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Summer 1191 (Holy Lands of Jerusalem)

––––––––
[image: ]


They once called me a lady.

Now they called me a knight.

I sat astride a bloodied warhorse as it lumbered through the slaughter of battle. An arrow had pierced the animal’s muscled leg during the skirmish, so we moved slowly through corpses littering the field. Among the dead, I recognized my Christian brethren, but also the Muslims we’d fought to defeat. My passage stirred a wake of vultures feeding off the dead. They flew into the air like a billowing cloud of smoke. Human scavengers also disturbed the corpses. They yanked off boots, removed rings from fingers, and rummaged through pockets in search of loose coins. A few scraggly faces turned to stare as I passed, but they quickly grew disinterested and resumed their desecration of the dead.

I knew how they perceived me. As another knight. Another man. 

My bosom lay flattened beneath a leather jerkin and links of heavy chainmail. My ginger hair had been shaved. To further hide my womanly features, I’d shrouded my beardless face behind a helmet with a visor.  

Very few knew I was a woman. None knew what I had come to retrieve. 

I steered my warhorse onto a rutted road. The double-edged broadsword strapped to my waist rattled against my thigh. I gripped its hilt to steady the blade, then cantered up the path toward a stone keep the Christians had dubbed the Tower of David. The massive structure, a citadel with battlements and turrets designed to withstand a siege, looked as if it had been chiseled from a mountain. Despite its fortitude, I found the gate broken and splintered, torn apart by a battering ram the size of a tree. 

A knight with a white scar across his eye guarded the entrance. He wore the outfit of our Order, a surcoat with a crimson cross sewn across his chest. 

“Have you seen the king?” I asked, projecting my voice as deep as I could.  

The scarred knight nodded. “He went straight for the crypt.”

Of course he did, I thought. 

Over the past decade, we’d raided countless crypts and tombs throughout Egypt and the Holy Lands in search of powerful relics. We’d found a few items of importance—like the Mandylion, a square cloth with the miraculous imprint of the face of Jesus. But the artifact paled in comparison to the elusive Holy Grail and Ark of the Covenant. Both the Grail and Ark were still missing, but if the rumors were true, then I was about to lay my hands on an artifact of power.

Finally, after all these years . . .

I tilted my helmet’s visor to get a better view of the stone keep. Its tower stretched to dizzying heights. A blood-red sun loomed low on the horizon. Smoke from the battle drifted into the sky, making me think a thunderstorm brewed in the distance. 

“Should I tell the king ye’ve arrived?” asked the scarred knight.

My warhorse snorted. I dismounted and handed the knight my reins. “No,” I said. “I shall speak to him personally.” 

I strode past the knight and into the keep. Corpses grew in number the farther I went. Christians, yes, but mostly Muslim martyrs who died trying to defend the tower. I walked with my sword still sheathed at my side. There was no need to fear attack, not anymore. We had won the Tower of David with blood. And despite King Richard’s faults, his policy on survivors was simple. 

Take none. 

As a testament to this, I found the dead piled in heaps like logs for a fire.

Another knight guarded a stairwell descending into darkness. I grabbed a torch from a nearby sconce, gave the knight a curt nod, then hurried down the worn stone steps as flames crackled and spit, shifting shadows. My heart beat harder with each passing step. 

Will it be here? Have we found it at last?

The stairwell leveled out. I entered a long chamber with stone coffins lining the walls. Hebrew writing had been etched into their lids. I swept past them, eager to join two figures bathed in torchlight at the far end of the crypt. One held a sharpened broadsword. The other was on his knees, unarmed save a folded woolen cloth squeezed tightly in his hands. 

No, not a he, I observed as I crossed the distance toward them. The one kneeling was a woman. Wiry black hair shrouded her features, but her bosom was unmistakable. 

“Ah, I am pleased to see you,” King Richard said. He wore a bloodied surcoat with the crest of a lion emblazoned on his chest. He stood a sword’s hilt taller than me. His ginger hair and freckled complexion mirrored my own—a clue to any who might pry into our shared ancestry. 

I ignored the king. Instead, I knelt and peered into the face of the woman. Her skin was tanned and leathery like a field laborer. A crow’s feet of wrinkles framed pale gray eyes that gleamed in the torchlight.  

King Richard knelt beside me, almost like he sensed something of great importance was unfolding. “Marian . . .” he started.

The woman’s gaze narrowed. She must’ve understood our language if she recognized my name to be a lady’s. Her stare tried to pierce through my closed visor’s slits to see my face.

