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“We are not here on earth to change 
 our destiny, but to fulfill it.”

—GUY FINLEY





“What good is the present 
 if we can’t change the future?”

—EDWARD KING
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prologue

SOMETIME IN THE NEAR FUTURE . . .

Xander flew out of the portal as though shot from a cannon. His legs kicked, his arms spun. His feet hit the ground, tangled together, and he went down. He tumbled over pine needles, a small bush. His shoulder struck a tree trunk. Clawing at the bark, he scrambled to stand.

Cold wetness struck his face, contrasting with the warmth of his tears, of the blood already on his cheeks.

Holding the tree, he turned his eyes skyward. Beyond the branches and needles, ash-colored clouds churned as though stirred by angry fingers. Rain burst from them, spattering fat drops across the woods. For the briefest moment he thought, Of course, of course the heavens would be crying too!

Then he pushed off the tree and began running. His sneakers slipped and slid over the wet ground cover. They sailed out from under him, and he fell, soaking his hip and leg with mud. He rose and ran, feeling he was heading the right direction, but not certain. He crested a small hill and descended the other side.

He stopped to get his bearings. He blinked rain out of his eyes, only to have it replaced by tears. He pushed a palm into each socket, shook his head, and tried to get ahold of himself. To his right, he recognized a short cliff of earth, tree roots protruding like veins. He knew where he was.

He stumbled forward, raised his face again, and screamed: rage, pain, grief . . . it all roared out of him. He dropped his head and sobbed.

No, no, no . . .

This isn’t happening. It isn’t!

Then he saw the underside of his forearms, and knew it was happening . . . it had happened. The blood was still there. It glistened darker than movie blood, thicker. It coated his arms as though someone had slathered paint over them with wide brushstrokes.

Oh, God, he prayed, let it be paint! Let there have been some mistake and make it not blood, anything but blood!

But he knew better.

Raindrops plopped on his forearms, cleaning away the red in small starbursts and long streaks. Suddenly, he didn’t want it to be gone, washed away. There was a finality to it that he couldn’t stand. He crossed his arms over his chest, protecting them from the rain.

He ducked his head and plowed into the bushes. Branches scratched at his face, his arms; they snagged his clothes. He yanked himself free and tumbled out on the other side, landing in the long grass of a meadow. He pushed himself up and saw the log where he and David had first found Young Jesse—the boy who would become their great-great uncle—sitting there, carving a piece of wood.

He ran across the meadow to another clump of tall bushes and pushed through. The rain slowed and stopped. Water dripped frm the trees like ghosts of a once-mighty army. He kept going, mounted a hill, and looked down a shallow slope to where the house stood.

Barely a house, really. Only the framework had been completed, two-by-fours forming the shape of the house in which Xander and his family had been living for barely eight days.

How could so much have changed in eight days?

He spotted Jesse then, standing under a dripping roof on the railless porch—at least that much of the house was finished. He was talking to a man. Had to be his father. He looked rugged: scruffy stubble over a square jaw and hollow cheeks, short-cropped hair, and muscles pushing against a dirty white T-shirt.

The man noticed Xander and scowled. He reached back to a workbench, grabbed a hammer, and stepped forward.

Jesse, seeing Xander now as well, slapped his hand against his father’s chest. A big grin broke out on the boy’s face and he yelled, “Xander!” He turned to his father. “That’s Xander, one of the boys I told you about,” he said. “Your great-great grandson.”

The man’s scowl softened. Then he noticed Xander’s condition, and his features became worried and puzzled.

Jesse hopped off the porch and ran toward Xander. “You’re back!” he said. “You said you would be, but—”

He stopped, eyed Xander up and down. He took in the blood, Xander’s deep frown, his wet, red eyes. “What . . . what . . . ?” He looked past Xander. “Where’s David?”

Xander fell to his knees. He covered his face and smelled the blood on his hands. He looked up at Jesse. “Dae’s . . . dead. Jesse, Taksidian killed him!”

[image: s1]
Jesse’s image clouded away as tears filled Xander’s eyes. He cried, big wailing sobs. Now that he’d said it, nothing could hold back the torrent of his emotions.

Someone dropped down beside him, put strong arms around him.

