor with a tiny splat. Chloe didn’t notice. Her eyes were locked on the machine like it might twitch.

I moved closer, circling it the way you might circle a sleeping bear. Up close, you could see tiny notches etched into the metal—Max’s handwriting, probably. Equations, symbols, a few arrows, and one word scratched in all caps near the edge of the hatch: ENTER

“Did he leave a note?” I asked.

Chloe stuck the Popsicle in her mouth and pointed to the backpack.

I unzipped it fully. The notebook slid out, pages curled at the corners, its spine warped like it had been stuffed in and out of pockets too many times. Most of it was math. Hardcore, brain-melting, what-do-these-symbols-even-mean math. But near the back, in handwriting sloppier than usual, I found something else.

A list.

1. Stabilize output feed
2. Recalibrate delta thresholds
3. Don’t let Chloe touch anything
4. If this works, I’ll be back by Thursday
5. If it doesn’t...
That was it. No sixth line. Just an empty space like he’d stopped mid-thought—or hadn’t wanted to write it down.

My fingers tightened around the page. “What if he’s stuck?” I said aloud, not meaning to.

Chloe’s jaw clenched. She stepped around me, toward the hatch.

“Chloe—”

But she was already moving, Popsicle still in one hand, the other reaching for the curved seam running along the side of the pod. It hissed. Just a whisper of sound, like pressure escaping. And then the hatch clicked. The machine was unlocking itself.

A soft whirr followed, like a fan blade winding up from sleep. The hatch inched open with slow mechanical reluctance, revealing a dark interior lit only by a faint amber glow. It looked... empty. No smoke, no sparks, no ominous voices from the beyond. Just a hollow capsule, padded walls, and a set of harnesses that looked stolen from an old rollercoaster.

Chloe leaned in, squinting. “Where’s the flux capacitor?”

“There’s no flux capacitor.”

“Missed opportunity.”

I crouched beside her and glanced inside. A console curved along the interior wall—touchscreen cracked at the corner, several buttons lit in blinking red. Most of the labels were nonsense to me: Temporal Vectors, Chrono Relay Loop, something called a Pleistocene Lock. One of the screens flashed a blinking alert:

RETURN SEQUENCE: STANDBY
CHARGE DECAY: T-21:41:17
“Was that timer there before?” I asked.

“Nope,” Chloe said, popping the last of the Popsicle into her mouth. “Looks like a power window.”

I swallowed. “Meaning?”

“Meaning if you don’t pull him back before that hits zero, we’re gonna need snowshoes and a sabertooth insurance plan.”

My palms started sweating. I wiped them on my jeans, then reached up and tapped the console. The screen changed. A new line appeared, handwritten and jittery, like it had been drawn with a stylus on the fly:

If you’re reading this, Nick, it means the jump worked. I made it. Tell Mom and Dad I’m safe. Tell Chloe not to break my stuff. Pull me back in 22 hours using recall mode—coordinates are set. But only if everything’s stable. If the machine looks fried, don’t risk it. Let it charge and try again. P.S. The Ice Age is colder than I thought. Bring socks.

Chloe whistled low. “Okay, that’s definitely his handwriting.”

I sat back on my heels, mind racing. “He actually did it.”

“Looks that way.”

“Max Sterling time-jumped himself into the Pleistocene. With no backup. No weapon. No jacket.”

Chloe nodded solemnly. “Classic Max.”

I stared at the screen. Twenty-one hours and change. That was the window. If the charge dropped too far, the machine might not have the juice to open a retrieval path. Which meant Max would be stuck. Or worse.

“I have to go after him,” I said, before I could talk myself out of it.

Chloe’s head snapped toward me. “Wait—what? No. That’s a horrible idea. You don’t even know how it works.”

“Neither did he, and he went.”

“Yeah, and Max is...” She gestured vaguely. “Max. He thinks in warp drives and wormholes. You think in peanut butter sandwich logic.”

“I’m not saying I’ll go right now,” I said, though even as I said it, I wasn’t sure that was true. “But if this thing starts failing—if that timer drops too low—someone has to pull him back. And I don’t see anyone else volunteering.”

Chloe stared at me for a long moment. Then, surprisingly, she nodded. “Fine. But if you're going, I’m going too.”

“Chloe—”

“I know how to solder. I know what a delta threshold is. And you literally failed shop class because you welded your hoodie to a bench. So yeah—you’re not going without me.”

I opened my mouth to argue. Then closed it again. Because the truth was... she wasn’t wrong.

The timer ticked down another minute while we stood there, the soft whir of the machine filling the garage like a whisper of pressure in my chest.

“So what do we need?” I asked.

Chloe had already opened a drawer labeled DO NOT TOUCH UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES and was rummaging through it like it owed her money. “Power cells, obviously,” she said, tossing out a tangle of wires. “Backup generator’s here but Max never got it to stop sparking. We’ll need to brace the platform if you’re planning to stand upright inside that thing. And food
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