King Richard continued, unaware of his loose-tongued mistake. “Based on your orders, we sieged the tower. Upon your command, we attacked the keep. Many lives were lost and this is all we find—a woman guarding a simple woolen cloth. Why?”

I did not answer the king. I spoke to the woman. “How old are you?”

The woman didn’t respond, so I asked again, this time using an ancient dialect of Hebrew. “When were you born?”

The woman inhaled deeply. When she spoke, her words came out raspy and thin. “I was born in Nazareth during the older years of zero and three.”

King Richard understood enough Hebrew to scoff. “The third year of our Lord? But that would make her over a thousand years old. Impossible.”

I tried to imagine what this woman had seen throughout the centuries and millennia. How many cities had she witnessed crumble to dust? How many loved ones had she lost to the passage of time? To live such a life would be a curse . . . and a blessing. My eyes darted to the cloth gripped tightly in her hands.

She hugged the cloth close, protecting it. “The world is not ready for miracles,” she rasped, her tone coming across as a warning. “What you seek should remain hidden.”

I refused to listen. This powerful relic could do wonders for mankind. “Perhaps so,” I said. “But this relic is no longer yours to wield.”

“B-but, Marian,” the king stammered, his eyes wide.

I faced him fully, annoyed he had divulged my name twice now in the presence of a stranger. He fell back at my gaze, not frightened of me, his cousin, but appearing ashamed at such a foolish mistake. 

“Bring the woman,” I commanded. “Keep her age hidden.”

“Aye,” the king replied. “But, please, I have earned the right to know. What does she carry?”

I wrenched the woolen cloth from the prisoner’s hands, then admired its simple artistry and weaving. “This cloth is an artifact of power,” I whispered, my fingers tingling from touching the mystical relic. “It was once worn by a Hebrew rabbi the world now calls the Messiah. It is the Klok Kyoor, the traveling cloak of Jesus Christ.”
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Present day
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Look, I didn’t mean to blow up my dad’s museum. It wasn’t my fault, I swear. It all began when a mysterious package arrived one gloomy afternoon addressed to my dad. Even weirder, the package’s shipping label had numerous stamps from countries all over the world with dates going back to the early 2,000s. 
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The package was beaten up and worn with water stains and crumpled corners. It appeared a secret benefactor had sent something to my dad, which meant the box was likely filled with a priceless artifact or a fat stack of cash. Definitely a box I should take to him personally. 

So.

I hoisted the box from the museum’s front steps, grunting from the effort. The package was frigging heavy. 

“Everything okay, Maddie?”

The voice came from my phone, which I’d set on top of the box so I could lift the package. My screen showed a video call with a girl of dark complexion. Her brown eyes were stylishly painted in purple mascara like an Egyptian princess. Her head was skin bald.

Amira Raja. A girl so cool she made bald a fashion statement. 

It’s not like Amira wanted to be bald, but when chemotherapy treatments steal your gorgeous locks, you don a pretty scarf and accent your eyes with a splash of color. Unfortunately, Amira’s cancer was so bad she lived in a children’s hospital located in Boston. To make matters worse, her father died last year trying to find the fabled Elixir of Life from the tomb of the First Qin Emperor of China. He had hoped the Elixir would cure Amira’s cancer. I don’t have time to explain all of it now, but let’s just say it’s a pretty wild story. 

“A bizarre package arrived for my dad,” I explained, nudging the museum’s front door open with a black combat boot. The main lobby was empty. Museum banners hung from a twenty-foot ceiling to showcase major attractions: Nature photography by Ansel Adams, dinosaur fossils of a brachiosaurus, and a magnificent painting of a Spanish galleon out at sea. 

“The face your making is ridiculous right now,” Amira said. “It looks like you have to poop, but can’t.”

I blew brown hair with mint green highlights from my eyes. “You try carrying this thing. It feels like it’s loaded with bricks.”

I reached the elevators and pressed the UP button using my hip. My reflection stared back at me from the closed metallic doors. A skinny girl of fifteen with a studded nose ring, leather jacket, and a blue jean miniskirt with torn fishnet stockings. 

“What’d you think it is?” asked Amira. 

“I dunno, but if its value is based on weight, it’s worth a fortune.”

A chime sounded and the elevator doors opened. I stepped inside and set the heavy package down with a thud. Then I jammed the button for the third floor. “We still on for tonight?” I asked as the elevator jolted into movement.

Amira’s face lit up in a smile. “You bet,” she said. “I managed to sneak some junk food from the hospital’s gift shop.”

“Amira,” I scolded. 

