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CHAPTER 1
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Middle school is so weird. It’s almost as if they’re doing it on purpose. Like, somewhere in the universe, there is a room full of middle-school software engineers who think it’s hilarious to watch us fumble with the controllers.

“Forget easy mechanics,” they say, chuckling. “Let’s make this game as complicated as possible. That’ll be way funnier.”

I’m not kidding! Think about it. You start off in a new building with new teachers and tons of new kids who don’t know you or any of your elementary-school struggles. Like how long it took you to learn to tie your shoes. Or that time you wore pajamas to school the day before Pajama Day. Or the fact that, just because you could already do division using partial quotients, your moms somehow got you into kindergarten when you were four, which made you the youngest, smallest, most teasable kid in your grade every year.

Then you get to middle school and think, Finally! A chance to start again! New year. New people. New you. And even though your knees are still hurting from your crazy summer growth spurt (five inches!), you’re excited for a fresh start.

But . . . hold on . . .

Middle school isn’t fresh!! Mixed in with the new people in the new halls and new classrooms is almost every single kid from your old school. Kids who know you. Kids who remember. How could you be a brand-new you with the Pajama Day Debacle hanging over your head?

I almost didn’t blame Zoe for ditching us. There’s nothing wrong with wanting a fresh start. I guess.

Luckily, I felt pretty okay with who I already was. It didn’t matter if I couldn’t leave all that old stuff behind. I mean, what nerd doesn’t have some painfully awkward moment in their nerdtastic origin story? I embraced the nerd. If anything, I wanted to get even nerdier in middle school. In my world, it was MIT or bust. Just like my moms. But for me? Robotics scholarship all the way. And as the only sixth grader to win a spot in Robotics Club, I was already on the right track. Now we just had to get my best friend, Maya, elected sixth-grade rep, and everyone would be happy.

“Nina!” Maya squeezed my hand as her abuela turned onto Pierre Forest Lane. “I can’t wait for school today.”

I squeezed Maya’s hand right back.

Maya’s abuela beamed at us in the rearview mirror. “The first campaign speeches are today, right?”

“Yep!” Maya said, the blue tips of her black hair swinging as she nodded. The cerulean hair looked good on her. “I’m about to meet my destiny!” she said.

“I would wish you luck, but you were up so late preparing that I’m sure you don’t need it, especially with our Nina-niña at your side.”

I tried not to wince.

Maya running for sixth-grade rep was a no-brainer. If somebody was left out or in trouble—BAM! Maya was there. And, unlike me, she never backed down, especially when things were unfair. So, becoming sixth-grade rep was a really smart move for her. But making me her campaign manager was questionable at best. Sure, it was a good excuse to have sleepovers at Maya’s house on school nights, but I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing. So far our “strategy sessions” had mostly involved playing Portal 2 and watching old episodes of Doctor Who.

“Of course we don’t need luck, Abuelita,” Maya said. “This is destiny!”

We turned onto Pierre Forest Lane, passing our old elementary school on the way to Ada Lovelace Middle a few blocks up the street.

There was a line of cars keeping us from turning into the drop-off circle. I looked at the rearview mirror and saw Maya’s abuela wrinkle her forehead. “I wish the teachers directed this traffic like they do at the elementary school.” She sighed, easing to a stop. “Oh well. It gives me time to hear this speech of yours, Mayita.” Maya’s abuela turned to look at us, her brown eyes crinkling in the corners as she tucked a curly strand of silver hair back into her braid.

Maya shook her head. “No time. We only have 15 minutes before we have to be in the cafeteria. And look! The line is moving.”

Maya’s abuela turned around, and, sure enough, there was a big gap in the line in front of us. Enough for us to make it all the way into the drop-off circle.

“But don’t worry,” Maya said, tapping the index cards sticking out of her shirt pocket. “My speech notes are right here. We’re using your plan, Abuelita. The KISS principle.”

I blinked. KISS stood for “keep it simple, stupid”—something neither of us could bring ourselves to say out loud, even if the KISS principle was a good idea. But the KISS principle wasn’t the problem. I was pretty sure the only things on those index cards were a few sketches Maya had made between rounds of Portal 2, but I didn’t say anything. If Maya said her speech was going to be amazing, her speech was going to be amazing. She wouldn’t fool around about this election, not with “justice on the line.” And with “Cheater Kai” a.k.a. Kai Nakamura running against her, as far as Maya was concerned, justice was definitely on the line.

“Ah! Good!” Maya’s abuela said, inching closer to the front of the school. Turned out there was a car parked right in the middle of the lane, making it hard for everyone to get around them. “There is no point in making things complicated. Simplicity is always best.”

Maya’s abuela kept grinning at us in the rearview mirror. At least she did until Maya said, “Plus, I drew the Wheel of Fortune from my tarot deck this morning. My destiny as sixth-grade representative awaits!”

Maya’s abuela shook her head. “Mija, your actions make your destiny. Not some cards. Remember that.”

“I know,” Maya said, jumping out of the car when her abuela finally rolled to a stop in the drop-off circle. “But fortune favors the bold, right? Love you, Abuelita!”

Maya never backed down, not even with her abuela.

Tons of kids were looking our way. I didn’t know if it was because I was with future class rep Maya Sánchez, or because her grandmother’s old car—a forest-green station wagon we called Chitty Chitty Bang Bang—was causing a commotion again. Either way, I loved it.

Maya’s abuela sighed. “Say hi to the tree!”

“We will!” Maya replied, slamming Chitty’s door shut and linking her arm in mine.

“Ready?” she said.

“Ready.” I nodded, tightening the straps on my backpack.

We turned to face the adoring crowd, only to realize that the crowd was not adoring us—or any of Chitty Chitty Bang Bang’s awesome bumper stickers. They were staring at the car that had been blocking traffic. It was shiny and black with falcon-wing doors, and even though it had finally pulled to the side, it was definitely still in the way.

Maya rolled her eyes. “Who gets dropped off at school in a bazillion-dollar car?”

Answer: Kai Nakamura.

I couldn’t see Maya’s face, but I could practically hear her eyes roll again as Kai, the most popular kid in our grade for all of elementary school, stepped out of the car. Even his sports bag looked expensive. He was followed by Latisha Morris, the kid who gave out iPad minis as party favors at her 10th birthday sleepover, and . . . Zoe?

Zoe climbed out of that crazy car with her backpack and a sports bag just like Kai’s and Latisha’s.

For a second, I froze. Like, what do you say to your former best friend who has ignored you and every message you’ve sent since summer? Nothing, right?

Out of habit, I tried to give Zoe a little wave, but she swept her smooth, strawberry-blond hair out of the way of her backpack straps and shifted the sports bag to her right shoulder.

Since when does Zoe play sports?

I tried to say hi, even though I could feel my turtle shell closing up around me. But then Zoe stared right through me like I wasn’t even there, and I couldn’t say anything. I knew Zoe didn’t want to be friends with Maya and me anymore, but I still couldn’t believe it was like that.

“Come on,” Maya said, tugging me. “Let it go.”

Easier said than done.

Maya was right. I needed to put the whole Zoe thing out of my head. Today was Maya’s day. I didn’t believe in tarot cards, but I did believe in her. This was the beginning of a brand-new week at our brand-new school. There were a few bugs in the middle-school programming, but as Maya and I started up the long brick walk to the main building, I could honestly say that after the shock of the first week, Ada Lovelace Middle had no showstopping errors or crashes to report. Sure, it hurt a little every time Zoe scowled and looked away from us. But when she didn’t know we were looking, Zoe seemed happy. Happier than I’d ever seen her. I guess middle school really did give Zoe a fresh start, and it looked like she was loving it. So the only thing left was for Maya and me to learn to be happy without her.

Zoe had her new friends. I had my spot in Robotics Club. And once Maya got elected to the student council, we’d basically all be living our dreams.

“Did you know this place used to be an all-girls’ private school?” Maya said as we hustled to the top of the walk.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yep! I think it was different by the time my abuela got here, but it used to be a charm school for ‘talented young ladies.’ That’s why the doors are so fancy.”

The giant double doors were fancy. They were dark wood with intricate flower carvings.

“That explains the clock tower.” I laughed, pointing up at the brass clockface above us. The tower was so tall that in the morning it shaded the front entrance. By the afternoon, its shadow stretched all the way across the soccer field. “It looks more steampunk than public school. I wonder if they’d let me go inside to see how it works. I bet the gears in that thing are incredible!”

“I bet they would if you had the right person in your corner.” Maya playfully bumped me with her shoulder.

What’d I say? When Maya was sixth-grade rep, everybody would win, including me.

How was I supposed to know that being Maya’s official campaign manager would land me in the worst trouble of my life?
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CHAPTER 2
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Candidates and campaign managers had to report to the cafeteria 30 minutes before school started. My eyes followed the curling vines carved into the walls in the main hall, looking for a break in the pattern. So far I hadn’t found one. Not that I thought I would as Maya and I speed walked to the cafeteria. I could hear her puffing to keep up with me. We both had our reasons to get there early: Maya was excited that the first round of speeches was being live streamed to every homeroom. Me? I was excited about the tech.

Everyone knows teachers and tech do not mix. I might not have been a good campaign manager, but I could troubleshoot a tech issue like nobody’s business. So, as we pushed open the doors to the cafeteria, I couldn’t help getting excited that there was finally something I knew how to do.

It turned out they did not need my help. The video feed was already connected to a monitor so the candidates could see themselves as they stood at the podium. It worked perfectly. No glitches. No loose cords. Mr. Greenway, the student council faculty adviser, monitored the audio output through a pair of headphones over his topknot of locs while calmly testing the feed in a video chat with a teacher in one of the classrooms. In other words, he had it covered. I was a little disappointed, but I had to admit that putting all the candidates’ official campaign photos on the cafeteria’s smart board behind them was a nice touch. Maya’s was from when she convinced everybody to paint a mural on the side of the mess hall at camp. She was surrounded by friends, covered in paint, and smiling up at the camera. It was perfect.

Kai was the last to arrive, with Zoe right behind him.

I did a double take. What was Zoe doing here wearing a suit? And not just any suit. A Zoe original. She loved sewing together thrift-shop fabrics that seemed like they didn’t belong together until she hit them with a little Zoe magic. Had she been wearing that the whole time? Between the suit and the clipboard, she looked super professional. And, as much as I didn’t want it to be true, I knew why she was there. The flush on Maya’s face said she knew too. Zoe was Kai’s campaign manager.

Maybe I should have worn something nicer than my regular cargo pants.

Kai was wearing jeans and a hoodie, but the way he walked in like he owned the place, he may as well have been wearing a crown.

“Perfect timing, Candidate Nakamura,” Mr. Greenway said as Kai walked in. “Step up to the podium and say something into the mic.”

Why Mr. Greenway picked Kai when all the rest of us were standing there, I have no idea, but Kai did not disappoint.

He walked right up to the mic, cocked his head to the side, and said, “Check. Check one two,” with just enough flavor to make the other kids laugh, but not so much that he’d get in trouble.

Zoe smiled.

It was one thing for her to not be our friend anymore, but did her being Kai’s campaign manager mean she was technically our enemy?

I went to squeeze Maya’s hand to reassure her, but she was already in the zone. Serious game face. So I stood next to her and watched as Mr. Greenway called the seventh- and eighth-grade candidates up one by one to give their speeches. When Mr. Greenway called Maya’s name, she marched up to the podium, locked eyes with me, smiled, and let loose the best speech I have ever heard. Seriously. She was even better than the eighth graders. No ums. No uhs. Just pure information. She talked about listening to every voice, stocking the vending machines with healthy food options, standing up for free speech by opposing library book bans, doing a fundraiser to make art supplies available to neighborhood kids, and lobbying the school administration to make period products freely available in the bathrooms instead of making kids ask the nurse for them.

“That’s embarrassing for a lot of people,” she said. “No one should have to ask to get their basic needs met. That includes clothes for school. Kids shouldn’t have to struggle because of our outdated dress code. I’ll fight to make sure that changes so it’s fair to kids of all genders. In fact, as your class representative, wherever there is injustice, I will fight it every step of the way. As your class representative, I’ll always do what’s best. So vote for me, Maya Sánchez: Person of the People.”

We all broke into applause. To be fair, we clapped after every candidate, but I would have clapped for Maya even if we weren’t supposed to. Her picture note cards worked after all.

Kai clapped too, even though I am pretty sure I saw him rolling his eyes to Zoe when Maya talked about getting an official historical marker for the tree in front of the school. But I was not going to let him ruin the moment.

Grinning, Maya ran over to me.

“You did great!” I said. “I’d vote for you.”

“You better!” She winked, bumping my shoulder with hers. A couple of seventh graders gave her a thumbs-up.

Kai was the last one to step up to the podium.

“Uh, I didn’t really make up a speech,” Kai said, running a hand through his hair.

Kai gave Zoe a nod. Zoe pointed a little remote control at the smart board, and a giant taco with Kai’s face on it appeared behind him.

“Taco Tuesday every Tuesday,” he said.

The seventh and eighth graders laughed and hooted. All I could think was, They have slides? I didn’t know we could have slides!

I was Maya’s campaign manager. I was supposed to know that kind of stuff. I pulled out my phone and opened my email. There was a message from Robotics Club right on top. My heart skipped a beat, but I couldn’t stop to read it.

“Pizza party every Friday,” Kai said. There was a new slide, but I was too busy searching my messages to really see it. There. An email from Mr. Greenway for campaign managers. I’d missed it. No wonder Mum was such a stickler for inbox zero.

 “No homework on the weekend and access to video games on every school computer. That’s what you’ll get when I’m your sixth-grade rep.”

Kai stepped off the stage. That was it. I wouldn’t have known his speech was over if he hadn’t winked and pointed a finger gun at the camera. As he walked past, I heard him say, “Take that, Person of the People.” 

“Okay, Ada Lovelace family,” Mr. Greenway said, taking Kai’s spot in front of the microphone. “Those are your primary candidates. Voting links have been sent to your school email accounts. One vote per link. The polls close tomorrow at the end of the day, but, as always, you can check out real-time results right here in the cafeteria at campaign central. The top two candidates at each grade level will move on to the final round of voting.”

The smart board lit up with all the candidates’ pictures, and a number appeared next to one of them, a redheaded eighth grader named Carly. She had 10 percent before anyone else even had a number.

“Wow. She must be popular,” I said, looking at the “0 percent” next to Maya and Kai’s names.

“Yeah,” Maya responded. “She was seventh-grade rep last year, and she landed Annie in the musical this year.”

“How do you know that?”

“Research.” Maya shrugged. “Plus, there’s a cast announcement on the auditorium door, but”—Maya leaned in and whispered, barely containing her excitement—“did you see she really clapped for me? She barely clapped for Kai. That must be a good sign.”

I hoped so. At least she didn’t seem too sad about Zoe literally being on #TeamKai or the fact that she still didn’t have any votes on the campaign board when Mr. Greenway sent us all back to our homerooms.

I took one more look at the campaign board as we filed out of the cafeteria.

“Don’t worry about it,” one of the seventh graders said. “Last year, I didn’t even know how to log into my email until I had to vote in this election.”

If I had anything to say about it, Maya would have at least two votes before the bell rang for the end of homeroom: hers and mine. Maybe I hadn’t made Maya any cool slides, but I could make sure she had that.

I tried not to look back at Kai and Zoe as Maya and I headed toward the plain white walls of Annex Two, the newest part of the building where most of the sixth-grade classrooms were. The blue tile floors and shiny lockers looked almost space-age next to the main building’s decor. From art to math—it was like walking from Maya’s world into mine.

Too bad we couldn’t stay together. Homerooms had been assigned based on our last names. I have no idea why schools like to put kids in alphabetical order so much, but with a double W last name, I was always at the end of the line. In elementary school, I didn’t mind. Maya’s last name starts with S, so she was usually right at the end of the line with me. Maybe there’d be one kid between us. Middle school was different. Now there were a bunch of Ts, a U, and three or four Vs between us. Enough to put us in different homerooms. Mama said to give it time and it would feel normal. It had already been two weeks, though, and walking to two different homerooms still felt like ketchup on a peanut butter sandwich: weird.

I gave Maya a wave as she slipped into her homeroom before I went charging into mine. My homeroom teacher, Ms. Juniper, had just finished writing the email log-in instructions on the board, right next to her “Surprising Scientist” display. Apparently, this week’s surprising scientist was Cleopatra, the last pharaoh of Egypt. Did you know Cleopatra was an alchemist? the board said. I didn’t, but I also didn’t have time to read more. I needed to log into my email from my school computer and vote. That would have been easier if Ms. Juniper weren’t staring at me.

I looked up from my laptop. Ms. Juniper was smiling so big that every part of her, from the curls on top of her head to the squiggles on her dress, seemed like they were smiling too. About what? I had no idea. Humans would be way easier to understand if you could open up their source code. Maybe she was waiting for me to say something?

“Uh . . . I like your dress?” I guessed. The dress was cool. It was covered in squiggle patterns that looked kind of science-y. Plus the hair ties on her wrist were the exact same color purple. It made them look like bracelets.

“Thanks! It has pockets!” Ms. Juniper said, shoving her hands into the pockets to prove their existence. “But I wasn’t fishing for compliments on my fabulous string theory dress. I’m excited for you!”

“For me?” I asked, my voice even smaller than normal. “Why? I didn’t do anything.”

“Aren’t you Candidate Sánchez’s campaign manager?”

I nodded, and Ms. Juniper’s blue eyes went wide. My stomach squeezed. I hated when teachers gushed over me, especially when I hadn’t done anything to gush over.

“Wonderful!” She clasped her hands together.

“My friend Maya is the one running,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m just helping a little.”

“Help is important,” Ms. Juniper said. “None of us would get very far without it. And, between you and me, when all this stuff was delivered to the sixth-grade homerooms this morning, I was afraid Mr. Nakamura might be running unopposed. I’m so glad that you and your friend will be giving him a run for his money. You go, girl!”

After “all this stuff,” I barely heard what Ms. Juniper was saying. My brain was too busy trying to process: All what stuff?

Then my eyes landed on the black sports bag at the front of the room. It was just like the ones Kai, Zoe, and Latisha were carrying before school. There was stuff spilling out of it in every direction. T-shirts. Water bottles. Baseball caps.

I looked around the room. You would have thought Ada Lovelace had a uniform. Everyone was wearing the same gear. The logo had a shiny gold crown on top, and underneath it was the absolute worst phrase possible:

Kai’s Your Guy . . . for 6th Grade Rep

Maya didn’t stand a chance.
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This was not the plan. Maya was the best choice for sixth-grade rep, but how would people see that if this campaign turned into a popularity contest with the most popular kid in school? The fact that Zoe was helping him made it even worse. The King Kai swag all the sixth graders were suddenly rocking had Zoe’s fashion flair all over it.

By the end of first block, there were plenty of votes on the board. Most of them were for Kai: 39 percent of them, to be exact. That would have been fine if Maya had the rest of the votes, but by lunchtime, she had only 20 percent to Kai’s 43 percent.

“There are still plenty of votes left,” I said when Maya and I met under her abuela’s favorite tree for lunch. “I mean, 37 percent of the class hasn’t voted yet. Mathematically, you could still win.”

It kind of didn’t matter if Maya won this round or not. Since there were only two sixth-grade candidates, both of them were moving on to the next round. I didn’t say that, though, because I knew it did matter to someone: Maya.

“But 37 percent can’t decide between real change and fake pizza parties. Even Kai can’t afford to buy pizza for the whole sixth grade every week. He’s totally lying to them. I mean, once a cheater, always a cheater. I just can’t believe people are falling for it.”

“Well, your ideas are cool. I liked the one about a plaque for this guy,” I said, motioning to the leaves and branches above us. The Trouble Tree was a giant oak tree in the school’s front yard with roots so big people used them like benches. Back when Maya’s abuela was a student here, she had tied herself to it for days to stop the administration from cutting it down.

“Does your abuela know about the plaque idea?” I asked.

Maya shook her head.

“Well, it’ll be a nice surprise for her when you win. Do you want me to go in and check the election board before fifth block?”

Maya shook her head again. “No. I don’t want to know. Apparently, the only way I’m winning this election is if I buy everybody iPads or something,” she mumbled.

“Look on the bright side,” I said. “You’ll definitely make the top two.”

Maya gave me a look. I shrugged. “What? That really is a bright side. Do you want me to spend the night at your house so we can come up with plan C?”

I could tell she was still sad, but Maya put on a smile. “Don’t you have Robotics Club after school today?” she asked.

I tried to hold it back, but a real smile bubbled up. With all the stuff happening with Zoe and Kai, I’d barely let myself think about Robotics Club. Luckily, I didn’t have to do anything to get ready for it. Thanks to the tool kit in my zipper pocket, I stayed ready. 

“I could come after Robotics Club,” I said.

Maya shook her head. “If you sleep at my house again, your moms are gonna think I kidnapped you! I mean, my family would gladly adopt you, but you haven’t slept at your house in ages. Besides, your moms are gonna die if they don’t get to grill you about Robotics Club.”

True and true. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to sleeping at my house, but mostly I wasn’t ready to give up on helping Maya.

“Then let’s make a plan now,” I said.

Maya looked down at the ground, picking bits of grass with her fingers. “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m gonna drop out of the race. I should have known. You can’t rush the fates.”

The bite of sandwich I was working on almost got stuck mid-swallow. “What about the Wheel of Fortune?!” I said when I’d finally choked it down. I couldn’t believe Maya was giving up so quickly.

“I drew two cards this morning,” she said, sounding even more ashamed. “One was the Wheel of Fortune, but the other one was Temperance.”

I shook my head. As much as Maya talked about them, I couldn’t keep all the tarot cards straight.

“Temperance is the one that tells you to be calm. To accept things as they are. I think I should just let this whole election thing go.”

Sitting against a root with her arms wrapped around her knees, Maya looked defeated. I had never seen her like this. Normally, when justice was on the line, Maya got more riled up.

“Don’t give up,” I said. “You’ll think of something.”

Maya shook her head. “He doesn’t care about representing our class. If he’s elected, will he stand up to that parent group trying to ban books in the library? He’s buying votes by giving out presents, Nina. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, my parents would never let me spend that kind of money on this campaign. They’d just start lecturing me about campaign finance reform. I mean, if we knew why he was running, that’d give us someplace to start. It can’t really be because he wants to spend a ton of money on pizza and tacos. It doesn’t make sense.”

I looked at my friend, her usual rainbow personality painted over with gray.

“My bad,” I said. “I didn’t mean you’ll think of something. I meant we’ll think of something. All for one and one for all.”

Maya popped her head up to look at me. Neither of us had said that since Zoe stopped being our friend, but it felt like we needed it.

“We’re not the Three Musketeers anymore,” Maya said quietly, looking down again. “There are only two of us.”

Now it was my turn to sigh. Maya needed campaign help, but she had lost the wrong musketeer. I was good at troubleshooting tech, but Zoe was good at troubleshooting people. Especially one on one. Honestly, if we were still friends, she would have known just what to say to get Maya back on track.

If only things weren’t so complicated.

That’s when I remembered the KISS principle. Maya’s abuela was right. We were always trying to complicate things when it was probably better to keep it simple.

I jumped up, scooped up my backpack, and said, “I’ll see you in seventh block,” as I sprinted toward the building.

Things might have been complicated with Zoe, but she was still the simplest solution.

* * *

If we wanted to defeat Kai, we needed to know why he was running in the first place. Kai probably wouldn’t tell us, but Zoe might. All I had to do was ask her and maybe remind her that I was still her friend. It was simple.

I had a class with Zoe in fifth block, but we couldn’t talk in class. So, if I wanted a shot at talking to her alone, I needed to catch her before the end of lunch. That meant sprinting back to the main building and speed walking through the halls to face the mob of King Kai supporters in the cafeteria before I lost my nerve.

Kai couldn’t be all bad. He was really good at tennis, so that meant he was athletic and at least a little hardworking. But he did cheat off of my paper that time, and I almost got into a lot of trouble because our teacher thought I was the one who cheated . . . but Maya squashed that, Kai’s parents made him apologize, and I basically avoided him after that.

I took a deep breath and yanked the door open, expecting everyone to turn and stare, but all I got was a half-empty room and the smell of fish sticks. No one even looked up when I opened the door, but #TeamKai was still at the center table. Latisha was the first to glare at me. Kai nodded his chin at Zoe, who turned to look my way.

“Good luck,” Kai said.

I think that might have been the first thing he’d said to me in three years. Too bad I didn’t get it.

I shrugged and shook my head like, Good luck with what?

“The election? I figured you came to wish me good luck, so I thought I’d beat you to it. You’re Maya Sánchez’s campaign manager, right?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, yes. I mean . . . I am Maya’s campaign manager, but I didn’t come to wish you luck. Not that I’m wishing you unluck, or anything. I wouldn’t do that. Anyway, can I talk to Zoe? Alone?”

I winced. That’s the thing with me. When I’m nervous, I either say nothing or I say EVERYTHING. It’s awful.

Kai, Latisha, and this other kid Jace all looked at me like I had announced I was stealing Zoe’s lunch money, not asking to talk to someone I had known since kindergarten.

“It’s okay,” Zoe said. “I want to.”

Zoe stood up, pulled her hair over one shoulder, slung her backpack over the other, and followed me out of the cafeteria.

I should have been relieved, but I wasn’t. I was nervous. And it was weird to be nervous around Zoe, which made me even more nervous. When the cafeteria door closed behind us, I blurted out, “Why is Kai running?”

“That’s why you wanted to talk to me? You wanted to ask me about Kai?”

“Maya’s really upset. Kai’s trying to buy votes with all this gear and stuff, and now she’s ready to quit before she’s even really started, and that’s really not like her, you know?” I was talking so fast my words were jumbling together. Zoe raised her eyebrows, but once the word train was rolling, I couldn’t stop it. “I figured if you could tell me why Kai’s running, it would ease her mind that he’s not, like, a front for some evil corporation out for world domination or something, and maybe it would help her feel better.”

Zoe stopped in her tracks. She was shorter than me now, but she still felt taller.

“Are you serious? That’s what you wanted to talk to me about? About Maya’s feelings? Get real. It’s student government. Nobody’s running to change the world. It’ll probably look great on Kai’s high-school applications, and I mean, he can win. Who doesn’t like winning? So what if he bought a few T-shirts? If Maya wants to win so badly, she should step up her game. Or quit. Whatever. I gotta go.”

Zoe turned around and disappeared into the crowd. So much for the third musketeer.
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With all the election stuff happening, Robotics Club was starting to feel like an afterthought. That changed the second I walked into Dr. Hansen’s classroom.

During the day, Dr. Hansen’s room was all eighth graders and physical science, but after school on Tuesdays and Thursdays, it was pure robot heaven.

There were LEGO kits and nanobot sets, but kits like that were for people just getting their feet wet. All of the members of Robotics Club were ready to dive in deep. By the time I’d found my way back to Dr. Hansen’s classroom, half the team had already pulled wrenches and wires and gears off the shelf, and someone already had one of the 3D printers going.