It was Jesse’s father, hugging him. He didn’t say a word, just embraced him, as if knowing it was the only thing he could do. Xander reached to the arm that was crossing his chest and gripped it.

Jesse said, “Are you . . . are you sure?” His voice was high, like a six-year-old kid’s, and he was trembling. Tears poured down his cheeks.

Xander nodded. “I saw it. He . . . stabbed him. Taks . . . he ran away. Keal . . . our friend . . . he’s a nurse . . . he checked . . . there was no . . . no . . .” He couldn’t say it: no pulse, no heartbeat, because that said too much: no life . . . no David. It was too late.

He pushed Jesse’s father away so he could look at him. “Don’t build it,” Xander said. “Don’t build the house.” He looked past Jesse to the towering framework. “Burn it! You have to!”

Jesse’s father shook his head. “That won’t help, son.”

“But if there’s no house, then we wouldn’t move in. Taksidian wouldn’t try to take it. David and Taksidian would never meet, and Taksidian won’t kill him! ”

“You’re here,” Jesse’s dad said. “If we don’t build it, someone will. You being here now proves it. We can’t change that. I’m sorry.”

“But . . . but . . .” Xander looked from the man to Jesse and back again. He dropped his head.

Jesse’s father touched his face. “You’re hurt,” he said. “That’s a bad gash on your chin.”

Xander slapped away his hand. “It’s not me!” he yelled. “David . . . it’s David. There has to be something we can do!” he said, then whispered, pleadingly: “Something.” He looked at Jesse, and his anguish turned to anger. “Why didn’t you warn us?” he yelled. “You see me here now, telling you what happened. You’re fourteen. You come to the house to help when you’re in your nineties! You must have known. You never warned us! Why?”

Jesse’s lips quivered. “I . . .” He squeezed his eyes, pushing out fat drops. “I don’t know!” He rushed to Xander and knelt in front of him. He grabbed Xander’s shoulders. “I will! I promise, I will!”

“You don’t,” Xander said. “You didn’t.” A fact. Simple as that.

Xander stared into Jesse’s eyes. They were so blue, like the old man Jesse’s. For a moment he felt it was him—Old Man Jesse, not fourteen-year-old Jesse—making the promise. Xander wanted to punch him, punch him and never stop punching him.

“I wouldn’t forget this,” Jesse said. “I wouldn’t, not ever.”

“Maybe,” Xander said, “maybe . . .” He turned to Jesse’s dad. “I need to write it down, what happened. I need paper, paper and a pen.”

“Son, it’s too late.”

“I need a pen and paper!” Xander yelled. “Please.”

Jesse’s dad rose, looked toward the house, back to Xander.

“Please,” Xander said. “I have to try. Something. Anything.”

Jesse’s dad trudged off toward the house, head low.

“What are you thinking?” Jesse said. He sniffed.

“Keep my letter,” Xander pleaded. “Read it every day. Maybe you won’t forget now. Maybe you will warn us.”

“I will. I promise.” Jesse’s eyes dropped to Xander’s arms. He pushed his fingers into the blood, then looked at his red fingertips. His face scrunched up in pain and sorrow.

Jesse’s dad sloshed back through the mud with a scrap of paper and a pencil. Xander leaned back to sit on his heels. He spread the paper over his thigh and scribbled a word. His hands were shaking so badly, even he couldn’t read it. He groaned, tried again. Then he drew a picture. He looked at it and knew it was pointless. David was dead. Jesse never warned them. He crumpled the paper in his fist.

He leaned forward, wanting nothing more than to disappear, to be gone from this pain and this day.

David. David.

His brother’s face filled his mind: floppy long hair, dimples, Dad’s hazel eyes—more green than brown. Those eyes always seemed to sparkle . . . until they didn’t. He had held David in his arms, yelling for help. So much blood. David had watched Xander’s face. He hadn’t seemed scared, he’d seemed almost at peace. Then his breathing had failed, and those eyes stopped sparkling; they had focused on something far away and stayed that way.

Xander’s forehead landed in the mud between Jesse’s knees. He felt the boy’s hands on his back, comforting. But nothing could comfort him now. He let out a long howl. The tears came again, the wrenching sobs, and he knew they would never stop . . .



CHAPTER

 one

ATLANTIS, 9552 BC

David had gotten himself into a real mess this time.