“Hey, you can’t watch a Harry Potter movie without snacks.”

Amira just finished reading the final book in the series, and like we’d promised each other during our first meeting (a few days after her dad passed away), we planned to watch the movies together over FaceTime after she finished each book. 

The elevator bounced to a stop. Its doors opened, and I picked up the package and lumbered down the hall to my dad’s office. As I nudged his office door open with my shoulder, the package slipped from my hands and I nearly dropped it. My cell phone fell off the top of the box and skittered onto a Persian rug. I hurried to Dad’s desk, which was cluttered with research papers, memos, and an iron box that had a tree carved on its lid. I shoved them aside and dropped the package down.

My elbow bumped a picture frame and knocked it over. It was a photograph of my mom. Her auburn hair flowed in the wind and her bright, sea-green eyes matched the water in the background. The picture was taken at the beach a few months before she died. I was only four years old at the time. Gently, I set the picture frame back on Dad’s desk in the place he liked to keep it. 

The room was dark so I flicked on a desk lamp. Its warm glow illuminated bookcases, miniature Native American statues, a suit of knight’s armor in the corner, and framed paintings of Spanish conquistadors hanging on the walls. A sticky note on the blank computer screen drew my attention. 


Kleopatra,



Went to New Mexico. Tried to call. Please watch the kids while I’m away. Shouldn’t be gone more than a week. Thanks!



~Dr. Hank



“Fetch,” I groaned. 

“What’s wrong?” Amira’s tiny voice sounded from my phone. 

I snatched it up from the carpet. “My dad’s outta town. He got us a babysitter.”

“Who?”

“His intern. She’s the worst.”

“Why can’t you stay home alone?”

“Because my dad thinks I’m irresponsible. He says my pranks are getting out of hand.”

“Are they?” asked Amira.

I smirked. “Only if I’m caught.” 

“What are you gonna do with the box?”

I grabbed a pair of scissors from a nearby pencil cup. “Open it.”

“Should you? Will your dad get mad?”

“Yeah, but he left me with Kleo so who cares?”

I set my phone down on the desk. Then I used the scissors to slice the box’s packing tape along the seam. The packing tape came free. Slowly, I pulled back a cardboard flap. Part of me expected to find a crystal skull or a tarnished magical lamp. Instead, I found . . .

“Oh, my God” I gasped.

“What?” 

I grabbed my phone and showed Amira what I was seeing. The box was filled with wires—red, blue, and green ones—and they were all connected to a small propane tank. Tubes stretched from the propane tank and were attached to clear containers with golden liquid inside. It smelled like gasoline. A digital clock with big, red numbers counted down the seconds—blinking with each change of the number. 

Holy frigging crap! In less than one minute, this bomb was going to detonate.

“M-Maddie,” Amira sounded scared.

My brain wasn’t functioning properly. I needed to run, but all I could focus on was the red numbers counting down. 

Fifty-three.

Fifty-two.

Fifty-one.

“Maddie!”

Amira’s loud voice snapped me back to the present. I shoved my phone into my pocket and lifted the box. Then, as quickly as my legs could carry me, I rushed out of Dad’s office and down the hallway toward the girl’s bathroom. On the way, I passed a fire alarm—so I skidded on my heels and yanked down its handle. Immediately, an alarm blared throughout the museum. A prerecorded voice spoke through the intercoms. 

“Please exit the museum,” it was my dad’s deep baritone. “Follow all exit signs and listen to your tour guide as you safely exit the building.”

“Maddie—what’s going on?” Amira spoke from my pocket. 

“I’m getting people outta here,” I said. 

“And the bomb?”

“I’m flushing it.”

“You’re what?”

I burst into the girl’s bathroom with the package gripped awkwardly in my hands.
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A floater sloshed around in the bowl, and my cheeks puffed out as I nearly vomited from the smell. “Ngggh,” I gagged. “Oh, that’s nasty.”

“What is it?” asked Amira.

“You don’t want to know.”

I lifted the toilet seat with the toe of my boot, then dropped the package into the water. Splash!  Yellow-brown water spilled over the rim, wetting the tops of my boots. 

“Ngggh,” I gagged again.

The bomb’s clock kept counting down, now at twenty-eight seconds. Its blinking numbers didn’t make any noise, but each passing second sent a jolt to my heart. I had hoped the water would short-circuit the bomb, causing it to malfunction. 

Boy, was I wrong. 

“Did it work?”

“Nope,” I said. “Wait—lemme try something.” I flushed the toilet. Water swirled around in the bowl, but nothing happened other than the turd smearing across the box. “Yeah, this was a dumb idea.”

