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Chapter 1
The Unfortunate

	Finn Mallory’s tie felt like a fancy, expensive noose. As he climbed the steps of Wharton Academy, an exclusive school that serviced the elite who could afford its hefty tuition, he loosened it with one hand and pushed open the doors to the school secretary’s office with the other. His battered sneakers squeaked on the pristine marble floor almost in protest as he made his way to a chair that was more decorative than functional. A gramophone in the corner played light, classical music that bounced delicately off the dark, wooden paneling of the room. 

	Finn’s eyes swept the room, falling on the secretary’s trash can of all things. It looked like some kind of priceless artifact. Her trash can. He shook his head, laughing on the inside; that antique trash can looked like it never got used. 

	Rich people did that: they collected stuff they never used. They had cars they never drove, kitchens they never cooked in, and pools they never swam in. Wharton Academy was a boarding school…

	Finn frowned; rich people had kids they didn’t raise. 

	The rich, he concluded, were weird.

	The secretary offered him a polite, tightlipped smile full of thinly veiled condescension. Finn didn’t belong at Wharton Academy any more than he belonged in its uncomfortable school uniform. He was a publicity stunt, and she and everyone knew it. He was, after all, an “Unfortunate.”

	Wharton Academy accepted one or two students per year on full scholarship as part of its “Good Fortunes” community outreach program. These scholarships were always awarded to students who would provide good fodder for photo ops, and in light of Finn’s recent tragic circumstances, he certainly checked that box. His parents, along with thousands of others desperate to give their children a Wharton Academy education, had filled out a Good Fortunes Scholarship application. 

	Then they died. 

	With their untimely deaths, Finn earned the title of “orphan,” and Wharton Academy had granted him a full scholarship. When he had received his letter of acceptance at his foster home, he hadn’t wanted to open it, but in some way, it felt like rejecting this opportunity was also a rejection of his parents’ last gift to him, so he reluctantly accepted.

	“The headmaster will see you now.” The secretary's voice interrupted Finn’s thoughts. He pried his eyes away from the unreasonably elegant trash can, drew himself to his feet, and smoothed the fabric of his new uniform over his legs before he was ushered into the headmaster’s office.  

	Headmaster Bruce, a middle-aged man with a military haircut who looked like he could have been a P.E. teacher at some point, smiled and rose from his leather executive chair. His even, white teeth reminded Finn of a toothpaste commercial. 

	“Mr. Mallory.” The headmaster pumped Finn’s hand hard enough to dislocate his shoulder. “I hope you’ve gotten a chance to see our school.” He reseated himself and motioned for Finn to sit as well.

	“I’ve seen a little of it,” Finn lowered himself into his chair, “but there’s a lot to see.”

	“Yes,” laughed Headmaster Bruce. “It can be a little intimidating at first. Do you have all your classes in order?”

	“I think so,” replied Finn, before muttering, “I can’t believe you guys have an observatory. My old school barely had a gym.” 

	Chuckling, the headmaster flashed his toothpaste-commercial-worthy smile as Finn glanced across the desk at his folded hands; he sported a large class ring on one finger, and his right wrist boasted what appeared to be a very expensive watch. 

	“Well," he smiled, "You’re not in your old school anymore.” Headmaster Bruce leaned back in his chair, lacing his hands behind his head. “I love the Good Fortunes Scholarship. It shakes things up around here.” 

	Finn tried to suppress a smirk as he looked at the floor. After a brief pause, the headmaster softened his voice to add, “I want you to know that your story...it really touched us all. I’m glad the committee picked you, Finn.” Finn couldn’t tell if the headmaster’s comment was sincere or if it was something he said to every scholarship recipient who came through his office. His eyes briefly rose from the floor and then lowered again. 

	“Well, Finn, let me tell you,” Headmaster Bruce changed the subject, leaning forward and clapping his hands together, “you’re going to fit right in here!” Finn winced as the man shot him playfully with double pistol fingers. 

	Yep. That happened. 

	In reality, Finn had received a cold welcome on his first day. The other students were well aware of who belonged at Wharton Academy and who had received the Good Fortunes Scholarship. They were sons and daughters of CEOs, the titans of industry, and powerful politicians—the children of people who pulled the strings behind the curtains of society. Money made you different. Finn knew he could adjust his blue tie all he wanted, but in the end, this uniform was only a costume.

	It was also a student tradition that recipients of the Good Fortunes Scholarship were nicknamed “Unfortunates” because it always seemed as if some unfortunate situation led to winning one. "Unfortunates" were charity cases, and a top-notch Wharton Academy education would never change the fact that they simply didn’t belong. 

	“Thank you, sir.” Finn forced out the words as he made a study of his feet, his scuffed shoes contrasting sharply with the extravagance of the plush Oriental rug beneath them. “I’ll do my best to prove myself here.”

	There were unspoken rules to being an Unfortunate. The academy would never acknowledge this, of course, but Finn knew that it was the unspoken rules that meant the most. Unfortunates kept their heads down. They were constantly expected to prove their worth. To earn their keep.

	The headmaster laughed again. “You don’t have to ‘prove yourself,’ Finn. But in order to keep the Good Fortunes program running, we do need to let the community know that it’s worth our, er, your, while. We need to make sure we have you...involved in something. Something that shows that attending Wharton Academy is truly enriching your life. It has to be something….” The headmaster paused and glanced up at the ceiling as if the word he was looking for would appear above his head.

	“...something...visible?” Finn fought to sound less cynical than he felt.

	The headmaster threw him a rueful smile. “You could say that. Something that shows that your stay here benefits your future as well as the future of the community.”

	 A dog and pony show. 

	Headmaster Bruce’s face brightened, both eyebrows jumping as if pulled by invisible strings. “So, what are you into, Finn? Sports?” His eyes scanned Finn from head to toe, and he quickly changed course. “No. Debate?” He snapped his fingers. “I almost forgot: Professor Moskowitz has you tagged for his Young Historians Club. In fact, you have Mordecai—I mean, Professor Moskowitz —for your next class. Professor Moskowitz is one of our oldest and most highly esteemed faculty members. You’ll get along well, I’m sure.” 

	“Yeah. Okay.” Finn brushed a stray lock of coffee-colored hair out of his eyes. “Sure. Young Historians. Could be cool.” Finn had never considered himself to be much of a history buff unless you counted the history of 90s music from the Pacific Northwest, but he wasn’t in the position to argue. 

	Beggars can’t be choosers. 

	Don’t mess this up. 

	This is what they wanted. 

	This is for them. 

	The headmaster drew himself to his feet, walked across his office, and placed his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll walk you to your next class.” 