He and Xander had followed Phemus, the big man who had kidnapped their mom, from their house to this awful place. Taksidian and Phemus captured them in a town square, and while soldiers were chaining them to a line of children heading to war, David broke away. He darted into a workshop of some kind, heard the soldiers looking for him in an alley. But when he turned from the door, a group of tough Atlantian kids waited for him. They had come through a door on the opposite side of the workshop. Knowing what was coming, David had spun to the door behind him.

Now the six boys rushed up behind David, intending—he was sure—to kill him.

Their screams chilled his heart, but he moved: he grabbed the length of wood that barred the door and yanked it from its brackets.

His attackers’ shadows fell over him.

He hollered—an animal-sounding gush of effort and frustration—and spun, swinging the wood like a baseball bat and striking the lead attacker in the head. The energy of the impact vibrated into David’s arms, and the boy collapsed in front of him. The others braked, reeling back as David swung again, missing two of them by inches.

A kid kicked at the fallen boy, saying, “Theseus?”

Theseus groaned, and the others turned snarling faces toward David. Six of them—five now that one was down. All of them were armed with weapons: a club, a chain, a hammer. Every one bore signs of the rough life he had led, from a black eye and bruised ribs to fresh, bleeding gashes and missing teeth.

“Go!” David yelled, shaking the length of wood toward the door behind the boys, at the far side of the room. It was open, and sunlight streamed in, turning the attackers into shadowy figures. The place was as big as a barn, with planks of wood stacked taller than David. The only open area was between the two doors, where he and the boys now faced off. “Go!” David repeated.

Instead, a boy dived in, whipping a chain in front of him. David swung the wood. It struck the boy’s hand, and the chain went flying. The boy screamed and wheeled away, clutching his hand.

Before David could reverse his swing, a kid of about ten lunged in with a jagged piece of metal. David twisted away, and the weapon tore into his tunic-like shirt. The boy tried to pull away, but David turned to swing, and the boy got the metal tangled in the shirt. The boy’s eyes squeezed shut as the wood sailed toward his head.

David slowed it down in midswing. He didn’t want to kill the kid, even if these punks wanted to kill him. There was no hate in his heart—only panic and an intense desire to get away. Still, the impact made a sickening thunk! and the boy released his weapon, freed his hand, and stumbled back. He tumbled over the boy already on the floor—Theseus—and landed beside him.

Immediately another boy leaped, a hammer raised over his head. David jabbed, making contact with the boy’s stomach. The kid buckled and fell sideways.

David felt a fist slam into his own stomach, and the air inside him burst out of his mouth. He bent over, trying to pull oxygen back into his lungs. The kid who’d punched him did it again, this time on the side of his face. David spun, and someone shoved him hard. He crashed into the door. On the other side of it, he knew, soldiers were pacing the alley, looking for him. Someone kicked him in the small of the back, and he yelled.

Turn! he told himself. Fight! If you don’t, you’re dead!

But he was desperately in need of air that wouldn’t come . . . his back pulsated with pain . . . and the bony punch to his face had him seeing stars. The expression was true, he registered in some corner of his brain; dark starbursts flashed in front of his eyes as he tried to regain his senses.

He knew what was coming: a club cracking into his skull or a piece of metal slicing into skin, muscle, guts.

No!

He pushed off the door and started to turn. Hands grabbed him. They seized his arms, his shirt; one gripped his hair. They pulled, trying to get him into the center of the room, where all of them could pounce from every angle. He kicked the door, kicked it again, making it rattle and thump.

The boys roughly turned him around and hoisted him up, and he saw Theseus was on his hands and knees, shouting angry commands.

“Ton arpakste! Ton kratiste! Thelo to proto htypima! ”

Theseus rubbed his head and ear where David had clobbered him. As he rose, he picked up the club he had dropped. He squared himself in front of David, a wicked smile on his face.

David thrashed, kicked, pulled. A boy twisted his left arm— the broken one—and David screamed in pain. His knees gave out, and blackness flooded his vision, but he didn’t pass out.

Theseus stared at the arm. He pointed the club at it and said, “Labi ayto ekso! ”

The boy holding it pulled it straight. The kid on the other side tugged on his right arm, forcing him to form the letter T with his body.

“No!” David said. “Please, no . . .”