“You can’t flush a bomb, Maddie.”

“Now you tell me?!”

The bomb’s countdown was now at twenty-two seconds. Twenty-one! I didn’t know what to do. How could I disarm a bomb? 

“Get outta there!” Amira’s voice was so loud my cell phone’s speaker rattled with static.

I turned and bolted out of the bathroom, my wet boots squeaking across the tile floor. I sprinted down the hallway and burst into the stairwell, then bounded down three flights of stairs using the handrails to help me leap two, and sometimes three, steps at a time. 

“Hurry, Maddie.”

I barely registered Amira’s voice as I crashed through a door and entered the main lobby. I looked left and right, but I didn’t see anyone. The welcome desk was vacant. TV monitors behind the security desk showed museum galleries of dinosaurs, Spanish conquistadors, terracotta warriors, and Native Americans—all empty of museum guests. Water burbled from a fountain in the center of the expansive room. The fire alarm continued blaring.

“Please exit the museum,” my dad’s voice droned over the intercom. “Follow all exit signs and listen to your tour guide as you safely exit the building.”

“Yeah, yeah, Dad, I hear you.”

I raced for the exit and slammed into glass doors embossed with fancy letters reading evansville history museum. Outside, a throng of people milled about in the parking lot. They shielded their eyes from the early morning sun as they stared at me bursting out of the museum. A plump man with an overly tight shirt tucked into his pants towered over everyone else—security guard Jimmy. He clapped his hand on his forehead when he saw me. I knew what he was probably thinking: Oh, great—what’s Maddie done now?

“Run!” I yelled, darting down the stairs leading up to the museum and waving my hands frantically at everyone in the vicinity. “It’s gonna—”

BOOOOM!

I was catapulted into the air as the blast sent stone, wood, and marble debris hurtling violently forward. Black smoke and bright flames engulfed the sky.
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Fiery heat sucked the breath from my lungs. The world spun, and I landed on my back with a painful oomph! My ears rang. It felt like something wet dripped down my neck. I touched my fingers to the wetness and flinched from a sharp sting. A gash beneath my ear dripped with blood. I wiped bloody fingers on my leather jacket, coughing as clouds of dark smoke choked the air. 

I rolled onto my side to see what happened to the museum. “No,” I cried upon seeing the destruction. 

The building was in ruins. Angry fire licked the air and black smoke billowed into the sky. The main lobby’s magnificent entrance, which had been flanked by two marble Grecian columns, had collapsed and was now barred with large slabs of busted marble, stone, and burning wood. The entire east wing where my dad’s office was located looked completely demolished. 

My heart sank. Dad would probably have a stroke when he saw all of this.

I climbed to my feet and glanced down at my clothes. They were torn, shredded, and covered in ash and soot. Cuts and scrapes marred my skin. I didn’t feel most of them—chalk it up to adrenaline, I guess—but the few gashes I did feel stung as if I’d walked through a hornet’s nest.

I looked around the parking lot. Museum guests and employees all appeared stunned. They stared at the destroyed museum, mouths agape and wide-eyed, though not nearly covered in as much soot as me. It seemed I’d taken the brunt of the explosion since I was closest to the building when it blew. 

Security guard Jimmy broke away from the crowd of survivors. He hurried to my side and grabbed me gently by the shoulders. As he worried over my injuries, his lips moved, but I couldn’t make out what he said because of my buzzing ears.

“What?” I asked, but I couldn’t even hear my own voice. 

“Are you okay?” his words finally reached my ears, but they were muffled like he spoke through a tin can. 

I nodded. “Jimmy, it was an accident,” I began.

His gaze hardened. “Accident? Don’t tell me you dropped another cherry bomb down the toilet.”

“No, it wasn’t like that,” I said. “Well, I did drop a bomb down the toilet, but it’s not what you think. Someone sent a strange package to the museum.”

Jimmy sighed heavily. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not buying it this time, Maddie. The last time you pulled a prank like this you nearly killed an old lady. But now—” he looked up at the destroyed building, “—you nearly killed everyone.”

“I swear, Jimmy. This isn’t my fault.”

“That’s not up to me to decide,” he grunted. “The cops will get to the bottom of this.”

“The cops? Nobody needs to call the cops!”

He scoffed, then walked away while shaking his head.

The next hour was a blur. Firetrucks, police cars, and ambulances raced into the parking lot with sirens blaring and lights flashing. Firemen worked to extinguish the blaze. Paramedics went from person to person and checked them for injuries. A paramedic with bushy eyebrows and a bald head with brown hair on the sides led me to a nearby ambulance. As I sat on its rear bumper, he tended my wounds.

