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CHAPTER 1

Samantha Doe was going to miss her big red coat. It was by far the warmest thing she’d ever worn, and she’d worn it every day for more than three months, and you couldn’t help getting attached to something like that. On the inside it was furry, like a pet. It even had the word DOE on the pocket. Samantha loved her big pet coat. But she was going to have to give it back.

She’d been in Antarctica for fifteen weeks—twice as long as she’d been told. She could swear near the end that Goodco was just grasping at excuses to keep her there. And then there was that business with her laptop.

One of the Goodco people, one of the big men who didn’t seem to have any scientific credentials at all, had come to her dorm room and asked why she hadn’t been sending any personal emails to her children.

Samantha had, in fact. She’d sent Scott and Polly each an email every day since the Saturday after Thanksgiving. A hundred letters. But she said, “Well … since it’s personal emails I’m not sending, I don’t see how it’s your—”

The man brushed past her and grabbed her laptop off the bed.

“Hey!” Samantha said. But she stepped back. She was suddenly afraid of this big man. He’d just come in from the cold night, wearing the same sort of coat Samantha wore, that everyone wore. Red on the outside, furry on the inside. On him it looked like an animal he’d turned inside out and was flaunting, like a warning. He scowled at the screen.

“You haven’t sent an email to your kids since December first,” he said. “And they’ve never emailed you back?”

Samantha wanted to fold up into herself. Scott and Polly wrote her all the time—what was this guy talking about?

“Here—” the big man, this massive man, told her. “This. Where did you get this software?” He showed her the screen, and a file she’d never seen before. It was called 2003 TAXES, and it was nested inside three folders named for sugar-free candy recipes and a fourth titled PHOTOS OF MY UNATTRACTIVE AUNT. She’d never noticed any of these before, either. Her laptop had a lot of garbage on it.

“Why … why does it matter?” Samantha asked the man, who was heaving, who could not possibly be getting larger, could he?
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“It matters … it matters because it’s counteracting the spyware we put on your computer. How did it get here?”

Samantha didn’t know, though her mind turned back to a drawing Polly had sent, months ago, that took a suspiciously long time to download. Anyway, the big man dropped her laptop carelessly on the bed and thundered out before she could answer, or get indignant, or even ask what he’d meant by spyware.

She stood awhile, aware of the shallow tide of her own breath. She wasn’t so sure about this Goodco anymore. She didn’t care how beloved their cereals were.

Afterward she checked, and it was true: all the old emails to and from her kids had vanished off her computer, as if they’d deleted themselves. All of Scott’s curious messages, wanting to know every last thing about the strange phenomenon she was studying. Even Polly’s drawing of a cat with a unicorn’s horn, gone. She sat on her bed and thought for a long time.

The next day she demanded to leave on the next plane out, and over the following weeks Goodco delivered one feeble excuse after another why she needed to stay. But then finally, when they gave their permission, an unscheduled flight made ready to leave right away—a woman at the Kiwi base had slipped in the shower, and Samantha could hitch a ride on her medical transport. She landed in New Zealand, and gave back her red coat, and caught a plane to Los Angeles, and then another to Philadelphia. Scott and Polly and their father, John, would be meeting her at the airport—or so they said in an email she could no longer find five minutes after she read it.

She deplaned into the terminal, exited the secure area, and almost didn’t see the chauffeur holding a sign with her name on it. She wasn’t looking for her name, after all; she was looking for her family. But she approached the uniformed man with a little frown on her face.

“I’m Samantha Doe,” she told him. “I wasn’t expecting a driver.”

The chauffeur tucked the sign under his arm and fished something shiny out of his pocket.

“I’ve been instructed to give you this,” he said, and handed her a small gold octagonal hoop.

She turned it in her hand. “What is it? It … heh … it looks like a miniature particle collider.”

“Put it on.”

“What?”

“I’ve been instructed to tell you to put it on.”

“Instructed by whom? My ex-husband?” she said as she slipped the thing onto her wrist. Then, wincing, she asked, “Was it always glowing?”

And then she was gone.

Thirty feet away, Scott gasped. He couldn’t help it. There was no flash of light, no puff of smoke. His mother was just there, and then she wasn’t. She wasn’t anywhere. She wasn’t anywhere in the whole universe.