	Finn trailed him down the corridor, hands in his stiff, poplin pockets. Legacy photographs and lacrosse trophies filled glass display cases. As he eyed the wrought iron lamps and heavy mahogany doors, he couldn’t help but suck in his breath in awe, impressed despite himself. It really was a beautiful place—the type of place he never imagined he’d be. 

	As they reached the second to last door on the right, Headmaster Bruce clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Well, this is where I leave you. Enjoy your class, Mr. Mallory. And again, welcome to Wharton Academy.” 

	Finn offered him the barest of smiles. 

	As he was about to push open the door, Headmaster Bruce added, “Oh, and you’ll want to do something about that hair. There’s a great barber up the way.” 

	He winked as Finn ran a self-conscious right hand over his shaggy mop of brown hair. With a flash of blinding white teeth, Headmaster Bruce turned on his heel and strode back down the corridor toward his office.

	


Chapter 2
History Lesson

	Twenty-five sets of eyes flicked upward as Finn entered the room and tracked him as he approached Professor Mordecai Moskowitz, the teacher of Perspectives on World History. 

	Professor Moskowitz was a slight man who looked at Finn over a pair of small, chrome spectacles. He was incredibly old, with skin like a relief map and silver hair that was neatly combed straight back, and he wore a tweed vest with a brass stopwatch stowed in the front pocket. He extended a weathered hand to Finn, who felt immediately reassured despite the critical eyes he could feel burrowing into his back. 

	“You must be Finn Mallory.” The old man's voice was gentle, comforting, like a shirt straight out of the dryer. “We’ve been looking forward to having you join us.” 

	“I’m glad to be here,” Finn mustered, trying to pretend he didn’t feel like some exotic safari animal being watched through binoculars by a throng of eager tourists. Perhaps sensing his discomfort, Professor Moskowitz raised a merciful finger and pointed to the third desk in the row closest to the window. “Take a seat, Mr. Mallory, and we can speak after class.”

	Finn wove through the desks to his seat, acutely aware of the way the other students leaned back in their chairs as he passed them, seeking as much distance from him as possible, as if accidentally brushing against him or even feeling the breeze that he left in his wake might dirty them somehow. 

	Two muscular boys sat on the left side of the room; or they sprawled, rather, seeming to have no qualms about taking up space. Their uniforms featured conspicuous patches that read “WHARTON ACADEMY LACROSSE.” They laughed derisively as Finn passed. 

	“Tellerville Trash,” the biggest of them muttered out of the side of his mouth. With perfectly styled brown hair and blue eyes, he looked like he belonged in a Ralph Lauren ad or something. Finn didn’t look at him for long enough to see much else other than his shit-eating grin before he cast his eyes away.  

	He sat gratefully, feeling as if the walk from the door to his chair had been hours rather than seconds. He was glad to be out of the spotlight—and yet he wasn’t out of it—not really. He felt the stares follow and rest on him, and now he could hear whispers permeating the room like a cold wind. One particular word was very clear: “Unfortunate.” Finn narrowed his eyes, trying to discern who had said it, but he couldn’t—the word was coming from more than one source, the many whispers blending as one. 

	Four girls whispered into each other’s ears behind cupped hands in the front of the room. A high-pitched giggle that resembled a bird call escaped one’s mouth before she clapped her hand over it. The girl in the center of the hive pushed a curtain of silvery-blonde hair out of her face and turned to look at Finn. 

	For a moment, their eyes locked, and Finn felt as if he’d been gut-punched. Her eyes were liquid green. Piercing. Even through this haze of embarrassment, he could recognize that this girl was unreasonably beautiful—the kind of beautiful that almost hurt to look at. Apparently, it hurt to look at him, too; her green eyes widened and blinked before they dropped to the floor. 

	“So, Mr. Mallory,” the professor’s voice jolted Finn out of his spell, “perhaps you can weigh in on a little chat we're having.”

	Finn’s heart began to hammer like a kickdrum. He had hoped to try to blend in a little longer, but clearly that wasn’t happening. 

	“Why is history important?” The professor’s eyes smiled behind the lenses of his spectacles. 

	“Why is history...important?” Finn repeated the question, stalling in order to buy some time. This seemed like a trap. “I don’t know.” His eyes darted from side to side as one of his hands rose to his neck to loosen his tie. Some muffled snickering began to bubble up from the class as the new “Unfortunate” struggled to answer what seemed like a simple question, and the professor politely waited with a slight smile. 

	 “Well,” the professor tilted his head to the side, “it seems like an important question, no?” He straightened, his eyes sweeping the room. “Perhaps one of you has an answer?”

	The class went silent. Where many teachers would be frustrated by this silence, this old man didn’t seem to mind. Feeling the heat of the spotlight leave him, the kick drum in Finn’s chest began to slow. 

	“It’s an important question because if you can’t answer it, you simply won’t learn anything in this class,” the professor continued in a quiet, conversational voice. “My goodness,” he laughed, “is there any value in what I teach?”

	He paused for a painfully long moment, palms raised, waiting to see if any student would provide an answer. 

	“Well.” He clapped his weathered hands together when no one did. “Perhaps we should change the question. What is history?”

	A few hands shot up, and Professor Moskowitz picked one. “Important dates?” answered the student hesitantly.

	“Yes.” The old man’s chin rose and fell in a slow nod. “Dates are important to remember, although I’m assuming you mean dates of significant historical events and not awkward hand-holding in the movies, my dear.” The class tittered with nervous laughter. “But dates are not an important part of my class.” The professor held up an atrophied forefinger. “Don’t get me wrong—precision in history is important. Very important. But that is not why we study history. Remembering the date that something important happened is not as important as remembering why it happened.” 

	The professor drew his palms together and looked at the class over clasped hands. “Now, I might be a bit biased, but I believe that history is the most important class you can take here at Wharton Academy, or at any school for that matter. History makes us who we are, and it dictates who we will be. Those are two powerful statements. Take a moment to think about what they mean.” 

	He took a few steps into the sea of desks before him, and Finn watched the class become statues as if moving might draw attention to themselves and prompt the old man to call on them.

	“History makes us who we are,” Professor Moskowitz continued. “Luckily, my brain still works—for the most part.” His old eyes sparkled under his glasses as he paused to throw a sly look at the green-eyed girl in the front of the room, who smiled. “But I do have old friends whose minds have been slowly sanded away by time and I have seen what happens when a person loses their history.” The professor unclasped his hands and used them to illustrate his point. “But perhaps more importantly, history has the ability to influence the future. Few things in life wield that type of power. If we learn from the mistakes of the past, we alter the course of our future. We become better than those before us, as we should, for we hold the advantage of being able to learn from their decisions.”

	The professor turned to Finn and addressed the class through him. “That is why history is important, Mr. Mallory. It makes us who we are and tells us who we can be.”