“Nina! Welcome!” Dr. Hansen said. “We always start with a 20-minute free build. These folks love it so much they race here to get first dibs on the good stuff. Don’t worry about making anything functional. The point here is to have fun. So jump in whenever you’re comfortable.”

“Thanks, Dr. Hansen.”

“You’re in the club now, Nina. Call me ‘Doc,’” they said.

Doc didn’t have to tell me twice. I pulled the tie on my twists tighter, patted the lower-right pocket on my cargo pants to make sure my tool kit was still there, and started looking around for inspiration. There were bins and baskets filled with wires and gears and partially assembled robots. My eyes landed on some pieces that had clearly been part of an Edison robot kit at one point. The original robot was probably an overpowered LEGO car, but some drone parts I spotted on the other side of the room gave me an idea for an upgrade. Doc’s room had everything. Soldering irons. Tiny saws. A second 3D printer. Before I knew it, I had cobbled together the beginnings of a hover car. The car part was too heavy, so it didn’t really stay airborne. And the blades weren’t perfectly balanced on the top, so it didn’t roll straight either. But it was a start.

I was focused on my little bot, trying to figure out what I could take off of the right side to even it out, when I suddenly realized that the room was silent. Everyone was staring at me.

Doc put their glasses on top of their head and leaned in for a closer look. “That is quite impressive, Nina,” they said.

“You did that from scratch?” a redheaded eighth grader asked. I think his name was Dylan.

“No. There was already this Edison—” I started, but another eighth grader with a giant afro puff cut me off.

“Nah. Don’t do that,” she said.

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t play yourself small. I watched you. There was nothing left on that Edison build except the frame. You basically built this from scratch in 20 minutes. Doc, if we’re picking practice teams, she’s on mine.”

“You got it, Tameka,” Doc said, putting their glasses back on their face. “And that is exactly what we’re doing today. District qualifiers are next month, so I thought we’d warm up with a little friendly competition. We’ll split into two teams. Each team has two weeks to build a robot that will survive an obstacle course of my diabolical design. I’m not giving away the course map before the day of the race, so don’t ask. But I will promise that the obstacles won’t involve water or fire . . . this time.”

Judging by the smirk on Doc’s face, I was guessing the obstacles were going to be harder than the wooden blocks and ramps we used at camp. This was going to be fun!

“The goal here is to build something that’s agile, but that you can lightly modify on the day of the race—the same as you would do at district qualifiers. And no matter which team wins, we’ll all learn something and have a better idea of who should represent us on the competition team.”

Whoa. A competition to see who could be on the competition team. That sounded intense, but maybe the fun kind?

“Dibs on Nina!” Dylan shouted.

“No fair! I already called dibs on Nina,” Tameka said.

“Co-captains, we’re on the same team! You’re going to frighten the sixth grader. Let’s have Nina work with Tameka this time, and you can work with her next time, Dylan. Is that okay with you, Nina?”

I nodded, but the two of them fighting over me kind of made me nervous. Luckily, as soon as we’d broken into teams, Tameka said, “Nina’s design is a good start, but it’s going to take all of us putting our heads together to actually make it good. Once we add the camera to the front, that’ll help stabilize the base, but it won’t do anything about the weight. We need to make it lighter if we want it to get airborne.”

I found a spot at the table where the rest of our team had gathered. “We need a video camera?” I asked. I think I might have been grinning.

“Yeah. It wouldn’t be a Doc obstacle course without a blind spot. So the camera is a must-have.” Tameka ran to a shelf and pulled down a tiny camera from a box. Dylan saw her do it and nudged one of his team members to do the same.

Tameka rolled her eyes at him as she ran back to our group. “Now, the real question is, who wants to build us a test course? One with plenty of blind spots.”

The other three members of our team put their fingers on their noses before I realized they were calling “not it.”

“It can’t be Nina,” Tameka said. “She needs to practice coding. Unless you already know Kraken. Do you know Kraken, Nina?”

I shook my head.

“Kraken is the programming language we use to code our robots. It’s probably not too different from whatever you’re already using, but I want you to spend this meeting messing around with it so you can start making mistakes and asking questions.” Tameka turned back to the team. “So, no. The newbie can’t be in charge of building the course.”

“I can be in charge of the course,” I said. “Just, maybe I don’t have to build it.”

Tameka raised her eyebrows.

I lowered my voice. “What if we used the school as a test course?”

“Great idea, Nina! We could start out after school when the halls are empty, but if we could get the robot to do a loop around the building between classes when there are a bunch of people around, there’s nothing Doc could throw at us that we couldn’t handle. Unless they change their mind about the fire. Do you think you can boost the signal enough for us to get that kind of range?” Tameka asked.

I grabbed one of the club laptops, and we came up with a plan. Then I opened up Kraken. It only took a few minutes to get used to. Too bad people weren’t that easy.

* * *

That night, my moms grilled me about Robotics Club over spaghetti. They were impressed. But after tossing a few comments my way about being a shoo-in for the competition team, they disappeared after dinner to have one of their “adult conversations.” For once I was glad. I wanted to talk to Maya anyway.

I went up to my room and called Maya over FaceTime. As soon as I told her about Robotics Club, she freaked out. In a good way.

“So let me get this straight,” she said. “You built a robot in one day? No! One meeting? You’re amazing!”

“Well, it needs work. I mean, it still can’t fly, but it does drive straight. Mostly. And I managed to widen the range by connecting the video feed to the Wi-Fi.”

“I have no idea what that means, but it sounds really impressive.”

I laughed. Maya understood as much about robots as I understood about tarot cards.

“It means that if we connect our phones to the Wi-Fi, we can basically drive the robot anywhere on campus. Dodging hundreds of kids in the hallway will be perfect practice for Doc’s test course. Tameka said since it was my idea, I can drive it first. I can’t wait.”

“It?” Maya asked, squeezing her eyebrows together in the camera.

“The robot. Remember?” Had Maya forgotten what we were talking about already?

“Of course I remember,” she said, flopping back on her bed with the camera so high I could see straight up her nose. “But you can’t keep calling your robot ‘it.’ She needs a name. Ooh! How about Fortuna? Because of the good luck she brought you in your first meeting?”

Fortuna. I nodded. I kind of liked that name.

“Hold up!” Maya said as she popped her phone onto the stand next to her bed.

I could see her jumping over the wet sheet covering some clay she wanted to keep fresh and skirting around a pile of broken pottery tiles as if it were an obstacle course she’d beaten a thousand times. I guess she had beaten it a thousand times. There was no other way to get over to her “little medium corner,” which was just a vintage shawl laid over a small table holding Maya’s tarot stuff. She had an electric candle, a Magic 8 Ball, and a bunch of different tarot decks. Maya thought calling it her “little medium corner” was hilarious, and I did too. It was so Maya. I loved it—though I could never, ever live in that much mess. I liked that the books on my shelves were organized in height order, and that, thanks to Mum’s help, the little drawers with my LEGO bricks and robotics stuff had the labels perfectly centered. It made me feel calm.

I watched Maya jump back through the clear spots on the floor, shuffling her tarot deck.

“Let’s see what the cards say,” she said. “Machines don’t like it if you give them the wrong name. So close your eyes and think about the robot.”

I didn’t think the robot would care what we called it, but I nodded anyway. I tried my best to keep my mind on Robotics Club, even though I could hear my moms talking downstairs. Maya squealing was my cue to open my eyes.

“It’s the Wheel of Fortune! Again!” She shoved the card in front of the screen so I could see. “It’s fate! I knew it. Fortuna is your destiny!”

* * *

Tameka found me as soon as I got to school the next day. She was carrying Fortuna.

“Dylan’s team heard our idea. Their wobbly little robot has already passed me twice this morning. We can connect more phones at the meeting tomorrow, but for now, it’s all you. Have fun, Newbie. Try not to wreck it!” She smiled.

I was so excited that I think I might have saluted in response.

Fortuna was a little wobbly too, but a few adjustments with my pocket tool kit had her rolling smoothly enough.

* * *

A couple days later, we were under the Trouble Tree at lunch. Maya looked over my shoulder as I maneuvered Fortuna around the cafeteria like I was playing a racing game. I was dodging feet while she devoured one of her abuela’s famous sesame butter raisin surprise sandwiches. The surprise was thin slices of apple and a shake of cinnamon. Delicious. 

“I never noticed before how many kids wear white sneakers,” Maya said between bites. “It’s like a sea of same.”

There were about a billion pairs of white sneakers in the cafeteria, but what else could you expect to see from a camera mounted on a six-inch robot?

“Wait. Stop. Back up,” Maya said, waving her hands like that would move Fortuna. “Look! See?”

I did see. Zoe’s lucky purse. It was shaped like a cat, with ears and everything. She’d sewn it herself and basically brought it everywhere, including our fifth-grade graduation. Without realizing it, I’d driven Fortuna right under #TeamKai’s cafeteria table.

“Too bad we can’t hear what they’re saying,” Maya said, laughing. “At least then we might find out why Kai is running, and maybe my campaign wouldn’t be so doomed.”

Maya sounded like she was joking, but . . .

“Maybe we can,” I said, tapping the gear icon to open the Kraken app’s settings. If the video camera wired to Fortuna had a built-in microphone, then—

“Bingo!” I said, toggling on the video camera mic before turning up the volume on my phone. “We have sound!”

The cafeteria was a little noisy, but there was no mistaking Kai Nakamura’s voice.

“Of course they’re gonna vote for me,” Kai said. “I mean, who cares about trees and toilet paper more than tacos, am I right?”

We could hear #TeamKai fall out laughing, but Maya and I were staring at each other with our mouths hanging open. Neither of us said, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” because we were both definitely thinking the same thing.

“Press record!” Maya squealed, flapping her hands around.

“I can’t,” I said. “It’s just a monitor.”

“It’s not like sixth-grade rep is even a real job,” Kai sneered. “It’s just for fun, not for trying to change the world.” 

“Everybody needs to hear this. Come on!” Maya shouted, leaving the rest of her lunch right where it was to race into the building. I followed, making Fortuna do another lap around the cafeteria as Maya and I ducked into the closest empty classroom. Luckily, Dylan’s team and I had run our robots around the building so much that people had stopped paying attention. Finally, fortune was on our side.

Maya nearly tripped over a box of binders by the door as I vaulted over a chair. We skidded to a halt by the speaker hanging behind the teacher’s desk. It had a little white button we’d seen teachers use a thousand times. One press called the office, but three presses made an announcement the whole school could hear.

“Turn up the volume,” Maya said, holding her finger over the white button. “When they’re gonna say something good, I’ll turn on the intercom so everyone else can hear them too.”

The fates aligned. As soon as I turned the volume up, somebody said, “So, Kai. What are you gonna do when you’re king of this place?”

My eyes almost popped out. Maya scrambled to press the intercom, just in time for Kai to say, “When I’m rep, this place is gonna be like a quinceañera and My Super Sweet 16 every day of the week.”

The intercom worked.

Kai’s voice boomed all around us.

The whole cafeteria heard and roared with excitement, chanting “KAI, KAI, KAI, KAI” through the piercing whine of feedback.

Mr. Greenway heard him too. Unfortunately, Maya and I were standing behind his desk, and, judging by the look on his face, he did not feel like cheering.
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“Mr. Greenway. It’s not what it looks like,” Maya blurted out.

Luckily, she had already taken her finger off the intercom button, or the whole school would have heard. It kind of felt like they could anyway. For probably the millionth time in my life, I wished I had a turtle shell I could crawl into. I would have even taken Oscar the Grouch’s garbage can. Anything to hide from Mr. Greenway’s disappointed look.

“Then please, Candidate Sánchez. Tell me what I’m looking at.”

Maya could have gone a lot of different directions, but she chose the lawyer route. Sort of.

“Under more suspicious circumstances, this would be a perfect time for us to invoke our Miranda rights. You know, the ruling from the Supreme Court case Miranda v. Arizona in 1966 that reaffirms our Fifth Amendment right to not incriminate ourselves when detained by law enforcement by remaining silent and waiting until we have our attorneys present to speak. Usually, it’s most prudent to take advantage of that right, but in this case, I’ll waive it for myself—but not my friend,” Maya added hastily. “She has nothing to do with this. If anyone gets in trouble for this unfortunate misunderstanding, it should be me.”

Mr. Greenway’s eyebrows were up so high, it looked like he couldn’t have blinked even if he tried.

“Kai doesn’t actually care about any of the issues. He just wants to be even more popular. He’s buying votes with T-shirts and water bottles. So when we happened to overhear Kai saying that he didn’t care about being a rep while my brilliant friend was test-running her team’s robot in the cafeteria, I thought it was only fair for kids to hear what he really thinks.”

“So you were spying on Candidate Nakamura? That raises some serious legal and ethical questions.”

“We weren’t spying,” Maya said, quick as a flash. “My mom is a law, jurisprudence, and social thought professor. If she were here right now, she’d tell you that since Kai was talking openly in a public space where he could not have a reasonable expectation of privacy, overhearing what he said does not count as spying. It’s not like we bugged his bedroom or something. Anyone at any of the nearby tables could have heard him talking and told other people what he said.”

Mr. Greenway furrowed his brow, like he was really thinking about what Maya was saying. I wished I could contribute something to our cause, but I didn’t have the facts to pull from like Maya did on account of her parents. Mama is a statistics professor, and Mum runs her own architecture business. It felt like Mr. Greenway’s quiet was stretching on forever.

“You’ve had some great ideas, Candidate Sánchez. Really clever. I’ve been here eight years, and I never thought to look into the Trouble Tree until you brought it up in your speech. It definitely deserves a historical marker. If I were a sixth grader, I would have voted for you—up until now. Now I have my doubts.”

“We were just trying to stop the sixth graders from getting duped,” Maya said.

“True, but you also entered my classroom and used the school intercom without permission. I should remove you from the race. This campaign tactic borders on unethical. And, Miss Warren-West, I’m sure that this is not a sanctioned use of materials from the Robotics Club. I’m also sure Dr. Hansen would like to hear about it.”

My stomach clenched. This was it. My six-year streak being one of the “good kids” was about to end, and middle school had barely started. Mr. Greenway probably hated me, and once he talked to Dr. Hansen, they would kick me out of Robotics Club. So much for making the competition team. I wouldn’t even be an alternate.

I clasped my hands together, trying to stop them from shaking, but it didn’t stop the shiver from traveling from my toes right up to my teeth.

Mr. Greenway sighed. “But you’re both kids,” he said. “New to Ada Lovelace. Talented. Full of school spirit . . .”

Mr. Greenway was wrestling with himself. Maya put her hand on mine, like saying, “Let him. We got this.”

“You made a mistake. That part is clear. But . . .” He sighed again and tapped his chin. “The point of mistakes is to learn from them, which you can’t do without remorse and reflection. I don’t have any control over remorse, but I can give you time for reflection . . .”

Mr. Greenway snapped back into teacher mode. “Detention,” he said. “Both of you.”

Maya looked relieved. I wanted to vomit.

“Consider this a warning, Candidate Sánchez. If I catch even a whiff of you trying to pull this or anything like it again in this election, I’ll pull your campaign, and Candidate Nakamura will win by default. Everything clean from here on out. Understood?”

We both nodded.

“Miss Warren-West, return the robot to Dr. Hansen’s room immediately. And, if I were you, I’d let one of my teammates handle the controls from now on. At least during the school day.”

I nodded again. I knew Mr. Greenway was letting us off easy, but that didn’t stop the knots in my stomach from tightening.

Mr. Greenway walked over to his desk and pulled a pad of paper from one of the drawers. Old-school detention slips. The kind that makes a copy of what you’re writing while you’re writing it. Mr. Greenway wrote one out for Maya and one for me. The copies were on a scratchy-looking beige paper, but the originals were traffic-cone orange. Of course he gave us the originals. Carrying those, we’d look like trouble as soon as we stepped out of his room.

“Ms. Juniper will be in charge. Give her those slips when you report to detention today, and we’ll consider this done.”

“Wait—” I said, surprised to hear my voice squeaking out. “Today? But today’s Thursday. I have Robotics Club.”

“Detention trumps team and club meetings. School policy. If you show Dr. Hansen your detention slip, they may not count the absence against you.”

Show Doc something that proved I was a hooligan? No thanks. Hopefully Doc would just think I was sick. I definitely felt sick.

“This is my fault,” Maya whispered when we made it to the hallway. “I should have told you.”

“What?” I said, staring down at the orange monstrosity in my hand. It was so bright you could probably see it from the dark side of the moon.

“Mercury is in retrograde,” she said.

In Maya’s world, something was always in something. I couldn’t keep track.

“That’s a bad one?” I asked.

“Yeah. Very bad. Full of miscommunication. That totally explains why we got caught and why we didn’t catch Kai saying something worse. And why I didn’t think to record it with my phone instead. Then Mr. Greenway wouldn’t have been involved at all. My bad. At least we only got detention.”

How Maya put together the words only and detention so easily, I really could not understand. The only good thing about the bright orange paper in my hand was that maybe, just maybe, an old-fashioned detention slip meant there wasn’t an email to go with it. Missing robotics was bad enough. If my moms got an email, I was toast.

* * *

According to the detention slip, Maya and I were supposed to report to a room in the basement of the main building.

“It’s underneath the library,” Maya said. But since I hadn’t been to the library yet, that didn’t help much. So I followed her.

The wall carvings in the main building were pretty, but they often got covered up by bulletin boards and flyers. Plus, the halls were usually packed with people. It’s hard to notice decorations with so many people around. You’re mainly just trying not to get squished.

The basement was different. These walls were covered with wood panels from top to bottom, and the wood had flowers and vines carved into it like it did upstairs, but it felt way more intense. Maybe it was because the floors were gray stone, not bright white like upstairs. Maybe it was because of the windows. They were tiny little portholes letting light stream in from the ground level, but they were so high up you would have needed a ladder to get to them. Or maybe the basement felt different because there wasn’t anything around to mess up the flow. I don’t know. The plants carved into the basement walls all seemed to be leading you somewhere. For a second, I thought it might be someplace magical. Turned out, it was just detention.

Ms. Juniper greeted us at the door like she was welcoming us into homeroom.

“I love the feel of this room, don’t you?” she said as Maya and I sat down at one of the long tables in the middle of the room. “It has a presence. Like something out of a wonderful old book.”

“Yeah. Frankenstein,” a girl said under her breath.

Ms. Juniper didn’t miss a beat. “Exactly!” she said. “The feel of history and science intermingled with genius at work. Did you know Mary Shelley was just a few years older than you when she wrote Frankenstein? Genius! The perfect place for a research lab or”—Ms. Juniper smiled, her galaxy dress swishing as she closed the door—“an afternoon of purposeful contemplation is here in the archives!”

“I thought this was the detention hall,” someone said.

“Embrace the power of and.” Ms. Juniper gestured to the bookshelves—some lining the walls and some sticking out into the center of the room. The ceilings were made of the same kind of wood, with squares inside of squares, cut at angles to show off its glossy sheen. I wondered if anybody climbed up there to wax it the way Mum did with our coffee table. Sconces in the corners gave a warm glow that made me think of a sunset.

“This is the detention hall,” Ms. Juniper continued. “It is also a repository of Ada Lovelace history. There are library books and boxes of equipment that date all the way back to the 1940s. The statue collection alone makes it the most charming room in the building.”

I looked around again. It’s amazing how much stuff you miss if nobody points it out. Lots of the bookcases had rows of drawers along the bottom that for some reason reminded me of Indiana Jones. And at the front of the room, there were three marble statues on little wooden tables. A tree. A clock tower. A weird shape that kind of looked like a . . . woman? Some of the statues were better than others, but all the little tables had vines carved into the legs, and they were so skinny that it looked like you could knock one over just by breathing on it too hard.

Ms. Juniper walked around the room, pointing to the statues and the books as she spoke. “Think of this room as a portal to the past. You’re going to need one because today you are going to write a letter to a woman from the past. It could be a famous historical figure like Cleopatra or Ada Lovelace herself, or a woman whose work is less well-known.”

A kid wearing a baseball cap raised their hand. “Does it have to be a woman?”

“Today, yes. That is the assignment. Anyone finding themselves in detention in the second week of school probably needs a chance to get more connected with our school,” Ms. Juniper said, circling back to the front of the room. “I’m sure there are many ways we could do that, but since our school was founded by a courageous network of women who wanted to uplift humanity, today’s assignment seems fitting. After all, if you don’t feel connected to the past, it’s that much harder to build the future. Each of us is a stepping stone. Our actions and our behaviors today pave the way for the students of tomorrow. So rather than letting you ignore whatever it is that brought you here or, worse, leaving you untethered in the universe, I’m hoping this opportunity will help you find a way to feel more anchored.”

The baseball cap kid was smart enough to not groan.

“The archives are full of ideas. The closets are off-limits for now, but feel free to browse the shelves for inspiration.”

“I don’t need inspiration. I already know I want to write to Marie Antoinette,” the kid in the baseball cap said. “But I can’t.”

“Of course you can.”

“No, I can’t. I don’t speak French.” They clearly thought they’d found a loophole.

“Ahh. You’re trying to limit yourself. Don’t. We are all earthlings. We’re all connected in some way, able to communicate on some level even if we don’t speak the same language. Besides, Marie Antoinette was raised and educated in a royal court. Her education very well may have included learning English. If your heart says Marie Antoinette, write to Marie Antoinette. We’re in the archives! Surrounded by beautiful history! Get connected and write!”

Ms. Juniper was a science teacher. Who knew she’d be so intense about history?

A few kids got up and started browsing the shelves and opening drawers. Maya took a stack of paper and sat on the floor in between two of the tables with statues on them. I would have gone to sit with her, but I didn’t think talking was allowed in detention, and I honestly didn’t want to knock over one of those tiny tables. Ms. Juniper was weaving through the room, helping people get started. Maybe if I wrote a letter fast enough, Ms. Juniper would take pity on me and let me make it to the last half of Robotics Club. Staring at a statue of a woman with a horse didn’t give me any ideas about who to write to, so I went with the first person Ms. Juniper had mentioned: Cleopatra.



Dear Cleopatra,

You probably think it’s stupid for me to write to you. I don’t blame you. I kind of do too. I probably wouldn’t write to you at all if the best person in the world, my friend Maya, weren’t having such a tough time. She’s destined to be the representative for the whole sixth grade, and I know she would be wonderful, but no one else really seems to see that right now. Even worse than that, I don’t know how to help her. The stuff I’ve done so far hasn’t helped. If getting elected is about getting lots of people to like you, I have no clue what I’m doing. I don’t even know how to get my parents to like each other again, and they’re married! How am I . . .





I wanted to fill up at least a page so it wouldn’t look like I was skimping. I thought I was making it quick. But the next thing I knew, I’d filled up three pages front and back, and Ms. Juniper was at the front of the room getting our attention.

“Students and leaders,” she said, closing her laptop. “I’ve just sent an email message to you and your parents letting them know that your detention has been served, and that, because of our restorative work this afternoon, the detention will not appear on your permanent record. You’re free to go. Have a beautiful evening.”

Everybody else seemed relieved. All I heard was “email.”







g Contents




CHAPTER 6


[image: DK]


“My moms are gonna kill me.” Detention wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, but as Maya and I stepped back into the light of day, reality hit me big-time. I may have survived detention, but now that it was over, telling my moms seemed like a way worse punishment.

“I’m gonna be grounded for life.”

“Seriously, Nina? Why? ’Cause you got one little detention? This was my fifth!”

Maya was loud. Usually that was a good thing, but this time I cringed. A lot of clubs let out at the same time as detention, so a bunch of robotics kids were standing around waiting for their parents to pick them up. I didn’t want any of them to even see me, let alone hear Maya shouting about my missing the meeting because of detention. They were just starting to think I was cool.

“That’s easy for you to say,” I said, steering us away from the carpool lane. Maya was already in injustice mode, so she didn’t even notice we weren’t walking home on the sidewalk like we usually did.

“Nina, you never get in trouble at school,” Maya said. “Just tell your moms what happened. They’ll understand. It’s like my abuela always says, Haz el bien y no mires a quien. Do what you think is right no matter what people think.”

“Your abuela who tied herself to a tree back in the seventies and refused to climb down to stop people from ‘murdering it’?”

“Yeah.” Maya smiled.

“The one people still call ‘The Trouble Tree?’”

“Yeah.” Maya smiled even bigger. “That’s what I’m saying. My abuela didn’t get in trouble for no reason. She got stuff done. Tienes que causar molestia para hacer historia. Maybe we got caught, but there’s nothing wrong with letting kids know how Kai really feels before they vote for him. Your moms will get it, Nina.”

I sighed. Maya was the one who didn’t get it. She wasn’t worried about getting into MIT or making the robotics competition team or having parents who fought over every little thing.

Maya bumped me with her shoulder. “Hey. Do you want me to walk home with you? Moms love me.” She winked.

I had to laugh at that one. My moms did love her.

“That’s okay,” I said. “But maybe we can take the longcut?”

“Sure,” she said. “We’re heading that way anyway. Plus, it’ll give us time to plan our next move.”

I gave her a look.

“Our next detention-free move. But if you want to quit, it’s cool. Seriously. I get it. You’re already my best friend. You don’t have to be my campaign manager too. I promise I won’t be mad.”

I paused, pulling the straps on my backpack tight and checking to make sure the laces on my sneakers and the ones holding my twists up were both tied tight.

“Race you!” I shouted, taking off toward the woods between our houses and the school. It felt good to stretch my legs as far as they could go and have a reason to breathe in really deep.

“No fair! You know I can’t keep up with you!” Maya laughed, but I could hear her footsteps pounding behind me. She was running too.

I may have had a head start, but no way was I leaving Maya behind. I wasn’t just Maya’s best friend. I was her campaign manager. We were in this together.

* * *

I slowed down when I got to the edge of the woods. Technically, they weren’t woods. Just a patch of trees between our subdivision and the soccer field behind the school. In fifth grade, there wasn’t an official path here, but the ground was worn smooth in places where everybody cut through. Mum called it an elephant path. Over the summer, they paved it. That’s another thing that was new. We could have run straight through the woods on that brand-new path and been at our houses in five minutes. But instead of racing through, I stopped to watch Maya catch up to me, her blue hair flapping like butterflies on the breeze as she ran. Taking the longcut didn’t just mean not walking on the path. It meant not walking on the path together.

“So, what are we gonna do about Kai?” I said once Maya had caught her breath.

Maya shrugged and veered into the woods at the same spot we always had: the Musketeer Maple. Zoe could climb any tree in the woods, but the Musketeer Maple was special because all three of us could climb it. One of us had to give Maya a boost, but once we got up there, it really felt like it was the three of us against the world. All for one, and one for all.

Now that Zoe wasn’t with us, I thought Maya might go a new way, but she went to the Musketeer Maple the same as we always did, reaching up to slap the lowest branch when she passed under it. I did too.

“I wish they hadn’t done this,” Maya said, staring down at the smooth cement. It gleamed white, like somebody had vacuumed it a few minutes before. “It’s messing up the vibe in here. Plus, this is where I always found the best stones for my mosaics. What am I supposed to do now? Dig up hunks of cement to find something underneath?”