Then the news crews arrived. 

Reporters stood in front of cameras and filmed the chaos and destruction. A blond reporter in black high heels shoved a microphone into my face as the paramedic applied a bandage to my bleeding neck. “Can you tell our viewers what happened?” she asked.

“No comment,” I said, waving the microphone away. 

The reporter tsked, then she stormed off, her high heels clacking on the asphalt as she searched for someone to interview.

“Maddie, are you there? Helloooo . . .”

The voice came from my pocket. Oh, fetch—I’d completely forgotten about Amira. I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. She was still live on FaceTime. 

“Geez,” she whistled when she saw my ash-covered face. “You look like you just survived an atomic blast.”

“I kinda did,” I said.

“Really? So it was an actual bomb?”

“Yeah—half the museum blew up.” I angled my phone so she could see the destroyed building. 

“Oh, Maddie, I’m so sorry. At least you made it out in one piece.”

“For now,” I grumbled. “When my dad hears about this, I’m dead meat.”

An unmarked police car pulled up and parked. Its driver’s side door opened and a middle-aged woman in her late thirties got out. She wore blue jeans and a leather jacket with a badge clipped to her belt. Her brown hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail. 

“Fetch,” I swore. “Amira, I’m gonna have to call you back.” 

“Why? What’s happened now?”

I sighed. “Detective Murphy just showed up.”
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If you haven’t figured it out already, I’m a prankster. I love playing jokes on people, businesses, or the government. Once, and this is hilarious, I modified a drone to look like a UFO and flew it in restricted air space. The media had a field day. They couldn’t figure out who the perpetrator was, or how the drone could say, “We come in peace!” in the voice of a Martian. 

So when something goes wrong in the community—like the museum blowing up on a bright, sunny day—Detective Murphy is the first to knock on my home’s front door or visit my school. She is determined to catch me in the act and bust me for a prank. Although we share a mutual respect for one another (we saved each other’s life last year after mercenaries crashed their van into her cruiser), she’s married to her job. I guess the law is her husband and I’m flirting with disaster. 

“Well, well, if it isn’t Maddie Jones,” Detective Murphy said as the paramedic continued patching me up, each swab of his disinfectant sharp and stinging on my cuts. “When I heard the police scanners say the museum was on fire, I thought to myself: I bet Maddie Jones is the culprit behind it.” She tsked as she looked me up and down. “And here I find you, covered in more soot than anybody else.” 

“Hey, Detective,” I said sheepishly.

She sighed and removed a small notebook with a little pencil stuck inside its spirals from her back pocket. “So what’d you do this time?” she asked in a dull tone, flipping to a blank page and starting to record notes. “Ignite a stink bomb and hit a gas line?”

“No—it wasn’t like that.”

“Another cherry bomb down the toilet, then? You’re lucky the old lady you nearly blew up last time didn’t press charges.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “Believe it or not, this isn’t my fault, Detective!”

“I checked with Principal Watson today. She said you weren’t at school. Skipping again?”

Fetch. Busted.

“Look,” I said, my voice rising. “I didn’t skip school to blow up my dad’s museum. I was dodging a math test.”

“Mm-hmm. Why don’t you tell me what happened? Let’s start from the top.”

I massaged my temples to ease the migraine starting to form. Then I told Detective Murphy what happened while she recorded my story in her little notebook. I explained how a strange package arrived addressed to my dad, and what the bomb looked like, but I left out the bit about me trying to flush the bomb. You know how everyone keeps referring to a cherry bomb incident and a poor, old lady? 

Yeah, that really happened. 

I flushed one down a toilet right before an elderly woman rushed in to drop a number two. Thankfully, the toilet exploded after she finished.

I love pranks, but I never want to hurt anyone.

Detective Murphy didn’t speak during my story, but I could tell from her expression that she wasn’t buying it. She finished scribbling something into her notebook. “I’m gonna mark this down as Maddie Jones blew up her dad’s museum for the time being.”

I groaned. The Evansville History Museum was as much my home as the house I lived in. Detective Murphy had gotten to know me pretty well over the past year, so why couldn’t she see that? 

Familiar voices shouted my name. I looked up to see my brothers ducking beneath yellow police tape and rushing toward me. Jason, a handsome teenager of thirteen, wore glasses with black rims and had stylishly spiked blond hair. Both middle and high school girls crushed on him, and it drove me nuts. If they only knew how nerdy he was. 

I’m serious. 