	The bell rang then, making Finn wonder if this old professor had somehow timed his last statement with it. Students gathered their things and filed out of the classroom in a blue and grey argyle flood. Finn alone remained seated. 

	When the room had cleared, and the noise of student footsteps had subsided, Professor Moskowitz leaned against the desk in front of the room and looked Finn over, face stretching into a warm smile. “So, Mr. Mallory, I’m guessing our esteemed headmaster has spoken to you about the expected extracurriculars for our Good Fortunes Scholarship recipients.”

	“He mentioned it.” Finn blew an errant lock of hair out of his face. “Can’t get something for nothing.” 

	“Indeed,” laughed Professor Moskowitz. “I’m guessing you won’t be joining our lacrosse team?”

	Finn’s lip curled before he could stop himself, and Professor Moskowitz raised his grey eyebrows. “I also assume the headmaster told you about our Young Historians Club?”

	Finn nodded, looking at the floor. “He didn’t say much about it.”

	“Well, he doesn’t know much about it.” The old professor’s reply was swift, and Finn’s eyes darted up from the floor. “Not many of our students take an interest in the most important subject at Wharton Academy. There are only three of us, actually, and we need four to make a team.”

	“A team?” 

	“Four players.” There was a spark of excitement in the professor’s voice. “It’s in the rules.”

	“Is it like, some sort of academic decathlon or something?” 

	Professor Moskowitz smiled again. “Something like that.”

	


Chapter 3
Forget It

	They came into the room like a storm making landfall—Liam Fillery and Nick Dain screaming and hooting at some vulgar joke, Lacy Locatelli, Amanda Ayers, and Janelle Burr tossing their hair around and giggling like maniacs. But if this group was a storm, Everly Caldwell was the eye: still, silent, placid. 

	Everly smoothed the wool of her pencil skirt behind her before she lowered herself onto her bench at the table closest to the window in Wharton Academy’s banquet hall, across from Nick, Liam, and Lacy, and next to Amanda and Janelle. Lacy ceased her chatter long enough to blow a bubble with her watermelon-scented gum. Everly watched as the pink orb grew more translucent as it increased in size, her ears full of the hum of Janelle and Amanda’s voices—like the buzz of a colony of bees—the colony of which Everly was the reluctant queen. They were talking about Fall Fling; it was a conversation Everly should be paying attention to—a conversation she should care about, considering she was Wharton’s Social Chair. But she hardly heard a word as she looked past Lacy’s huge, pink bubble at the lone figure seated at one of the banquet tables across the room, a dark shock of hair falling into his broody eyes. 

	The Unfortunate.

	“Everly. Everly!” Janelle’s needy invocation coincided with the moment Lacy’s bubble burst.

	Everly flinched with her whole body. “What?” The startled look on Janelle’s face told her that her tone had been sharper than she’d intended.

	Lacy pried the gum off her lips with the tip of her tongue and rolled it back into her mouth, pulverizing it with her jaws once more, eyebrow raised. “We’re talking about the color palette for the Fall Fling,” she said between chews. 

	“Amber, silver, and plum are always safe choices for autumn,” Everly murmured, trying to feign interest, but her gaze was still trained on the new kid across the room. His right leg was jiggling under the table, like he was nervous, but he had a strange expression on his face—equal parts uncomfortable and sardonically amused. What was his name again?

	Finn.

	Janelle, Amanda, and Lacy were still talking—something about table linens—and Liam and Nick hadn’t stopped howling about something wildly inappropriate, but Everly tuned them out as she rose to her feet.

	“Everly? Where are you going?”

	Everly didn’t turn at the sound of Amanda’s voice. Her Prada Mary Janes clicked on the marble floor as she crossed the room. “Just...give me a minute.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Finn speared a piece of diced carrot with his fork and kept his eyes down. Wharton Academy’s banquet hall was a far cry from the cafeteria at his old high school, with its faded linoleum floor and beat-up, foldable tables, their tops etched with obscenities and their undersides caked with chewing gum. He remembered the artery-clogging, vomit-inducing fare that students had been served at Tellerville High School: limp, greasy pork chops, canned fruit cocktail, or mysterious casseroles drowning in about two inches of grease, the contents of which were anyone’s guess. Here, there was a dizzying array of high-end, seasonal, sustainably grown choices.

	Kale and lobster bisque. Pear, kale, and brie finger sandwiches. Finn had chuckled to himself as he served himself a glass of lavender-infused water and a scoop of “autumnal vegetable melange”—which also featured kale. 

	Rich people. They love their kale. 

	Finn had picked a seat at an empty table in the furthest corner of the room. He was already an island at this school; he may as well look the part. 

	He tried in earnest to avoid looking at the table closest to the window, inhabited by four girls and two boys—the girls who had been sitting in front during history class and the boys who had called him “Tellerville Trash.” They’d made no shortage of noise as they’d entered, carrying themselves with a sense of ownership and authority as they claimed a long banquet table near the window. The boys hadn’t seemed to notice or care that they smacked several people with their lacrosse gear on the way to their seats, and no one had seemed willing to risk calling them out on it. 

	 Although she was the quietest of the lot, the nucleus of the group was the silvery-blonde girl. Finn remembered her green eyes as they had fixed on him. She’d been the only person to make eye contact with him all day—and that counted Headmaster Bruce; even with his painted-on smile and carefully-crafted speech full of empty, condescending positivity, the headmaster hadn’t actually allowed his eyes to rest on Finn’s even once. He’d looked just above Finn’s head, or to the right or left of him—anywhere but at his actual eyes. 

	Yes, the girl had made eye contact, but she’d also looked away, as if the sight of him had been painful. Now, he looked away from her table and stared down at his autumnal vegetable melange. He pushed a piece of butternut squash around on his plate with his fork, the tines of which were tangled in a piece of sautéed kale. 

	 He could avoid looking at the table of teen models, but he couldn’t avoid hearing them; a leggy brunette with hoop earrings was talking around a thick wad of chewing gum, loud enough to be heard in the observatory across campus. Something about a color palette. For a dance. Finn rolled his eyes. The girl’s words were punctuated by the deafening guffaws of the lacrosse players, who slapped the top of the mahogany table as they slung their crass, obnoxious banter across it. 

	Grade A douches.

	Finn skewered a piece of sweet potato with his fork and brought it to his mouth as he thought of the professor’s cryptic words, the twinkle in his eye, as he’d talked about the Young Historians Club.

	“Is it, like, some sort of academic decathlon or something?”

	“Something like that.”

	For a history club, the old man sure made it seem like it was steeped in mystery. Weird. Whatever this club turned out to be, Finn took comfort in the fact that it likely wouldn’t involve any lacrosse players. 