But Theseus just glared at David as he hefted the club up over his head with both hands.



CHAPTER

 two

“David!”

Xander’s scream left his mouth and was swept away by the pandemonium of the town square: men fighting, soldiers barking out commands, corralled slaves shrieking for no apparent reason. He strained against his chains to get a glimpse of the place he’d last seen David, running between two vendors’ stalls.

He yelled his brother’s name again.

Ahhhgg . . .

He knew he shouldn’t be calling for him. He wanted David to run, to get home, even if he, Xander, couldn’t. But he couldn’t help himself. He was so worried, his stomach was cramping. It had been five minutes, and the guards chasing David had not returned. What would they do to him if they caught him? He didn’t want to think about it.

Heaven knew this awful society had no regard for human life, especially the lives of kids. The chain gang of perhaps fifty children, to which he was tethered, was proof of that. Taksidian had said they would be put aboard a ship, where they would work until reaching Greece. Then they would be sent into battle ahead of the soldiers to confuse their enemy and force them to use their arrows. It was evil, pure and simple.

He pulled against the chains and yelled again: “Dav—”

The sting of a whip flared in his shoulder before the crack! reached his ears. He hissed in a breath, dropped his shoulder, and fell to his knees. He craned around to see the man who’d been following the chain gang pull the whip back for another strike.

“Stop!” Xander yelled. He lowered his head, and the whip slapped against his back. His T-shirt did nothing to temper its bite, and he yelled out. Gritting his teeth, he rose and tried to turn to his attacker. The chains binding his wrists stopped him. Xander felt tears in his eyes and blinked them away, then lifted his hand to wipe at them, but the chains prevented even that.

The whip-man spat out some words and gestured for Xander to face forward.

Xander turned. Rage tightened every muscle in his body. He wanted to rip away the chains, lash the man behind him with them, and run to find David.

Another man near them barked out a word. Chains rattled at the head of the line of bound children, then the boy in front of Xander began shuffling his feet. The chains drew taut and yanked at Xander. He stumbled forward, turning to look for his brother.

Run, David, he thought. Hide.

They were taking them to the ship. It was going to leave— without David! Yes! It was better that he stayed here, as horrible as Atlantis was. Once they set sail, there would be no escaping, except into the ocean depths or the arrows of Atlantis’s enemies. Here they knew there was at least one portal home, the one through which they’d followed Phemus from their house in Pinedale, California, to ancient Atlantis. Here David at least had a chance.

A familiar voice sprang up on Xander’s left. Taksidian—still standing in the square next to that human weapon, Phemus— was calling to the man leading the chain gang, waving to get his attention. He spoke in the native Atlantian tongue, and the chain gang stopped.

Taksidian sauntered over to Xander. “Can’t leave without your brother,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll return shortly.”

Xander focused on keeping hold of his anger, as though it were a dog trying to break its leash. But he couldn’t: He lunged for Taksidian, snapping to a stop at the end of his short chains. “Wait all you want,” he said through clenched teeth. “David got away. He’s gone. Live with it.”

Taksidian smiled. He brushed strands of kinky black hair off his face and rolled his head on his neck, as though the boredom of sending the King boys to their death, had made his muscles stiff. He leveled his cold green eyes at Xander. “You still don’t get it, do you?” he said. “I won, I always do. You, your family—you were just a speed bump on the highway to my destiny.”

He took a deep breath of the foul air that filled the square, as though it were as fresh as a sea breeze. “You were just a little annoyance that life threw at me to make things . . . interesting. I was getting lazy. Not hard to do with that house.” He held up his hand, pretending to lift something heavy. “Like having the power of God in my hand.”

Xander stretched toward him. He said, “I’ll tell you what you have in your hand, and it’s not the power of God!” He spat, and a glob of sudsy spit landed in Taksidian’s palm.

The man flinched. He blinked, then calmly reached out and wiped his hand on Xander’s hair.

Xander jerked away, but, chained, there was nothing he could do. He growled and shook, frustrated and helpless. He snapped his face back toward Taksidian, who had stepped back and was frowning at his palm.

“You don’t even know,” Xander said. “Whatever you’re doing—using our house to go back in time and tinker with history—it’s not making something wonderful, for you or anyone else. We’ve seen it: the future. It’s all destroyed. Everything!”