I grabbed Maya’s arm and pulled her away from the gleaming white concrete. “Forget about that path,” I said. “We’ll make our own. And we’ll find a new spot for rocks that’ll be better than any rocks you’ve ever gotten before.”

I whisked my arms through the air and turned left instead of right, to try something new. Maya giggled, so I kept the show going.

“They won’t just be better. They’ll be the best rocks on Earth!” I said, throwing my hands out like I was writing that last part in lights. “And I’m going to help you find them.”

That made Maya laugh for real. “You, Nina Warren-West, are actually going to help me find stuff for my art, not sit on the side supergenius-ing?”

I laughed too. When we took the longcut, Maya and Zoe were usually the ones finding collage stuff. Zoe would go high up in the trees, and Maya would look for stuff low to the ground. More often than not, I’d find a flat, dry spot to do my math homework. What could I say? The woods helped me think.

“Yes, I will,” I said, crossing my heart. And, since I already had Maya laughing, I made a silly face, stooped down, and picked up the first stone I saw. There didn’t seem to be anything special about it. It was just kind of gray and rock shaped, and even though the dirt was loose all around it, I still had to squat and tug on it so hard that I ended up landing on my butt and sliding down the hill. Maya and I really laughed then, even while she helped pull me back to my feet.

I dusted off my cargo pants and presented the stone to her like it was a crown jewel. “The best stone in the world as promised, m’lady,” I said with a bow.

Maya bowed back, then leaned in even closer to examine it. Turned out that it was only plain gray on top. When you rubbed the dirt off where the stone had been stuck in the ground, it sparkled, like the bottom of the stone was embedded with diamond dust. The longer I looked, the more sparkles I could see, swirling like that Vincent van Gogh painting of a starry night. A pattern. It was cool. Really cool.

“That’s a good one. Let’s find more!” Maya said, taking off into the trees.

I dropped the stone into one of my big pockets and followed her, careful not to fall down the steep side of the path.

“I don’t know what to do about Kai,” Maya said once the trees were thick overhead. “Maybe we should ask Ida B. Wells or Susan B. Anthony or whatever Ms. Juniper was talking about.” Maya laughed. “That was crazy, right? I mean, Ms. Juniper is cool, but how is writing to dead people supposed to help us?”

“You’re the one always talking about making history,” I said, ducking low so the branches wouldn’t snag my hair. “Maybe it’s not so crazy. Who’d you write to?”

“Frida Kahlo. I got some pretty good sketches done.” Maya squatted, balancing her backpack on a tree root to pull a paper out of her yellow folder.

“A hummingbird?” The drawing was just lines, no shading. But somehow, the hummingbird still looked like it was alive.

“Yeah. That’s the big project at my dad’s ornithology lab right now. He got a grant for the university to study their bathing habits or something. They just made a big breakthrough, so my dad said if I came up with a hummingbird design he likes, he’d get it as his next tattoo. Cool, right? Best letter I ever wrote.” Maya grinned at me.

“It’s beautiful, but wait—” I said. “This is your letter? What if Ms. Juniper had collected them?”

Maya shook her head. “Then I would have explained to Ms. Juniper how, in a way, all art is a letter to Frida Kahlo. Don’t tell me you actually wrote a letter. No. Wait. Never mind. Who am I talking to? Of course you did. Who did you write your letter to?”

“Cleopatra.”

I waited for Maya to make fun of me. Then I remembered who I was talking to. Maya would never make fun of me.

“I know it sounds stupid, but it made me feel a little bit better.”

“That doesn’t sound stupid,” she said. “What did you write?”

“You really want to know?”

“Uhh . . . yeah? That’s why I asked!”

I pulled the letter out of my backpack, but I held onto it for a while before I started reading it. Maya was my best friend, so if there was anybody I would share the letter with, it was her. Still, I had really gotten into it. I’d written about some things that I hadn’t even told Maya, talking to Cleopatra like she was my best friend, not Maya. But after wandering from tree to tree for a little bit, looking for rocks and broken flowers and other things Maya could use in her collages, I started reading the letter out loud.

It felt good to read it and have Maya gasp and chuckle in all the right places. The letter was longer than I remembered. When I was done, I looked up to see Maya’s hazel eyes shining with pride.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked.

 “Your letter was really good,” she said. “That’s all.”

“Oh,” I said, suddenly embarrassed. I shoved the letter into one of my pockets. “It’s probably getting late. We should head back soon. Do you have enough art stuff?”

“There is never enough art stuff,” Maya announced. “But you’re right. We should head home.”

Neither of us said anything as we made our way back, stepping over and around roots and anthills until the brand-new path came back into view. But suddenly, I felt strange. Spine-tinglingly strange. Maya stopped short. At first I didn’t understand why. The light was changing, making lacy patterns in the leaves. Maybe it was that. Sometimes Maya stopped to admire the light. But she wasn’t looking at the sky or the ground in front of us. She was staring at something in the distance.

“Is that a mailbox?” she said, not waiting for me to answer before heading right for it. From a distance, that’s exactly what it looked like: a mailbox just like the ones most of our neighbors had at the ends of their driveways.

“It is! It is a mailbox!” Maya said, beating me to it. “What in the world is it doing here? Oh my goodness! Do you think it’s an art installation? It’s an art installation, right?”

I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know,” I said. Up close, the mailbox looked like it had a better chance of being called “junk” than “art.” I didn’t really think about that much, though. I was too busy wondering how I’d never seen it before. I knew this patch of trees like the back of my hand. We both did. Broken-down mailboxes don’t just appear in the middle of the woods. It’s not like this was anybody’s address.

“It’s got to be interactive art,” Maya said definitively. “I saw a video like this. This artist set up a giant mailbox in the middle of New Orleans or São Paulo or someplace. One was shaped like a dragon. The installation was called Letters to Nowhere. People put notes in, and the artist swore that no one would ever read them. So, at the end of the exhibit, the dragon roared, and fire shot out of its mouth, burning everything that was inside. You know, to keep the secrets safe.”

“Sounds dramatic,” I said.

“Doesn’t it?” Maya agreed. “That’s the beauty of art. It makes you feel things and, at the same time, it makes you think.”

Maya stared up at the sky like she was dreaming up possibilities. I could only think about what we’d do if that rusty mailbox burst into flames. At least that was one good thing about the paved path: if I had to run to my house to get a fire extinguisher, I’d get there and back in no time flat.

“Ooh!” Maya exclaimed, focusing her attention back on the mailbox. “I wonder if there’s an artist’s signature!”

Maya turned on the flashlight on her phone, and we looked the whole thing over, inside and out. It was painted enough colors to look tie-dyed, but I couldn’t tell if that was on purpose or if it was because the peeling paint revealed a bunch of different layers. We couldn’t find a signature, either. Just splotches of paint underneath.

“I bet that’s the signature,” she said, wiggling the way she always did when she was excited. “I bet the artist’s tag is fireworks!”

“Oh,” I said, ducking to look under the mailbox again. “I thought they were supernovas.”

“Fireworks. Supernovas. Same thing.” Maya was typing like mad into her phone. “Hmm, I can’t find any artists who use that as their tag. Do you think someone just dumped it here? Rude.”

“Or creepy,” I added. The post was crooked, but it was too sturdy to say somebody had just dumped it. “Definitely weird.”

“We should put something in it!” Maya declared. Before I could respond, she was already sorting through all the little treasures she’d found on our longcut adventure, making a bed of beauty inside the mailbox. I pulled the letter out of my pocket and laid it on top of the flowers and things inside.

“Are you sure?” Maya asked. “They might burn it.”

I nodded. My spine went all tingly again. Burning it was better than having either of my moms find it before I figured out the best way to tell them what had happened with Fortuna and Kai.

“An offering to Cleopatra,” Maya said, placing the stone I’d given her on top of my letter, and ceremoniously bowing her head. A breeze ruffled her hair and tingled my spine.

“An offering to Cleopatra.” I smiled and bowed my head too. Maya closed the mailbox with a flourish.

I thought that would be the end. It wasn’t. It was only the beginning.
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CHAPTER 7
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That night, everything was normal. Well, as normal as things can be when you’re lying to both of your parents.

I guess technically I wasn’t lying. But when Mum asked me how my day was, I didn’t mention anything about detention or Kai. And when Mama asked about Robotics Club, I took a big bite of salad to cover up the fact that I was only grunting for an answer.

Neither of them seemed to notice. I thought for sure that the two of them would be waiting to ambush me at breakfast the next morning, but when I got up, Mama was already gone, and the door to Mum’s office was closed. There was French toast on the table with a note.



Eggy bread for my little eggy head.

Love,

Mum

p.s. I added syrup. [image: DK]





I pulled out my phone and searched for Ms. Juniper’s detention email. Mum must not have seen it. But, then again, she must have seen it. Mum grew up in a “very orderly British household” and was always harping on about inbox zero. She made Mama and me do it too, reminding us to check our email every day and respond to, delete, or file every single message until there were no new notifications. If Ms. Juniper sent her one, there was no way Mum wouldn’t have seen it.

Maybe it went to spam?

I opened my email. Ms. Juniper’s message was right on top. I tapped the To line. Mine was the only email address listed. No one was cc’d. I breathed a sigh of relief and was about to sit down at the breakfast bar to eat my syrupy breakfast when I remembered bcc. Bcc is the one where someone sends an email to a bunch of people but you can’t see who. Maybe my parents already knew about detention, and they were just waiting for me to confess. That was worse. Way worse. Like at any moment a bomb might explode. An invisible bomb that you couldn’t see coming.

I ate the French toast in four bites and headed outside as fast as I could. I didn’t want Mum to come out of her office before I had a chance to decide what to do. I was about to run over to Maya’s house, but the sight of something enormous sticking out of my mailbox scared me so much I almost jumped out of my skin.

Mail isn’t usually scary, but this was too weird not to be. First of all, it was seven thirty in the morning, and our mail never came before noon. Second of all, it was giant and obviously heavy enough to make our poor little mailbox droop like a wilted flower. Any normal person would have left a package like that on our front steps. Third of all, it was a papyrus. Like, a straight-up scroll from the Library of Alexandria.

Maybe Ms. Juniper wasn’t being chill about my detention after all. Maybe she knew I wrote about Cleopatra. And maybe instead of cc’ing our parents, she had decided to do something big instead. Something to teach us a lesson the way we’d tried to teach Kai. Something we couldn’t deny.

I ran down the lawn as fast as I could and pulled out the scroll. It slid out easily, almost like magic, but it was huge. Half as tall as I was and really, really heavy. No way could I keep this thing a secret if I brought it back inside, so I did the only thing I could think of: I ran to my old playhouse in the backyard and closed the door behind me.

I hadn’t been inside the playhouse in a while. There were cobwebs and a few popsicle sticks lying around from the summer before last. I pushed them and the little table to the side to make room on the floor. It was the only place big enough to roll out the scroll. Even then, it barely fit.

A palm-sized stone with splotches like stars plopped out and landed on the floor with a thud. I couldn’t tell if it had been wedged into the scroll, but I would have known that stone anywhere. It was the same one I’d given to Maya in the woods—the one she’d put on top of my letter in the mysterious mailbox.

I grabbed it and closed my eyes, just for a second. When I opened them, the scroll was still there, and, if possible, it looked even more unbelievable than before. The top was covered in hieroglyphs, but my eye landed on the signature at the bottom: Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator.
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CHAPTER 8


Adviser Nina–

Your offering of stones and healing elements arrived on a cloud of light in such a strange form that my scribes were afraid to touch it. How clever of you to create a fanfare that only I would dare approach. As a true daughter of the goddess Isis, I alone was unafraid of your offering, and I alone could decipher the writing of your distant land. Something about its aura compelled me to respond.

You seek counsel on behalf of your queen, Maya, but you also mention many stones blocking your own path, Adviser Nina. Namely, family troubles. Believe me, family will be the death of us all. I trust you will survive yours as I continue to survive mine. Leave them to squabble while you focus on your path of scholarship. I myself have written a great many books while pretending to ignore my family, and I trust you can do the same. Not all our family’s burdens are ours to bear.

As for your queen, if Queen Maya will be as wise and powerful a ruler as you say, no one can keep her from her destiny—not her greatest enemies nor her closest kin. Even now, my own brother and husband, Ptolemy XIII, is trying to keep me away from my throne and everyone who would support me, including the great Julius Caesar.

My brother is a fool. He forbade me from meeting with Caesar and tried to win his support by killing Caesar’s greatest enemy. But what my foolish brother does not understand is that power does not come from the throne, it comes from the mind, and my mind is more quick and clever than he could ever imagine. I have already raised an army to fight my way back into Alexandria, and I’ve already gained an audience with the great Caesar.

 “How?” you ask. Never underestimate the element of surprise.

My spies told me that only servants cleaning and making up chambers moved freely around Caesar. But I could not appear as a servant and expect Caesar to treat me as a queen, so instead I concealed myself among the rugs and bedclothes and was carried in. Oh my! Was Caesar ever surprised when I rolled out. What I wouldn’t give to see the look of shock on his face again! But, before Caesar could summon the guards to carry me away, I used my greatest weapon. Not threats. Not poison. Words. I wooed Caesar with words.

I told him how I won my army and shared some of my plans for my reign. Then when Caesar spoke, I listened. Listening told me what he wanted, which was exactly the tool I needed, because then I used his own words to show Julius Caesar how helping me would help him too. Now the great Julius Caesar will speak and act on my behalf, and when my brother faces me again in battle, it will be quite a different story.

To win, tell Queen Maya to learn the languages of her people as I have done. She should walk among them. Speak among them. Disguise herself and play among them. Deploy her spies to ask questions and listen for their answers. Listen to their thoughts until she knows the beating of their hearts. As for you, Adviser Nina, remain observant. Watch the movement of the stars, commit maps to memory, and be open to the signs around you. 

I will stop here, but know that, because of its extraordinary arrival, I have wrapped your letter and sent it by messenger to be housed in our library in Alexandria where it will surely survive the ages.

Daughter of the Moon,

Goddess of Life and Magic,

Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator
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CHAPTER 9
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I stared at the giant roll of papyrus sprawled out in front of me. Playhouse, I texted Maya. ASAP.

She burst through the door three minutes later.

“I missed getting a ride with my abuela, and now we’re probably gonna be late. This better be good,” she said.

I gestured to the floor.

“Oh, wow. That is good,” she said, crouching down to look at the scroll. “Did you make this? Do you have a project due today? You should have told me. I would have helped you. But this is really good.”

“I didn’t make it,” I said. “You didn’t get one? I think it’s a detention notice.”

Maya blinked. “You think this is a detention notice?”

“An elaborate detention notice?” I said. “You didn’t get one?”

“No, I did not get a giant papyrus scroll with my name written on it. Nina! This is a letter to you! Ooh! I’m in it too! Queen Maya? I like that. Do you think it was the mystery mailbox artist? The scroll definitely has an artist’s flair. And whoever it is has jokes.”

Jokes? I scanned the letter, looking for anything remotely funny. “Uhh . . . are we talking about her saying she’s married to her brother . . . ? Or that her brother is being so awful she needs to raise a literal army . . . ?” None of that sounded funny to me.

“No!” Maya pointed to the last line. “The Library of Alexandria? Standing the test of time?”

Maya was pointing her eyebrows at me like I was going to get the joke any second. I didn’t. “It got totally destroyed!” she said finally. 

“That’s the punchline?” I tipped my head, trying to imagine how the destruction of a library could be funny.

“Well, it’s more ironic than funny,” Maya said. “Never mind. Whoever wrote this letter is giving some good advice. Must be an artist. Unless you think it might really be from Cleopatra . . .”

We looked at each other for a second, then both of us burst out laughing.

I shook my head, wiping the tears that had welled up from laughing so hard. “It has to be Ms. Juniper,” I said. “Besides you, she’s the only one who might know I wrote to Cleopatra yesterday.”

“It wasn’t me,” Maya said. “Do you think Ms. Juniper is giving us some insider info on how to win the election? It does mention spies.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just know we need to get rid of it before one of my moms sees it.”

“Get rid of it? No way! This thing is a work of art. But I bet I know where we can keep it. You still keep your luggage in the garage, right?”

A few minutes later, we had sneaked in and out of the garage by the back door, snagging one of the giant duffel bags I took to camp from the corner where Mama kept the suitcases. There was a lot of room left in the bag even though the scroll barely fit the long way. Without thinking, I grabbed the stone to throw it in too.

At full speed—well, Maya’s full speed, not mine—we made it to school two minutes before the bell. Maya led us through the main building and down the stairs to the detention hall like she had been there a million times before.

“Here?” I winced, poking my head in the room. The sun was shining in through the portholes over the bookcases. Luckily no one was in there.

Maya nodded. “Where else should we put it? This place is perfect. It’s filled with all kinds of stuff, especially the closets.”

I gave Maya a look. “Ms. Juniper said the closets were off-limits.”

“Ms. Juniper also said this place was basically a time capsule, and I wasn’t supposed to poke around when she got lost in her computer. Seriously? Trust me. Stick it in one of these closets. No one will notice. We can meet here at lunch.”

Without kids sitting at the polished wood tables or a teacher giving out detention assignments, the place had an even more magical feeling. Like if you looked through the books and boxes long enough, you’d find some long-lost treasure.

We almost knocked over a statue of a stern-looking lady. Thank goodness it was bolted in place. We shoved the duffel bag into an overcrowded closet and ran back upstairs.

Maya’s plan will work, I told myself. I certainly didn’t have a better one. It was good enough that I didn’t have to spend the day worrying that one of my moms would suddenly decide to clean out the playhouse. Maya and I could figure out a better place for the scroll later—maybe right after I figured out how to explain not showing up for Robotics Club yesterday.

Ms. Juniper wasn’t in homeroom. We had a sub. That was a good thing because A) I was late and had already told Ms. Juniper I wouldn’t be late again, and B) I couldn’t have faced Ms. Juniper anyway. I wasn’t sure how she’d look at me now that I wasn’t one of the good kids anymore.

* * *

There were only a few hours left in the first round of voting, and, according to the cafeteria smart board, Kai had 59 percent of the vote, and Maya had only 28 percent. Technically it didn’t matter. Since there were only two candidates, as long as we didn’t get in trouble again, Maya would make it to the main election. But I knew that wasn’t enough for Maya.

I was about to grab my lunch and go, but I froze when I heard Zoe’s voice.

“What happened to your swag?” she said as I passed her table.

I thought, What swag? but didn’t say anything. I just looked at Zoe, confused, hoping to see some trace of my old friend in her eyes. Zoe was always tough. She was the one who climbed to the top of the monkey bars and trees. Who jumped off the swing at the highest point. Who sewed her own clothes and didn’t care who liked them. But the look on her face wasn’t Zoe-tough. It was cold.

All I could do was put my head down and walk out. Zoe wasn’t a musketeer anymore. No way did I want her to see me cry.

I felt calmer by the time I made it downstairs. Maya was already in the detention hall with the scroll rolled out on one of the big tables and her laptop open next to it. When Maya was on a mission, you didn’t have time to be sad, even about losing one of your best friends.

“Leave the door open,” she said when I went to close it. “It looks less suspicious. Plus, we can hear if someone’s coming. Did you know that Cleopatra spoke like eight languages? And she used to let people vote? I mean, the votes weren’t official or anything. They were straw polls, so people got to vote, and she got to find out what people were thinking. It was so smart. And did you know she really did sneak in to meet Julius Caesar? There’s some controversy about the translation, so people aren’t sure if she was hidden in a bundle of clothes or if she rolled out of a carpet. I vote rolled out of a carpet. It’s way more dramatic.”

Maya grinned and turned her computer to face me. I put my tray down on the first table and walked over to see what she was looking at.

“You’re doing research about Cleopatra?” I said, taking the seat next to her.

“I wanted to see how much of the stuff in your letter is true.”

“And . . . ?”

“Checks out. Even the family drama. Did you know she had to marry two of her brothers? Gross, right? But accurate. Whoever wrote this letter really knows their stuff. That still doesn’t tell us why you got it though. I know you’re thinking it was a detention notice. That might be it, but I had detention too, and I didn’t get one.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But you’re not in Ms. Juniper’s homeroom. Maybe she only goes out of her way to get the kids from her homeroom in trouble.”

“Or—and hear me out—she goes out of her way to help the kids in her homeroom.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“First of all, how would Ms. Juniper know you’re keeping the detention from your parents? And even if she did know that, wouldn’t she just call? That’d be way easier than this. Besides, this scroll is way too cool to be a punishment. I think Ms. Juniper is trying to help. Check it out.”

Maya started reading the letter aloud, emphasizing the parts about language and listening and playing among the people.

“This scroll is giving ‘campaign strategy,’ not ‘you’re busted for having detention.’”

I scooted my chair closer and read the letter over again. Maya was right. Maybe Ms. Juniper was trying to help.

“Do you really think she’s handing us a cheat code?”

“Let’s ask her!” Maya started to get up. Then she saw the look on my face.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I can do all the talking. I don’t mind.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that,” I said. “Well, it’s kind of that, but Ms. Juniper’s not even here today.”

“Oh,” Maya said, rocking back in the chair before popping it down on all four legs. “Well, if we can’t ask Ms. Juniper, where should we start, Campaign Manager?”

“Maybe start by showing me the campaign swag you brought. Or is that supposed to be your secret weapon?”

Zoe.

Maya and I both jumped. Neither of us had heard her coming. In addition to being tiny and tough, Zoe was silent as a ninja when she wanted to be.

At first, I was relieved it was only Zoe, but that immediately turned to fear. It was Zoe.

“Are people even allowed to be in here outside of detention?” Zoe asked, taking in the whole room with a quick sweep of her eyes before staring straight at Maya and me. “Must be nice to have a private campaign headquarters. Everybody else just meets in the library.”

My hand shot out toward the scroll, but I stopped myself. Rolling up the scroll as soon as Zoe walked in would look too suspicious. I might as well have screamed that we had something to hide.

“I just wanted to see the swag you brought,” Zoe said, sauntering toward us.

“What swag?” Maya asked.

“The campaign swag you’re gonna use to try to actually compete with Kai. I saw you two bringing a duffel bag down here this morning. I thought at first that it was silly to start handing out swag after everybody’s already voted in round one, but now I get it. You’re focusing all your effort on round two. That’s smart. Is the swag gonna be another big reveal, like when you finally decided to tell me that both of you had signed up for the same fancy sleepaway camp without me? Is whatever this is your secret weapon?”

Zoe pointed at the scroll, getting closer. Too close. Maya closed her computer. I didn’t do anything but sit there, frozen. I wanted to roll up the scroll. No. It felt like the scroll was screaming out everything that was going wrong in my life, and I wanted to throw my whole body over it to shut it up. But if I did that, it would only make Zoe want to see it more.

“Is this giant scroll your secret, genius campaign strategy?”

Zoe took a step forward. She was close enough to read it. There was nothing I could do. I felt like I might throw up. Old Zoe was exactly the person I would have told about my moms and their fighting when they thought I couldn’t hear them. Maya didn’t understand any of that stuff. Her family was way too perfect, and she just would have tried to read my tea leaves or something anyway. Old Zoe would have listened. But Old Zoe was gone. I didn’t know this Zoe, and I was scared of what she would do if she read the line about my “family squabbles.”

She stared, and I held my breath, waiting for her to say something, but she didn’t say anything.

Then she laughed.

Like full, cover-your-mouth, clutch-your-stomach-and-point laughed.

“It’s blank!!” she choked out, wiping a tear from her eyes. “Your secret weapon is a giant, blank scroll??”

We both just stared at her.

“Good luck with that,” she said, finally catching her breath. “You’re gonna need it.”

Maya and I stayed frozen for what felt like a million years after Zoe walked out the door. Maya was the one who broke the silence.

“Did Zoe say the scroll was . . . blank?”
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“She was messing with us, right?”

“I don’t think she was messing with us. Do you?” Maya looked serious.

I shook my head. “No. Even if Zoe would do that, there’s no point. They’re already winning. So, what’s happening?”

I stared at the scroll, reading it again to make sure it wasn’t some weird hallucination. It wasn’t. The writing on it was plain as day.

“Zoe was standing right next to it,” Maya said. “We’re in a basement. There’s no glare or anything. There’s only one explanation.”

I knew what Maya was going to say, but I waited for her to say it.

“Magic,” she said quietly.

I blinked, remembering the sound of the wind in the trees and the tingling in my spine.

“We just got a letter from the last Egyptian pharaoh.”

“Whoa,” Maya breathed.

“Whoa,” I repeated, the hugeness sinking in. “Should we tell someone?”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged.

Just then, Mr. Greenway’s voice came over the loudspeaker.

“Attention, students. Please pause for a special announcement. The polls have officially closed for this year’s student government primary election, and I am pleased to announce the runoff candidates. For eighth grade, we have Don Clayton and Carly Johnson. For seventh grade, we have Amani Barre and Grace King. And for sixth grade, we have Kai Nakamura and Maya Sánchez. Congratulations to everyone who put their hats in the ring. You’re a vital part of democracy. Good luck to the candidates moving on to the next round. And to everyone, remember to get your votes locked in before lunch on Friday. Democracy needs you!”

I looked at Maya. I could tell she was trying to blink back tears.

“I thought I’d do better, you know? Better than 28 percent,” she said.

“You looked at the results? I thought you were avoiding the cafeteria like the plague.”

She shrugged. “What can I say? I’m human. I wanted to know. Kai’s definitely gonna win. He had 59 percent the last time I checked.”

“I know,” I said. “But this was the first round. The next round is the one that counts, and I still think you can win it.”

Maya made a face. “I don’t. But I’m not quitting. I don’t have to win. I just want to do better than 28 percent. That’s pathetic.”

Maya was not pathetic. Maya was the smartest, most caring person I knew, and there was nothing pathetic about that. I was the one who was failing her. That’s basically what I said in my letter to Cleopatra.

I blinked. The letter to Cleopatra. Here I was, wishing to be a better campaign manager but not knowing how, when a plan for being a campaign manager had been delivered right to my door from Cleopatra herself.

“It’s like—it’s like building a robot!” I realized aloud.

Maya pushed her eyebrows together.

I kept going. “You can mess around with parts and still make something that works, but that’s only after you’ve done it a bunch. The first time, you do everything step-by-step, according to the instructions. You follow the plan. Maya! You follow the plan!”

Maya still looked confused, but at least she was starting to perk up.

“Somebody sent us a plan,” I said, pointing to the scroll. “I say we use it.”

“Deal!” Maya grinned, and I grinned right back. I felt nervous, but the good kind. The kind you get when you know your robot is so close to working and that the next thing you try just might be the fix you’re looking for.

“Is it crazy that I think this scroll might actually-actually be from Cleopatra?” I asked.

Maya bit her lip. “Only if it’s crazy that I thought it first?”

We laughed.

“Maybe we should keep it between us, though,” she added, holding her hand up in the air. I high-fived it, but we didn’t stop there.

High. Low. Elbow. Floor.

We both slapped the ground at the same time. That meant we didn’t just agree. It was a promise. From there, it was game on. We read the letter a bunch more times before the end of lunch. Maya’s favorite part was Cleopatra’s meeting with Julius Caesar, so we decided to start there.