	A sudden hush fell over the room, and Finn looked up from his tray to find the table of teen models staring at him, eyes agog. But one was missing now: the green-eyed blonde. 

	Between the sudden heat in his cheeks and the prick of their stares, he felt like some sad ant on a hot sidewalk under a kid’s magnifying glass. 

	Do I have something on my face?

	He ran his hand over his chin and mouth. Nope, nothing. 

	Someone cleared their throat softly, and Finn shifted his eyes to find the blonde standing in front of him, behind the bench across his table. Almost as if staring into the sun, he squinted up at her, the full force of her formidable beauty hitting him hard at such close range. In the classroom, he’d been able to register that she was attractive—in a celestial, otherworldly sort of way. But now that she was standing, he was able to fully appreciate all of her attributes—and there was a lot to appreciate. 

	The blue, argyle pencil skirt that was part of Wharton’s uniform flattered her in a way that it didn’t any of the other girls. This girl would probably be capable of making a burlap sack look good; her miniscule waist flared out into perfectly rounded hips, and her long legs ended in... a pair of expensive-looking shoes. 

	Yep, those shoes probably cost more than either of his parents had made in a week.

	The realization shook Finn back to reality. 

	Okay, she’s hot, but she’s also a snob.

	He glanced back at her table of friends, who still stared at them from across the room, whispering. 

	Her friends, who less than an hour ago, had been laughing at him. 

	She’s one of them. 

	So, what does she want with me?

	Finn felt his inner walls rise as she slid onto the bench opposite him and extended a well-manicured hand. He stared at it for a beat before reluctantly accepting it. An involuntary tremor coursed through him at her touch; her hands were warm and smooth, her fingertips soft—a sharp contrast to his own, which were hardened, callused from years of feverish guitar playing.

	“Everly Caldwell.” The girl’s lips lifted into a smile, her green eyes somehow soft and piercing at the same time. “You’re Finn.” 

	Finn opened his mouth to speak but closed it. After fumbling for words for a few awkward moments of silence, he finally managed, “I saw you in Moskowitz’s class.” 

	He set his mouth, reminding himself not to be distracted by how pretty she was.

	Remember: hot snob.

	And what kind of name was Everly, anyway? It sounded like something you’d call a gated community or something. 

	He bristled, throwing another bitter look at the table where Everly had come from. “Those your friends?” 

	Everly’s companions were still boring holes into both of them with their eyes. The biggest lacrosse player—the one with the shit-eating grin from history class—was pointing now, scowling and elbowing his friend. Finn felt resentment build inside him like steam in a pressure cooker as he returned his attention to the girl sitting across from him. She still hadn’t answered the question. Instead, she looked down at her hands, biting a full bottom lip.

	 “You don’t have to do this, you know.” Finn spat out the words as if trying to reject a bad taste from his mouth. The girls at the teen model table stared at Everly with horror from across the room, wagging their heads, hands over their mouths, the way people do when watching a tragedy unfold.

	Everly looked up, green eyes blinking once. “Do what?” Her expression was innocent, the tone of her voice guileless, but Finn couldn’t change course now. 

	“This.” He gestured a line between the two of them. “This is a joke. Right?” 

	Everly looked briefly wounded before her pretty features hardened. Her chin lifted, making her look regal, haughty, like a queen regarding a lowly serf. 

	“Look, I’m not a project, okay?” Finn was shocked at the vitriol in his own voice, yet he couldn’t stop the flow of his words—a day’s worth of pent-up frustration over having to play a role he hadn’t auditioned for. “I’m wearing the stupid uniform, and I’m getting the stupid haircut. What else do you people want?” 

	Everly narrowed her eyes and drew herself to her feet in one fluid motion, smoothing the wool of her skirt on her knees. As she made to walk away, she stopped and turned her head slightly.  

	“Forget it.” She said it over her shoulder in an almost imperceptible murmur before she breezed across the banquet hall, Prada Mary Janes clicking against the marble floor. Heads turned as she left, and the heavy door of the banquet hall thudded behind her.

	


Chapter 4
Rewind

	As Finn trudged across Wharton grounds toward the dormitories, he pictured Everly Caldwell sitting across from him, poised, like a young Grace Kelly in a schoolgirl uniform, trying, apparently, to be his friend. 

	He sighed, dragging a hand down the side of his face. He’d tried to justify his behavior to himself, but he knew he had stepped in it. 

	Her friends called me trash. 

	But then he remembered the look on her face, that flash of hurt in her eyes, before she had turned to stone and stalked off. The moment he’d seen it, he’d realized his error, but it had been too late. No, Everly hadn’t been toying with him. She had been sincere, and Finn had been, well, an asshole.

	This sucked. 

	 He passed through Wharton Gardens, which were located to the right of the classroom corridors. A sprawling green lawn dotted with topiaries ran adjacent to a courtyard with an ivy-covered gazebo in the center. Rose bushes lined the perimeter. 

	Finn climbed the brick steps of his dormitory—a modest, brick square of a building. Like everything at Wharton Academy, it was well-kept; the white porch appeared to have been freshly painted and looked like it was swept several times a day. But living in Aion Hall was like flying coach, as the simplicity of the building might suggest. The “first class” equivalents were across the Wharton Gardens, on the other side of the Promenade, Wharton’s social hub. It was bookended with an elegant gazebo painted in stark white on one side and a tiered fountain on the far end, which looked like a giant, stone wedding cake. 

	He paused at the steps of Aion Hall and looked back at the Gardens, bustling with students that all dressed and acted exactly the same. They all seemed to have a certain sheen to them—a sheen he figured came from money. For all its grandeur, the Gardens were really just a fancy buffer zone separating the “haves” from the “have-mores.”

	 Raine Manor and Kingsley Tower, the elite dormitories, rose up across that rolling courtyard, imposing their supremacy with size alone. It was fitting, really; if you looked at Aion Hall at the right time of day, like right now, it literally sat in the shadow of the dramatic spires of Raine Manor and Kingsley Tower, a detail that Finn decided had probably been carefully planned out. 

	As he fumbled in his uniform pocket for the key to his room, he wondered who he would encounter inside. At least he’d likely be safe from lacrosse players; those self-important douchebags would never slum it in a place as comparatively unremarkable as Aion Hall. His hand found the key, and he let himself in. 

	He found his dorm room up a flight of stairs, the second door on the right. It was utilitarian, plain, with two loft beds flanking both ends of the room. Under each bed was a desk area and a chest of drawers, and the wall closest to the door was almost entirely taken up by a long closet. 

	Finn’s eyes scanned the room for signs of life. At first, he assumed his roommate wasn’t home. Then he heard a soft exhale, followed by a snort. A head was nestled into the pillow of the loft bed on the right side of the room. Finn proceeded toward the other bed, taking slow, careful steps so as not to make the floorboards squeak. He didn’t want to wake up his roommate; enough people hated him here already. He remembered Everly’s green eyes in the banquet hall, the school secretary’s patronizing smile, and the lacrosse player’s predatory glare. 