He’s captain of the chess club, the Dungeons and Dragons club, and the anime club. He also plays the weirdest video games. I’m talking about the ones with knights, wizards, goblins, and junk. 

Zac’s freckled face looked flushed like he’d just come from football practice—which was probably true. Although he was only eleven years old, he played varsity sports in football, basketball, baseball, soccer, golf—pretty much anything with a ball. High school coaches had even started scouting his games. 

Let me give you a fair warning about my brothers before you officially meet them. You might think they’re cute, you might think they’re lovable, but they’ll annoy the baked beans out of you.

“Wow, Maddie,” Jason said as he scanned the museum rubble. “I think it’s safe to say your pranks have finally gotten out of hand.”

“I didn’t do it,” I grumbled.

“Are you okay?” asked Zac. His eyes raked over my newly bandaged wounds and soot-covered face. “You look horrible.”

“Thanks, it’s good to see you too.”

“No—I’m serious. You’re not hurt or anything?”

I ruffled Zac’s curly, brown hair. “Not at all, big guy. A few cuts and bruises, but I’ll survive. How’d you guys get here?”

“Kleopatra,” Jason said. “She has a suitcase and says she’ll be our babysitter for the next few days.”

“You’re in a lot of trouble,” Zac informed. “She knows you skipped school.”

“Trouble seems to be my middle name today,” I sighed.

Detective Murphy kept writing in her notebook. I didn’t know what was worse: the detective’s investigation or the wrath of my babysitter.

“Lemme through!” someone shouted. “I—am—their—babysitter!”

I glanced up to see a dark-skinned woman yelling at a uniformed police officer just beyond the yellow tape marking the area as a crime scene. The officer let her pass, and the woman ducked beneath the tape and stormed closer, her high heels clicking forcefully against the pavement.

I cringed. Here came my babysitter’s wrath.
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My babysitter was from Cairo, Egypt. 

Most people might think that’s pretty cool, but not me. Kleopatra was Dad’s newest intern and studying to be an archaeologist. As a part-time job, she’d agreed to house-sit when my father traveled. The job included the added responsibility of watching me and my younger brothers. Despite my complaints that I was old enough to stay home alone and that Kleopatra was only five years older than me, Dad hired her anyways.

And that’s why I didn’t like her. 

Every time she stayed at our house, I increased my pranks from one to three just to make Kleopatra’s life more difficult. Was it a jerk move? Sure. Did I care? Not in the slightest. There was something about the wannabe archaeologist that irked me. Perhaps it was her effortless beauty or her constant travel stories, but whatever it was, I think I simply didn’t like a strange woman living in my home who wasn’t Mom.

“I can’t believe you skipped school, Maddie Jones,” my babysitter wagged a finger at me as she approached. Her exotic skin was dark and she had a rich Egyptian accent. She wore a fashionable blue jean jacket with jewels for buttons, dark pants, and a purple hijab—a head scarf worn in public by many Muslim women. “Just wait until your father hears about this—”

“Kleo!” I said, trying to muster as much cheer as I could. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Don’t dare pretend everything is normal.” Kleopatra’s eyes were clear gray under a smoky fringe of lashes. At the corner of her lavender-painted lips, she had a mole—a fake beauty mark. It wasn’t real. I forgot to mention Kleopatra was not only an archaeologist in training, but a makeup artist on YouTube. She had, like, sixty-thousand followers and several videos with over a hundred-thousand views. “Tomorrow, I’m handcuffing you to Jason and forcing you to go to school.”

“That won’t stop me,” I said under my breath.

“What’d you say?” asked Kleopatra.

Detective Murphy pocketed her notebook and stuck out a hand. “Ma’am—I’m with Evansville PD.”

“I know who you are,” Kleopatra spat, her anger at me spilling over to the detective. “We spoke on the phone about Maddie’s prank at school.”

“Hey,” I protested. “Nothing has been proven.”

Which was partially true. The investigation was still ongoing. I’d stolen five pigs from a local farmer, then painted numbers on them. One. Three. Four. Five. Six. Then I set them loose on campus. Hilarity ensued as Principal Watson and the entire teaching staff scoured the grounds for elusive pig number two. I’d never seen so many adults yelling at one another to, “Find the missing pig!”

“Be that as it may,” the detective said. “We have an ongoing issue with Maddie. Her pranks are getting more and more serious. I’m afraid she may end up in a juvenile correction center if her behavior does not change.”

Kleopatra glared at me. “Perhaps a correction center will do Maddie some good.”

“Guys,” I said. “I didn’t blow up the museum.”