“You see?” Taksidian said, wiping his hand on his black overcoat. “I win.”



CHAPTER

 three

“Don’t,” David said. “Please!”

But Theseus—who must have known what David meant, even if he couldn’t understand the words—only squinted at his target: David’s left arm. The club rose higher as the boy sucked in a breath to give the swing all he had.

David tugged at his arm, but the other boy held his wrist like it was the last piece of bread in a hungry world.

He closed his eyes.

The sound was deafening—a crashing boom!—and for a moment David thought his brain was screaming. Then he realized the noise was the door behind him bursting open. He looked and saw Theseus still holding the club over his head and staring wide-eyed over David’s shoulder. The other boys released their hold on him. He pulled his arms close to his body and instinctively crouched. He turned and saw a soldier standing in the doorway. The door itself rocked on one hinge. Then it broke free and crashed to the floor.

The soldier strode in, followed by two more.

They heard me! David thought. They heard my kicks against the door!

The lead soldier said something sharp and harsh.

Two kids behind Theseus dropped their weapons and ran for the other door, away from the soldiers. The one who had held David’s left arm jumped at the soldier, his fists flying. The soldier slammed his own fist into the boy’s forehead, and the kid stumbled backward and went down, whimpering. He rolled over, got his feet under him, and ran out the door.

The boy on David’s right backed away into the dark shadows of the room. A soldier ran to him and grabbed his arm, hard enough to make him squeal. The soldier pulled him to another boy on the floor—the kid David had clobbered. The soldier hooked a hand in that boy’s armpit and hoisted him up.

That left Theseus: he was backing toward the far door, the club wavering over his head.

The lead soldier stepped around David. He held his hand out to Theseus, apparently for the club, and spoke. “To moy doste se, agori! ”

Theseus shouted back and made like he was going to swing. The soldier drew closer.

The last soldier, standing in the doorway behind David, watched intently. His hand was on the hilt of a sword, sheathed on a belt.

David slowly lowered his hands to the floor and began crawling away. Xander’s belt dangled from his neck to the floor, like a rottweiler’s collar on a Chihuahua. He had used it as a sling until his arm had slipped out sometime between being grabbed by Phemus and his escape from the chain gang.

He headed for the stacks of wood on the other side of the open area from where the soldier held the two boys. He moved out of the light coming through the doors and felt a twinge of hope. He reached the first stack and started around it. A hand clamped down on the back of his neck.

“Ow . . . ow . . .” he said, as the hand squeezed tighter. Reaching back to hold the muscular wrist at the back of his head, David got to his feet. The soldier turned him and marched him toward the rear entrance.

Theseus was still backing toward the other exit, the lead soldier matching his movements step for step. Then the kid threw the club and shot out the door. The soldier ducked and took off after him.

David jabbed his elbow into the ribs of the man holding him. It was like striking a brick wall. He kicked the man’s legs. The guy continued moving him toward the door. Lashing back, David got his hand on the hilt of the sword. The soldier gripped his wrist, twisted it painfully until David let go, then yanked his arm over his head.

Squeezed by the neck, arm craned up high, David stumbled into the alley.



CHAPTER

 four

Xander glared at Taksidian. “You win?” he said. “How does the destruction of the world mean you win?”

Taksidian shrugged. “What do I care? By the time all that happens, I’ll have had my fun.”

Xander shook his head. If Taksidian thought he made sense, Xander wasn’t getting it. “But,” he said, “the whole world?”

Taksidian’s eyes narrowed. He appeared as perplexed by Xander’s logic as Xander was by his. “Why not?” he said. “What do I care about other people? Nobody cares about anyone else, not really.” He shrugged. “You’re simply too young to have learned that yet.”

“No,” Xander said. “People don’t think that way.”

“Then they should,” Taksidian said. “If you did, you wouldn’t be here, chained, whipped, heading for a battle you won’t survive. Besides, tinkering with time—making incredible, big things happen—is fun.”

“Fun?”

“Like a Rubik’s cube.” He moved his hands as if twisting the puzzle this way and that. “You know, one of those cubes with the little, different-colored squares . . .”

“I know what a Rubik’s cube is,” Xander said. “But how can you say causing the end of the world is like that?”