	The room was cold, and Finn realized the window was slightly ajar. As noiselessly as possible, he moved across the room and closed it. 

	An acoustic guitar sat on the ground, propped against his desk: his guitar. At the sight of it, a warmth spread through him. It had seen better days; the body was dented in areas from being faithfully toted around by its owner, and adhesive marred the surface from an old Pixies sticker that had long worn off. The pickguard was discolored, and the excess strings curled away from the headstock like tendrils on a vine. But Finn couldn’t help but smile when he imagined the pride in his father’s face as he said, “It’s a Martin. Same kind played by Kurt Cobain in Unplugged!” 

	Finn picked up the guitar, eased its strap around his neck, and as he ran his callused fingers along the strings, they issued a faint squeak. He threw a look across the room at the snoring figure, remembering he was supposed to be quiet, and set the guitar back down again. He turned his attention to a cardboard Converse shoebox on his chest of drawers. 

	A Walkman was inside, the headphones’ cord wrapped around it, carefully and intentionally stuffed inside several layers of socks and a pair of boxer shorts to avoid being confiscated under Wharton’s technology ban. 

	The antiquated feel of Wharton Academy did not only come from the palpable age of the buildings; it was carefully manufactured by the rules themselves. The school adhered to a strict ban of anything technological, as if the ring of an iPhone or the flicker of a flat-screen television might break some unspoken spell and cause the weathered walls to crumble on the spot. Modern technology was simply not the Wharton way.

	A mixtape labeled “Summer ‘96” in electric blue marker, carefully curated by Finn’s dad, kept the Walkman company within the confines of the shoebox. Finn pictured his dad pressing rewind to listen to Pearl Jam’s “Yellow Ledbetter” one more time as he drove Finn to school in their 1980s Volvo station wagon, laughing as he did his best Eddie Vedder impression. The car’s bumper had been nearly obscured by stickers honoring his dad’s favorite record labels and grunge bands.

	Finn clicked the tape into the Walkman’s cassette chamber and pulled on his headphones, climbed onto his loft bed, and pressed play. The first chords of “Time” by Hootie and the Blowfish began, and Finn’s heart raced as he fumbled to press the “stop” button with shaky fingers. 

	His grief was like the tide. Usually, it just lapped at his feet as he went about his business. But other times, it crested into a wave and smashed into him from behind when he least expected it, taking his feet out from under him and threatening to drag him under, leaving him gasping for air. It usually happened at night, when the noise of the day had subsided and he was left alone with his own thoughts and memories, which emerged from the shadows of his mind, kind of like cockroaches that come out when the lights are switched off.

	Screeching tires. Shattering glass. Blinding headlights getting closer and closer. This was all Finn Mallory remembered of the night his parents died.

	He could almost feel his father ruffling his hair, his fingertips as callused as his own, calling him “Shark Finn” with that easy, whiskered smile dancing on his lips. A smattering of freckles decorating the bridge of his mother’s nose. Pancakes on Sunday mornings, with Alice in Chains blaring in the background, his father hopping around on one foot, playing air guitar, singing into the spatula. His mother’s laugh, pealing like bells through their modest, rented duplex unit. Finn smiled as he remembered getting up in the middle of the night for a glass of water and finding his parents slow-dancing to Mazzy Star, bathed in the light of the open microwave. 

	The Mallorys had had little; there were no trips to Disney World, no trendy toys, no back to school shopping trips to Macy’s, but Finn’s parents had mastered the skill of making the simplest things feel special, and it was due to this that their son never sensed their lack of means. 

	Trent and Sarah Mallory were young parents, as Sarah had given birth to Finn at the age of seventeen. They were disappointments to their own parents—embarrassments who were promptly disowned and sent packing to reckon with adulthood on their own. Trent’s big dream of making it as a musician never panned out and he had to work three jobs to support his new and unexpected family. He played in a series of cover bands, working weddings, Bar Mitzvahs, and proms, but work wasn’t steady, and his “big break” never came. Sarah waitressed at the Coffee Pot and cleaned hotels on weekends to make ends meet. 

	No, the Mallorys were not a success story; not if you define success in the traditional way, at least.

	It took years for Finn to realize that they were poor. He remembered nights sitting cross-legged on the living room rug, his family sharing a box of mac and cheese by candlelight, the three of them laughing, joking, and making shadow puppets against the living room wall. At the age of eight, this was an adventure, but by twelve Finn had learned that nights like this happened because the electricity bill hadn’t been paid and they didn’t have money for groceries. Yet even after this epiphany, he struggled to think of anything he truly needed or wanted that he didn’t have. 

	Things changed on a grey December day, when Finn was fourteen. He burst through the doors of the Mallory’s duplex unit clutching a piece of paper, pulled off the bulletin board at Guitar Haven.

	 “Birds Eye View!” he sputtered, waving the paper in his mother’s tired face. Sarah Mallory was between cleaning shifts, feet elevated on a stack of pillows propped up on their chipped, laminate coffee table. She looked a bit older than her thirty-one years, with lines of fatigue etched into her forehead, a result of working long hours waiting tables and spending tedious nights scrubbing toilets, vacuuming floors, and laundering sheets. A few wisps of silver had already crept into her long, reddish hair.

	Bird’s Eye View was Finn’s favorite band. He’d become instantly obsessed with their music when he first heard them on the car radio last year, and now they were going to be playing in Greely, a few towns over. Trent whipped his head around the kitchen door frame, smiling as he wiped his wet hands on his flannel shirt.

	“What’s up, Shark Finn?” He plucked the show flier out of Finn’s hands and crimped an eye. “Bird’s Eye View, huh?” The smile vanished from his face as his gaze fell to the bottom of the paper. He sucked his breath in sharply through his teeth. “Tickets are $60 each. That’s a little...steep.” He pushed a hand through his sandy brown hair. “I don’t know if we can swing that. For the three of us, that’s…” His voice trailed off, his eyes finding his wife’s over Finn’s head.

	“We don’t all three have to go,” Finn blurted. “I can go alone.” He anticipated his mother’s rebuttal and turned to face her. “I can handle it. The subway, I mean. That way it would only be the cost of one ticket.”

	“Honey, that’s...no. We can’t have you ride the subway alone. Not yet,” Finn’s mother said gently. “At least one of us needs to go with you.”

	In a single instant of injustice, Finn felt the disadvantages of his station in life for the first time and the words poured out of his mouth like water from a busted pipe.