“I mean, it’s so perfect, right? Both of us are new at this, so it only makes sense for us to find an ally. Like a mentor. Someone who can show us the ropes.”

“You mean, like your big brother and sister?” I asked. The twins had only offered to help us with the campaign about a million times.

Maya rolled her eyes. “No. You read the part about her wanting Julius Caesar to see her as an equal. If I ask for their help, Ysabel and Tomás will be calling me ‘Funny-Sunny-Mimi-Bunny’ until I’m a hundred years old. Besides, neither of them is regal enough. Julius Caesar wasn’t born a king, but he sure did act like one. I was thinking of someone more like . . . Carly.”

“Carly, the girl who got the lead in the school musical?”

“Yep. Except I’m thinking of her as Carly, the girl who got 62 percent of the eighth graders to vote for her. If Carly backed our campaign, we’d get so many votes. People really look up to her. She has tons of followers on IG. She’s our Julius Caesar.”

“Good idea. But how do we convince her to help? I never see Carly in the cafeteria, and we don’t know where her locker is. For a girl so popular, she’s really hard to find. Too bad we don’t have Cleopatra’s network of spies to tell us where she’ll be.”

“Oh, I know where she’ll be,” Maya said.

“Where?”

“Where any good performer would be: on stage.”

* * *

“They’re definitely in there,” I said.

Maya and I were standing outside of the auditorium right after school. The bell had rung only a minute or two before, but the sounds of “It’s the Hard Knock Life” were already pouring through the door.

“You think it’s okay for us to crash their rehearsal?” I swallowed, hoping it would quiet the butterflies in my stomach. It didn’t. “Isn’t Mr. Werner supposed to be super mean?”

“When it comes to play rehearsals, all theater teachers are mean. At least, that’s what Tomás says. But we don’t have to interrupt the rehearsal. Apparently Mr. Werner lets Carly stay after rehearsal to practice her solo alone. All we have to do is walk in there like we belong, then lie low until everyone leaves. Once Carly finishes practicing her solo, we applaud, tell her how amazing she is, and then ask her how she gets so many votes. We can remind her of all the cool things we want to do to help the school and ask if she’ll say something good about my plan. You know. An endorsement. Simple!”

“You don’t think the theater teacher will kick us out?”

“Follow me.”

Maya pulled at the theater door like she totally belonged there—like she was the one who got the lead in the musical, not Carly Johnson. It would have looked really impressive if the door hadn’t been locked. Instead of sweeping the door open and gliding down the aisle to find a place in the audience, she just ended up rattling the door—loudly.

A gruff voice from inside said, “Closed rehearsal. Cast and crew only!”

“Great!” I said, as Maya slumped down to the floor.

“Great,” Maya said. “Our Julius Caesar turns out to be just as protected as the real Julius Caesar. Wait a minute. Why are you smiling?”

“He said cast and crew. As in, there are probably crew members somewhere building and painting sets. If it’s anything like building a robotic test course, they are probably working outside so people don’t choke on sawdust.”

Maya looked at me like I was leaving something out.

I touched my pocket. The stone was still there. I’d brought it for luck. “Trust me,” I said. “There’s definitely another way in.”

We found a back door that led to a sectioned-off part of the teacher’s parking lot. There was a teacher and a bunch of kids on the theater crew working with tools. One of them was Tameka, co-captain of Robotics Club.

Before I realized what I was doing, I had yanked Maya behind a stack of plywood where no one could see us, including Tameka.

Maya mouthed, “What now?” But I needed a second to think. That’s when I spotted it: the giant laundry cart full of fabric. No way were they leaving that outside.

When the coast was clear, I grabbed Maya’s hand, and we sprinted across the blacktop and straight into the fabric bin.

“This is just like Cleopatra!” Maya shrieked.

Well, maybe she didn’t shriek, but she was way louder than a pile of fabric, so I shushed her anyway.

Maya was right, though. It couldn’t have been any more like Cleopatra if I had planned it that way. Instructions are always good, but these instructions from Cleopatra were great!

I don’t know how long we waited in the bin, but just when I was starting to second-guess this plan, the cart lurched forward. It was a bumpy ride. Maya and I almost knocked heads a few times bouncing around in there, but we managed to stay quiet. It was easy to tell when we got wheeled inside, but after that, things were muffled for a while. And hot. Muffled and hot. My legs were starting to fall asleep, and every time I exhaled, the air in the cart got more humid. Just when the pins and needles in my legs turned to daggers and I thought I couldn’t stay in there another minute, Maya grabbed my hand. Someone was singing. We were backstage.

“The sun’ll come out . . . tomorrow!”

I’m not that big on musicals, but Carly’s voice was magic.

“She can really sing,” I whispered.

It was Maya’s turn to shush me. I got quiet, but I took my chances peeking out of the cart. We were parked in one of the wings. The backstage area seemed deserted. It was just us and The Carly Johnson on stage singing.

I gestured to Maya that the coast was clear, and both of us stood up. I could barely feel my legs. I don’t know if Maya could feel hers or not, but the next thing I knew, the cart was moving, Carly was screaming, and Maya and I were tumbling out onto the floor, fabric and all.

So much for a royal entrance.
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“What are you doing?” Carly demanded.

Mr. Werner, the theater teacher, was sprinting up to the stage.

Uh-oh. Carly was not alone. There were a few kids in the audience and some small groups working backstage, including Zoe, of all people. From the tape measure hanging around her neck and the pin cushion in her hand, I guessed she was on the costume crew. Great.

For a second, everybody—even Zoe—looked horrified. But by the time Mr. Werner made it up on stage, they were all laughing. At least Zoe didn’t stick around to watch us being humiliated. A shake of her head and she was gone before Maya and I could even get out from under the cart.

“Sorry sorry sorry,” I said over and over as Maya and I tried to untangle ourselves from the fabric and get on our feet. I’m sure we looked ridiculous. Cleopatra would not have been proud.

“What’s going on here?” Mr. Werner shouted.

“Yeah, this is not the Mr. Bundles scene,” Carly said, her shiny red curls glistening in the stage lights. “That was kind of creepy. What gives?”

Maya stood there, starstruck, the same way she was that time we spotted her favorite TikToker across a parking lot. She’d stood there half pointing with this dreamy grin on her face. You could practically see the cartoon stars twinkling in her eyes. It was hours before Maya was back to normal. I couldn’t believe it was happening again, right when I needed Maya to talk the most!

I know it sounds weird, but until Zoe walked away, I kind of thought she would help. In my world, if Maya couldn’t talk, Zoe would step in. But my world had changed. There was no Zoe. It was up to me. I took a deep breath. Inside my pocket, the rock thumped against my leg. If Cleopatra could talk to me, I could talk to the theater kids.

 “Um,” I stammered, still pulling fabric off. “We wanted to talk to Carly, and we didn’t know how else to find her. We were hoping she would help us with Maya’s campaign for sixth-grade representative.”

“Why didn’t you just email me?” Carly asked.

“Or message her on Instagram?” one of her friends said.

“Or TikTok?”

“Or leave a note on her locker?”

“Or just, like, not stalk her and sneak up on her by hiding in a fabric bin in a locked auditorium?”

“Fair,” I said. “I mean, we don’t know where her locker is, but the rest of those are all very good points.”

This was not getting off to a good start. But Cleopatra had given us a plan, and I was following it. Cleopatra would have kept talking, so I did too.

“Sorry. I guess we didn’t really think it through. But Maya is serious about this campaign. She has really good ideas, but they’re being overshadowed by our opponent’s pizza promises and campaign swag. We got this idea from Cleo—I mean, by studying Cleopatra. When Cleopatra wanted to get Julius Caesar’s support, she used this tactic to get his attention.”

Mr. Werner looked at Carly. Carly shrugged.

“Kind of problematic, but okay. This is the twenty-first century—not the first century or whenever Cleopatra was around.”

“You’re right,” I said. “That was weird. We didn’t mean to freak you out.”

Carly laughed. “Freak me out? You’re lucky you didn’t catch me in here alone. I know Brazilian jiu-jitsu. I could have taken you both. But since you risked life and limb to see me, I guess you can go ahead and ask me whatever you wanted to ask me.”

Maya was standing there looking shy—that is, as un-Maya-like as possible.

Mr. Werner stood in the left wing, tapping his foot. But Carly was giving us a chance, so I just put it all out there before the Cleopatra effect wore off.

“Will you back Maya in the election?” I blurted out before I lost my nerve.

Carly looked shocked.

I kept going, trying to talk to Carly like she was Caesar.

“Maya has great ideas. You heard them when she gave her speech. You clapped. I mean, everybody clapped for all the speeches, but you really did clap for Maya,” I said. “Everybody looks up to you, and right now it seems like the sixth graders are thinking more about taco memes and free T-shirts than anything else, so an endorsement from you might get some of them to stop and think about what’s really important.”

“Oh yeah?” Carly said, cocking her head to one side. “Why me?”

I swallowed hard. Honestly, Maya and I hadn’t really discussed it, but I was afraid that if I stopped talking, I’d be frozen forever like a deer in headlights, so I went with the first thing that popped into my head: math.

“You’re the best,” I said, trying to remember what Maya had told me. “You’ve won every year, and your campaign this year has been really impressive. Getting 62 percent of the vote when there were seven other candidates is incredible. If this were a real election, there wouldn’t even be a runoff. We wanted to see if we could form an alliance. You know. Like Julius Caesar and Cleopatra did. An endorsement from a person like you could really help Maya’s campaign.”

“No, it won’t,” Carly said. Her face went from “I know jiu-jitsu” to “big sister” in less than a second. Her blue eyes softened as she continued. “It might help with the eighth graders, but the sixth graders don’t even know who I am. I mean, the sixth-grade theater kids do, but they haven’t known me long enough to care what I think. That’s good. They just met me. But I will give you some advice.”

“Anything,” I said.

“Okay. Two things.” Carly put a finger up. “One. You said that if this were a real election, I would have already won. Well, this is a real election. If you really want to win, stop pulling stunts and treat it like a real campaign.”

“We’re not the ones pulling stunts,” Maya said, her injustice mode clearly activating enough to unfreeze her voice. “We’re against all that.”

Carly waved at the overturned fabric bin. “What do you call this? Pulling stunts might get you attention, but, in the end, doing stuff for attention doesn’t get you anywhere you want to be. Sure, I get a lot of likes on my posts, but how many of those people do you think will actually take the time to come and see this show because I’m in it? Some, but not enough to fill up the seats in this auditorium,” she said, gesturing to the empty seats. “My friends and family will come to support me, but most people won’t come for me. They’re coming for themselves—for extra credit or to be entertained. And that’s not selfish or anything. It’s more like self-care. Elections are the same way. People want to know what you can do for them. It’s not about you.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Maya said, almost to herself. “But you’re right.” She snapped out of starstruck mode, looking Carly right in the eye. “And I’m really sorry we interrupted you.”

Carly smiled that big-sister smile. The kind Maya got from Issy. “It’s all right. I remember being a sixth grader,” Carly said, throwing a look at her friends. They nodded with her. “It’s rough.”

Mr. Werner started ushering us to the door.

“We’ll go,” Maya said. “Sorry for interrupting your practice. You sound beautiful, by the way. I mean, I saw some of your performance clips on Instagram, but in person you are just . . . wow! Definitely coming to the show.”

“Thanks,” Carly called out, as Mr. Werner all but pushed us out into the hall.

“Wait!” I said through the open door. “What’s the second piece of advice?”

“Oh. Right!” Carly shouted. “You’re talking to the wrong person.”

* * *

Carly had barely finished her sentence when I heard the lock on the auditorium door click behind us.

“What do you think Carly meant about us talking to the wrong person? Is she saying she’s not our Julius Caesar?”

“Do you think Carly’s gonna wear a wig?”

I looked at Maya, confused. The stars in her eyes were coming back.

“When she plays Annie. I mean, she doesn’t need it. I didn’t realize her hair was so red. The wig is iconic, but she totally doesn’t need it, right?”

Maya’s mind had drifted back to being onstage with Carly. I needed it in the hallway with me.

“You’re right,” I said crisply. Maybe that would cut through. “Carly’s hair is perfect, but I bet she still wears the wig. Now can we get back to the campaign, please?”

“You’re right.” Maya looked sheepish. “Thanks, Campaign Manager. What are we deciding?”

“We’re trying to decide what Carly meant when she said we were talking to the wrong person. What do you think?”

“I think we should test the magic,” Maya said, maybe a little louder than she should have. I winced.

“Wasn’t Zoe a good test?” I said, careful to keep my voice low. “She thought the scroll was blank.”

“True,” Maya said. “But don’t you think we should show it to somebody else just to be sure? Someone we know we can trust.”

I nodded. That was scientific.

“Who do we show it to?” Maya asked. “It can’t be anybody at this school. It can’t be your parents. It can’t be—”

“Ysabel and Tomás,” I said.

“Right. It can’t be Ysabel or Tomás.”

“No, I’m saying it should be Ysabel and Tomás. They’re perfect.”

Maya blinked at me. Hard. “No, they’re not!” she said. “They’re gonna think we’re crazy!”

“They’re gonna think we have a social studies project,” I corrected. “Who would automatically think we have a pen pal who’s been dead for two thousand years?”

Maya wanted to argue. I could see it in her face. But instead she sighed and led the way to the detention hall. I didn’t get nervous until we were halfway down the stairs. It had been there all day. Eight hours is a long time. What if someone had found our hiding spot? What if someone had found our secret scroll? By the time we stepped into the archives, my hands were shaking. You couldn’t tell by looking at her, but Maya must have been nervous too, because we both breathed a sigh of relief when we opened the closet door and saw the scroll right where we’d left it.

* * *

Back at Maya’s house, we laid the scroll out on her bed, right on top of the outfits she’d decided not to wear that morning. We called Ysabel and Tomás in to take a look.

“This scroll looks legit, Mimi. I mean, Maya.” Ysabel winced apologetically. “It looks a little too new to be ancient, but other than that, it looks great. I did a report on Cleopatra last year. I wish I had thought of this. What did you use to make it?”

Maya looked away. Her brother and sister may have annoyed her sometimes, but we both felt bad keeping stuff from them. It just didn’t feel like it was time to share yet.

“Trade secret,” I said, jumping in so Maya wouldn’t have to make something up.

“You should sell this on Etsy,” Tomás said, running his finger down the parchment. “You’d make a killing.”

Maya was looking at the ground, but her eyes were so wide I thought they’d pop.

“We need it. For school,” I said.

“Well, is what you’re writing on it a secret too?” Ysabel asked.

Maya and I looked at each other.

“You’re not planning on turning in a blank scroll, are you? I mean, the papyrus looks good, but it’s not that convincing. You at least need to add some hieroglyphs or something. A blank scroll might fly in elementary school, but this is middle school. You gotta step up your game.”

You really can’t see it? I wanted to squeal.

“That’s a good idea,” I said. I couldn’t help grinning. “We should look up some hieroglyphs.”

“Unless you want to sell it,” Tomás cut in. “If you want to sell it, leave it blank. That way people can write what they want on it. People love that stuff on Etsy.”

My heart was beating fast, the way it does before a race. It was happening. The twins messed with us sometimes, but what were the chances they’d say the exact same thing Zoe did? Not zero, but pretty close to it. There really was something magical about the scroll. I was so happy my whole body wanted to break out and run.

“If you want help, just say the word. Remember, I did a project on Cleopatra last year. Did you know she spoke like nine languages? Yeah. Her family was Greek, but they’d been ruling Egypt for, like, forever and none of them bothered to learn Egyptian. Cleopatra was the first one. And you know how when people talk about Cleopatra, they almost always talk about Julius Caesar? As if she only became a queen because Julius Caesar liked her. I mean, he helped, but the first time Cleopatra met with Caesar, she had already raised an army. In exile. How cool is that?”

Ysabel had no idea how cool we thought it was.

“Very cool,” Maya said. “I think we got it from here, though.”

“Thanks, Issy!” I shouted, as Maya pushed her brother and sister back out of her room. I could hear Tomás in the hall saying, “Think about Etsy. That’s a million-dollar idea waiting to happen!”

I would have asked Ysabel a million more questions. Like, how did a person in exile manage to raise an army? But instead, Maya and I danced around the room, silently cheering like crazy people. What else is there to do when you realize that, somehow, you and your best friend have gotten a magical blueprint for success directly from the last pharaoh of Egypt, Cleopatra herself. The answers we needed were right in her letter. We just had to look close enough to find them.
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Maya and I sat cross-legged on her bed, poring over the scroll. It felt like we’d already read it a million times. But when we read it again after our silent dance party fizzled out, it took me only about five seconds to say, “We did it wrong! We shouldn’t have climbed in that fabric bin.”

Maya put a hand on my shoulder. “Are you finally admitting that rolling out of a rug would have worked way better? I knew you weren’t an enemy of fun!”

Maya was really stuck on this rug thing.

“No,” I said. “We did it out of order!”

“What are you talking about?”

“See?” I said, pointing at Caesar’s name in the letter. “We went to Caesar first!”

“What’s wrong with that?” she asked, dodging paint tubes on the floor to hop over to her window seat.

“Remember what Issy said about Cleopatra raising an army?” I moved the stone out of the way. “It’s all right here in the letter. We basically skipped straight to tightening the first screw!”

Maya’s eyebrows shot straight up. “You lost me.”

The super-long window seat was the only area in Maya’s room with enough free space to pace back and forth, but she was already up there, so I stayed on the bed and bounced the stone in my hand instead.

“When you’re assembling something, tightening the screws is really satisfying. It makes you feel like you’re done. Like you’ve accomplished something.” The stone felt good in my hand, the splotch in the middle glistening like the star it was. “But if you tighten the first screw as soon as you put it in, it makes it harder to put in the second screw. And if you tighten the second screw too, sometimes nothing else aligns, and it becomes literally impossible to put in the third screw. Tightening screws is fun, but you can’t skip straight to that step even though you know you’ll get there eventually. There’s an order to things. If you skip ahead, you end up having to take the whole thing apart.”

“So . . . this is a metaphor . . . ?”

“Think of it this way,” I said. “Cleopatra snuck in to see Caesar, but before that, she had to put a bunch of stuff together to be sure she could make a grand entrance.”

Maya froze on the window seat midstep. “Like get a rug,” she said.

I made a face. Maya giggled.

“No,” I said. “I mean, maybe. But first she raised an army. And she had a bunch of spies working for her, which probably helped her figure out the best way to get in to see him without getting caught. And those same spies probably gathered information so that she would know what Caesar wanted when she met him. What do you think would have happened if Cleopatra had gone to Caesar without doing any of that first? Exiled from Alexandria with no proof of her power?” The stone landed in my hand with a delightful thump. I gave it a squeeze.

“She would have looked like she looks in the movies—like the only power she had was beauty and good fashion sense,” Maya said. “Not that there’s anything wrong with beauty and good fashion sense. It’s just that—”

“That’s not what you need to rule Egypt for more than 20 years?”

Maya nodded, hopping onto the clear spot on the floor between the window seat and her little medium corner before hopping right back up again.

“Agreed. Cleopatra had those things, but that’s not all she had. She was powerful. She met Caesar like royalty with an army at her back. The rug was just a way to get into the room. She already had followers. She could already prove she was a leader. We didn’t do that. We skipped steps. Instructions don’t work if you skip steps.” I paused, really taking time to look at the stone in my hand. Even more than the sparkles, something about the texture made it feel really cool.

“You’re right, Nina. We went to Carly way too soon. I hope you’re not suggesting we spend the next week getting my follower count up, though. You know how my parents feel about me using social media.”

“Don’t feed the beast,” we said together. Then we both laughed. Social media was the one thing Maya’s parents were really strict about. They let her have some accounts, but they only let her follow IRL friends, and even then, they had to have met them.

My phone rang. It was Mama.

“Sorry, Mama,” I answered. “I’m at Maya’s house. We’re working on her campaign. Can I spend the night?”

There was a pause.

“Pleeease?” I added. “It’s important.”

Another pause.

“Mama?”

She sighed. “Mum and I need to talk to you about something pretty important too.”

A jolt of energy shot through my stomach. It did not feel like magic. It felt like doom.

“But this election is pretty important to you, huh?” I could imagine Mama running her hand across her short curls. She always did that when she was upset.

“Maya has a good shot at winning, but we have a lot of work to do,” I said, trying to make my voice sound lighter than it felt. “So, yeah. It’s pretty important.”

“More important than Robotics Club?” Mama teased.

“No. Not more important than Robotics Club.”

“I’m just joking with you, baby. But I still haven’t heard how Robotics Club was yesterday.”

“It was . . . different. Can I tell you and Mum about it later?”

“Okay, sweet pea. But tonight’s the last night, okay? I love you.”

“Love you too, Mama. Bye!”

I had never been so relieved to hang up a phone in my life.

“Everything okay?” Maya asked.

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head.

Maya laughed a little. “You know you’re supposed to nod your head when you say yes and shake your head when you say no, right? I think you have your wires crossed, robot genius.”

I tried to smile. It wasn’t all the way there. I could feel it.

“I was waiting for you to tell me, but clearly you’re not going to, so I’m just gonna ask.” She looked a little uncomfortable. “What’s going on with your moms?”

“I told you,” I said.

“No, you told Cleopatra. That’s not the same. I’m supposed to be your best friend.”

Maya’s words hung in the air. I wasn’t sure she could really understand. Her parents always seemed so happy and in love.

I swallowed. “My moms have been arguing a lot. It kind of started before we went to camp, but when I got back, it was a thousand times worse.”

“Are they gonna get a divorce?”

The question knocked the air out of me. I usually loved it when Maya got straight to the point. But not right now. All of a sudden, I pictured Maya handing me a crystal to make everything okay, and my words got stuck in my throat. I shook my head.

“I don’t know,” I said finally. “I don’t really want to talk about it. Besides, we have too much work to do.”

“Nina, are you sure?”

“Yep! I am the campaign manager, and this is an executive decision. You and I are following the instructions. First order of business,” I said, picking up the stone, “where can we hide the scroll in your room?”

“Oh, we can’t hide that in my room,” Maya said. “Best case scenario is that if Issy thinks we didn’t turn ‘our project’ in, she hounds us about it until we die. Worst case scenario? Tomás sells the thing on Etsy. What? You saw the look in his eye. He’d sell it for fifty bucks with free shipping.”

I laughed. “You’re probably right. We can bring it back to the detention room on Monday. Until then, we are going to be busy.”

I finished rolling up the scroll, tied it closed with some yarn from one of Maya’s piles of art materials, and shoved it under Maya’s bed.

“Can I keep the stone?” I said.

“Sure,” she said, throwing some stray socks and pillowcases over the scroll so it’d blend in better.

“You sure? This one might have been touched by Cleopatra . . .”

“Rocks are old. Literally any of them could have been touched by Cleopatra. For all I know, all of them were,” Maya said. Then her face got serious. “Besides, it’s the first stone on our new path, and Cleopatra sent it to you, not me. Keep it.”

I started to say “are you sure?” again, but something stopped me. I don’t know if it was the look on Maya’s face or the feeling of holding something that may or may not have traveled through time. I ran my thumb across the grainy surface of the stone, then dropped it in my pocket. It felt good.

“Whoa! That was like dropping a rock into a sinkhole. Those pockets are huge!” Maya said. She was trying to change the mood. It worked.

“Cargo pants.” I grinned. “Told you they’re the best. Now let’s get down to business.”
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The plan was simple, but it was going to take all weekend to get it started.



Step 1: Deploy the Spies
Step 2: Listen
Step 3: Speak the Languages of Your People
Step 4: Take a Straw Poll
Step 5: Represent

Cleopatra probably would have said Rule, but we figured Represent worked better for Maya Sánchez, Person of the People. We kept switching the order of steps 2, 3, and 4. We definitely wanted to do a straw poll. They may not be official, but they are a good way to find out what issues people think are most important. The only problem was we didn’t know what to ask in our straw poll. We put the straw poll after listening and speaking, but everything seemed so connected that it kind of felt confusing.

Cleopatra probably used her spies for all kinds of dangerous missions, but neither of us wanted to land on the wrong side of Mr. Greenway again (and we didn’t have any dangerous missions on our to-do list). And, since we weren’t living under the constant threat of being assassinated the way Cleopatra and her siblings were, the main thing we needed from a spy network was information. Without the help of social media, finding our network seemed a little hard—until we remembered the fifth-grade class directory.

In our elementary school, families were given a list with the contact information of everyone in the class. I think it was created mostly to make sure nobody got left out of birthday parties or valentine swaps, but it would totally work as a starter network too. We couldn’t find Maya’s copy, but Mum’s super organizational skills never failed. She messaged us the file like a minute after I texted her asking for it.

The list had only the kids from our class, not the whole fifth grade. And not everybody from our fifth-grade class ended up at Ada Lovelace, but it was a place to start. On Friday night, we crossed off the kids who had moved away or gone to other schools and divided up the list by who knew the person best. For obvious reasons, neither of us took Kai. Then we spent all day Saturday making calls.

Maya had the biggest list. She knew most of the kids better than I did. A lot of people didn’t pick up the phone the first time. But whenever someone did answer, Maya lit up and talked to them like they chatted all the time. She asked them about their lives and their hobbies, what they thought of Ada Lovelace, and who else they thought she should call.

She kept changing positions. Sometimes she sat crisscross applesauce in her little medium corner. Sometimes she sprawled out on her giant bed with her feet propped against the wall. And sometimes she paced back and forth on the window seat. But wherever she was, Maya looked like she was having a great time. She even took notes. I mean, she took notes the way Maya takes notes—a lot of cartoons and sketches with a few words sprinkled in—but they were still notes. I understood them too. Mostly.

I was learning so much, like the fact that Ada Lovelace had a golf team, and that the chess team was a contender for the state championship. Maya was so much better at talking to people than I was that I stopped making calls. I pulled my computer out of my backpack and started organizing Maya’s intel. Believe me, it was a lot! I started off making a spreadsheet, but in the end, I coded a little script to mark the people Maya had talked to and automatically itemize and sort their activities and concerns. It wasn’t pretty, but it worked.

Maya smiled when she got off the phone with a kid named Ethan who used to spend all of lunch putting grapes on his fingers but was now hoping to make the robotics team next year. “An app?” she said, looking over my shoulder at my laptop screen. “You made us a campaign app? You are the best campaign manager ever! What would I do without you?”

It wasn’t exactly an app. For it to be an app, it would have needed an interface and a ton of smoothing, but it felt good to be useful, so I said, “Thank you,” and didn’t bother mentioning all the things wrong with it.

In the end, Maya talked to 22 out of the 30 people in our fifth-grade directory, but those 22 calls basically took the whole day.

On Sunday, Maya’s abuela wouldn’t let us just have cereal before working on our strategy. She insisted on making us a huge breakfast with her famous sweet-and-spicy hot chocolate. It was delicious. But Maya wanted to rush through breakfast and get back to work. The spreadsheet I’d made sorted people’s hobbies and interests into different categories, and we needed to figure out how to turn that information into a straw poll.