“GO GO GO GO!” shouted someone in the crowd, and then ten ordinary-looking men converged on the startled chauffeur and seized his arms—Freemen, laying in wait for Scott and his friends to show themselves. Members of the Good and Harmless Freemen of America, a secret society of creeps who did Goodco’s bidding. Scott’s heart started pounding against his chest like it wanted out—and why not? The last time he’d seen so many Freemen in one place, they’d tried to dissect his friends.

“What the—” sputtered the chauffeur as the Freemen held him fast. “Lemme go! What happened to that lady?”

The surrounding men, in their plain clothes and scarves, looked to an older Freeman in a black cowboy hat and duster, who stood apart and scanned the faces in the crowd. Then he turned to the driver.

“Who hired you?” Scott heard him growl.

“Some old guy,” said the chauffeur in a high voice. “Look, what’s this about?”

“It’s the wizard’s work,” the man in black told the others. “Must be. Fan out, he might be close.”

The man in black was both right and wrong—the wizard was close, but the wizard wasn’t a wizard.

Scott started to move, but Merle laid a hand on his shoulder.

“Stay put,” the old man said.

Scott’s wig felt itchy. His fake glasses felt fake. In his black wig and big black glasses, he felt like Clark Kent. A kind of bizarro universe Clark Kent who removes his glasses and for some reason his hair to reveal that he is actually a perfectly ordinary blond boy with a mild peanut allergy.

Well, not so ordinary, really. He was part fairy, on his father’s side. Plus he had a leprechaun in his backpack.

“Is he really Merlin?” another Freeman asked the man in black. “They say he turns people into animals.”

“I wish,” huffed Mick, the leprechaun. Merle could only do a few cool things, and he was already doing most of them.

“He’s the reason all the magic left our world,” another man told his fellow Freemen, glancing around, his voice the reedy voice of the True Believer. “Merlin. He’s why it’s all trapped in another dimension with the elves and fairies.”

“Not true,” Merle muttered under his breath.

“And now he’s trying to ruin the Fay’s Grand Plan to bring the worlds together. Him and his friends. He’s powerful—”

“He’s just a very old man who knows some card tricks,” insisted the Freeman in charge. “Nothing more. But … assume he could be anyone. Check the women for Adam’s apples.”

The so-called wizard just to Scott’s left in the gift shop was not Scott’s father. This man in a Mets sweatshirt and an identical pair of thick black glasses was a time-traveling scientist named Merle Lynn, and the glasses had been his idea. Each pair had a tiny light in the bridge that flashed thousands of times per second, too fast to see, and did something weird to the occipital lobe in the brain of any person looking directly at them. Scott didn’t understand the details, but the upshot was that anyone staring you in the face would be transfixed by your glasses and not really notice anything else about you. These glasses were your secret identity. So even though there were evil men in the airport looking for Scott and Merle right this second, they paid no attention to the old man and the boy in the wigs and glasses standing stiffly by the Ben Franklin bottle-cap openers.

The Freemen were splitting up, showing people fake badges and asking them questions. Or maybe real badges—the Good and Harmless Freemen of America had a wide reach.

“They’re coming,” Scott whispered. “Why are we just standing here?”

“If we let ’em come to us, we’ll look like a couple a’ nobodies with interesting glasses. If we move, we’ll be a boy and an old man trying to leave. Your call.”

Scott exhaled slowly as a Freeman in khakis and a pink shirt walked right through the gift shop and showed them a very authentic-looking police badge. Scott’s wig felt like a pile of hay. He tried to maintain eye contact without looking like he was trying to maintain eye contact, which was quite a trick.

“Sorry to bother you two,” said the Freeman. “But we’re looking for a person of interest. Elderly Caucasian male? Mind if I ask you why you’re here?”

“Waiting for my brother,” Merle answered. “His flight’s late.”

“And which flight would that be?” asked the Freeman as he produced a smartphone from his jacket.

Had he really been paying attention, the Freeman might have noticed Scott and Merle tighten up inside their winter coats. Even the backpack flinched. But the fact that he hadn’t yet registered that he was already looking at an elderly Caucasian male meant the glasses were doing what they were supposed to.

“From Dallas,” said Merle.

The Freeman frowned at his phone. “You’re in the wrong terminal. The only flights from Dallas are arriving into D and F. This is C.”

“Son of a gun. Well, thanks for the help.”

“Sure,” the man told them. “You’re free to go.”

But they didn’t. Outside the gift shop an old woman was shouting, “HOW DARE YOU?” to another Freeman who had apparently just asked her to prove she wasn’t secretly a man.