“Think about it. It’s challenging, tinkering with history: a little change in the year 1912, another in 1482. Suddenly everything’s falling into place, and I get to cause something that affects billions of people. If that’s not rewarding, I don’t know what is.”

“So . . . what?” Xander said. “You destroy the world because you can? How can you be so . . . so . . .” He wasn’t finding the right word. Heartless, cruel, evil . . . none of them seemed strong enough to describe Taksidian.

The man waved a hand at him, as if Xander were talking gibberish. He looked away, toward two men in the center of the square who were pounding on each other with their fists. “I don’t care about any of that, whether mankind skips into the future happy and healthy . . .” He glanced at Xander. “Or doesn’t. What you saw in the future is merely a byproduct of my work, not my work itself.”

“A byproduct? Like an accident?”

“One I don’t feel compelled to prevent, especially if it means giving up what I have.”

“What you have?” What Xander meant was, Nothing one person had could possibly be worth all of life on the planet.

But Taksidian misunderstood, obviously thinking Xander wanted to know what he had, for the man raised his eyebrows and said, “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

Xander didn’t answer. He remembered what he’d said to David just last night: What if he’s like . . . I don’t know, a demon?

Taksidian laughed. “You mean you start a fight and don’t even find out who your enemy is?”

“We didn’t start anything,” Xander said. “And what more do we need to know, besides you want our house and you’ll do anything to get it?”

“Well,” Taksidian said, “I make it a point to know who my enemies are.”

Xander knew it was true. The man had been stalking the King family since they’d moved to Pinedale. And the truth was, they had wanted to find out more about him. But between defending themselves from his attacks, looking for Mom, and trying to figure out how the portals worked, when did they have time? They had met the man only last Sunday—five days ago!

“If you had learned about me,” Taksidian continued, “you might have saved yourself the trouble of trying to beat me. I’m a powerful man, Xander. I own corporations that employ tens of thousands of people . . . all of it thanks to that house.”

“What are you talking about?” Xander said. “What corporations?”

“If a war needs it, I supply it.” He smiled at Xander’s puzzled expression. “Armed conflict requires weapons, consultants, transportation, food, oil . . . so many things. My companies provide them all. And I make a hundred times more money from wars than I do from peace.”

“War,” Xander said. He recalled a map he’d seen in Taksidian’s house. It had plotted wars all over the world—and all through history. And it dawned on him: “You’re using the house to cause wars. You’re . . . you’re . . . setting up wars in the past that somehow lead to wars now, in the present time!”

Taksidian nodded. “You’d be surprised how a war in the eighteenth century can lead to hostilities in the twenty-first. Humankind is a warring species. It doesn’t need my help . . . much. Just a nudge here, an assassination there.”

Xander closed his eyes. He couldn’t begin to imagine the deaths, the grief and sorrow this one man had caused. Why? he thought, and didn’t realize he had spoken the question out loud until Taksidian answered.

“Because it makes me a . . . king,” Taksidian said.

Xander looked to see the man smiling.

“A real king,” Taksidian said. “Not in name.” He said name as though it were a dirty word, and scanned Xander as though he were equally dirty.

“You’re no king,” Xander said.

“A king takes what he wants,” Taksidian said. “Like I’m taking your house, as easily as . . .” He reached out, and Xander flinched. Taksidian grabbed the tassel hanging from Xander’s belt loop and ripped it off.

Xander’s chest tightened. It was one of the items he’d taken from the antechamber. The present—his present, the time in which he belonged—wanted the items back. It pulled at them, leading whoever had them—or followed them—to the portal home. Without the tassel, they might not be able to find their way back. Then he remembered: He had another antechamber item in his pocket, a rock.

A lot of good it’ll do, he thought. The shackles around his wrists felt as heavy as bowling balls.

Taksidian dangled the tassel in front of Xander’s face. He said, “As easily as I took this.” He pushed it into his coat pocket. “So you see, I am a king, even of the house you think is yours.” He lifted his face to the sun, closing his eyes and brushing the hair off his face. “It’s a grand life, Xander: servants, limousines, breakfast in Paris, dinner in Tokyo.”

“If you’re so rich and powerful,” Xander said, “what are you doing hanging around Pinedale? Your life doesn’t seem all that glam to me.”