“We’re learning about Cleopatra,” Maya said to her abuela between bites of egg, “and Cleopatra used to get people to vote on things. It wasn’t a real vote. She just wanted to know what they thought about things before she made her decisions.”

“Oh yes, straw polls,” Maya’s abuela said, spooning more avocado onto my plate.

“Right!” Maya said. “I think Cleopatra was one of the first people to do it. She was really big on listening. And it worked really well, so Nina and I thought we should do it in my campaign. After we talked to a bunch of people yesterday, we thought we’d know what to put on the straw poll. But, honestly, even with the cool app Nina coded, we still don’t. Like, four of the kids I talked to are heavy into baseball, but how are we supposed to turn that into a question for a straw poll?”

“Did you try getting them to elaborate? To say more about their hopes and dreams for the baseball team?”

“I did, and they didn’t really say anything. I mean, they talked, but they only talked about good stuff. Maybe our school is just a perfect place?”

“Could be,” Maya’s abuela said. “But it could also be that you’re not close enough for them to confide in you. Most people don’t go around telling just anyone their problems.”

“People tell me things all the time. We’re friends.” Maya sounded offended.

“I am sure you are, but friends don’t always tell each other everything. Besides, they may not be thinking of you as a friend at all right now.”

“What else would I be?” Maya asked before taking a huge bite of tortilla.

“You’re a Cleopatra,” I said.

Maya gulped down the tortilla and frowned. “What? Seriously? You think I act like a queen? Like I’m better than everybody else?”

I had no idea she’d be offended by that. I thought we both thought Cleopatra was cool.

“No! I know you don’t think you’re better than anybody. I just mean that since you’re running for representative, people might think you’re on a different level. That’s all.”

“Nina is right, Mimi. Your friends may not be as comfortable saying bad stuff to you now as they used to be.”

Maya pushed her plate away and groaned.

“If people were scared to tell Cleopatra what was going on just because she was Cleopatra, no wonder she used so many spies,” Maya said. “I wish there was some way we could ask her.”

I kneed Maya under the table and tried to stop myself from glaring at her. Ask? Cleopatra? That was too close. Maya didn’t look up at me, but I sure was looking at her. Is she trying to tell her abuela about the scroll?

“Well, that would be very, very difficult, Mayita.” Maya’s abuela laughed, tightening the belt on her fuzzy purple robe. I breathed a silent sigh of relief. “But books and articles and old letters are a beautiful way to speak with people from the past. You learn so much. And don’t fret, Mimi. It’s not hopeless. You can just ask more people. Someone is bound to tell you what can go better for them.”

Maya shook her head. “You and Nina are right. Telling people good stuff is one thing, but some stuff might make people feel embarrassed. How many people would look somebody they barely know in the face and say, “My family can’t afford period products, so I need free pads and tampons so I don’t bleed through my clothes. There has to be some way to make it anonymous. Maybe a suggestion box?”

“Now you’re thinking, Mimi,” Maya’s abuela said, nudging the basket of tortillas in her direction.

“Thanks, but now that I’m thinking about it, suggestion boxes are not exactly anonymous. People can see you putting suggestions in. And then there was Cheesegate . . .”

I winced. Cheesegate. It happened in fourth grade, and as soon as Maya said it, the memory of the smell made me feel sick all over again. That’s what happens when a few kids decide that instead of tossing the extra mozzarella sticks from the after-school cooking class into the trash, it’d be funny to stuff them into a suggestion box and leave them there over a long weekend. That hall smelled horrible for days after it got cleaned up. It was awful.

“So. Gross.” I said. “But what about an online survey? That could be totally anonymous, and you can’t stuff it with smelly cheese.”

Maya didn’t seem convinced. “We’ll just end up with a bunch of joke responses.”

“Cleopatra wouldn’t”—I grinned—“because Cleopatra would probably have a joke section.”

“A joke section?” Maya asked.

“Yeah. Remember what we read about Cleopatra playing practical jokes: ‘Playing among the people?’ If Cleopatra was good enough to play among the people, so are we. We should add a joke section to our anonymous suggestion box too! That way there’s a place for people’s funny comments.”

That did it. Maya was smiling big again. “Nina, I know I say this a lot, but you are a genius. Seriously. Like the-Doctor-plus-Council-of-Ricks-minus-the-evil-level genius.” That really did make me blush. “Do you think Mr. Greenway would let us use whatever app he’s using?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” I said.

So, Monday morning, Maya’s abuela dropped us off early with our “project,” a.k.a. the scroll. I kept the stone with me as a good-luck charm, but we hid the scroll in the archives before Maya and I set up camp outside Mr. Greenway’s office.

He couldn’t hold back his smile when he heard our poll idea.

“I like the way you’re thinking, Candidate Sánchez. I have a few minutes. I can get you set up on the program right now if you want.”

“Oh, not me,” Maya said, waggling her fingers in my direction. “My campaign manager is the computer genius. She’s the one you should set up.”

I felt myself blushing again but stood up straighter and let Mr. Greenway show me the school-approved survey app. It was weird. I was actually starting to feel like an okay campaign manager. Maybe it was the stone in my pocket, but I really felt confident.

“Is it okay if we use it twice?” I asked.

Mr. Greenway looked skeptical, but Maya jumped in. “Before we can write the rest of the questions for the poll, we need to learn more about the kids we haven’t spoken to.”

“Ah!” Mr. Greenway said. “You’re on a listening tour. Excellent idea!”

“Right. A listening tour.” Maya beamed. “I like that. Yeah. That’s exactly what we’re doing.”

“Excellent.” Mr. Greenway grinned.

* * *

The spreadsheet made it super easy to create the first round of questions for the poll. Mr. Greenway sent it out before homeroom. When I stopped at Mr. Greenway’s classroom on the way to lunch, the joke section was already full. Of course. Some of the jokes were even funny, like “RIP, boiling water—you will be mist” or saying we should paper the walls with Banana Cat memes, or that Kai would never serve mushroom pizza because he’s already a “fun-gi.” The other sections were empty, but since the jokes were only in the joke section, I felt like we were winning. Mission accomplished.

Afterward, Maya insisted we go to the cafeteria instead of eating under the Trouble Tree. Even with King Kai holding court in the middle of the room, the cafeteria wasn’t nearly as scary as it had been. It helped that there wasn’t a giant smart board with election results on it. Plus, it was fun watching Maya move from table to table, talking to people.

I don’t know how she did it. I got tired just watching her. But when we left a group of kids making dance videos in the hall outside of the art room, Maya seemed even more energetic.

“Nina!” She squeezed my arm as we headed back to the main floor. “I need to talk to the robotics kids. Will you help me speak ‘Engineer’?”

“Are you serious?” I laughed. “‘Engineer’ is not a language.”

“I understand it a little from being friends with you for so long, but ‘Engineer’ is definitely another language. And will you help me speak ‘Runner’ too? I’m supposed to talk to the track team after school tomorrow. Ooh! And if you teach me a little ‘Runner,’ do you think that’ll work for softball and baseball? I’m meeting with them on Wednesday. Never mind. Margot plays softball. I’ll ask Margot.”

I shrugged. I guess Cleopatra did say she should learn the languages of her people.

She kept going. “I want to get as much of your help as I can before you abandon me tomorrow.”

“What? As your campaign manager and best friend, I hereby vow not to abandon you.”

“But don’t you have Robotics Club tomorrow?”

Oh. Right. Robotics Club. The probability that I’d ever have this thought had to be a million to one, but . . . I was not looking forward to Robotics Club.
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The next day, while Maya was off on her listening tour, I walked to Dr. Hansen’s room alone. Having a turtle shell sure would have come in handy. At least then I could hide from the glares I knew were coming my way at Robotics Club. I couldn’t blame them if they were mad. Not showing up for practice is awful, especially when you’re trying to be part of a team. I hadn’t even made the competition team yet, and already I was showing them that they couldn’t count on me.

For a second, I thought about just not going. But that was only for a second, because the thought of never going again was worse than anything else I could think of. I had to do it. I had to face the club.

When I got there, I could hear the sound of the 3D printer from the hallway and tried to brace myself to go in. The free build had already started. I had the rock in my pocket, but I was not feeling confident. Then I had the same thought I’d had when Maya and I went to talk to Carly: What would Cleopatra do? Well, she sure wouldn’t stand in the hallway wishing there were a turtle shell or convenient trash can she could hide in. She’d face it.

I took a deep breath and walked in before my feet could decide not to.

Dylan looked up from whatever he was soldering together. “Sixth grader!” he said. “You’re back! You were sick, right?”

Tameka turned around from the 3D printer. “Nina wasn’t sick. You had detention, right, Nina?”

Everyone looked up at me. I felt like I was going to die of embarrassment right then and there. Ugh. One of the team captains didn’t even know my name, so he called me “sixth grader” to remind everybody that I was the youngest one there. And the captain who did know my name just told everyone that I had missed practice because of detention. No way would they let me be on the competition team now. I was too irresponsible. I’d be lucky if they even let me stay in the club. I stared at Tameka’s shoes, waiting for her to hit me with the hard truth.

“Next time,” Tameka said, pulling stabilizers off the gear she had just 3D printed, “text me or Dylan if you’re not gonna make it. You can message Doc too, but they hardly ever check their email.”

“That’s true,” Doc said, walking out of the closet on the far side of the room. “My inbox is like a black hole: 3,408 unread messages at last count.”

I blinked. Mum would have died.

“You’re way better off telling Dylan or Tameka. What was it, Tameka? Sick or detention?”

“Detention,” Tameka said, grabbing a piece of sand-paper to smooth the edges on her new gear.

“You called it,” Doc said.

They were all acting so normal. Meanwhile, I knew the shame spiral was plastered all over my face. How did they keep saying detention like it was just a regular word?

Tameka stopped sanding to look at me, concerned. “Wait. Are you embarrassed about having detention? My bad. Don’t worry about it. It’s not that big a deal. I mean, I’ve never had it, but Dylan gets detention all the time.”

“True,” Dylan said. “I used to do it on purpose. The detention hall is a really nice place to think. But I stopped when I joined robotics. The schedules conflict.”

I didn’t know what to say. They were all being so cool about it. But I still couldn’t relax.

Tameka pulled me over to where another kid, Oscar, was reshaping the wheels on our team build. My face went hot the second I saw our little robot in the corner. Why had I ever decided to turn our team project into a spy bot? Worst. Decision. Ever.

“When you weren’t here, I went through your code,” Tameka said.

I froze. There it was. Tameka was about to bring the hammer. My eyes started to sting. I needed to say something before real tears fell.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t here, and I left you with a bunch of work, and, on top of that, the whole reason I got in trouble was because I was trying to catch somebody saying something bad, and we didn’t even catch him, which made the whole thing pointless. I know it looks really irresponsible, but I’m not usually irresponsible. Anyway, I understand if you want me to leave right now, but I swear it won’t happen again.”

Silence.

If I thought everybody was staring at me before, I was sure of it then. My eyes welled up with tears, and there was nothing I could do to stop them from rolling down my face. The next thing I knew, the whole team had gathered around me, even the kids whose names I didn’t know yet.

“Nina,” Doc called out from behind their desk. “I just searched my email and read the message from Mr. Greenway about what you and your friend did to earn that detention. Listen, inventors get overzealous. It’s okay. No one was hurt. No damage was done. You’re fine.”

The relief I felt unleashed more tears. They literally gushed down my face, but it was the good kind of crying. I guess I hadn’t realized that I had been feeling so much pressure. Detention. Proving myself to the Robotics Club. My moms’ arguing. Zoe ditching us. Trying to help Maya. Even the mysterious scroll. All of it was getting to me. But once the tears stopped and I took a breath, I actually felt much better.

“Catharsis?” Doc asked, handing me a tissue box off their desk.

I nodded, pulling a tissue to wipe my eyes.

“Good. I love catharses. Let’s give Nina some room to finish getting her feelings out while the rest of us get back to work. These robots are not going to build themselves. Well, someday they will. And they already are in some places. But you get my point. Let’s build!”

“Sorry for just not showing up, Tameka,” I said when the crowd had thinned.

“You apologized enough,” Tameka said. “I don’t know exactly what you did with the robot—and maybe I don’t want to know—but next time just tell us what’s up. Teammates don’t leave each other hanging. Anyway, I had a chance to look at your code. You got skills, Nina. If we were voting on who’d represent us on the competition team right now, you would have my vote for sure.”

I clutched the stone in my pocket, trying not to let my brain go back into overdrive. I don’t know if it was hearing that Tameka would vote for me or feeling the stone in my pocket, but something was really making me feel better. Weirdly I was leaning toward the stone. Is there such a thing as an emotional-support rock?

The kids in our group all seemed busy sanding things, adjusting things, and testing how straight the wheels rolled. It was like nobody in the room was thinking about me crying in front of them a few seconds ago. They all seemed totally absorbed in getting our bot ready to beat Doc’s test course.

“Thanks, Tameka,” I said. “I don’t really expect you to vote for me, but that was really nice of you to say.”

“No problem,” Tameka said. “But you know there’s no vote, right?”

I raised my eyebrows.

“We don’t vote on who’s on the competition team. Doc’s more brutal than that.”

My eyes were open so wide I could feel them literally drying out. I forced myself to blink.

“How does Doc pick the team?” I finally got out. I was kind of afraid to ask.

“Battle bots,” she said with a wink.

“We have to fight our robots?” I asked. Robotics Team was more hard-core than I’d thought.

Tameka laughed. “After the team competition, we build robots on our own and see which ones survive Doc’s course. The first four to make it to the end win spots on the team. If none of them make it, then the last four robots standing make the team. The one who wins first or gets the farthest is the team captain.”

“I don’t know if I’m up for building a robot all by myself for a solo survival challenge,” I said.

“From what I’ve seen, you are, but it’s cool. We have to finish our team bot before we start thinking about individual builds anyway. And right now somebody needs to figure out what’s making our team bot pull to the right. Man!” Tameka shook her head. “We need to come up with a name for this thing so I can stop calling it ‘team bot.’ You know robots don’t like not having names.”

“Fortuna,” I said. “My friend Maya called it that, and I think it fits.”

Tameka smiled. “I think it fits too,” she said.

I picked up a sanding block, but before I started to work on Fortuna, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking that things really were looking up. I mean, first the mailbox, then the letter, now this? Maybe I was lucky to get that detention after all.
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The rest of Robotics Club was great. Tameka and I figured out how to get Fortuna to stop leaning to one side. Then our practice squad concentrated on getting Fortuna light enough for liftoff. We were feeling good even though we hadn’t quite figured it out yet. This kid named Jamie suggested we use straws to replace some of the framing. I didn’t know if that would work, but I was excited to try. After a while, I noticed people looking up at the doorway. I turned and saw Maya standing there, beaming.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought you were on your listening tour!”

“I am,” Maya said brightly, stepping into the room. “I was trying to wait until you were done, but the extracurricular block ended like 20 minutes ago and you guys are still working. Looks like the robotics team goes hard, and I am here for it.”

Weirdly, even with her colorful hair and clothes and bracelets and paint splatter, Maya looked just as at-home around gears and robots and random pieces of wire as she did in the art studio.

“Club,” I corrected. “This is a robotics club. Apparently, we have to survive Doc’s battle royale to make the team.”

Doc gave me a two-finger salute from across the room.

“I told you I needed you to help me speak ‘Engineer,’” Maya said, nudging my shoulder. “I didn’t realize there was a difference between the club and the team.”

“That’s not an engineer thing,” Tameka said. “It’s a resource thing. Right, Doc?”

“Absolutely,” Dr. Hansen said. “Are you interested in joining Robotics Club, er . . . ?”

“Maya,” I supplied. “This is my best friend, Maya Sánchez. Maya is running for sixth-grade representative, and right now she’s on a listening tour.”

Doc looked impressed. “Whose idea was that?” they asked.

“It was Cleo—” I froze, hoping my brain would find some way to fix it.

“It was Cleo-rly Nina’s,” Maya said, her eyes twinkling. “She’s my campaign manager.”

I should have been relieved but, Cleo-rly? I almost burst out laughing.

Doc didn’t notice. They nodded and made a face like they were really, really impressed.

After that, Maya was all business. “If I win the election, I’ll officially only represent the sixth graders, but if anybody in here has time to talk about what would make Ada Lovelace a better school for them, I’d love to listen, if that’s okay, Dr. Hansen.”

Doc agreed. Most of the kids were cleaning and packing up while we talked, but I could tell they were still listening.

“So, why do you call this a club and not a team?” she asked.

Doc was the one who answered. “Well, my original vision was to have a place where anyone who thought they might be interested in robots could have a chance to explore it.”

“But we had tryouts,” I said, confused. “Why have tryouts if you’re going to take everybody?”

“Because we can’t take everybody,” Doc and Tameka said at the same time. Doc smiled and nodded their head at Tameka. “You explain,” they said.

Tameka nodded, ready to take the lead, but Dylan jumped in first without taking his eyes off whatever he was screwing in with the tiny screwdriver.

“If there were any more kids in this classroom, none of us would be able to hear ourselves think,” he said, finally looking up as he wiped his bangs out of his face.

“Or have space to build,” Tameka added. “It’s cramped as it is.”

“And that’s not considering the cost of materials,” Dylan added. “More kids would mean more kits, more tools, and all that. We don’t want to charge club fees. That might scare away some awesome kids whose families can’t afford it. So we let as many people into the club as we can and then choose the competition team from the club members.”

Maya nodded. I could see the wheels turning in her head, but I had no idea how she’d remember it all. So I pulled out my laptop and started taking notes straight into the campaign spreadsheet.

“In an ideal world, how would we fix it?” she asked.

“In an ideal world, we’d have a million dollars, a bunch more teachers helping Doc, and full use of the cafeteria to host free builds every Monday and Wednesday for anybody who wanted to come.” Tameka grinned.

Doc let out a laugh. “I’d settle for another teacher and money to buy 10 more beginner kits. I bet if we had that, we could survive being squeezed into this room—as long as we get Dylan some earplugs.”

“How about a bus to take all the club members to competitions so we’d have a crowd to cheer the team on?” a kid from Dylan’s group said.

“Maybe we could set up a robotics fair in the main hall to get kids excited for competitions,” a kid named Serefina threw in.

There were so many great ideas, and Maya took them all in as I typed notes. Afterward, Maya thanked everybody for letting her listen in, and we helped Doc finish putting the equipment away. Then Maya and I made our way toward the front of the building.

The hallways were empty now, and the afternoon light shining through the windows made the carvings on the walls look like they were glowing. When we made it outside, Maya pointed up at the clock tower behind us.

“Let’s add clock tower tours on the straw poll,” Maya said. “I bet you’re not the only engineer who wishes they could go inside.”

“Probably not,” I admitted. “It looks like it’d be a secret spaceship on Doctor Who or something.”

Maya laughed. “My house or yours, Campaign Manager?”

“I’d rather go to your house, but Mama and Mum said we’re making pizza and ice cream tonight.”

“Ziplock ice cream? Like we used to do at your birthday parties?” Maya looked genuinely excited. “Fun!”

Ziplock ice cream was Mama’s trick. You put cream, sugar, and whatever flavor you want in a ziplock bag and close it tight. Then you put that bag in a bigger ziplock bag filled with ice and salt and toss it back and forth until the mixture turns into ice cream. I’d never seen my moms laugh as hard as they did when they were showing us how to make ziplock ice cream at my seventh birthday party.

“We’ll probably use the ice cream maker instead of throwing a bag back and forth like we did at my parties, but yeah.”

“Too bad,” Maya said. “Regular ice cream is good, but ziplock ice cream is the best.”

Maya was right, but the way my moms had been acting lately, I couldn’t imagine them playing catch with a bag of ice ever again.

“I’ll walk you home,” Maya said. “Longcut?”

I looked back up at the clock tower. I wasn’t 100 percent certain, but I bet if I drew it out on graph paper, the tip of the clock tower’s shadow would lead straight past the soccer field, into the woods, and right to the mysterious mailbox.

“Longcut,” I said, but I didn’t really need to. Maya knew I wanted to go that way, and I knew she wanted to go that way too.

* * *

I don’t know why we hadn’t gone back to the mailbox yet. Maybe because the scroll showed up at my house. Maybe because, between the election and Kai and Robotics Club, there was already so much going on. Or maybe we were both afraid that it wouldn’t be there. Like, that was our one chance at magic, and we’d already used it up.

Maya and I were quiet as we trudged past the soccer field in the shadow of the clock tower. We slapped the Musketeer Maple and went straight into the woods. We both knew what we were looking for. And there it was, right where we’d left it: a mailbox a few yards away from the path, exactly where a mailbox shouldn’t be. It was a little rusty. It leaned to one side, and the paint was rubbed off in some places just like it was before. I walked straight toward the mailbox to open it, half expecting my letter and all the flowers to still be tucked inside, but the mailbox was empty. There wasn’t even any dust or a flower petal left inside, but when we got really close, there was a strange whooshing sound, almost like the faint hum of electricity. I motioned for Maya to come closer, and we both leaned our heads close to the door, our ears practically pressed against the metal.

“Whoa,” Maya whispered.

I nodded. The sound wasn’t exactly louder, but it was way more intense. I gripped the rock in my pocket. I couldn’t help thinking they were connected somehow. Of all the things Maya put in the mailbox, the stone was the only one to come back.

* * *

When I got home, both my moms were in the kitchen, and everything was on the counter for pizza sauce. Onions, bell peppers, garlic, and five jars of tomatoes Mama had canned from the garden last summer, plus ground beef for Mum, ground chicken for Mama, and a whole block of Parmesan cheese for me. And as the family’s official cheese grater, I was also the person who got to eat the chunks of cheese that were too small to grate in the end. That was good, but when I saw two different sizes of ziplock bags on the counter, I couldn’t hold the excitement in.

“Ziplock ice cream!” I ran to hug them both. “Can I make mine strawberry? With the strawberry sauce?”

“I knew you were going to say that.” Mama smiled. “That’s why I bought a fresh jar of strawberry sauce. Let’s do it after dinner, though.”

“Thanks!” I said.

“You’re berry welcome,” Mama said, cheesy grin and all.

I shook my head, then gave Mama an extra squeeze. That was corny. But good.

My moms usually took turns making dinner, so having them both in there pulling out cutting boards and mixing bowls and pots and pans made it seem more like a party.

“Do you need help sorting the cheese?” Mum asked.

“Nope.” I grinned, pulling the grater and my favorite cheese-grating bowl out of a cabinet on our island. There was mozzarella too, but I’d leave it in the fridge until the last minute before slicing it. It was one of the few parts of pizza night that didn’t make a huge mess. Mum always said she found drips of tomato sauce for weeks after we made pizza. But pizza night was the only night Mum didn’t complain about the mess. And even though part of me still wished I were at Maya’s house, an even bigger part of me was glad to be at home with my moms. At least I was until they started bickering.

“You’re supposed to put the pizza stone in before you heat the oven, not after,” Mama said, sliding chopped onion off the cutting board into a pan.

“I am aware,” Mum said. So was I. We had been together for only 10 minutes, and Mum was already annoyed.

“If you wipe the stove when the sauce bubbles over, it’ll be easier to clean later,” Mum said.

Now it was Mama’s turn to be annoyed.

“I know,” she said.

They kept going like that. I tried to cut in with an update on Robotics Club and Fortuna and the battle bot I’d have to make to win a spot on the competition team, but after a while, I kind of gave up. By the time the pizza was done, the party mood was totally gone, and none of us were really talking anymore. Even though Mum served me up a huge slice, I didn’t want it.

“I don’t feel well,” I said.

Both my moms rushed to feel my forehead. Mum got there first, so Mama checked my cheeks and under my chin.

“You’re not warm,” Mum said at exactly the same time as Mama said, “You’re a little warm.”

They looked at each other. I just wanted to leave.

“I’m gonna twist my hair and go to bed. May I be excused?” I asked.

Mama nodded. I thought I caught Mum rolling her eyes, but I didn’t stay to make sure. I grabbed the basket of hair stuff from the upstairs bathroom and took it to my room. I wanted to climb into my bed and burrow under my quilt. Instead I sat on the floor in front of the mirror on my closet door and started working on my hair. I wasn’t as good at making straight parts as Mama was, so she usually helped me. But having crooked parts was a whole lot better than sitting at the table between the two of them.

I thought I would hear them arguing again, but a few minutes later there was a knock at my door. Mama didn’t wait for me to answer before poking her head in.

“I came to check on you, honeybun,” she said. But when she saw what I was doing, she walked straight in, sat on my bed, and tossed a throw pillow on the floor in front of her for me to sit on. I knew what was happening. We’d done it a million times.

Mama’s hands felt good on my head. Even the comb felt good when she was doing it. Smooth. Gentle. Perfectly straight. It never felt like that when I did it on my own.

After a while, she said, “You know Mum and I love you very much.”

I nodded.

“And always will, no matter what,” she added.

I nodded again.

“And you know you can talk to us about anything, don’t you? Anything at all?”

I nodded again, even though I kind of knew deep down it wasn’t true. Maybe I could talk to them about math and Robotics Club, but there were some things that felt impossible to say . . . like the possibility of magic. 
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Ididn’t have Ms. Juniper for physical science, but when I got to homeroom the next day, I wished I did. There were seesaws and ropes hanging from pulleys on the ceiling, plus giant gears that looked like they belonged in the clock tower, and Miss Juniper was wearing a blouse to match. Who knew physics could be fashion?

“Whoa,” I said, rushing in. “You’re back.”

I was early, so it was just me, Ms. Juniper, and the one kid who was always guaranteed to be behind me in the alphabet, Zack Zuckerman. Zack was always reading some giant fantasy novel, so the only way he ever really said anything to you was if you tapped his shoulder and asked him about his book, or if you happened to be there when he finished his book. He was only halfway through a paperback big enough to be a dictionary, so basically it was just Ms. Juniper and me.

“Feel free to play while we wait for the bell,” Ms. Juniper said, putting her hair up with one of the purple elastics on her wrist. “We’re learning about simple machines, so I figured I’d prepare some demonstrations.” She winked.

I jumped right in, trying to figure out exactly where to put a brick on the seesaw so I could lift it with only my pinkie finger.

I did it on the third try.

“This stuff is cool,” I said. “Is that why you were absent so long? So you could get all this stuff for class?”

Ms. Juniper gave me a little look. I’d seen looks like that before—like once in first grade when I asked our music teacher, Mr. Kincaid, why he still wasn’t married. But now I knew what it meant. It was the look teachers gave you when they were trying to decide if they should tell you stuff about their real life or not.

Ms. Juniper cocked her head to the side and said, “Well, if you must know, I was cleaning my house.”

“Cleaning your house?” Wow, her house must have been really dirty. Mum would have died.

“Yes,” she said, sliding a gear onto a rod. “I just moved into a new house, so there was a lot to do. And I wanted to do a thorough job cleaning in honor of my nana. Did I ever tell you that she used to be a student at Ada Lovelace back in the 1940s?”

“Really?” I said. “My friend Maya’s abuela went here too. Was that why you wanted to teach here? Because of your nana?”