“Whoop. That looks like trouble,” the pink-shirted Freeman said. And he turned to leave, but here were these two people with glasses, still staring at him like idiots. He turned back.

“Everything all right?” he added. “You don’t want to keep your brother waiting.”

“Right,” said Merle, and he tried to back away without looking away and accidentally knocked a City of Brotherly Love snow globe off a low table. And still he did not look away.

“Oopsie,” Scott said weakly.

“Brilliant plan, this,” said Mick, knowing he could only be seen and heard by a very few. “A disguise that requires eye contact. Maybe later I’ll tell yeh abou’ my idea for a bulletproof necktie.”

The Freeman backed up. He squinted. He peered at Scott and Merle as if they were one of those posters that look like noise but that reveal a dolphin jumping over a heart if you cross your eyes just right. Then he took a picture with his phone. A picture of Merle and Scott in which their glasses would not flash but would rather perch awkwardly on their suddenly recognizable faces.

“Um,” said the Freeman. Then Merle waved a white wand at him and the man fell, snoring, in a heap.

This wasn’t magic, either. It was more like a futuristic Taser, Scott recalled as he and Merle plowed through people and Liberty Bell ashtrays and dashed back toward the parking garage.

“There!” shouted the man in the black hat. “Those two!” Nine men peeled away from whomever they’d been interrogating and sprinted after them.

“YOU ARE NOW ENTERING THE MOVING WALKWAY,” said an electronic voice as Scott and Merle scampered shakily onto a low-walled conveyor belt for people who didn’t appreciate having to walk a tenth of a mile to get to their cars.

“Your fault,” yelled Merle. “Just sayin’. No reason we had to get this close.”

“I had to see her,” Scott answered, probably too low to hear.

“Archimedes,” Merle said into his wristwatch. “Bring the van around.”

The narrow moving walkway created some confusion for nine men running abreast, so a number of them ran down the center of the carpeted hall instead and fell behind.

“Any o’ them wearin’ those pink goggles?” asked Mick.

“I don’t think so,” Scott answered. He didn’t want to look. “I think they’re trying to blend in.”

“Aces,” Mick said, and he zipped his cauliflower face out of the backpack. Then he hopped atop the black rubber handrail and ran back toward the Freemen.

“What’s he doing?” shouted Merle.

Scott watched Mick curl into a ball and tumble down into the narrow alley of the walkway.

“I think he’s bowling.”

Freemen tripped and knocked against one another and bounced off the handrails.

“YOU ARE NOW EXITING THE MOVING WALKWAY.”

Scott and Merle vaulted onto the carpet again and through the exit, and then they were standing in an alcove, a recessed bay of doors set into the airport building where it met the edge of the four-floor parking garage. They stepped out among the concrete pillars and ramps of the garage, where they were joined by a barn owl and a white van. The former flew to Merle’s shoulder as the latter screeched to a halt in front of them.

They had no intention of getting in the van, though. The parking garage only had one narrow exit, and it was sure to be guarded. Mick caught up, and the three of them ran right around the van and hid themselves behind a huge gray column between two SUVs.

Merle spoke to the mechanical owl, Archimedes, and Freemen began pouring through the doors in time to see the white van peel away again.

“Blockade all C garage exits,” one Freeman said into a walkie-talkie as the others moved to pursue the van.

“Wait!” said the man in the black hat. “He’s tried this trick before. There’s no one in that van.”

“Great.” Scott sighed. “They’re getting smarter.”

“Listen,” said the black-hatted man, and the others listened. “Silence. He’s still on this floor.”

The Freemen stepped lightly, spreading out, bending to check under cars. When one drew close, Merle put him to sleep with the Slumbro and Mick helped drag him behind the pillar.

“Can you bring the van by again?” whispered Scott. And with his fist and a pair of running finger legs, he acted out a little scenario.

Merle raised his eyebrows and nodded. He gave the Slumbro to Scott and set about trying to explain the plan to his supercomputing robot owl. Scott flicked the wand when a second Freeman rounded the pillar, and they stacked him on top of the first one.

“Gettin’ cozy back here,” said Mick.

Scott heard an engine rumbling close, closer, but then it was only some lady in a blue hatchback. He whispered, “How long before the van gets back?”

“Maybe a minute.”