Taksidian shook his head. “I go there only when I need to use the house—to make sure my business is not only good, but great.”

“More war, more business, more money,” Xander said, disgusted. He’d seen enough movies to know how it went: The rich always wanted more money, the powerful more power. There was no such thing as enough.

“And of course, despite the people I control,” Taksidian said, “it’s a task only I can do. Good thing I enjoy it. Except when people like your family get in my way, start meddling in my work. I can’t allow that. Where I come from, we served our king, who had everything. Nothing for us, only for him. Then I stumbled through a portal . . . into the house. I saw right away that in the twentieth century, I could have everything the ancient world of my birth denied me. Everything. Before, I killed for the king. Now, I kill for myself.”

Xander felt dizzy. He said, “It’s . . . not right.”

Taksidian laughed again, but this time it was loud and booming. Such laughter in this horrible place must have been rare: faces turned to gawk.

“Sweet, innocent Xander,” Taksidian said. “Too bad you won’t live long enough to learn how naïve you are.” He looked beyond Xander and smiled. “You . . . or your brother.”

Xander spun, and his heart sank as he saw David come stumbling into the square. He held his head at an odd angle, and his face showed that he was in pain. The soldier behind him had one hand on David’s neck and the other on his wrist, raising it high into the air.



CHAPTER

 five

SOMEWHERE ON THE EUROPEAN CONTINENT, 
C. 29300 B C

Keal stood in a dark cave and cursed himself for being so stupid. He never should have gone through the portal after David and Xander. As foolish as it had been for the boys to follow Phemus, it was doubly foolish for him to plunge in without knowing what awaited him on the other side.

But no, he knew that wasn’t true. He cared for those boys, and nothing could have stopped him from trying to help them.

Still . . . this wasn’t good.

He stood close to the wall of the cave. He waved a tight bundle of burning straw, which he had managed to light with a flint from the antechamber. It illuminated a painting on the wall: a crude image of warriors fighting a bear-like beast. Unlike the cave paintings he’d seen in books, this one was bright. It looked new.

Great. He looked at the spear he’d found in the cave, nothing more than an antler tine tied to a stick, and brought his eyes back to the painting. He was sure now, he was in some prehistoric time. Which meant the beast he’d heard breathing in the cave was . . . he touched the painted bear-thing on the wall. It dwarfed the figures of the men. Great, he thought again.

He moved backward through the cave, the spear in one hand, the torch in the other. He waved the makeshift torch back and forth, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever was stalking him. Its breathing was slow and deep, with just the hint of a guttural stutter—a growl—like a big empty barrel rolling along a gravel road.

He looked over his shoulder into the blackness of the cave behind him. “David!” he yelled. “Xander!”

The thing in the cave didn’t just hint at a growl now; it let loose with a roaring ear-splitting bellow that rumbled past Keal as though the cave itself was the beast’s throat.

Stumbling back, he yelled, “Boys! You there?”

Keal shook his head. He was Jesse’s nurse, for crying out loud! But since bringing the boys’ great-great-uncle to the Kings’ house, he’d seen nearly as much life-threatening action as he had as an Army Ranger. It was almost as if the house thrived on stress, fear, and action.

After dropping the boys off at school that morning, he had started working on the walls at the bottom of the third-floor stairs. Then the big guy, Phemus, came through a portal. They’d fought in the third-floor hallway, and Keal had been knocked out. When he woke, David was there, telling him he and Xander were following Phemus back through the portal. Ugh!

But David and Xander—he found himself having trouble breathing at the very thought of the boys—were in danger again.

Keal had crawled to the portal they’d gone through, grabbed the remaining items in the antechamber—the torch, flint, and a leather pouch of stone marbles—and gone over. Now, here was he was in the cave with no sign of the boys.

The beast in the darkness in front of him wasn’t so much breathing as it was huffing . . . and snorting. Another sound reached Keal now: clicking, like claws on the rock surface of the cave floor. It was coming closer.

Keal turned and walked fast in the other direction. More of the same, just a circular tunnel carved through rock. It bent one way, then the other, opened up a bit, then shrank a little, like a stone giant’s intestines. He stopped, and heard the clicking claws right behind him. He swung around: nothing. But the blackness huffed and snorted just beyond the reach of his light.