“It was, although in kind of a roundabout way. My nana was a student here when it was still a finishing school. Back then, working-class Jewish girls weren’t usually welcomed into fancy finishing schools. Those schools were meant to help wealthy girls become polished enough to attract wealthy husbands. So I knew Ada Lovelace existed, but I never thought of teaching here until I saw the school’s name in some old scientific journals. Finishing schools don’t often get mentioned in science journals, especially not back then, so when I saw it, it stuck out. Then I couldn’t get it out of my mind.”

“So, was going to Ada Lovelace about science or finding a husband?” I asked.

Ms. Juniper shrugged. “Maybe both,” she said. “But I knew right then that there was something special about this place. Something I had to see for myself. And I’m happy I came.”

“Was your nana into science like you are?” I asked.

Ms. Juniper looked puzzled.

“Oh. My moms are both math nerds like me. So, I just wondered if your nana was into physics like you.”

Ms. Juniper laughed. “My nana was really into dusting,” she said.

“Dusting?” I laughed too. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. She kept a very tidy house in general, but she had a whole routine about the dusting. She was always telling us, ‘Dust everywhere! Especially the places you think people won’t look, like the tops of doorways and under the tables. Things are always hiding where you can’t see.’”

“Really?” I asked, wondering exactly what percentage of grown-ups were obsessed with cleaning. It was starting to seem like a lot.

“Really.” She winked again, waving at the simple machines set up all around her room. “How do you think I found all this cool stuff? All kinds of things are hidden in plain sight. Have you ever heard of Fanny Brooks?”

I shook my head, trying to balance a marble in the middle of a little seesaw.

“I hadn’t either when I was your age. But I found out about her when I was helping my nana dust. She had this beautiful antique writing desk. If I did a good job helping her dust, she would let me sit at that desk with her, and she’d tell me about all the things that were in it, including her pride and joy: a letter from Fanny Brooks. ‘THE Fanny Brooks,’ she’d say, and squeeze my hand. ‘A pioneer and businesswoman. The pride of her community.’ My nana must have read that letter to me a hundred times over the years.”

“Oh, right!” I said. “You guys used to read letters for entertainment back then.”

Ms. Juniper gave me a quizzical look.

“Back before TV and streaming music and stuff,” I said.

Ms. Juniper laughed so hard I thought she might lose her breath. “I’m not that old,” she said finally. “But, yes. Sort of. Fanny Brooks was really cool though. You should look her up.”

* * *

When I met up with Maya after school, she declared that the listening tour was almost complete. I joined her for one of her last stops: softball practice. And the softball kids had a lot to say. Well, I say softball kids, but the only ones who really talked were Binh and Margot, the co-captains. Even though Binh had black hair and Margot had blond hair, they looked more like twins than co-captains. Maybe it was because they were the same height and both wore their hair in high ponytails. They mentioned that the boys’ baseball equipment was much newer than theirs, which felt unfair—probably because it was.

As Maya talked to them, I looked at the questions we’d compiled and finished setting up the straw poll. When the team ran off to practice, Maya and I sat in the locker room for a few minutes, adding a couple questions to our poll.

We passed by Mr. Greenway’s classroom before we left school, to add the final questions to our straw poll and see if there were any responses yet. Mr. Greenway took pity on us and let us wait in his room while he packed up for the day.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” he said. “Ada Lovelace students are notoriously slow with emails. Oh! Wait a minute. I stand corrected. It looks like you do have some responses. Let me open the app and take a look.” It had been only two days since we’d launched the poll, but there were so many responses that it looked like half the class had done it already.

“This is amazing, Maya!” Mr. Greenway said.

Maya shook her head, but I could tell she was relieved. “A lot of them are jokes. And it might not be a lot of different people. We didn’t put a limit on how many times you could add ideas, so it might be the same five people adding stuff over and over again.”

“Well, if it is the same five people,” Mr. Greenway said, “they are really dedicated, and you’ve given them a place to channel that dedication. Well done. Do you want me to close the poll now? Give you some time to read all the results before the speeches on Friday?”

“I’d like to keep it open as long as we can.”

Mr. Greenway nodded. “I’ll stay late tomorrow and email you an update after school.”

“If you’d rather not stay late, we can have the app send the updates automatically,” I said.

Mr. Greenway shook his head. “That’d be a nice feature, but unfortunately in this program, you have to access the responses manually every time.”

My whole body snapped to attention. Tech trouble? It was my time to shine.

“Actually,” I said, “it’s possible. I can set it up for you. Or, if you want, I can show you how.”

Mr. Greenway’s eyes lit up like he was seeing the tree on Christmas morning. “That would be great. Do you mind showing me, Ms. Warren-West?”

“No problem.”

After I showed him the first time, Mr. Greenway asked me to walk him through it again, and I grinned through the whole tutorial both times. Mr. Greenway was pretty good at it, but, in the end, teachers and tech don’t mix. I was happy to help.

* * *

I insisted on sleeping over at Maya’s that night.

Maya looked concerned.

“Nina, you can’t avoid talking to your moms forever.”

“I’m not avoiding my moms. I’m also not abandoning you two nights before the big election. If you really don’t want me at your house, then fine, but—”

“You know I want you there.” Maya shook her head.

“Good. Then let’s go.”

I felt for the stone in my pocket as we waited. Neither of us said it out loud, but Maya and I both knew that we were headed straight to the mailbox. It was time to give Cleopatra an update or, at least, a thank you.

We started gathering another offering for Cleopatra as soon as we got to the woods.

Back when we used to walk home with Zoe, she would go straight into the trees. She always said that’s where you find the best feathers and the greenest leaves. But today I noticed how many cool things there were on the lower branches. I didn’t even need to tiptoe.

As we quietly collected leaves and flowers and tiny stones, it felt like it was for the two of us even more than it was for Cleopatra. It’s weird how in sync Maya and I had gotten without Zoe around. It wasn’t perfect. Sometimes it still felt like a stool with two legs, but the two of us were learning how to balance.

“I didn’t write a letter,” I said when we were done. “Do you think if we use stones to spell out ‘THX’ inside the mailbox, it’ll get to her like that?” I didn’t think we could find enough rocks for “thank you.”

“I wrote a letter.” Maya smiled.

I loved it when we were in sync.

“I did it last night. Want to read it before I seal it shut?”

“Is this the paper you made at camp?” I asked as Maya handed me the letter.

She nodded. It was beautiful and thick with rough edges and dried flowers pressed in. It was the kind of paper that I never would have found the right use for, but here was Maya, using it the first chance she got. She had drawn more flowers and birds between the leaves and petals on the page and written with a thick, clear Sharpie:



Dear Cleopatra,

Thank you for all your wonderful advice. If you have any more advice, I’m all ears. I really, really, REALLY want to win the election, but, unlike you, I’ll live if I don’t. But I know I can’t live without my best friend, Nina. She’s still going through a rough time, but I think your advice helped her the most, and for that I am truly grateful.

Peace and blessings,

Maya

p.s. Rug or bedsheets? Your letter wasn’t clear, and I’m dying to know!





“What? Too much? Should I have left out the part about her not surviving? I mean, she has to know how dangerous her life is, right?”

The next thing I knew, I was giving her a hug.

“It’s perfect,” I said.

We hugged again, then Maya put the letter back in the envelope and sealed it shut before the two of us made our way back to the mailbox. We didn’t know which part of the ceremony made it work, so we did it all again exactly the way we did the first time. I didn’t want to let the stone go, but since we put it in the mailbox the first time, reluctantly I placed it in too.

There was a tingle in the air. I thought I heard that strange whooshing sound coming from the mailbox. It could have been nerves from hoping that we did it right, but it also could have been magic. I voted magic. We both did.

We made our way out of the woods and into our neighborhood. I thought Maya might keep asking me about my moms, but once we started talking about the campaign, Maya couldn’t think of anything else. It was all going really smoothly. The school voting app sent an email with updated straw poll responses to my inbox exactly like I told it to. I skimmed the numbers: 42 percent of sixth graders wanted chocolate milk in the cafeteria, 63 percent of them would participate in a bake sale to raise money for softball uniforms, and 74 percent thought it was unfair that the boys’ baseball team had gotten new uniforms but the girls’ softball team hadn’t. Then I switched over to the write-in responses, and the first one stopped me in my tracks:

I saw you at the mailbox just now. I want in.

We were almost at Maya’s house at this point, walking on the sidewalk in our subdivision, but I whipped my head around, half expecting someone to be right behind us.

“What is it?” Maya asked, doubling back.

“Someone saw us at the mailbox,” I said, holding up my phone to show her.

Maya rolled her eyes and waved it away. “So what? They saw us put some leaves into an old mailbox. Big deal. Besides, it couldn’t be anyone but Zoe.”

“Zoe?” I asked.

“Who else could have snuck up behind us without our knowing? Remember that time she climbed a tree so quietly that both of us thought she’d disappeared? And she’s already been spying on us. It has to be her.”

I wasn’t so sure. Zoe was the one who didn’t want to be around us. And if she did want to hang out with us, she could have told us in person. But I didn’t need to remind Maya that Zoe didn’t like us anymore, so I just said, “What do we do?”

“Ignore her,” Maya said. She started walking again, and I followed. “She’s just messing with us. This is like her showing up and demanding to see nonexistent campaign swag. She’s trying to get in our heads and knock us off our game before the vote. But Cleopatra wouldn’t let her do that, and neither will I. If Zoe wants to talk, she can talk to me face-to-face.”

We were both quiet for a minute. “Are there any real comments?” asked Maya. “You can delete that one.”

“Are you sure? What if Zoe tells people?”

“What is she gonna tell them? That she saw us put a letter in a mailbox? Big deal. The letter’s not even there anymore. We sent it.”

My whole body tingled when she said that. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure we had.

I wanted to go back to check the mailbox, but I didn’t want to go to the woods in the dark. Maya would have gone, but that’s exactly why I didn’t say anything to her. Instead, I changed the subject.

“I never took the straw poll,” I said. “Is it too late for an idea?”

“Are you a sixth grader?”

I nodded.

“Then it’s never too late. I’m listening.”
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Usually I slept like a rock at Maya’s house. I think it’s because her house was never quiet. People would be up laughing, debating, and telling stories way after Maya and I went to sleep. And in the morning before anyone else was awake, her abuela would be up listening to music and dancing around while she made coffee. It was comforting. But that night, I couldn’t sleep a wink. I just lay in bed waiting to hear Maya’s abuela get up so I could tiptoe downstairs and tell her that I wanted to go home.

“Extrañas a tus mamas? Don’t worry. I’ll bring you.”

We got into Chitty Chitty Bang Bang and drove the two minutes to my house. Maya’s abuela watched until I walked through my front door. She didn’t know I walked straight through the house, out the back door, and into the woods. I needed to see the mailbox. Someone had spied on us in the woods, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was something we couldn’t ignore.

I sprinted all the way there. My hands were shaking by the time I got to the mailbox. I turned on my phone flashlight. I wasn’t sure what I would find, and, when I opened the box, it wasn’t what I’d hoped. I’d hoped it would be empty, but every part of our offering was still in there, including Maya’s beautiful letter. Every part, that is, except the stone. Cleopatra rejected our offering.

I shook my head. All I could think was, Why? We’d done everything exactly the same. What was different now? And who would leave everything else but take the stone?

That’s when I saw it. A broken purple hair tie on the ground right by the mailbox. It was the exact same shade of purple as the ones Ms. Juniper wore like bracelets. I scooped it up and shoved it into my pocket. I didn’t know exactly how she was involved, but I knew Ms. Juniper had some explaining to do.

* * *

The day had started bad, and it got even worse when Maya and I got to school. As soon as we stepped into the main entrance of the building, we heard it: the bump bump bump of a bass line. It was coming from the cafeteria, as was a chorus of whoops and hollers.

“What the . . . ?” Maya said. She grabbed my arm, and we speed walked down the hallway. We pushed open the cafeteria doors together. It was barely eight in the morning, but instead of being greeted by the cafeteria lady who passed out milk and breakfast bars, we saw that the whole place had been transformed into a dance party. There was a smoke machine in one corner, streamers hanging from the chandelier, and yup—there was the DJ at the front of the room. The tables had been pushed to the sides of the space, and it seemed like our whole sixth-grade class was in there dancing.

“Who did this?” I shouted to Maya, trying to be heard over the music.

Maya gasped and pointed at a step-and-repeat next to the DJ stand, where groups of kids were having their pictures taken.

“Kai!” Maya and I said at the same time.

She was pointing at the DJ backdrop: a picture of Kai in an actual crown giving two thumbs up.

I was pointing at the middle of the dance floor, where Kai was handing out donuts from the best donut place in town. Nobody could resist Rolling in Dough! And of course, Kai was wearing the crown.

Before I could say anything to Maya, she turned on her heel and stormed out of the cafeteria.

“Maya!” I said, racing to catch up with her. She ran back to the entrance and out the front doors. I started to run but caught a glimpse of Mr. Greenway and walked instead. I didn’t reach her until she was sitting at the Trouble Tree, her head in her hands.

I sat down next to her and handed her a tissue from my backpack.

“It’s just another stunt he’s pulling to win. Maybe everyone will see through it,” I said to Maya’s hair—her face was buried in her paint-stained jeans.

“Oh yeah?” She sniffled. “Check the app. See what everyone’s saying about this.”

I pulled out my phone and tapped over to the write-in responses. Maya was right. The donut dance party was a hit.

Go Kai!!!! one person had written.

Another message said, Kai N. knows what’s up!

Can’t wait to have Kai repping us—donuts and DJs all the time!

I slid my phone back into my pocket after that third one.

“Well?” Maya asked, looking up at me. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were covered in tears.

“It’s not . . . great,” I said, putting my arm around her shoulders.

“I knew it. I’m doomed.”

“You’re not doomed,” I said.

“You’re right,” Maya said, a sad smile on her face. “We have magic on our side. Maybe Cleopatra will write back and tell us what to do.”

I bit my lip. I couldn’t tell her about what I’d found at the mailbox. If Ms. Juniper was involved, maybe the magic wasn’t real at all. Maya was too sad already. That would crush her. So I just nodded and gave her a hug.

* * *

I went to my own house after school. I figured Maya might want some space. She texted when she got home that all anyone was talking about the whole day was the donut dance party. I’d heard it too.

I might as well quit was the last text I got from her.

Things were not looking good.

It was just Mum and me for dinner. Mama was at an evening lecture. Mum and I ordered Chinese food.

As she spooned out rice and I passed her an egg roll, Mum looked at me closely. She could tell something was wrong. She pushed her thick-rimmed glasses up on her head.

“What’s wrong, Nina bean?” she asked. “You love Chinese night.”

I swirled around some chicken and broccoli on my plate.

“It’s Maya’s campaign,” I said. “It’s so bad she wants to quit.”

“Hmm,” Mum said. She put a finger on her chin, tinkling the gold bracelets she always wore. “Reminds me of a time someone else wanted to quit.”

I shifted in my seat.

“Robotics tryouts, remember?”

“I remember,” I said. It was only a month ago, right before school started. The morning of the tryouts, I had been so nervous I told Mama and Mum that I was sick with a stomachache and couldn’t go. They told me I could go back to bed, but a few minutes later, they came to my room with a spaceship model kit.

“We meant it as a congratulations gift,” Mum said, flipping her long French braid off her shoulder as she sat on my bed. She placed the spaceship kit in my hands. “We want you to have it no matter how it goes. If you’re sick, you should stay home. But if there’s even the teensiest possibility it might be nerves, maybe consider giving it a go?”

It had taken me only 10 minutes to put the model together. By the time I was done, my stomach had stopped hurting, and I was wondering if Mum wasn’t right that I should give it a go?

When I’d gone downstairs, Mama looked up first. “Ready?” she said.

I smiled at them and nodded.

The memory was crystal clear, but it took me a second to work out what it had to do with Maya.

I looked over at Mum, who was swiping another dumpling out of the container.

“So you’re saying I have to tell her to try?” I asked.

Mum took a bite of her dumpling.

“No,” I jumped in before she could answer. “You’re saying that I should help her relax and remember who she is and why she’s running. Then let her decide.”

“Exactly,” Mum said, pointing a chopstick at me.

I smiled and shook my head. Parents are so complicated. She could have just told me. Someday I was going to teach her about the KISS principle.
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It was the day before Election Day. There was still no Cleopatra scroll for Maya, and, after all the donut comments, interactions on the school’s survey app had slowed down to nothing. In other words, I had nothing but bad news.

“Anything from Cleopatra?” Maya said when I met her at the Trouble Tree.

I shook my head.

Maya collapsed onto a root bench. “Ugggghhh!” she said. “I’m not gonna do my speech. There’s no point.”

I sat next to her and grabbed her hand.

“I know you’re nervous,” I said, my voice calm and solid the way Mum’s had been before robotics tryouts. “If deep down you really think it’s pointless, that’s okay. As your campaign manager, I’ll walk to Mr. Greenway’s room and officially withdraw your candidacy. But if there’s a part of you that still wants to have your voice—no. What am I saying? Not just your voice. Everybody’s voice. Everyone you’ve been listening to. If there’s a part of you that still wants to make sure our voices get heard, maybe consider giving it a go?”

Maya took a deep breath in, staring off through the branches of the Trouble Tree. “You’re right,” she said finally. “Let’s go.”

* * *

We walked into the auditorium together. Except for candidates and campaign managers, the auditorium was empty, but the podium was already set up on the stage. Any minute now, teachers were going to start bringing their homerooms in to fill the rows of seats.

To me, giving a speech to a live audience seemed a thousand times worse than having one live streamed like the first round.

Maya looked around the room. “Remember when I said I didn’t care if I won—that I just wanted to do better than before?”

I nodded.

“I really meant it. The donut comments knocked me off my game, so thanks for getting me back on point. I’ve already done better than I did before, and I don’t need the election results to tell me that. Don’t get me wrong—I don’t think Kai should win. But even if he does, I got better, so I kinda won too, you know?”

High. Low. Elbow. Floor.

Maya really was the absolute coolest.

Kai’s speech was first. He said the same stuff as before about pizza and tacos and computer games, but this time he said it to music while dancing. It must have been a viral dance, because half the audience was doing it with him. In the end, the crowd cheered, but the cheers died down faster than I expected. Then it was Maya’s turn.

Person of the People, I mouthed to her as she took her spot at the podium and lowered the microphone to her level. She looked confident now, more like herself. She was wearing her favorite jeans, which had paint stains on them, and her colorful hair was especially shiny. She looked out at the audience, smiling at them with her real smile, like they were all friends.

“Ada Lovelace Middle School is a wonderful place to be. The building is beautiful. Our teachers support us: sometimes teaching us, sometimes correcting us, and sometimes giving us second chances, but always giving us the opportunity to be great. If I had my choice, I’d choose Ada Lovelace all over again, but it wouldn’t be because of the historic building or the teachers or the fact that my grandma went here a million years ago. It would be because of you, the other kids who go to Ada Lovelace with me. It’s amazing to be surrounded by so many people who care so much. It’s just like my family. In my family, we say all the time that when you love something and see it’s hurt or broken, you don’t throw it away. You do your best to fix it. In my family, we care a lot, so we try to fix things all the time. That’s why, when Mr. Greenway told us about student government, I knew I wanted to run. I thought I already loved Ada Lovelace Middle, so I started trying to fix it on day two.

“I was wrong, though. I didn’t love Ada Lovelace. How could I? I came in with a bunch of plans to make things better when I had never once taken the time to listen to other people’s ideas. That was wrong. A representative’s job isn’t to force their ideas on people. A representative’s first job is to listen to people like Binh and Margot.”

Binh and Margot whooped from the audience.

Maya smiled.

“Binh and Margot told me about how the softball equipment is so worn out that it’s barely usable. When they asked about it, they were told it was a ‘budget issue,’ which seems strange because, according to the eighth graders, the boys’ baseball uniforms and equipment are updated or replaced as needed every year. Then I heard from Javier.”

Another whoop. Javier looked shy, but the music kids sitting with him were all hyping him up.

“Javier plays piano. One of the reasons he was excited to come to Ada Lovelace was because he could take piano classes here. He has a keyboard at home, but he was really looking forward to practicing on one of the upright pianos in the practice rooms. Imagine how sad he was to find out that only eighth graders can use the practice rooms. Sixth and seventh graders can’t use them even if they’re empty.

“Another friend of mine is introverted and gets more stressed out the longer they have to be in big groups of people. My friend would never ask for this, but they need a place to go for a few minutes to reset. Nothing fancy. Just a quiet place that doesn’t require a hall pass. A chill zone.”

More kids clapped than I would have thought. I smiled. Maya was talking about the idea I gave her for a safe, quiet space for kids. Technically, I got that idea from Dylan in Robotics Club. I figured if a kid was willing to get himself detention on purpose just to get to a quiet space, I couldn’t have been the only person who could use a chill zone.

“I started off wrong. I started off thinking that I already knew how to fix this place. I was putting what I wanted ahead of the people I wanted to represent. That’s not how a democratic republic is supposed to work. The only way to be the voice of the people is to hear what they have to say. That’s what I’ve been doing, and that’s what I’ll keep doing. If I’m elected, I’ll bring the things that are important to us to the attention of teachers, administrators, and my fellow representatives. And if it doesn’t work the first time, I’ll keep talking, listening, and looking for solutions until someone is willing to work with me to make a change.

“And the last thing I want to say is that I couldn’t have done any of this without my campaign manager and amazing friend, Nina Warren-West.”

Instantly, the whole room was looking at me.

“Do you want to add anything, Nina?” Maya asked.

I blinked. Sure, a part of me wanted to shake my head no, slide down my seat, hide, and fuss at her later for putting me on the spot in front of the whole school. But then I looked at Maya, encouraging me with her eyes and gesturing for me to join her. Even without the stone in my pocket, I knew I had something to say.

I got up and strode down the aisle. Then I climbed the stairs on the left of the stage and joined her at the podium.

“I guess the only thing I would add is that I know Maya, and when it comes to people getting what they need, she’s a squeaky wheel. Some people might not like that, but I love it. Whether or not she wins, I’ll be by her side, helping her make noise so that all of us can be heard. And I hope you guys will join us. Because the only oil for these squeaky wheels is justice for all.”

The teachers looked a little uncomfortable, but the rest of the auditorium leapt to their feet. Even the seventh and eighth graders.

Maya was right. No matter what the election results were, we had already won.

That afternoon, Mr. Greenway wouldn’t tell us the final vote count. But the cheers from all the sixth-grade classrooms when Maya’s name was announced over the loudspeaker suggested she won by a landslide, even if Mr. Greenway wouldn’t make it official.

It finally happened. Maya and I both got what we needed to make middle school amazing. I had Robotics Club, and Maya was officially our sixth-grade student government representative. But it still felt like something was missing. Maybe because Maya still didn’t have a letter from Cleopatra—and maybe she never would. Or maybe it was because we didn’t have our third musketeer to celebrate with.
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Iwas really happy about Maya winning the election, but no matter how much I tried to focus on being excited for Maya, I couldn’t stop thinking about the stone. I missed it. I didn’t know why. It was just a rock. I guessed I had gotten used to feeling it in my pocket. Every five seconds, I found myself looking up types of rocks on my phone and trying to find one that looked as cool as the one that had disappeared.

So, while kids were congratulating Maya up and down the hallways, I couldn’t help feeling like we had to get to the bottom of everything to do with that mailbox and the stone, which meant I couldn’t keep putting off telling Maya what I knew.

I figured Maya would want to eat in the cafeteria more often now to be close to all the people she represented, but I asked if she would have one last lunch with me under the Trouble Tree. I wanted to tell her about the letter and the missing stone and Ms. Juniper’s hair tie. But Kai stopped us in the front hall before we got out of the building.

“Great speech, Maya! Congratulations,” he said. This time, Kai wasn’t with his whole group. He was alone.

“You going to the cafeteria?” he asked. “I’ll walk with you.”

I held out my tray. “We already went,” I said.

“Oh. I must have missed you. I was looking for you.”

“Why?” Maya asked. She sounded genuinely confused. I was too.

“I wanted to talk to you about Cleopatra. She kind of helped you win the campaign, right?”

Maya and I both froze before turning to stare at Kai.

“What makes you say that?” Maya asked.

“I’m in the play. You guys sneaking in to talk to Carly is all anybody talked about for days. Using historical strategies to run your campaign is pretty smart. Very cool.”

If Maya was flustered, she didn’t show it. “Yeah,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “We treated it like a campaign, not a popularity contest.”

For a second, Kai looked kind of hurt. He bounced back, though. “That’s fair,” he said. “Listen, the donut dance party was my parents’ idea. They really wanted me to win this thing. They said it would look good on high school applications. Sometimes it’s easier not to argue with them.”

I felt a pang when Kai said that. If anybody knew what it was like to want things with your parents to be smooth sailing, it was me.

“That still doesn’t make it right,” Maya said.

Kai just said, “I know,” running a hand through his thick black hair. For once it wasn’t caked with gel. “But listen, that Cleopatra stuff made you guys instant legends. The play crew were bragging about you so much that Zoe didn’t even complain about how badly you messed up the costumes in the fabric bin.”

I relaxed a little, but Maya was on fire.

“Look, Kai,” she said. “If you want to talk campaign strategies so you can copy us in the next election the same way you copied off Nina in social studies, the answer is ‘No thanks.’”

“That’s not it. I swear,” Kai said. He was as tall as me, but when he hung his head like that, he seemed way shorter. “I mean, I did want to win, but you guys ran a great campaign, and I think you’ll make a great sixth-grade representative, Maya. I just want to find out more about Cleopatra. Legit.”

Maya and I both stared at him in silence for a second because, honestly, Kai didn’t sound like he was joking at all. Why was he acting so weird all of a sudden?

Kai put his hand out. “Truce?” he asked.

Maya stared at his hand like she didn’t know what he was doing, but when she finally shook it, Kai relaxed too. He actually seemed kind of nice when he wasn’t King Kai-ing everywhere.

“I know we’re on different teams because of the election and stuff, but do you mind if I join you guys for lunch? The Cleopatra stuff is cool. I want to hear more about it. Not the campaign. Cleopatra,” he added.

Maya and I looked at each other. I don’t know what I looked like, but she was a dead ringer for surprised Pikachu, ears and all. At that exact moment, there was an announcement over the loudspeaker.

“Maya Sánchez and Nina Warren-West, report to Ms. Juniper’s room before the end of lunch. Maya Sánchez and Nina Warren-West, report to Ms. Juniper’s room before the end of lunch.”

“Oh . . . sorry,” Maya said to Kai. She was definitely not sorry. That announcement came in like a gift from the gods. “We gotta go.”

* * *

“You wanted to know if we’ve seen a . . . paperweight?” I asked.

First Kai, now Ms. Juniper? Why was everyone acting so weird all of a sudden?

We were standing in front of Ms. Juniper’s desk. She was leaning on the edge of it, her hands in her lap. Ms. Juniper smiled at us like we were adorable kittens before she answered.