A minute felt like a long time just now. The Freemen seemed to be everywhere—had more arrived? Maybe some of them were only passengers. A flight attendant pulling a pair of suitcases passed too close, and Scott put her to sleep before he could stop himself.

“Shoot, sorry,” he hissed. “Sorry.” Mick put her with the others.

Then Scott felt the van’s congested engine draw near. Merle was hesitating.

“Can’t do it yet,” he groused, and nodded at a clutch of passengers entering through the alcove that separated the terminal from the garage. “Regular people in the way.” Then they cleared and he added, “Archie, peel out.”

Nearby they heard the fuss of the engine, the shriek of tires, the high whine of a belt that probably needed replacing. The van lurched forward, and so did Scott, Merle, and Mick, four bodies running at once toward the same finish line, and Scott really hoped Archimedes had a firm grasp of the geometry of the situation.

“There they are!” shouted someone, and a dozen undercover Freemen in their polos and chinos began to crab walk back through the sea of cars toward the terminal entrance. The fat white van hurtled around the corner, and Scott, Mick, and Merle crossed directly in front of it at top speed, with Archimedes flapping behind.

The van was braking now, filling the garage with a kind of angry whale song.

They threw themselves back into the bay of doors, pitched through those doors and into the terminal, then turned just in time to see the reeling white van parallel park itself neatly inside the alcove.

It was close. The driver’s side mirror was nearly touching the door glass. Freemen tried to squeeze through a gap between the van and the wall, but Scott reached through a crack in the terminal doors and put them to sleep.

“Hold back!” the Freeman in the black hat ordered.

On the terminal side, a man with a duffel and a suntan and rubber sandals was just starting to take in the scene.

“Hey,” he said. “My car is out there.”

The black-hatted Freeman stood out of range of the wand and glared through the gap.

“That was your mom that disappeared, wasn’t it, kid?” he asked. “What did you do to her?”

“We sent her into the future!” Scott called back. Exactly a year into the future, to be precise, but they didn’t need to know that. “She’s safe from you people!”

“C’mon,” Merle urged. Mick climbed back into the backpack.

“Is this some kind of flash mob or something?” asked the man in the rubber sandals. “Are you going to move that van soon?”
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“Sorry,” said Scott, and he and Merle proceeded to leave.

“But my car’s out there. I need it for driving.”

“Sorry!”

They jogged back the way they had come and turned toward a down escalator to baggage claim.

“Stop right there!” someone shouted, and they turned to see the same Freeman who’d interrogated them in the gift shop, running down the moving walkway.

“What’s he doing awake already?” said Merle.

Scott squinted at the Slumbro. “You know you have this set on NAP?”

“What? Give it here.”

The escalator was crowded, so they fast stepped down some stairs.

“She’s … she’s really safe, right?” asked Scott. “Just in the future?”

“What can I say that’ll make you believe me? I double-checked the math. Archie triple-checked it!”

“And Emily checked it too?”

Merle sighed. “Yes, Emily checked it too.”

The Freeman was negotiating the escalator behind them and speaking into a walkie-talkie.

“Repeat, subjects are entering C baggage claim. Over.”

Baggage claim was a wide tiled hall encircled by doors and big windows, filled with people and luggage and luggage carousels. You could turn in either direction to head outdoors, where the curbsides were packed with shuttles and taxis.

Scott was beginning to understand how to spot the Freemen. They all appeared to be wearing at least a little pink—a scarf, a shirt, maybe a hatband—and a number of them were coming to join him at the base of the stairs. So was a bald and topknotted Hare Krishna in white robes, who’d been slouching over a rattling tambourine and handing out pamphlets near two suitcases in a corner. Everyone else in baggage claim had been doing their best to ignore him, such that most had not even noticed his tall stature or the fact that he’d been chanting “Hairy Christmas” for twenty minutes. But now, standing straight, he towered over Goodco’s pawns like the white king on a chessboard.

Scott and Merle stopped on the stairs about a half flight from the bottom, so the Freeman on the escalator just passed them, slowly, with an embarrassed look on his face.

“All right, you two,” another Freeman in a pink tie said to Scott and Merle and, to a lesser extent, Mick. “You can’t put us all to sleep.”

“Can’t we?” Scott whispered.

“Prob’ly not.”

“Um, sir?” A Freeman addressed the tall figure in white. “This isn’t safe here—please step away.”