	“Can’t I ever have...anything?” He faced his father again, surprising himself with the pent-up resentment that he hadn’t even known he had. “It isn’t fair. Just because we’re—”

	Finn didn’t say the last word in the sentence, but he didn’t have to; the damage had already been done. Trent looked like he’d been slapped. His eyes met his wife’s again, and the room grew silent but for the rumble of the washing machine. 

	“I’m sorry,” Finn stammered. “What I said...I didn’t mean it. I don’t have to go to the concert. It’s not a big deal.” 

	“No.” Trent cleared his throat as if to rally himself. “You’re right. It isn’t fair. You deserve to go.” Finn watched the wordless exchange that unfolded between his parents through eye contact alone.

	“I can pick up a few extra shifts at the Coffee Pot, maybe do an extra weekend at the hotel this month. We’ll make it happen.” Sarah’s smile was weary but reassuring. “I mean, it is Bird’s Eye View.”

	“No, really, forget it.” Finn ran his hands over his face, embarrassed at his outburst and guilt-ridden at having wounded his parents. They worked hard—to the bone—to support a child they never meant to have, and now they were going to work harder just so he could go to some stupid concert. 

	“Don’t worry, Shark Finn.” Finn’s father wiggled his eyebrows. “Get excited. You’re going to Bird’s Eye View.” 

	That night Finn could hear the hushed voices of his parents as they talked at the kitchen table. He couldn’t make out every word, but he could hear the tone—tense and strained—and words like “opportunities” and “future.” 

	In the morning, Finn’s parents were less animated than usual. There was no air guitar, no Soundgarden blasting in the background. His parents waited at the table in their eat-in kitchen, each holding a cup of coffee. The coffee pot, nearly empty, sat on a trivet on the table, evidence that they’d been up for a while. 

	“Finn, sit down.” Finn’s mother slid a mug of hot chocolate across the table. “We’ve been thinking.” She threw a look at her husband.

	“We talked about some stuff last night,” Finn’s father said, sipping at the dregs of his coffee. “Things you don’t have. Things you deserve. Things you may never have if we don’t…” he ran a hand over his whiskers, “…make some changes.” 

	“Dad, I’m sorry,” Finn slid into his chair, hooking his fingers through the mug’s handle but making no move to drink. “Seriously. I didn’t mean it. If this is about Bird’s Eye View, I told you—”

	“It’s not just about the concert, Finn.” Trent pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “It’s about a lot more than that. It’s about…opportunities. Opportunities that you deserve but you won’t get because of—” he made a sweeping gesture with his hand toward the living area with its chintzy, sun-bleached curtains, stained carpets, water-damaged ceiling, and sparse furnishings, “—this.”

	Finn’s parents proceeded to explain that they had entered his name to be considered for Wharton Academy’s Good Fortunes program. Finn had heard of Wharton Academy—everyone had—but he’d never paid much attention. Why should he? Like so many things, a school like that wasn’t in the cards for him and never would be. 

	“Look, Finn.” The absence of his father’s usual playful smile put a cold pit in Finn’s stomach that even his hot chocolate couldn’t thaw. “I need to do right by you. I made some choices earlier in life that put us here, but maybe...maybe this Wharton thing can make it right. Maybe this will open some doors.”

	It was only a few weeks later that the Mallorys piled into their 1980s station wagon for what would be the last time. Head-on collision, they said. Drunk driver. Finn remembered the lights, the screech of the brakes, the shattering glass, but nothing else except waking up in the hospital with two drawn faces hovering over him that he didn’t recognize. He’d been lucky, the nurse had told him, to come away from such a nasty crash with nothing but a broken clavicle and some facial lacerations. 

	“Your parents likely died instantly and without pain,” the doctor had said. “They probably never saw it coming.” 

	None of this was any comfort to Finn.

	They shouldn’t have even been there. 

	They were there because of me...

	They’re dead because of me. 

	Now, Finn pressed fast forward on the Walkman, wishing it would also push him past the memories of that horrific night. But what he really wanted to do was press rewind. 

	“Hey. HEY!” A voice. Loud. Toneless. Insistent. 

	Finn jolted upright and pulled the headphones from his ears. “What?”

	“Two and a half inches. Didn’t you hear me?”

	Finn snorted. “Uhh…what’s two and a half inches?”

	“I said it four times, and you didn’t answer. I said it has to be exactly two and a half inches.” 

	Finn pushed his Walkman away from him, shoving it under the pillow before he scrambled down the ladder from his loft.

	“Oh. Hi, sorry. Guess I didn’t hear you.” He extended a hand to who was quite obviously his now very awake roommate—a pale kid with thick, black, square-framed glasses. 

	“You can’t close it.” The roommate ignored his outstretched hand. “It has to be open two and a half inches.” His voice had a robotic quality to it—a kind of dissonance Finn had never heard before.

	Finn opened his mouth to ask what he was talking about, but then he recognized that the guy was gesturing indignantly toward the window—the one Finn had closed when he had entered the room. 

	“Sorry.” Finn stuffed his hands into the pockets of his uniform. “It was sort of freezing in here.” 

	“Every night, the window needs to be opened exactly two and a half inches.” By now, the roommate had begun to pace back and forth in front of him. “The only exception is if it’s raining.” He threw another wild gesture toward the window. “Do you see any precipitation?” 

	“Uh, yeah, no, sorry.” Finn didn’t know what else to say; obviously this kid was pretty passionate about ventilation.

	He tried to introduce himself again. “I’m Finn. Finn Mallory.” But the roommate offered him nothing but a blank stare.

	 “Do you...have a name?” Finn shifted uncomfortably under the roommate’s unflinching gaze.

	“Edison,” the roommate said flatly, arms crossed. 

	Finn smiled. “So, do people call you Ed?”

	Edison’s expression didn’t change. “No.” He pushed his thick glasses up further on the bridge of his nose with his index finger.  

	“Okay. Edison it is, then. Like, the guy who invented the lightbulb. Right? Pretty...bright guy, huh?” The terrible joke escaped Finn’s mouth before he could stop it, and he died a little inside.

	“Technically, Thomas Alva Edison did not invent the lightbulb,” Edison responded in a deadpan voice. “He invented the lightbulb filament. There is a difference.” 

	Finn nodded, and not knowing what else to say, began pulling his weekend clothes out of his suitcase and putting them away in the closet. He could feel Edison’s eyes burning into his back as he slung his worn-in flannels and jeans onto hangers and hooked them over the rod. As Finn loosened his shitty Wharton tie, Edison continued to rattle on about the invention of the lightbulb filament. 

	“Did you know that over twenty different inventors tried to invent the lightbulb before Thomas Alva Edison created the filament that made it successful?” Then, suddenly, his eyes bulged behind his glasses. “Wait! What are you doing? You can’t put that there.” 