“Well,” she said, “a long time ago, people used to use more paper. Letters, homework assignments, bills—all of it used to be done on paper, so people’s desks would be covered with it. And if there was a breeze or if somebody closed the door too hard, the paper would go flying all over the place and get disorganized. Ergo, paperweights were born.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “I kind of figured it out from the name. I was just wondering why you were asking us about a paperweight.”

“Of course. I was just wondering if either of you had seen this.”

Ms. Juniper turned her phone around. On the screen was a picture of a stone that looked almost exactly like ours, the one Maya sent to Cleopatra.

I blinked, hoping that the sudden heat in my cheeks didn’t show on my face. Maya, on the other hand, stood straight as a soldier, waiting for Ms. Juniper to get to the point.

“This is a picture of my grandmother’s paperweight,” Ms. Juniper said, “but I’m looking for a stone very similar to it. My grandmother used to keep this one right on top of that letter I was telling you about, Nina. The one from Fanny Brooks. Did you ever look her up?”

I shook my head. Honestly, I had forgotten all about it.

“Oh,” Ms. Juniper said. She sounded disappointed. “Well, a stone like this one has been taken from its rightful place. I want to get it back there. Have either of you seen one like it? Do you know where it is?”

Maya shook her head. “Why are you asking us?” she said.

I knew Maya was trying not to look at me, so I shoved my hands in my pockets and stared at the stone on Ms. Juniper’s phone screen. Just looking at it made me miss the weight of our stone in my pocket.

“I heard that the two of you have been using the archives as a campaign headquarters.”

How did Ms. Juniper hear that? Then I almost smacked my head. The answer was so obvious. Zoe.

“You’re perfectly welcome to use the archives. I just thought that maybe you’d come across something like this.” Ms. Juniper wiggled her phone with the picture of the stone.

We didn’t even have it anymore. And why would Zoe go tattling to Ms. Juniper? I squeezed my hands tight, but before they could ball into fists, my fingers hooked onto something. At first I thought my pocket was unraveling, but then I realized what it was: the broken hair tie I’d found in the woods. I’d almost forgotten! Ms. Juniper was wearing long sleeves, but I could still see the purple hair ties on her wrist as plain as day. I tried to keep my face calm, but inside I was screaming, I knew it! I knew Ms. Juniper had something to do with the mailbox. I just knew it!

Ms. Juniper was grilling us, but we should have been grilling her! What, exactly, were you doing at the mailbox in the woods? I wanted to ask her. If she was some weirdo teacher who played pranks on kids, I wanted her to say it. If she was a time magician who built mailboxes in the woods, I wanted her to say that too. Either way, it was her turn to talk.

Maya was the one who let her off the hook.

“We’ve seen it, but we don’t have it,” Maya said finally.

“Did you lose it? Could it have gotten mixed in with some other stones? Maybe for an art project? I know that some of the art classes are working on mandalas.”

“The rock is granite, right?” I said.

Ms. Juniper perked up. “Granodiorite. Quite similar to granite, so I understand the confusion. Where did you last see it?”

“We found one kind of like that in the woods behind the soccer field,” I said. “But Maya’s right. We don’t have it anymore.”

“Do you know what happened to it?”

I shook my head. “It just kind of disappeared.”

“That’s too bad,” Ms. Juniper said. She looked like she had more to say. “Well, if you see it again, please bring it to me. It has an important job to do.”

“As a paperweight?” I asked.

“Excuse me?” Ms. Juniper said, her eyes snapping back to me.

“You said the other rock is a paperweight. I didn’t know that was an important job.”

“You’re right.” Ms. Juniper laughed. “I did. I guess it depends on the papers it’s weighing down. Anyway, thank you for your time, and congratulations on your successful campaign.”

“That’s it?” Maya asked.

“Yep! Unless you want to eat lunch in here. I don’t mind if you girls hang out and dish while I get ready for my fifth block.” She pushed up her sleeves and started stacking papers on her desk. All I could see were the purple hair ties around her wrist. They didn’t even match her outfit.

“Ms. Juniper?” I said as firmly as I could with my chin trembling like it was. “Why is that stone so important?”

Ms. Juniper stopped mid-stack, staring at me a little too long. If she hadn’t blinked, I would have thought she was frozen.

“That’s okay,” Maya said, backing us toward the door. “You don’t have to tell us. Nina has to get her tray back to the cafeteria before the bell rings anyway.”







g Contents




CHAPTER 20


[image: DK]


There were only 15 minutes left of lunch, but we raced out to the Trouble Tree anyway.

We sat down on one of the huge root benches, but before I had a chance to say anything, Maya blurted out, “First of all, Ms. Juniper is totally a Time Lord.”

I blinked. The look on Maya’s face was serious.

“And Cleopatra didn’t write me back,” she said. “This morning my letter was still in the mailbox staring at me like a dead fish.”

“I know,” I said. “I saw it too.” I took a deep breath before adding, “And I found this sitting next to the mailbox.” I pulled the broken purple hair tie from my pocket. “Ms. Juniper always wears ones just like these.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Maya said. “If Ms. Juniper wrote the Cleopatra letter, why did she write you back, but not me? And why are we the only ones who can see the writing on the scroll?”

I shrugged. Honestly, none of it made sense.

Maya sighed. “I was hoping the magic was real, but I guess it wasn’t.”

“I don’t know,” a voice said. “It looked like magic to me.”

Maya and I looked up.

It was Kai standing there in front of us, shaded by the Trouble Tree. He was holding the stone.

I jumped.

“Did you just beam in or something?” Maya said. “How’d you sneak up on us like that?”

“I didn’t sneak. You guys weren’t paying attention. Just like I didn’t sneak up on you in the woods the other day. I was looking for Zoe, and the two of you rolled up. I didn’t want you to think I was spying on you before the election so I just—”

“Spied on us?” Maya supplied.

“Well, yeah,” Kai said. “But not on purpose.”

“How can you even sneak around in the woods? You’re like six feet tall.”

“Five eight,” Kai said, stretching out to his full height, “and I wasn’t sneaking. But yeah. Tall. Tan. I’m basically a tree. I thought if I kept still, you’d keep walking past and I could just go, but then you started doing this whole ritual and then”—Kai lowered his voice—“you did actual magic. Didn’t you get my message? I want in!”

“That was you?” I said. “We thought it was Zoe.”

“Nah. Zoe doesn’t want anything to do with you guys.”

Thanks for reminding us.

“And you do?” Maya demanded.

Kai crouched down next to us and dropped his voice to a whisper. “Yeah. That’s why I sent you the message. I figured you would ignore me when you saw who it was from, but I had to give it a try. And that’s why I was dropping hints earlier, you know, about Cleopatra. But you took off. I tried to let it go, but I couldn’t. That mailbox stuff was crazy. Are you really gonna leave me hanging like that?”

“The messages are anonymous, Kai,” I said. “We wouldn’t know you were the one who sent it unless you put your name in the message itself.”

“Oh. My bad.”

“Never mind all that,” Maya said. “What exactly did you see?”

Kai looked around to see if anyone was watching us. “Well, first the two of you were acting like you were in Anne of Green Gables or something, dancing around and putting flowers and a fancy letter in that mailbox. You said something about ‘an offering for Cleopatra,’ and I figured you were just messing around. No big deal. After you left, when I figured the coast was clear, the mailbox exploded with light and transformed into a wormhole or a nether portal or something,” Kai said. His eyebrows shot straight up his forehead.

Maya and I looked at each other, eyes wide.

“Seriously?” I said.

“Seriously,” Kai replied. “Then, this rock shot straight at me, like the thing was trying to throw it up. If I didn’t have great reflexes, it would have gotten me right in the face. Trust. Then the nether portal or whatever it was disappeared, and it looked like a mailbox again. I thought you guys had rigged it with fireworks or something. I couldn’t figure out why you would do something so cool and not stick around to watch it, but when I got over there, the mailbox looked perfectly normal. And the letter and flowers you put in there all looked fine. The only thing that happened was it spit out this rock. Magic. Totally. I have the rock,” Kai added.

“We can see that,” Maya said.

“I thought about keeping it. Maybe seeing if I could do magic on my own. But I thought you might be sad about that, so here you go,” Kai said, handing the stone back to me.

It felt just the same in my hand, and the sparkly supernovas hidden underneath still glistened like they held all the power of Cleopatra and ancient Egypt in one stone.

I sighed. “Wow. That was cool of you,” I said. Surprisingly cool. “Thanks.”

Kai dipped his head. “No problem.”

“The real question is, why did the mailbox spit it back out?” Maya asked. “What’s wrong with the rock?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“We don’t know anything about it except that Ms. Juniper is looking for it.”

“That’s not all we know. We also know Ms. Juniper said it was granodiorite. Hold on.” I pulled out my phone. “Granodiorite is a coarse-grained igneous rock similar to granite. The Rosetta stone and Plymouth Rock are both made out of it, but it’s not from around here. There’s a bunch of it in some mountains out west, in Ireland, and, get this—Egypt! They used this stuff in ancient Egypt!”

“I told you! I knew Ms. Juniper was involved with the mailbox. I had a feeling. Especially when you said she was absent a bunch of days, Nina. Totally suspicious.” Maya was whisper-shrieking by the end.

Technically, I was the one who’d had a feeling Ms. Juniper was involved, but it didn’t seem that important.

“She was only out a week.” I shrugged. “That’s not that weird.”

“Did she say she was sick?” Kai asked.

I shook my head. “She said she was cleaning her new house.”

Maya and Kai looked at each other. “That’s weird,” they said.

“Teachers don’t miss school like that,” Kai said.

“Especially not at the beginning of the school year,” Maya added. “Plus, she literally had them call us over the loudspeaker to ask us about a paperweight.”

“A paperweight?” Kai asked.

“She was looking for a stone like this one,” I said, angling the stone so he could see the sparkliest part. “She said it was like one her grandmother used as a paperweight. She was telling me about her nana before homeroom a few days ago.”

“So Ms. Juniper knows about the magic portal . . .” Kai said, looking past both of us like he was really thinking about it.

“Maybe? It was weird,” I said. “Ms. Juniper said something about her nana making her dust a lot and then reading her a letter as a reward.”

“A letter?” Maya said, stretching out the word letter like it might be a clue.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s why she asked me if I ever looked up Fanny Brooks. I guess she was one of Ms. Juniper’s grandma’s heroes or something.”

Maya and Kai both looked at me like I was supposed to say something else.

“So, did you?” Kai said, his eyebrows up so high they were practically touching his hairline.

“Apparently she was a famous businesswoman in Utah before it became a state,” Maya said, staring down at her phone. “She died in 1901.”

“In 1901?” I said, starting some calculations in my head. “Let me see.”

Maya held out her phone and looked at the date.

“She died in 1901 . . .” I jumped up and started pacing back and forth in front of the Trouble Tree, jumping over the thick roots. “That was 123 years ago.”

“So?” Kai said.

“Ms. Juniper said her nana was a student here in the 1940s. That means she was born sometime between 1929 and 1931 . . .”

“So Ms. Juniper’s nana receiving a letter from Fanny Brooks would have been impossible,” Maya said. She was on her feet now too. We locked eyes.

“Unless . . .” I grinned, hoping Maya picked up what I was putting down.

“Unless the mailbox is real!” Maya squealed.

Kai hopped up and high-fived me. “Whoa. Nice math,” he said. “Wait. What does that have to do with the mailbox? And what do you do about the stone thingy? Didn’t you say Ms. Juniper was looking for it?”

“Should we give the stone back to Ms. Juniper?” I asked. “It sounds like it might be a family heirloom. And if Ms. Juniper’s a Time Lord, we probably want to have her on our side.”

“No way,” Maya said at the same time as Kai said, “Absolutely!”

They looked at each other.

Maya jumped in first. “Nina found that stone in the woods. If we’re right about all this, and it is magic, we should keep it, at least until we figure out what’s going on with the mailbox.”

“I get that,” Kai said, “but I totally disagree. If Ms. Juniper might be involved in the magic, we should do the opposite. We should give her the stone, then watch her like a hawk to see what she does with it. That’ll give us more answers than anything.”

“Wait,” Maya said to Kai. “Why are you saying we?”

“Aw, come on. You guys need me.”

Maya shot Kai a look.

“Okay. Hear me out. Ms. Juniper is already suspicious of you two, right? If you bring her the stone, she’ll know you’re involved. I’ll tell her I found it in the woods or something.”

“No,” Maya said. “Zoe’s the only one who saw us in the detention hall. Tell her Zoe sent you.”

“Perfect,” Kai said. “Zoe and I are friends, so that won’t be weird. And since Zoe hates the two of you, Ms. Juniper won’t think we’re all in it together.”

Zoe hates the two of us?

I mean, ditching us was one thing. Hating us was on another level. Without warning, the threat of tears stung my eyes.

Maya kept going like she didn’t even notice. “Right. So instead of her keeping an extra eye on us, we’ll be able to keep an extra eye on her and see what she does with the stone.”

I thought maybe we could just leave the stone on Ms. Juniper’s desk, but Kai and Maya both thought it was super important that Kai give it to her in person. The plan was that Kai would bring the stone to Ms. Juniper’s room right at the end of the day before she had a chance to leave. At the same time, Maya would be at Mr. Greenway’s student government orientation, and I would be at Robotics Club. According to them, that gave us both alibis. Why we needed alibis, I had no idea. I liked to watch episodes of crazy shows like Doctor Who, but I didn’t want to be in one.

Kai suggested we meet later, under the portrait of Ada Lovelace in the library. He’d used that spot as his campaign central during the election and said it would give us a quiet place to plan our next move. I was just looking forward to Robotics Club. With all this craziness, the free build was exactly what I needed. Tinkering with stuff always helped me think.

* * *

“Nina, that’s perfect!” Tameka clapped me on the back.

“What?” I asked.

I had been absently shaving wood off a block with a little electric sander, but really, I was thinking about Zoe. Kai said he’d been looking for her in the woods. Did that mean Zoe still hung out there? Was she looking for us? Why did she hate us? I don’t think we ever said anything bad about her, even when she wasn’t around. How could we? We loved her. I was just hurt that she ditched us. We’d gotten back from camp to find that she literally had a whole new friend group.

“The sander!” Tameka said, pulling me back to the present. “If we use that Dremel to thin and smooth the original frame some more and hollow it out from underneath, that’ll make it lighter and more aerodynamic. I think you figured out how we can get Fortuna airborne. No straws required!”

I hoped that would work because the straws had been kind of a disaster.

Twenty minutes later, we’d sanded enough off the frame for Fortuna to get liftoff. We all cheered! Dylan’s team did too, until they realized how far ahead of them we were.

“Come on,” Tameka said. “Let’s take Fortuna outside for a test run. Better to find out now that she can’t handle a gust of wind than during Doc’s test course.”

We headed out the back door to the bleachers by the soccer field. The sun had moved, and the shadow from the clocktower cutting across the field was starting to fade. Tameka was running the drone controls, but all of us had the video feed connected to our phones. Tameka got Fortuna into the air, and I stared up at her, watching her fly like a giant bumblebee. Fortuna looked way too bulky to be airborne. But there she was, soaring.

I switched to my video feed as Fortuna got close to the longcut. For once, I’d be able to see the woods from above the way Zoe did when she climbed to the very tops of the trees. At first, all I saw were trees. But then I spotted a person walking out of the woods and crossing the field toward the school building. No one else said anything. Or maybe they didn’t notice. Why would they? There was nothing weird about a teacher walking on school grounds, unless you happened to know there was a magic mailbox in those woods and the teacher was a possible Time Lord. I needed to find Maya. And, I guess, Kai too.
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By the time the three of us made it out to the woods, Ms. Juniper was gone, and so was the mailbox.

“How can it just be gone?” I said. “It was right here.”

Kai was side galloping in circles and waving his arms. “Dude. I’m telling you,” he said. “Nether portal!”

“There isn’t even a spot where the ground looks dug up,” Maya said. “It’s, like, gone-gone. Vanished. Pffffft.”

“What do we do?” Kai asked.

“We talk to Ms. Juniper,” I said. “I asked her why the rock was so important before, but this time, we don’t leave without an answer. We should have gotten one before, but I was out of my Cleopatra mode, so I didn’t stay until Ms. Juniper answered me. Let’s get here early tomorrow and catch her before she walks into the building.”

“Nah,” Kai said. “What if she’s absent again?” I say we go now. She might still be there.”

“Is the building even still open?” I asked.

“It’s open. Lacrosse and cheerleading are both here until six,” Maya said.

Kai looked as impressed as I felt.

Maya cocked her head. “What?” she said. “You do a listening tour, you remember some of the schedules.”

The main building wasn’t locked, but Ms. Juniper’s room was. Of course she was nowhere to be found.

“Great,” Kai said. “No rock. No mailbox. Without Ms. Juniper, we’ve run out of places to look for clues.”

We hadn’t hit a dead end. We did have something else that might give us a clue. I looked at Maya. The question on my face was, Do we show it to Kai?

Kai looked back and forth between us like at any second, one of us was going to sprout a second head. “Uh . . . guys? What’s going on?”

We nodded, then did the fast, quiet version of our handshake. High. Low. Elbow. Floor. We didn’t literally slap the ground, but we agreed, and it was a promise just the same.

Kai looked from Maya to me to Maya again.

“Seriously, what’s happening? This isn’t the start of another ritual, is it?” he said, ducking low and snapping his head to look over both shoulders. “’Cause you have to warn me before you open another time portal.”

Maya nodded at me, and I nodded right back.

“We have something to show you,” I said. “Come on.”

* * *

Annex Two was a ghost town. We didn’t bump into a single person until we made it back to the main building, and even then, it was only one person. Unfortunately, that one person was Zoe.

“Kai! There you are! I was looking for you,” she said. For a second, she looked relieved. Kind of happy, even. But when her eyes landed on Maya and me, her face froze like a lead mask. She angled her head up and kept her eyes locked on Kai like there was no one else to see. The only clue that her face wasn’t really a mask was how red it was all of a sudden.

“We were just—” I started.

“Here,” she said, handing a piece of paper to Kai. “The receipt for the donuts. I gotta go. We’re sewing orphan costumes today.”

Before I could blink, she was gone. Zipped off to the auditorium, I guessed. I wanted to go after her, but I didn’t know what I would do or say. So when Kai followed Maya down the stairs to the detention hall, I followed them too.

As usual, the detention hall was unlocked.

“This is a way better secret meeting spot,” Kai said. “It’s like a dungeon.”

The light from the sconces flickered, and it felt chillier than usual.

Maya went straight into the closet to pull out the scroll, but after a few seconds she walked out empty-handed.

“It’s gone!” she said. For the first time, she sounded frantic.

“Gone? No way!” I rushed over to look in the closet myself. Boxes were piled up on shelves and stacked on the ground. The old telescope was leaning over a pile of globes just like it had been earlier. Maya was right. The scroll wasn’t there. I waited for my heart to race, for the flutter in my stomach to turn to nausea. But, weirdly, instead of freaking out, I got calm.

I’d been training for this.

Mum was organized in email, but Mama was organized in life. Everything had a place, and when it wasn’t in its place, she had an organized way of searching for it. Before I even thought about it, I had switched into Mama mode.

“We’re looking for a papyrus scroll about this big,” I said, holding my hands out almost as wide as they would go. “Check one section at a time. Start at the top and work your way down. Look under and behind everything, even if it seems like it couldn’t possibly be there. If it’s here, we’ll find it.”

That was Mama’s speech every time, and I said it word for word. But, honestly, I wasn’t thinking about Mama. I was thinking about what Ms. Juniper had said about her nana and how special things can be hidden in plain sight. Kai and Maya nodded, and each took a separate closet. I took the one at the far end of the room. It turned out to be more of a storage room than a closet. I started by opening each of the tall cabinets that lined the walls. They were filled with all kinds of containers. Most of them were shoebox sized. Some were bigger, some were smaller, but I pulled every one of them off the shelves, placing them on a table in the middle of the room before sweeping my hands across the shelves to make sure the scroll hadn’t been wedged in anywhere. Then I put the containers back where I’d found them and started over again on the next shelf. When I finished with the last cabinet, my stomach filled with dread. 

It wasn’t here. My calm was for nothing. Mama’s plan didn’t work.

I stepped back into the main space, wandering back and forth between big tables and small tables. Eventually I realized I was pacing between the little statue of the tree and the little statue of the clock tower. Suddenly, the words in the Cleopatra letter rang in my head. “Remain observant,” she’d written. “Watch the movement of the stars, commit maps to memory, and be open to the signs around you.” 

That’s when it hit me. Tower. Tree. Woman. All in a row.

“Kai, you said the portrait of Ada Lovelace is in the library, right?”

“Yup,” he said. “Why?”

“This must be her,” I said, pointing to the little statue of a woman.

The statues were set up to mirror their positions in real life. We were closest to the library where Ada’s portrait was. Then the tower, then the tree. It wasn’t just a bunch of old statues. It was a map.

“The tower!” I said.

Kai poked his head out of one of the closets. “You think we should look in the clock tower instead? I’ve always wanted to go in there!”

“No!” I said. “I mean, yes. But, no. Not right now. I’m just realizing something. I always thought it was cool that the clock tower’s shadow points to the woods in the afternoon. Well, what if it’s not pointing at the woods? What if it’s pointing at the mailbox? What if the clock tower is like an arrow on a map?”

“Okay,” Maya said. “Keep going. I think you’re onto something.”

Kai tapped the flashlight on his phone and shined it at the little clock tower statue.

“Like this?” he said.

“No,” I said. “More to the left. When the shadow points to the mailbox, the sun is hitting the clock tower right . . . here!” I moved Kai’s hand to the perfect spot. The little clock tower’s shadow pointed to a bookcase directly behind it.

I followed the shadow all the way to where the tip landed. It wasn’t on any of the books. The shadow pointed to a little scratch in the wall to the right of the bookcase. I ran my finger along it, expecting it to be just a stray mark on the wall, but the feel of it was all wrong. It wasn’t solid, like a wall. It was springy. Like a trampoline. Or . . . a button! I pressed it. Something popped, and the bookcase flew open like a door.

“Spring-loaded,” Kai said. “Nice.”

The three of us crept into the passageway like the boogeyman might jump out at any second. Or Ms. Juniper. Or both. So it was pretty disappointing when the secret lair on the other side was just a room with a table and a lamp. The room wasn’t even that big. It was more like a closet.

There was nothing to see, but I knew better than to just stand back and scan the room. I turned on my phone flashlight, dust motes shining in the air.

What did Ms. Juniper’s nana say? Dust everywhere! Even under the tables!

I squatted down to look under the table, running my fingers along the underside like they were feather dusters cleaning every corner. Something clicked. I ducked and yelped, expecting the scroll to fall out and bang me on the head.

Maya and Kai spun to face me.

Maya gasped.

“It’s okay,” I said, crawling from beneath the table. “I’m okay.”

But as I brushed dust out of my puffs, I saw what Maya and Kai saw.

The lever I’d pressed made a part of the wall swing open.

All I could say was, “Whoa!”

I mean, what else do you say when you find out your school has a secret passageway inside a secret passageway?

“In the movies, they always hide stuff behind paintings, but I guess under a table works too,” Maya said.

“We should go get Fortuna,” I said.

“Like, the Roman goddess of fortune?” Kai asked.

“No. Fortuna the robot. It’d be way safer for her to go in first.”

I was wasting my breath. Kai had already rushed in, his phone’s flashlight on its brightest setting. Maya followed behind him, slowly tracing her fingers along the leaves and flowers carved into the walls. They almost looked alive, even though the dark gray stone on the floor and ceiling made the passageway feel like a cave.

The light from Kai’s phone swept past an old-fashioned lamp sitting on a desk, the kind people in movies carry outside during a storm. Maya inspected it until she found a key she could twist to turn it on.

“Whoa,” she said. “Is this an oil lamp? I’ve read about those before. How old is this place?” In the warm glow of the lamplight, the whole passageway looked like it belonged in a book.

“It’s not an oil lamp,” I said.

“How do you know?” Maya asked.

“You’d need fire to burn the oil. That lamp is LED, and I think it runs on batteries.”

“Oh,” Maya said, chuckling at herself as she flipped the lamp over. The light wasn’t pointing in the right direction, but there was enough of it to see the outline of the battery compartment underneath.

Maya shrugged. “Leave it to the genius. Still looks cool, though.”

“Yeah. It does,” I said, wondering if it was code or resistance making the lamplight flicker like a real flame.

I took the lamp from Maya and turned it up as bright as it would go. The soft light slowly filled the room. Maya’s breath caught, and when I looked up from the lamp, I could see why. Every inch of wall, even if it only peeked out between shelves, was covered with art. It was everywhere. Even the ceilings. The shelves were filled with books and old-timey science equipment, but it was hard not to stare at the paintings that looked down on us. Maya might have been lost forever if my eyes hadn’t landed on the scroll.

“Maya!” was all I could say. She didn’t know what was happening, but she let me pull her toward the corner where our scroll sat. She squealed when she finally saw it. Neither of us said any actual words. I guess we were too relieved to speak. We picked up our scroll together and laid it down flat on the cold stone floor.

“Oh!” Kai exclaimed, flailing his hands around. “This is what Zoe was talking about. She said you guys were gonna use a giant blank scroll somehow to win the campaign. She couldn’t figure out what you were up to. What’s it doing in here?”

I looked at Maya. She nodded.

“I don’t know why it’s in here, but I know it’s not blank.” I quickly told him about the letter I’d written during detention. And the letter I got back.

We unrolled the scroll. Kai’s eyes went wide. We didn’t have to wonder if he could see it or not, because before we said anything, Kai started reading the letter out loud. It was strange to hear it in his voice after only hearing it in Maya’s or mine for so long. But, weirdly, by the time he got to the end, I was already getting used to it.

“Why did Zoe say the scroll was blank?”

“I don’t know, but Maya’s brother and sister couldn’t see the writing, either,” I replied.

“Do you think it’s like the bell?” Kai asked, holding up two fingers like he was ringing a tiny, invisible bell.

“What bell?”

“The Polar Express? The one you can only hear if you believe?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Zoe had never been a big fan of make-believe. Believing in stuff you can’t see was not her thing. “We have to find Ms. Juniper. She’s the only person we know who might have answers.”

My phone rang. We all jumped about five feet in the air. Maya and Kai both glared at me as I pulled the phone out of my pocket. Mum. It was almost six o’clock. She was probably freaking out.

“Yes, Mummy?”

“Nina, I’ve just called round the Sánchezes and the main office of your school looking for you. If you’re not in imminent danger, I expect you’ll be home for dinner. Our home,” she added. “Not Maya’s. We need to talk to you about something.”

“Yes, Mummy,” I said. I hung up the phone.

“Whenever you say, ‘Yes, Mummy,’ it’s bad. Are you in trouble?” Maya asked.

“Mum says I have to go right now.”

Kai whistled. “That bad, huh? Maybe you should have let it go to voicemail. I’m surprised we even have a signal in this cave of wonders.”

Maya snorted. I barely heard the joke.

Maya gave me a sympathetic look. “Go ahead. We’ll put all this back,” she said.