Just then the Hare Krishna’s two suitcases unzipped and released a brown-skinned boy and a pale and dainty little girl. And the tall figure threw off his robe and stick-on topknot to reveal a blockheaded monster of a former librarian. Nearby people gasped, and a family of four burst into applause.

“It’s the bigfoot!” cried one of the Freemen, turning from Biggs to Emily. “And the girl!”

“And the boy!” said Erno. “Who’s also super scary!” But it wasn’t clear that anyone was paying attention.

They had every reason to fear Emily, who actually had turned a woman into a donkey a couple of months back. But she couldn’t control that sort of thing, so when Merle began wanding people to sleep and Biggs starting lifting Freemen over his head, she and Erno just joined Scott on the fringes and tried to stay out of the way. Ordinary people all around the hall screamed or called for the police. The room was clearing fast. Mick leaned over Scott’s shoulder.

“I should get in there,” he said. “Start punchin’ kneecaps.”

“Maybe we should stay together.”

“When I thought about all this going down, I imagined us doing something useful,” said Erno.

“Can you remember what it was?” asked Scott.

Erno chewed his lip. “It was always kind of hazy.”

More and more Freemen. The crew from the parking garage had found their way to ground level and entered baggage claim from the outside. Biggs was surrounded but still fighting. Merle was essentially hiding behind a small pile of Freemen and shaking his Slumbro beside his ear.

“That can’t be a good sign,” Scott muttered.

“Some of ’em have guns,” said Mick. “Why aren’t they usin’ ’em?”

“Was that Mick talking just now?” Emily asked.

“You could hear him? You’re getting better.”

“Yeah, but I couldn’t understand him. It just sounded like a little mosquito.”

“No, that’s right,” said Erno. “That’s what he sounds like.”

“Shut it, lad.”

“Mick was wondering why they weren’t using their guns,” said Scott.

“They’re going to,” Emily said. “Now that all the real people are gone. Watch.”

Baggage claim had emptied out. The luggage carousels were choking on unclaimed bags. Freemen glanced about—no witnesses now.

“I better put a scare into them,” Emily said.

“What, you?” said Erno. “What can you do?”

“Please. You know I’ve been studying pop culture,” said Emily.

“Is that what you call watching a lot of TV?”

Erno and Emily hadn’t been allowed television or movies growing up, so lately Emily had been making up for lost time. “I’ve been catching up on all the horror movies from the last thirty years, and apparently there’s nothing scarier than a little girl acting spooky.”

“Puppets,” suggested Scott.

“Okay, yes. Puppets or a little girl acting spooky. Bonus if she’s wearing a pretty party dress. Which I am.”

“I don’t understand,” said Erno.

“What if I talk like thiiiiis,” she sang.

“Geez. Yeah, do that.”

Emily stepped forward, slowly, but jerking now and then as if she herself were a puppet guided by an unsteady hand. Freemen turned and noticed. With a blank face and dead eyes, she raised her arms and slowly sang “Pop Goes the Weasel” in a ghostly voice.

“Oh no,” a man whispered. Freemen started backing away.

“Look out, something bad’s gonna happen! Like in that movie with the puppet.”

“She turned someone into an owl!” said another.

“That’s the wizard’s owl. It was always an owl.”

Meanwhile, Emily exhausted “Pop Goes the Weasel” and started in on the national anthem.

Merle made his way over to Scott.

“Slumbro’s on the fritz. It isn’t holding a charge anymore.”

“Does it need a new battery?”

“Hope not. They haven’t been invented yet. You think this ploy of Emily’s is gonna get us out of here?”

“Can’t be worse than any other part of our plan.”

Two Freemen lost their nerve and ran for the exit.

“You heard them upstairs,” Scott told Merle. “They’re afraid of you too.”

“Good point,” said Merle, and he pocketed his wand and waved his arms around, chanting in Latin.

“Admonitio! Insani magica tempus!”*

What followed was a lot of tripping, running every which way, and repeated orders from the black-hatted Freeman to “STAND YOUR GROUND.” But then the tinted doors of the south baggage claim entrance opened, filling the hall with light, and in glided a lovely, horrible woman. Emily dropped her act and suddenly looked every bit the little girl she was. Biggs roared. Merle muttered something that wasn’t Latin but was no less exotic.

“Nimue,” whispered Scott. Perhaps she heard, because she fixed her eyes on him and smiled.

“Freemen!” the woman sang. “Behind me!”