“Hush,” my babysitter said; and the detective added, “The adults are speaking, Miss Jones.”

I threw my hands up and walked away. Stupid adults. It didn’t matter how many times I told them about the mysterious package and its bomb, they simply wouldn’t believe me. Sometimes it sucks to be a teenager. 

“Maddie,” the detective called me back over once she and Kleopatra finished speaking. “If my criminal investigation team discovers that a toilet was at the center of this explosion—I’ll have your head.”

Just great, I thought. 

Evansville PD would likely discover scorch marks inside the toilet I’d flushed the bomb in, and knowing my luck, all evidence of the bomb was probably incinerated by the blast. Maybe I should have told Detective Murphy about the attempted flushing. Not that it would’ve mattered. Nothing I said could convince her of my innocence. Man, it looked like I would be going to juvie.

Again.

Talk about the worst luck ever.
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Chapter 6
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I’m sure you’ve heard of bad drivers. Heck, I’m sure you’ve seen them on the road. They tailgate other cars, honk at random people, and drive way too fast. That’s Kleopatra.

My babysitter gunned her convertible Ford Mustang and peeled out of the museum’s parking lot. She shot down Eleventh Street doing close to sixty. Then she proceeded to ignore stop signs, traffic lights, and nearly struck a pedestrian.

“You wanna go back and run over that guy?” I asked, gripping the dash with white knuckles. “Because I’m pretty sure he was worth fifty points for a direct hit.”

Kleopatra didn’t answer me. Instead, she took a hand off the wheel to glance down at her phone. At the same time, we turned onto Lincoln Avenue. Well, it was more like we drifted onto Lincoln Avenue like Tokyo street racers. 

“Please slow down!” Jason clung to his seatbelt as the Mustang straightened out. “I’m gonna blow chunks.”

“What’re you talking about? This is awesome!” shouted Zac. Every time we hit a curve or raced over a bridge, he tossed his hands in the air like he rode a roller coaster. “Faster! Faster!”

“You guys,” said Kleopatra. “Your dad just texted me and asked how our day went. I don’t think he’s heard about the museum.”

My stomach lurched. “Maybe you should call and tell him. He might take the news better if it comes from you.”

“Me? No way, kiddo. He’ll kill me.”

“Nah, he won’t kill you. He might fire you, though.”

“That’s even worse!”

“How’s that worse?”

“I don’t know—but it is. This is all your fault, Maddie.”

“How’s it my fault?”

She yanked the wheel. We swerved across traffic, hopped a curb, drove across the medium, and merged onto Highway 62—just barely missing the yellow and black impact barrels. 

BEEEEEP! BEEP—BEEEEEP!

I glanced over my shoulder and spotted an angry driver honking as his sedan was driven off the road and into the grass. Geez, Kleopatra drove like a madwoman.

“Can you drop us off here?” I asked, not wanting to die in a car crash. “We’ll call a cab and meet you at home.”

“Not happening, kiddo. You skipped school and blew up your father’s museum—all on the same day. The least you can do is tell me what happened.”

“Where should I begin?” I asked. “With the strange package sent to the museum? Or the scary bomb inside? Maybe I could start with trying to flush the bomb down a toilet with a squishy turd.”

My brothers chuckled.

Kleopatra scowled. “That’s gross. Who is dumb enough to try something like that?”

“Me, apparently,” I said. 

“Sounds pretty unbelievable if you ask me. Why would someone want to blow up a museum?”

“I don’t know—somebody must really hate history.”

“Unless,” Jason said, drawing our attention. “The bomb wasn’t meant for the building.”

“What’d you mean?” I asked.

“What if the bomb was meant for Dad?”

Wait, that was a good question—and one I hadn’t considered due to all of the craziness over the past few hours. Jason was right. The package had been sent to Dad. Somebody had tried to kill him. I got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

Our lives were about to get a lot more dangerous.
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Chapter 7




[image: ]


The next day, I was determined to prove my innocence so I did something that under normal circumstances you’d have to pay me a million dollars to do.

I got up before sunrise.

Hey, don’t judge me. I realize it’s not an amazing accomplishment or anything, but for someone who loves sleeping past noon, it was quite a feat. 

I opened bleary eyes as my cell phone’s alarm buzzed. Pale moonlight streamed through my bedroom window. The musty smell of dirty clothes filled the room. I glanced over at my hamper. Blue jeans, tank tops, T-shirts, and, ahem, my unmentionables overflowed the rim. Crap, in the chaos of yesterday I’d forgotten it was my turn to do laundry. 