Running wasn’t going to work. He was sure the beast following him would eventually catch him. Maybe it would wait until Keal tripped or walked into a dead end. That would be worse than facing it now.

He tightened his grip on the spear, got it pointed straight out, and held the torch up.

If this thing turns out to be a rabbit or a mangy mutt, he thought, I’m going to laugh until I pass out.

He stepped toward the beast.

The shadows stirred. Something shimmered. As he took a step, the thing moved closer and came fully into the light. Keal stared into the beady eyes of the biggest, ugliest bear he had ever seen. It had a long snout, a domed head level with Keal’s, and a hunched back. Its brownish-golden coat rippled like water. It opened a mouthful of thick, sharp fangs and roared, rising up on two legs until its head and shoulders pressed against the ceiling of the cave. Furry arms the size of tree trunks reached out for Keal, each ending in a cluster of knifelike claws.

Keal yelled, turned, and ran.



CHAPTER

 six

FRIDAY, 12:19 P.M.

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

Dad pulled the rental car into the drive-through of In-N-Out Burger.

“Can’t we call them?” Toria said. “Xander and David?”

Dad shook his head. “Keal should have picked up new phones this morning, but I don’t know the numbers. And we can’t call our old phone in case Taksidian is listening in.” They’d discovered yesterday that he’d bugged their phones. “What do you want?”

Toria looked out the window at the menu. “Double cheeseburger, fries, chocolate malt.”

He turned a doubtful eye on her. “You’re nine, Toria. Where are you going to put all that?”

She smiled. “I’ll eat it all, I promise.” David and Xander were going to be so mad when they found out what she had for lunch. In Pinedale, there was nothing like the In-N-Out. Just the dumpy diner.

Dad placed their order, then she said, “Xander and David are going to freak out. We know where Phemus came from: Atlantis!” She turned to her teddy bear, strapped in beside her on the backseat. “Good job, Wuzzy,” she told it.

They had just left the UCLA office of Dad’s friend Mike Peterson. The ancient languages expert had listened to the words Phemus had said the night he kidnapped Mom, words that had been captured on Wuzzy’s voice recorder. Using a computer program, Mr. Peterson told them where Phemus had come from and what he’d said: Have you come to play?

But then Mr. Peterson had added: “Considering the violent ‘games’ the Atlantians engaged in to prepare their young people for war, Atlantis is the last place you want to go to ‘play.’”

Toria didn’t want to think about what that meant.

Dad pulled up to the window and paid.

Toria stared out at the bustling streets, more people on the sidewalks than you’d see driving all the way through Pinedale, and everything almost glowing in sunshine that seemed brighter, more golden than it was six hundred miles north. All of it brought back memories of their life here, and that got her thinking of Mom. She felt sadness coming on: a tightening in her stomach, an ache in her heart, pressure behind her eyes, like the tears were always there, waiting to come out. She didn’t want that, to feel sad thinking about Mom. She’d believed Dad and Xander and David when they said they would get her back. They were really trying too. She thought about Mom coming home, her smile, how she’d sweep Toria up in her arms and hug her like she was never going to let go.

Dad pulled a bag into the car, and the air filled with the smell of burgers and fries.

“Oh,” Toria said, patting her stomach, “I think I gained five pounds just from the smell!” It was something Mom always said.

Dad smiled back at her.

“I’m glad we came here, Daddy. To see Mr. Peterson, I mean.”

“I think it was a good trip,” he said. He took their drinks from the girl at the window and handed one to Toria.

“It makes me feel like I’m helping,” she said. “You know, to find Mom. The boys are always going over to those other worlds and everything. I don’t get to do anything.”

Dad reached back and grabbed her knee. “You found Nana,” he said.

“I think she found us.” She and David were just trying to find a way out of the Civil War world when Nana, dressed in the bloody smock of a nurse, ran up to them. Toria would never forget Dad’s face when he saw his mother for the first time in thirty years.

He said, “But she couldn’t have found you if you weren’t there, right?”

Toria smiled.

Dad pulled out of the drive, his hand digging in the bag on the passenger seat. “Well, I hope the boys are enjoying school.”

“You’re kidding!”

He shrugged. “It’s the only chance they get to rest these days.”

She laughed. “Wait’ll they hear what we found out! They’re not going to believe it. Atlantis!”
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