The remaining men scurried to her side like children. She looked good, which could only be bad. It meant she’d been feeding on stolen magic and had glamour to burn. Her black hair was pulled up and piled atop her head in glossy ringlets like a tangled telephone cord. Her dress was red as a wound, with a bodice of crow’s wings and milky pearls. It was hard to take your eyes off her.

It was so hard, in fact, that no one noticed a girl dash into the hall through the opposite entrance.

Nimue raised her slender arms, looking only at Scott. He could guess why. They’d foiled Nimue last time because she was weak and she didn’t know Scott’s True Name. He felt certain that she wanted him to know now that she’d figured it out, or was currently so powerful it wouldn’t matter either way.

“We should run,” said Scott.

“Can’t outrun this.” Mick sighed.

Then, suddenly, Polly was at his side. Scott turned to his little sister and said, “What are you do—”

“Lift me high!” said a small but confident voice that seemed to come straight from Polly’s gut. She raised her hands, and in her palms stood a tiny black-skinned man, no larger than a toy, brandishing a birch-bark shield the size of a postage stamp.

“MACBETH DOE!” shouted Nimue, and a cold flash of roiling light tumbled toward them. “MERLE L—”

Then the light spasmed, rippled, and the woolly haze of it spun down into a single thread that plunged into the center of the birch-bark shield and was gone.
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Nimue gagged, wide-eyed, and pitched forward. The Freemen at her sides caught her before she hit the floor face-first.

“Yay, Prince Fi!” shouted Polly. The tiny man shuddered as the shield glowed fitfully like a loose lightbulb. He shook it until it was nothing but dead wood again.

Scott leaned close to Polly. “I thought you were supposed to stay in the car.”

“Yeah—like Dad could keep me in the car.”

“P-PIXIE?!” spat Nimue. She struggled for composure as the Freemen advanced. “How on this sterile doornail of a planet do you have a freaking pixie?!”

“It’s kind of your fault, actually,” Erno told her.

“Remind us to tell you about it next time,” Merle added, fiddling with his watch. “Kids?”

“YOUR FAULT, MERLIN!” she screamed as they ran for the north doors and the Freemen followed. “EVERYTHING’S BROKEN, AND IT’S YOUR FAULT!”

Biggs burst through first, carrying Emily under one arm, and soon they were all in the sunlit, airy freedom of the outdoors. Two white vans bucked up onto the curb, clumsily—one because it was being controlled remotely by Merle and his wristwatch, the other because it was being driven by Harvey. Harvey was half man, half rabbit, and all jerk. He had just the right mixture of self-regard and disregard for everyone else that you wanted in a getaway driver.

In a moment Biggs had the back of Harvey’s van open, and then they were face-to-tiny-smoldering-face with a fluttering, fire-breathing finch. Blue sparks pitched from his beaky nostrils.

“It’s us, Finchbriton!” Mick said quickly. “It’s us! Snuff it!”

Finchbriton chirruped and flew to Mick’s shoulder as everyone piled into the van. Scott and Polly’s dad was already there, and when he saw Polly he grabbed her shoulders and pulled her close.

Merle knocked on the roof. “All in! GO!”

The van lurched forward. The second van followed.

John hugged Polly tight—a desperate, crazy hug.

“You are crushing me,” announced Prince Fi from somewhere in the middle.

“What did I tell you?” said John. “What did I tell you?”

“I thought they might need our help,” Polly murmured. “And they did.”

“I wished to be of service,” said Fi. “The girl should have let me go alone.”

The Freemen called for their vehicles and started their pursuit, but then the remote-controlled van opened its cargo doors and released the helium balloons, and the roadway was all fat colorful pandemonium, and by the time they cleared the vans had traded places, and the Freemen followed the wrong one.

“Am I in trouble?” Polly asked her father.

“You’re … I don’t know, grounded or something.”

“Am I grounded too?” asked Merle.

“Everyone’s grounded.”


CHAPTER 2

December and January had been a strange couple of months, and that was saying something—November had been filled with magic animals and dark dealings in secret temples and an exploding cereal factory.

After the cereal factory exploded, Scott and his new sideshow of a family had gone on what his father insisted on calling “the lam.” And here was the problem with that.