	Edison lunged forward and began frantically pushing Finn’s clothing to the right side of the closet. Finn noticed Edison’s clothing, meticulously organized by what appeared to be color, hanging on the left. 

	“Okay, okay, sorry.” He displayed his palms in apology. Clearly, he’d crossed a line.

	Finn soon learned that there were several idiosyncratic “rules” that he would have to abide by if he were going to successfully cohabit with Edison, who, without shame or embarrassment, rattled off his rules of conduct as if they were standard norms of behavior:

	1) No visitors without clearing it with Edison first.

	2) No loud chewing. 

	3) All hair or other personal hygiene products in the room must be unscented. 

	4) Don’t touch Edison’s banana chips.

	“Can you adhere to this?” Edison asked formally as if he were the president of an HOA, explaining the rules of yard maintenance to a new homeowner.

	Finn ran a hand through his hair, his loose tie still draped around his neck. “Yeah, I think I can do that. Sure.” 

	“Good.” For the first time in their bizarre interaction, a restrained smile flitted across Edison’s face. “Finn Mallory, we are now friends.”

	


Chapter 5
The Young Historians Club

	Four seats, arranged in a semicircle, faced Professor Moskowitz’s desk. Finn and Edison had just arrived for their first official meeting of the Young Historians Club. When Finn had initially attended Professor Moskowitz’s class, he hadn’t noticed how heavily embellished this classroom really was; there were shelves thrown up on many levels of the four walls, each one packed with antiquities of all shapes, sizes, and origins. Meticulously carved wooden dolls stood watch over the classroom next to some worn, clay tablets, which were engraved in some ancient language. Terra cotta pots, many of which were chipped and broken, were lined up next to Viking drinking horns and battered stone carvings. A series of masks from various tribes and time periods hung at the back of the classroom, the expressions on their wooden faces ranging from emotionless to truly dreadful. A pair of heavy, ivory tusks wreathed the collection of masks, the stares of which made the nearly empty classroom feel like it had a ghostly audience.

	Finn felt his face grow warm as he noticed Everly, the fair-haired goddess from the banquet hall that he’d last seen in a huff, apparently the third member of this club, sitting in the seat closest to the far wall. He looked away, but too late—she saw him, pursed her lips and redirected her gaze to the windows. He muttered under his breath as he lowered himself into his chair, bracing himself for how inevitably awkward this meeting would be. He could still hear her angry footsteps echoing out of the banquet hall in the ear of his mind.

	Edison took the seat closest to the door, forcing Finn to sit only a seat away from the girl he had insulted just yesterday.

	Terrific.

	Professor Moskowitz leaned against his desk, sketching a meditative smile as he took in the three new members of the Young Historians Club and patiently waited for the fourth. 

	As if on cue, a brunette with well-defined calves breezed through the door and took the last seat next to Everly, out of breath. She wore a “Wharton Athletics” sweatshirt over her uniform, and her hair was pulled up in an impossibly high ponytail.

	Edison looked at her impassively. “You are two minutes late.” 

	As Ponytail Girl narrowed her eyes at Edison, Finn sat back further in his chair to avoid the glare, but it only exposed him to Everly, whose green eyes settled upon him briefly before she again cast them away with a disgusted sigh. 

	“I’m glad to have you join us, Ms. Konrad,” Professor Moskowitz threw an amused look at Edison as he spoke to Ponytail Girl, “even if you are a few minutes tardy, as has been so astutely observed.”

	‘Ms. Konrad’ kept her eyes locked on the kid in the glasses, unflinching, but he didn’t blink either—he simply stared back at her.

	“Welcome, my young historians and friends!” Professor Moskowitz clapped his hands together. “I’m pleased to have such an interesting group, as this is a particularly exciting year to be a Young Historian.”

	“Professor,” Ponytail Girl began, “you might have already gone over this because I was a few minutes late—”

	“Two minutes,” interrupted Edison monotonously. 

	Ponytail Girl gave him a once-over. “I’ve seen you around, but I didn’t catch your name.”

	“That’s because I never told you.” Edison adjusted his glasses. “Edison Pellegrin. But I’m rarely called that. People usually call me ‘weirdo’ or other variations of that. I prefer ‘eccentric.’”

	An amused smile played over the girl’s lips. “I like you, Edison. You don’t mince words.”

	Edison looked at her without expression. “I don’t know if I like you yet.” 

	It was Everly’s turn to smile, and at the sight of it, Finn felt a little weight come off his shoulders. The ice seemed to be softening, and it was due to the thaw of Edison’s dry wit. He secretly gave thanks for the eccentric kid in the square glasses. 

	Professor Moskowitz, who had also been quietly enjoying this awkward exchange, sensed a moment to restart. “Ms. Konrad, perhaps I can guess at your question. This club is not what you think it is. It is exclusive, and it is special. You might have noticed that the Young Historians are not advertised on the campus bulletin board.” A smile spread across his wizened face, a trace of mischief in it. “It is certainly not what Headmaster Bruce thinks it is.”

	Finn leaned forward in his chair. Things were getting interesting. 

	“The Young Historians Club is part of a larger society of historians. There are many schools who participate, and as you can imagine, they are schools comparable to Wharton.”

	“You mean rich schools.” Finn blurted it before he realized he’d spoken. He felt Everly’s eyes on him, but he pretended not to notice. 

	Professor Moskowitz nodded. “That’s one way of putting it. In any case, privilege is not without perks, and the chance to participate in the Young Historians Club is one of those perks. It’s a once in a lifetime chance to be a part of something truly amazing.”

	“I’ve never heard you talk about the Young Historians Club like this before.” Everly propped her elbow on her desk and rested her chin in her palm. “I always figured it was just a boring club where you drone on about history...no offense.”

	Finn watched the way Everly interacted with the professor with interest; something about their banter felt comfortable. Familial. 

	“It’s never been bland. How dare you!” The old professor feigned outrage, hand flying to his chest. “And yes, these clubs are very private. I could never tell you the truth before because I was sworn to secrecy, my dear. If you accept this challenge, you will all be sworn to secrecy as well.”

	Ponytail Girl leaned back, arms crossed, head cocked. “Well, this all feels very cloak and dagger.” 

	“It can be,” admitted Professor Moskowitz. “As your mentor in this program, it will be my job to prepare you for the challenges that lie ahead.” He wandered to one of his many shelves, picked up an hourglass full of black sand, and turned it over musingly.

	“What types of challenges?” Everly’s perfectly symmetrical face clouded with suspicion. “I think you owe us at least an explanation.” 

	“I can tell you about it,” answered the old professor, watching the black sands trickle from one end of the hourglass to the other. “But showing you is not possible until you have signed a contract.”

	Finn’s face scrunched up. 

	Who has to sign a contract for a history club?