My cell phone kept chirping. I reached over and silenced the phone. It looked like I’d gotten a few texts in the middle of the night. 

[image: image]

Double crap. I’d forgotten about my date with Amira to watch Harry Potter movies and gorge on junk food. I typed out a quick text. Whoosh, my phone sounded as I hit the send button.

[image: image]

Groggy, I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Before going to sleep, I researched Evansville’s bus routes and discovered that we had a stop just outside of our neighborhood. The bus station’s itinerary said the earliest stop was at 5:00 AM. According to my phone’s clock, that was thirty minutes from now. 

Time to get moving, Maddie.

I threw back my Walt Disney Tangled blanket. It had a painting of Rapunzel’s tower and a picture of the main character with long, golden hair. A pretty childish blanket for a teenager, but the movie was my absolute fave. 

Again, don’t judge me. 

I crawled out of bed and lumbered down the hall to the bathroom, the hardwood floor cold against my bare feet. After brushing my teeth and gargling mouthwash, I slicked back my brown and mint green hair with gel to manage the bedhead. Then I dressed in blue jeans with rips in the knees, a white tank top with a graphic of Bigfoot and a caption reading hide and seek world champion, Converse tennis shoes, and a leather jacket with zippers up and down the sleeves. I completed the outfit with a studded nose ring, hoop earrings shaped like emerald stars (to match the mint green highlights in my hair), and my all-time favorite necklace—a mini-compass tied to a black cord. 

The compass necklace was my most prized piece of jewelry. Mom had given it to Dad before she passed away, but I owned it now. Dad told me I reminded him so much of her that I should wear it from now on.

So I did, every day.

Downstairs, I pressed my ear against the guest bedroom door and listened. Inside, I heard the most un-lady-like snoring coming from Kleopatra. 

“Squonnk-sheeeooo!”

“Squo-ha-ha-honk, she-hee-hee-ooo!”

Geez, my babysitter might be pretty, but she certainly didn’t sleep pretty.  

Convinced she wouldn’t catch me sneaking out, I grabbed a pack of strawberry Pop-Tarts from the kitchen pantry, took a swig of orange juice from the container, then tip-toed outside onto the front porch. 

Zac was in the yard wearing a red tracksuit and sneakers. He stopped mid-stretch to gawk at me. “Have I gone insane?” he asked. “Is Maddie Jones seriously out of bed before sunrise?”

I halted in my tracks. “What the heck are you doing out here?” I whispered, afraid we might wake Kleopatra.

He popped his neck left and right while bouncing spritely on his toes. “I’m training for a track meet. Figured I’d warm up with a light run before breakfast.”

“I always knew you were a psychopath,” I said. “Nobody in their right mind gets up early to exercise.”

“Erm, I’m pretty sure healthy people do.”

I rolled my eyes. 

The front door suddenly opened. Jason walked out. He wore long sleeve pajamas and was yawning. 

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I grumbled. “Can I not sneak out of the house without the two of you catching me?”

“Not when you gargle mouthwash like a spitting desert camel,” said Jason. 

“Oh, shut up.”

“Where are you going, anyways?” 

“Into the city,” I said.  

“Why?” 

I groaned. The bus would arrive in less than ten minutes. I didn’t have time for this nonsense. I glanced up at the sky. The stars were still out. Cool morning air felt damp against my skin. The whole point of getting up early was so I could visit the museum to look for remnants of the bomb. It might be the only way to clear my name before Detective Murphy arrested me for the explosion. 

But my brothers threatened to ruin all of that. Did they not realize I might end up back in juvie?

“Look,” I said, trying hard to keep the edge out of my voice. “I’m going to the museum to try and clear my name. Maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll also find out who sent Dad that bomb.”

The boys both flinched at the word bomb. They knew how dangerous things could get if Dad was in trouble again. We’d learned that lesson the hard way last year after a business tycoon kidnapped him for his expertise in all things antiquities.  

I didn’t wait for my brothers to respond. I stormed down the porch’s steps and marched across the yard. Wet grass clung to my Converse tennis shoes. 

“Maddie, wait—”

I stopped at the edge of the driveway. 

“Do you need help?” asked Zac.

I whirled around to face him. “What about your light run before breakfast?” 

“Pssh,” he scoffed. “I can win today’s race in my sleep.” 

“What about you?” I glared at Jason. “Do you wanna help?”

Jason blinked. He seemed hesitant. “Kleo,” he began. 

“Isn’t family,” I said. “This doesn’t involve her.”

“Yeah, but—”

I turned around to
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