Scott’s party included


	four children;

	an old man;

	an internationally famous showbiz personality;

	an eight-foot-tall librarian who needed to shave his body three times daily or thick, luxurious hair would surge from all but his palms, soles, and a T-shaped patch of face;

	a pixie prince who could hide in your pocket but who rebuffed any attempt to put him in a pocket because it was demeaning;

	a fire-breathing finch who didn’t satisfactorily understand which occasions were and were not a good time for fire;

	a cat that tended to rub up against one’s legs as if it didn’t realize it had a six-inch unicorn horn coming out of its forehead;

	and a duo who were invisible to all but one in ten thousand but who otherwise appeared to be a two-foot-tall leprechaun and a man with a rabbit’s head. And the reason they appeared to be a leprechaun and a rabbit-man was because that was what they were.
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Scott and Erno and Emily had made a little game of dreaming up ways their group could be even more conspicuous than it already was.

“We could add a clown,” said Erno.

“We could wear big sombreros,” said Scott.

“I respectfully disagree about the clown,” said Emily. “People avoid eye contact with clowns. The clown could actually be a big help.” And you could almost see her make a mental note: Hire Clown.

“We could all get parrots,” Scott said. “Parrots that scream all the time.”

“We could get one of those inflatable gorillas they put on car dealerships.”

Incidentally, “Hire Clown” was actually a pretty good description of their getaway philosophy so far.

“People tend to behave like it’s the movies,” Emily had lectured to the group. “So the Freemen will be watching all the airports, because that’s what you do when you’re trying to track people down. But do you know what people on the run never do in movies? They never take hot-air balloons. They never hire a mule train or a paddleboat down the Mississippi. They don’t go on luxury cruises. We’re going to do all those things.”

John raised his hand. “Can we get motorcycles with sidecars? I’ve always wanted one.”

Emily shrugged. “It’s your money.”

They’d been spending John’s money like it was cursed, or on fire. He was their own personal Scrooge McDuck.

And so in this way they’d stayed a step ahead of Goodco and the Freemen while they made their plans. They’d rented an ice cream truck. They’d taken something called the Charleston Choo Choo. After leaving the Philadelphia airport, they abandoned their white van in a Center City garage and hired a guided tour across the Delaware on an amphibious vehicle called the Duck. In New Jersey, thrillingly close to Goodborough, they piled aboard a party bus custom painted to say CONGRATULATIONS ALEX AND STEVE.

“Weird being this close to home and not going there,” Emily whispered to Erno. But Scott and Polly had not lived in Goodborough long enough for it to feel like home. Their home had just vanished a year into the future, postponed.

“Three hundred and sixty days until she’s back,” Scott told Polly.

Each of them staked their claim to a section of the bus. Biggs and Harvey and John traded shifts driving; Erno and Emily selected adjacent bench seats. Scott shifted around based on wherever seemed to be the quietest place to read at any given time—he was on his second book of King Arthur stories, trying to learn all the ins and outs. Polly taped off two whole rows, named the area Fancylvania, and tried to talk Prince Fi into an official state visit. But the little pixie camped instead atop the ceiling-mounted television—the only spot outside the bathroom where he could be certain not to have to watch it. And everybody avoided the bathroom.

The party bus seemed almost specially designed to give you motion sickness, what with its pulsing neon and disco ball and bad transmission. Every time they hit a bump it played Kool and the Gang for three minutes, and they hadn’t been able to figure out where it was coming from.

“I don’t know this song,” Merle told Scott. “Is it from your generation?”

“I think it’s more from my mom’s,” Scott answered. “Or her mom’s? People play it at weddings, or … parties … or—”

“Or whenever they want to ‘celebrate good times,’ yeah. I sorta picked that up from the lyrics.”

Scott smirked. “I can’t believe I’m asking this, but … have you been born yet?”

“Heh. Later this year, actually. About a month after the fairies take over. If all goes well, I’m thinking of gatecrashing my own baby shower.”

“That’s weird.”

“It is what it is.” Merle shrugged. “In five years I enter kindergarten. In sixteen I graduate high school, in eighteen I invent time travel to the future but not the past. In nineteen years I go so far into the future I pop up as Merlin in the next universe, and in about fourteen billion years you and me have this conversation again.”

“No.” Scott winced. “No, that’s not right. You were trying to invent time travel so you could go back and prevent the invasion, right? If we stop the fairies from invading, you’ll never invent time travel, maybe. The next universe’ll be different.”

“Or maybe I do all of this, every time. Maybe I always fail. Maybe I always say, ‘Maybe I always fail.’ Every twenty-eight billion years I sit on a bus and say that.”