	“A contract?” repeated Ponytail, as if echoing his thoughts. 

	“A contract.” The professor restored the hourglass to its place and folded his hands in front of him. “It’s mostly a confidentiality thing. And there’s a little liability.” 

	“Liability?” Ponytail arched an eyebrow.

	“Yes.” The professor offered a nonchalant shrug. “The Young Historians are not without risks.” Finn dragged his eyes from the professor’s face to Ponytail as he tracked the back and forth. 

	“Risks?” 

	“My dear, this would go a lot faster if you would let me explain and stop repeating the last word of all my sentences.” The professor smiled. “What I’m about to disclose will be a bit of a shock and I’m not sure how you will all take it.” He pressed his lips together. “It requires...a leap of faith.” 

	“This would go a lot faster if you just said it,” stated Edison in his robotic voice. He’d begun to rock back and forth a bit, something Finn had seen him do more than once back at the dorm. One of his many quirks. 

	“See?” Ponytail smirked. “Not a word mincer. I like him.”

	Edison stared at her for a beat without a hint of expression before returning his attention to the professor. 

	“Very well.” The old man released a long sigh. “I shall not mince words then.” He walked to the window. “The Young Historians Club requires that the four of you, should you accept, participate in a competition of sorts.” He ran a wrinkled finger along the window pane, which drew a faint squeak. “It’s a series of events, actually, called the Time Trials. Each one has its different challenges and tribulations. Its own dangers. It is exclusive and by invitation only. Wharton has not participated in the Time Trials for twenty years.”

	“Uh, this doesn’t sound like pop quizzes and field trips.” Finn’s eyes darted from side to side, a defensive laugh escaping his mouth. 

	Dangers? 

	“Not quite,” confirmed Professor Moskowitz, turning to face the team again. “There are field trips...of a sort. But you will not be traveling in a Wharton Academy van.” He drew in a deep breath and narrowed his eyes as if trying to inhale courage. “You will be traveling in a time machine.”

	All four students went silent, frozen in their chairs as the professor’s words took hold, sure they’d heard wrong. For nearly a full minute, one could have heard a pin drop in Professor Moskowitz’s classroom. 

	Finn smiled, arms crossed, assuming the professor was playing an elaborate hoax and waiting for him to reveal it. Forgetting he was trying not to, he looked to Everly, who had knotted her brow as she stared at Professor Moskowitz. Ponytail scanned the room to gauge the reaction of her peers. Only Edison, who had stopped his rhythmic rocking, showed not the slightest change in his expressionless face as he waited patiently for clarification. 

	“A...time machine…” Everly drew out the words slowly as if attempting to encourage the professor to elaborate. 

	“Well,” the old man displayed his palms, “it isn’t actually called that—it is called a Time Bender. But they are essentially the same thing.” He waited a few seconds before continuing. “It’s a machine that creates a bend in the force that we call ‘time.’ This bend allows those within the vehicle to travel the opposite way and punch through to a different period of time.”

	Finn’s lip curled. This guy wasn’t joking. Was he crazy? Maybe; he was definitely old enough to have dementia or something. 

	“Hold on.” Ponytail threw up a hand. “Even if that were true, it would be ridiculously dangerous. Couldn’t we inadvertently affect the future...or the present?”

	Finn shifted in his chair to face her. “What do you mean?”

	“She’s talking about the butterfly effect,” answered Everly quickly, leaning around Ponytail. “If time travel was even possible, any changes you make in the past would be magnified in the future.” 

	“Go on.” There was pride in the professor’s eyes as he watched Everly. He cupped an elbow in one of his palms, resting his chin on his fist. 

	Everly sighed, green eyes raised to the ceiling as if searching for a way to explain. “Well, let’s say you go back in the past and get bit by a mosquito and kill it.”

	“So?” Finn shrugged, ignoring the striking way her long, dark lashes contrasted with the alabaster hue of her skin. “Mosquitoes suck, and there are millions of them. What’s the big deal?”

	“Well,” a hint of impatience bled into Everly’s voice, “you’re not just killing one mosquito. You’re also killing every mosquito that this mosquito would ever make if it reproduced, and all of the mosquitoes that those baby mosquitoes would have produced. In the end, you’re killing millions, maybe even billions, of mosquitoes over the course of time.”

	“Like I said...,” Finn knew his tone was combative, yet he couldn’t seem to stop it, “not the worst thing, right?” 

	Everly rolled her eyes. “But what if one of those potentially billions of mosquitoes you just killed was one that carried a disease like malaria and had killed some settler in the Virginia Colonies?” She held up a hand to stop Finn’s point before he made it, and Ponytail shrank back in her chair, stuck between them. “It sounds like that’s a good thing because now this settler is alive, but if that settler doesn’t die, they go on to have kids, and those kids have kids, and all of a sudden killing one little mosquito might change who the president of the United States is hundreds of years later.” She shrugged. “Or maybe there isn’t a United States. All I’m saying is that little changes or decisions in the past could have huge consequences for the future.”

	Finn pictured that Bird’s Eye View flier in his fourteen-year-old hands.

	Little decisions, big consequences. 

	“That actually makes a lot of sense.” ‘Ms. Konrad’ nodded, her ponytail bobbing its assent. 

	“The bad reputation of mosquitoes is undeserved.” Edison twisted his fingers together on the surface of his desk. “Most of them are actually vegetarian and help pollinate flowers.” He was rocking in his seat again, but with less intensity than before. 

	“But those are just the bad things.” Finn ignored Edison’s defense of mosquitoes. “Can you imagine the good that time travel could do?” 

	For the first time, he allowed himself to consider what it might mean if Professor Moskowitz wasn’t crazy—if somehow time travel were possible. His heart quickened at the notion. “Think of the things we could change for the better. Think about the things we could...undo.” His eyes met Everly’s. He held her gaze for a moment until the professor’s voice drew his focus away.

	“I had a good feeling about this team,” beamed the old man, who had been trying to hide his excitement as he watched the back and forth. “But there are some clarifications that need to be made.”

	All four students straightened. 

	“First off, the present is not affected by the past, as strange as that sounds. We can learn from the past, and what we learn can help to dictate what choices we make in the present, but changing things in the past does not affect the present.” He raised his eyes to the ceiling and used his hands as he spoke. “Think of time like a book with an unlimited number of pages. As time unfolds, our stories are printed into this book, which constantly turns the pages. If you go back to a past page, scratch parts out and write in changes to this book, would that magically change what happens on the next page?” 

	Everly looked to Ponytail, who shrugged. The professor continued. “Say I just read ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears’ and I want to change it. I turn back to the page where Goldilocks breaks into the house of those poor, unsuspecting bears, and I scratch that part out and rewrite that she minds her own business
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