Mick crawled over the back of Merle’s bench and thumped down beside him. “If yeh believed that, yeh wouldn’t be sharin’ this pig’s breakfast with us.”

“If I believed it, I’d know I don’t have a choice, and I’d be doing it anyway.”

Scott sighed. “This is why I don’t like time-travel stories.”

At fourteen Merle didn’t like time-travel stories either, if only because they never had anything useful to teach him. But he’d read and watched them all.

As a boy he believed that time travel must be possible because it felt possible. Natural, even. When a terrible thing happened, didn’t the human mind keep looking for solutions, even after the thing had passed? If I could just not have been so loud, I could save them. If I could only have been more brave.

Every new technology seemed to be preparing human minds for the time travel discovery that could only be right around the corner. Instant replays. Undo buttons. Games that let you save your progress and face the boss monster again and again. After his parents were gone, Merle had a lot of time to himself, and he filled it with physics textbooks and books of folklore and crackpot websites. Friends were a distraction. When the past was repaired, he would have all the time in the world for friends.

At his high school graduation, he was a full four inches shorter than the next shortest boy.

The ceremony was watched over by the usual trolls, the same sort of Redcaps that surveilled any gathering of more than twenty humans these days. But after Merle threw his mortarboard in the air with the rest of his class and pushed back through the crowd to find his aunt, he found her standing stiffly beside a tall and stately elf. A sickeningly familiar elf.

“It was a … a lovely ceremony,” Aunt Meredith said haltingly, as if she were fighting for breath. “Such a … orderly ceremony. The graduates weren’t any problem at all—”

“I am not here as a peacekeeper, lady,” the elf said in that way some of them had, where their voices seemed to come at you from everywhere at once. “I want only to congratulate your nephew. Privately, an’ it please you.”

Aunt Meredith was snuffling. She pulled her fingers across her eyes. “Allergies,” she murmured.

[image: Image]

“It’s okay, Tante,” Merle told her. His heart was going sour in him. “I’ll meet you at the el stop.”

Other graduates and their families passed, giving them a wide berth, watching out of the corners of their eyes. Aunt Meredith lingered a moment, uncertain, but when Merle nodded again and jerked his head, she bustled off and left him alone with the fairy.

He was one of those regal, Tolkienesque elves that made you feel fat and unlovely. Six-five, lean, sloe-eyed, with short green mossy hair. A soldier’s haircut. A strange mix of both human and fairy sensibilities: a silk hoodie, leather shorts, wristlet braided from dandelion greens, Converse One Stars. Off duty, obviously—only the pink dragon insignia on his red cap told you he was a captain of the Trooping Fairies of Oberon.

People his aunt’s age and older loved to tell one another how unnatural it all still seemed, even fifteen years on: spotting a centaur waiting to use an ATM, assorted gnomes at Coney Island, the Questing Beast sniffing garbage cans outside the Pick ’N Save. They said it with this tragic air, as if it wasn’t a gift to have memories of the world as it was before. Merle would give everything to be surprised by the sight of an elf under his high school bleachers.

“Do you remember me?” asked the elf.

Merle huffed. “Is that a joke?” He felt faint.

The elf pretended to watch other graduates pass.

“My name is Conor, by the by.”

“Right. Sure it is.”

“I want you to know I took no pleasure from that day. I assayed only to do my duty.”

“Then your duty sucks. You have an evil duty.”

“If that were so, then my glamour would have failed me, and I would have died, and your mother would have lived. My actions were just.”

“Don’t give me that bull. Her gun backfired, is all. Don’t you … don’t you dare tell me you won because the universe wanted you to.”

The way Conor was glancing around, Merle wondered if he was waiting for all the other humans to clear out. What happened when there were no more witnesses? Maybe then the elf finished what he’d left undone, six years before. At last they were alone, and Conor frowned at his feet.

“You’re being watched, Merle.”

Merle felt a chill. “What, right now?”

“Always.”

Merle hiccuped, nervously. Whenever he’d imagined this scenario, he’d always carried himself with a little more dignity. He hadn’t been wearing a black satin gown, for example.

“They suspect what you’re up to,” Conor continued. “My superiors. They haven’t seen fit to share their suspicions with me, but … I remember seeing you before, Merle.”

“Yeah. Six years ago June. I remember that too.”

“No, not six years. Centuries. I observed a dispute over a tower that would
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