I took the shortcut home and ran most of the way, but when my house came into view, my body slowed down without me telling it to. I stood holding the front door handle for what felt like a million years. I could hear my moms in the kitchen talking in sharp, hushed tones. The house smelled like macaroni and cheese, which used to be my favorite until I realized that they only made it when something was wrong, like when Alpha, my betta fish, died, or when we needed to find a new home for our kitten, Mr. Fluff-n-Stuff, because Mama was too allergic. Ever since then, I thought of it as “bad news and cheese.”

I could feel my cheeks getting hot. They’d pulled me away from the cave of wonders to tell me bad news? Seriously? Part of me wanted to march in there and tell them everything going on at school so they could know how it felt to be ambushed with news they didn’t want to hear. The only thing that stopped me was not wanting to hear them bickering about whose fault it was that I’d gotten detention in the first place. How was I supposed to go into the kitchen and be with them like that? I couldn’t. If they wanted to get a divorce, I just wished they’d go ahead with it.

I went to my room and dove under my quilt. I wasn’t hungry anyway. The smell of the bad news and cheese was making me feel sick. I didn’t even take my shoes off. I just let my feet hang off the side of the bed. Mum came in first. I pretended to be asleep. She took off my shoes and tucked my feet under the quilt. Mama came in later and kissed me on the forehead, but I didn’t open my eyes. Before I fell asleep for real, I heard them arguing about what to do with the mac and cheese.
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Maya sent me a bunch of text messages while I was asleep. I didn’t see them until the next morning. Even though I’d slept a long time, I was too tired to answer them all.

I’m okay, I texted back. See you at school.

I wasn’t exactly telling Maya the truth. I knew I wasn’t really okay.

It hit me again how much I missed Zoe. Maya was a great cheering section when things were going right, but Zoe was who I talked to when I was scared things were going to go wrong. It’s not like Zoe would tell me what to do or anything. There was just something about the way Zoe listened that made it easy for me to figure stuff out myself. Maya might not have needed the third musketeer, but I did.

I grabbed my backpack and tiptoed downstairs, half expecting Mum to be waiting for me with a full English breakfast and a cup of tea and a “good talking to” about missing dinner. The kitchen was empty, though. So I grabbed a banana, scribbled a note on the dry-erase board by the refrigerator, and went outside.

If I walked straight to school, I’d be the first one there by ages, so I headed back toward the longcut. I’d walked that way so much lately that it was starting to feel normal. Except, who was I kidding? Nothing was normal. And it hadn’t been for a long time. Not even the stupid paved path I was walking on. I’m sure whoever decided to put it in thought they were doing something good. But if they had bothered to ask any of the kids, we would have told them that we didn’t need them to pave our path. It was perfect the way it was, worn into place by the feet of the people who loved it. So what if it got muddy when it rained. So what if you had to watch where you were running or you’d trip and fall on your face. You should watch. And if you watched for long enough, you got to a place where you didn’t need to use your eyes anymore. You could just feel the bumps and dips and know when they were coming, even when they changed a little. That kind of change was normal. The kind you didn’t even notice was happening. Not like this new road. Anybody could walk on a fresh-paved road without having to take the time to get to know it.

I stomped along the pavement. I glared at it. I blinked back tears. I wanted to kick it and make it go away. Rewind everything to the time before they paved the path, when Zoe, Maya, and I played on the grass and dirt that used to be here.

That’s when I noticed it—a rough spot close to the paved path. The ground looked freshly dug, the way Mama’s garden beds did when she planted cucumbers in the spring. It was mostly buried, but I would have known it anywhere. The stone.

I ran over and knelt beside it on the ground. The texture was the same, and so was the feeling I always got when I touched it. I started digging at it with my hands, trying to get it out. I could have done it way faster with one of Mama’s garden spades, but I kept going at it with my hands, even after I heard the bell that meant it was time to head into homeroom, followed by the fainter one that said I was late.

I’d finally dug out enough dirt for the stone to wiggle. It moved, and something else shifted too. My eyes landed on another stone a few feet away. Just a hint of it stuck out, but I knew by looking that so much more of it was buried deep. If our stone was granodiorite, that one was too. Then I saw another stone and another. The teensiest bits of them poking out. I had probably stepped on them a million times but never really seen them. There was a trail of them through the woods, like a dot-to-dot picture leading me to the place where the mailbox had been. I turned back to our stone. If I yanked hard enough, I could free it.

The moment I did, the light changed. Instead of shining all around me, the light suddenly folded in, like a tunnel sucking me in, so bright I thought I’d never see again. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping it would pass. When I opened them, everything was normal again, and the mailbox was there, standing exactly where it had been when Maya and I first discovered it.

There was no mistaking it. I didn’t know how, but this stone was the key that opened our mailbox through history. A keystone. And from what Ms. Juniper had said, her nana had had a keystone just like it.

I shoved the stone into my pocket and set off at a run. There was no time to waste. I needed answers. All of us did.

I didn’t stop at the office to get a tardy slip. I ran straight to my homeroom. I felt everyone looking at me as I walked in, but I put the stone on my desk and kept my eyes locked on Ms. Juniper. The stone wasn’t a paperweight any more than the camp my moms had sent me to was “for enrichment.” I was tired of grown-ups sending me away while they did things that changed my life. I wanted the whole story, not just the part Ms. Juniper thought I could handle.

“Nina!” Ms. Juniper said brightly. She obviously saw the stone on my desk, but, to my surprise, she didn’t make a move to take it. She looked down at the stone, then back up at me. “How about you have lunch in my room today?”

That sounded like Ms. Juniper’s version of a lunch detention, especially after I’d come in late with no tardy slip, but I didn’t care who heard her say it.

“Only if I can bring my friends,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a few students shifting uncomfortably.

“Of course!” she said. Then she stepped closer to me and crouched down. She lowered her voice. “On second thought, let’s meet in the archives. There’s something there that I want to show you.”
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At the beginning of lunch, Kai and Maya met me at the front of the school. We planned to walk down to the archives together. A unified front.

The three of us headed down to the basement. The flowers in the walls still felt like they were leading somewhere, but now I knew where they were pointing. The secret passageway.

In the detention hall, Ms. Juniper was pacing back and forth in her squiggly string theory dress. She motioned for us to sit at one of the long tables, and we did.

“First of all, I want to apologize,” she said, still striding around the room. Her curls were tied up in a bun on top of her head, and they bounced up and down as she walked. I don’t know if she realized she was doing it, but every time she passed the statue of the clock tower, she trailed her fingers across it.

“I haven’t exactly been up-front with you. I’m sure you’ve already guessed, but the paperweight I asked you about is more than a paperweight. I should have told you right then, but, honestly, my hypothesis is pretty farfetched, so I thought twice about sharing it, especially with impressionable young people. But when I saw Nina with the stone this morning, I knew you must be in much deeper than I’d thought. What do you know about the Rosetta stone?”

“That it has something to do with ancient Egypt?” Maya said.

“You mean the rock from ancient Egypt that helped modern scholars learn how to read hieroglyphs?” Kai said casually.

“Yes. That’s it exactly, Kai.”

Maya and I both looked at him. I was kind of impressed.

“How would a rock even do that?” Maya asked.

Kai shrugged. “It had the same thing written on it in three different languages. So scholars used what they knew to decode what they didn’t.”

We looked at him again.

“What?” he said. “I know stuff. But the Rosetta stone isn’t magic. Wait. Is it?”

“Maybe,” Ms. Juniper said. If she didn’t stop pacing, she was going to wear a groove into the floor. “My hypothesis is that your stone is a fragment of a larger one we call the Rosetta stone. In ancient Egypt, stones like that were used to display proclamations and decrees.”

“Like a stone poster?” Maya asked.

“Exactly. Egypt’s population and trading partners were quite diverse, so information needed to be displayed in many different languages. Those are the facts we have. From here, it’s speculation. A hypothesis.”

Ms. Juniper raised her eyebrows at us, like she was asking our permission to keep going.

I nodded.

“My hypothesis is that at some point, pieces of the Rosetta stone were . . . connected.”

Maya jumped in. “Connected as in . . . rebuilt? Like a mosaic?”

“Not exactly. How familiar are you with string theory?”

We all looked at her blankly.

“Okay.” Ms. Juniper clasped her hands together at the front of the room and took a deep breath. “That was a silly question. No one really knows very much about string theory since it’s trying to be a unifying theory of everything, which, by definition, means I might not be able to explain all of string theory to you in our lifetimes. But the part that I’m noodling on is the idea that things can be connected across space and time. Imagine, for example, that all of space and time is a . . . giant tortilla. We are standing on one side of it, but someone, like, say, Queen Elizabeth I, is standing in a very different place, so far away in space and time that it feels impossible for us to ever be connected. But if something folded the tortilla into a taco, then, for just a moment, the places where we stood would touch.”

“Like warp drive in Star Trek,” I said. I knew being a sci-fi geek would come in handy someday.

“I have never actually seen Star Trek, but from the name warp drive, I’d say yes. It’s probably the same concept.”

For a second, my mind was a little more blown that Ms. Juniper hadn’t seen Star Trek than about the possibility of space-time bending right in front of me.

“Wait,” I said. “Are you saying that something is connecting different points in space and time?”

Ms. Juniper smiled big. “Not just something. That,” she said, pointing to the stone in my hand. “Your Rosetta stone. My hypothesis is that when several Rosetta stones are placed in a precise configuration, it creates one of these points of connection.”

“Like a fold in time,” I said, thinking back to the stones I’d seen buried in the woods.

“Oh!” Maya exclaimed. We all looked at her. “It’s just—I just got the title of that book.”

“What book?” I asked.

“A Wrinkle in Time? Madeleine L’Engle?” Maya looked around the room. Only Ms. Juniper nodded. “Never mind,” Maya said. “I’ll tell you later. Keep going about the time burrito theory, Ms. Juniper.”

“I wouldn’t call it a burrito or a theory,” Ms. Juniper said. “Theories need evidence, and I don’t have very much. All I know is that your stone came from the woods where other stones are buried. The stones seem to be arranged in a very precise formation. At least they were until recently. Something dislodged one of the Rosetta stones from where it had been buried. For all we know, that stone formation could have been there undisturbed for decades or even centuries.”

“They must have dug up the keystone when they were making that new path this summer,” I offered up. “Maybe the stones work together like a circuit in a machine.” Now I was pacing the floor like Ms. Juniper. “When all the stones were in place, the forest looked normal. But when our stone got taken out, it activated the mailbox! You guys! The mailbox is a taco in time!”

“We have the same hypothesis,” Ms. Juniper said.

“It’s not a hypothesis,” I said. “It’s a theory. I have evidence. When I dug out our stone this morning, the mailbox reappeared.”

Maya and Kai both gasped.

“It did?” Maya said. “And you didn’t tell us? Way to bury the lead!”

“Or, dig it up!” Kai nudged Maya with his elbow. “Get it? Dig it up?”

Maya shook her head. “Corny, but accurate.”

Ms. Juniper looked relieved, like she’d been holding something back for a long time and could finally say it. “And I can add further evidence,” she said, “that when I buried that stone with the others, the mailbox through time disappeared.”

Maya and Kai looked satisfied with what Ms. Juniper had said, but that wasn’t enough of a confession for me. Cleopatra wouldn’t have stopped there, and neither would I.

“Ms. Juniper?” I asked. “Did you . . . make the mailbox?”

“No,” she said. “I found it.”

“But you already knew it could send letters through time, right?”

“I suspected as much, especially once I saw the scroll.”

“So then you’re the one who moved our letter from Cleopatra,” I said.

Ms. Juniper nodded.

“Everyone else thought we made it,” Maya said, “but you knew it was real all along?”

“I hoped it was real,” Ms. Juniper admitted, “because if it was, maybe you would lead me to another clue.”

“Aw man.” Kai sucked his teeth. “That’s what we were doing with you.”

Ms. Juniper chuckled. “I’m sorry to disappoint, but in a way, we did lead each other to what we needed. And your letter is safe. I promise. I moved it to a more hidden place in the archives. Before we go any further, I should show it to you.”

Ms. Juniper shined her phone’s flashlight on the little clock tower just like we had, pressed the scratch in the wall to pop the bookcase open, and gestured for us to follow her. We watched as she slid her hand under the table to open the second secret door, and we kept watching as she turned to us with a flourish. I guess she was waiting for us to be shocked or something, but, after a second, she sighed.

“Those are not the faces of children seeing their school has a secret passageway for the first time,” she said.

We all shrugged.

“How long have you known about it?”

“Since yesterday,” I said. “We found it when we were looking for our scroll.”

Ms. Juniper shook her head as we followed her into the secret passageway. “You guys are amazing. I’ve been looking for three years, and I only found a home for my letters after Yom Kippur last week.”

“You have letters in there?” I asked at the same time Maya said, “Cleopatra wrote to you too?”

“Oh, no! The letter I got when I was about your age was from Katherine Johnson.”

“Katherine Johnson?” Kai said.

“Wait. I know Katherine Johnson,” I said. “She was a mathematician. She did computing for NASA and a bunch of other stuff. No offense, Ms. Juniper, but I don’t think you needed a time taco to talk to Katherine Johnson. Wasn’t she still alive when you were our age?”

“Yes, she was. The letter I got from her changed my life. Just the fact that she would respond. It gave me the boost I needed to pursue a career in math and science.”

“But that was a regular letter from a real person,” Maya said.

“All the women in history were real people. As real as Katherine Johnson was. But the reason I had the courage to write Katherine Johnson in the first place was because of my nana. My whole life she read me a letter she’d gotten from one of her heroes, but it wasn’t until after she died that I realized how extraordinary her letter was.”

“Your nana’s letter from Fanny Brooks?” I asked. Ms. Juniper nodded. “We looked her up.”

“It wasn’t just a letter,” Maya said. “It was a—”

“Total time taco,” Kai finished.

“That’s why you called our stone a paperweight,” I added, relieved that Ms. Juniper hadn’t actually been messing with us.

Ms. Juniper nodded. “That’s what my heart always thinks of first: Nana’s paperweight. By the time I realized that the paperweight might be as important as the letter, it was too late. Most of Nana’s things were sold in an estate sale or donated to charity. I’ve spent years trying to track it down, but apparently hers isn’t the only one.”

“So there’s another keystone, like, out there?” Maya asked.

“Yes. Who knows how many. It could be hundreds or maybe just a few. We don’t know enough to know.”

“How did you find this cave of wonders?” I asked.

“My nana’s dusting advice,” Ms. Juniper said, like that made all the sense in the world. “I cleared out the detention hall when I first started working here. And when I found this little room, I dusted—even under the table.” She winked. “How did you find it?”

“One of my moms has a strict looking-for-lost-things protocol. We were trying to find our scroll.”

“It’s good that you listen to your moms,” Ms. Juniper said. “You’re way ahead of where I was when I was your age. I didn’t listen at all.”

I nodded, but what Ms. Juniper said really hit me. Had I been listening to either of my moms? I heard them arguing, but all I had done since they’d announced they wanted to talk was run away. Even if she’d sent spies to do it, Cleopatra would have heard them out.

“I can’t give my moms full credit,” I said nervously. “You told me that story about your nana and dusting. I remembered that too. Even my mum doesn’t dust under the table.”

Ms. Juniper looked pleased. “My nana would be proud,” she said.

The four of us went into the cave of wonders together. There was a light switch that turned on normal lights, but Ms. Juniper agreed with Maya that the lamp gave the place a better vibe.

“This place is amazing,” Maya said. “We didn’t really have time to explore before.”

Kai was looking through the books. I was more curious about the science equipment. There were beakers and burners and stuff that looked like it would be high-tech in one of those old episodes of Doctor Who.

“Guys! Look!” Kai said. “This yearbook is from the 1950s.”

“Ooh! Is my abuela in it?” Maya asked.

“I don’t know. Come take a look.” Kai motioned Maya over with his head.

“Before we keep going, we have to talk safety,” Ms. Juniper said. “Check your cell phone reception. I have full bars, but I wouldn’t want any of you in here without a signal.”

We all checked and had full bars too.

“Good. I have to insist that all of you promise to use this space only at lunch or after school when I am present.”

We all looked at her sideways.

“It’s very easy to lose track of time. There are no windows in here. If one of you got locked in the building, I would never forgive myself.”

“But you will let us mess around with space-time?” Maya raised an eyebrow.

“Of course, Representative Sánchez,” Ms. Juniper said. “That’s science.”

We all laughed.

Maya was in heaven looking at the portraits that covered the walls. “Come look!” she squealed from the other side of the room. I knew some of them from history class, like Catherine the Great and Harriet Tubman, but there were a lot I didn’t recognize. Now I wanted to know all of them.

“What if all these paintings aren’t just for decoration?” Maya wondered aloud. “What if each of these portraits represents someone from a time taco. You know, like a record of all the people who’ve used our mailbox.”

The idea that every single one of those faces belonged to someone who had written to a kid like me was mind-blowing. Imagine all those letters flying through space and time.

“Time burritos are dope,” Kai said. He was holding up the LED lamp, flipping through a stack of paintings he’d found in a cabinet.

“Wait,” Maya said, freezing in front of a portrait of a lady whose head was covered like a nun’s. “It’s not a burrito.”

“My bad,” Kai said. “What did you say before? Time taco?”

“I’m not just talking about the name,” Maya said, tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “It doesn’t matter what we call it. It matters what it is, and I’m thinking that maybe it’s not like a burrito at all. Maybe it really is a taco, like we’ve been saying.”

We all looked at her.

“The whole point of burritos is that they stay closed. Tacos are never meant to stay closed. When you fold a tortilla to make a taco, the two sides touch for like a second once you put ingredients inside. Even if you pinch the top together, you know it’s going to pop open again. And when you close it again to take another bite, you can’t guarantee the two sides will touch in exactly the same place. So maybe it’s the same for the time taco. Maybe it’s hard to make the same two points in time touch again.”

“That might explain why you haven’t gotten an answer to your thank you note, Maya. The time taco’s not lining up,” I said, hoping that would make Maya feel better.

“There’s only one problem,” Ms. Juniper said. “You called the time taco a theory. It’s not a theory yet. For it to be a theory, you need evidence to support it.”

“How do we get that?” Maya said.

“Simple. Write another letter.”
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We spent a few more minutes looking through the portraits before the lunch bell rang. Some of them were obvious because they had names written on them, but a lot of them we weren’t sure about. When the bell rang, Ms. Juniper forced us to leave and reminded us that, since Mr. Greenway was in charge of detention that day, we couldn’t use the cave of wonders after school.

“It’s always good to be surrounded by art,” Maya said once we were back by our lockers in Annex Two, “especially so many portraits of women in history. No offense, Kai.”

Kai looked confused. “Why would you say ‘no offense’? Am I supposed to think women in history aren’t important because I’m a guy or something? That’s not cool.”

“True. My bad, Kai,” Maya said.

“Apology accepted.”

The only day none of us had stuff after school was Fridays, and none of us wanted to wait until Friday to figure out who to write to next. So we agreed to meet in the library at four thirty, when Kai got out of play rehearsal. 

“Bet. Let me just text Zoe that I can’t bring her home today,” Kai said, pulling out his phone to tap out a message. “All right. Cool.”

Neither of us said anything about the fact that Kai was the person texting Zoe. It didn’t feel right, and it felt even weirder after school when Kai showed up to meet us under the Ada Lovelace painting—and Zoe was with him. She whispered something to Kai and walked away as if she never saw us. Maya kept doing her homework like she didn’t see it happen. It made my heart ache.

“Zoe’s gonna wait for me on the front steps,” Kai said as he sat down at the table. “She wants a ride home after all. But anyway, I got it: Althea Gibson. I’ll ask her for tips on getting to Wimbledon.”

That kicked off a whole round of us throwing names out and pulling books off the library shelves to prove how cool the people we wanted to write to were. Dorothy Vaughan and Mary Jackson, who were mathematicians and NASA human computers like Katherine Johnson. The marine biologist Eugenie Clark. And of course Maya suggested Frida Kahlo. There were so many to choose from that it felt almost impossible to pick. There was some yelling, but mostly it ended with us giggling and then throwing out more names.

“I gotta admit, the two of you are pretty chill,” Kai said after we shot down yet another tennis player. We’d ditched the table, and the three of us were now sitting cross-legged on the floor, leaning against the library stacks.

I thought Maya might laugh at that, or maybe even be a little annoyed. But she looked at Kai and asked, “What made you change your mind about us? I’m not saying you should be mad, but . . . you just lost an election, and you’re already hanging out with us? What gives?”

Kai shrugged and looked down at his sneakers. “I mean, everybody knows about Nina’s coding skills. You were losing so bad at first that when you won, I thought she might have hacked into the software and hijacked the vote. But as soon as I started talking to people, I realized that the election wasn’t stolen. I was outmaneuvered by somebody who wanted it more than I did. And you were right, Maya. I didn’t really think about the dress code being unfair or making sure we all had access to the same stuff. I was just thinking about the fun parts.

“I don’t like losing, but I respect the game, and you guys played a good game. Plus, I heard all the theater kids talking about your whole Cleopatra thing. I thought you got it out of a book, but once I saw you in the woods, it all made sense. You guys are smart—and cool.”

“You’re pretty cool too, Kai,” Maya said. “Way cooler than—”

“Than . . . ?”

“Than when you cheated off Nina.”

“Aw man. I’m sorry for that. I didn’t study, and Nina always got 100. I figured it was a victimless crime. But yeah. That was really messed up. I’m sorry, Nina.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “That was a long time ago.”

“Yeah. I’ve grown up a little since the third grade, thank goodness. When I think back on some of the stuff I used to do, I make myself cringe.”

We all laughed.

“But, seriously, I’ve always thought you guys were cool. Who wouldn’t want to be friends with you?”

“Tell that to Zoe,” Maya said under her breath.

That was the first time Maya had brought up our fight with Zoe since it happened. I had brought Zoe up lots of times, but Maya only ever told me to let it go. Maybe she was missing Zoe after all.

I thought Kai would ignore Maya’s comment, but he didn’t. “You should talk to her, you know,” he said.

Maya shook her head. “We tried. We tried everything.”

Kai raised an eyebrow, but I didn’t really hear what he said next because my brain was already glitching on something Maya said.

Everything? Had we really tried everything? Sure, we had tried talking to her. We even brought her a bunch of crafts and stuff that we’d made at camp. I thought for sure she’d at least like the textiles we’d made in weaving class. Zoe was always into fabrics. Maybe those gifts and messages didn’t help, but that didn’t mean we had really tried everything.

The engineer part of my brain started running permutations. There were hundreds of things we hadn’t tried, mostly because Maya said we were being too pushy. She thought that if Zoe didn’t want to be friends with us, we had to respect her space. But then it hit me. There was something basic that we hadn’t done. It was so basic that when I thought of it, I literally smacked myself on the forehead.

“The listening tour!” I said a lot louder than I meant to. I lowered my voice. “We did a bunch of listening-tour stops, but we never did one with Zoe.”

“For the campaign?” Maya asked. “The virtual suggestion box was open to everyone. Zoe could have put an idea in it if she wanted to. It was anonymous. We wouldn’t have even known it was her.”

“Exactly!” I said.

Maya still looked confused, but I was already packing up my stuff and checking around the table and shelves to make sure I wouldn’t leave anything behind. I had tried talking to Zoe, but the one thing I hadn’t tried was listening. Luckily, I knew where to find her.

I squeezed the stone in my pocket. “You guys keep brainstorming who to write to next,” I said. “I’m not gonna try to talk to Zoe. I’m gonna go listen.”
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Zoe was sitting on the steps leading to the main entrance. The sun was low enough in the sky to throw the shade from the Trouble Tree right in her direction. Shadows from the highest branches bounced across her legs as Zoe stared up at them. The look on her face said she wished she could climb them and be up high. Far away. Anywhere but here.

We used to do stuff like that. Climb trees and imagine together. Talk about our families. It had only been a few months, but it felt like years.

One time, when Zoe and I were in the woods, we saw a rabbit. Zoe motioned for me to be quiet, and I watched her walk slowly, letting each step melt into the ground until she was only a few feet away from it. The rabbit didn’t move until I did. I spooked it, but now I understood. Zoe was the rabbit. I needed to move slowly and naturally, like another peaceful creature coming to graze. Like a friend.

I don’t know if Zoe heard me coming or not, but she didn’t move when I sat down. She didn’t look at me, but she also didn’t move. That was something at least.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?” Zoe kept staring at the ground.

“For not listening before. And . . . and for I don’t know what else, because I wasn’t listening before. I was so busy being hurt that you didn’t want to be my friend anymore that I didn’t think about what you might be feeling. We used to tell each other everything. You would listen to me, and I would listen to you, and then, all of a sudden, it felt like you just changed. It took me this long to realize that maybe you weren’t the only one who had changed. I don’t know exactly what’s happening between us, but whatever it is, if you’re cool with telling me, I’d really like to listen.”

There was a long pause. Then a sigh. Then, “Did Kai send you out here? I told him not to butt in.”

“No,” I said. “I came on my own.”

Another pause. Another sigh. Then, “You and Maya don’t want me in your little group.”

I took a breath to shout, “That’s not true,” but I caught myself before the words actually came out.

“The two of you went off to camp, and you barely even bothered to tell me. You told me, what—the day before? Friends don’t do that.”

Turns out just listening is way harder than it looks. “We weren’t trying to leave you out,” I said. “We were trying to protect you.”

“Protect me from what? The fact that my family can’t afford it?”

Even if I wasn’t trying to just listen, I would have been quiet right then. I didn’t know what to say.

“Go ahead,” Zoe continued. “You can say it. My family doesn’t have a lot of money, so we can’t buy all new clothes every school year or waste a bunch of money on some fancy camp like you and Maya can. It’s not the fact that you went that bothered me—it’s the fact that you waited until right before you left to tell me. Like it didn’t matter if my feelings were hurt as long as you didn’t have to stick around to see it. Real friends don’t do that.”

“We are your real friends,” I said. “That’s why we didn’t talk about it. It felt like we’d be rubbing it in your face. I didn’t even ask to go, and my moms didn’t tell me Maya was going until after they had already signed me up. I wanted to tell you. I promise. I just didn’t know how to do it without being uncool.”

“Spoiler alert: boxing out your so-called friend because you think she can’t afford something is very uncool.”

When she put it like that, it sounded really bad.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I never thought of it that way. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but I see that I did. We were trying to be all delicate, but we just ended up being kinda mean. No wonder you stopped talking to us.”

Zoe’s body softened a little. It was like my apology took away some of her sizzle.

“That’s okay,” she said. “I’m not mad that you went. That camp sounded amazing. If I had known you were going, maybe I could have asked if they had a scholarship or tried to save up some money. Tomás was always telling me I should get on Etsy to sell some of the dresses I’d been making. Maybe I could have done that. But, whatever. It’s not all your fault. Clearly it’s me. I’m just the friend who everyone abandons.”

“What are you talking about? Everybody loves you. Latisha Morris? Kai?”

“Yeah? Well, where’s Kai now? Oh, right. Hanging out with you. I’ve seen you guys walking around together. It’s like, as soon as Maya won, he saw what a loser I am. He probably never thought I was cool in the first place.”

“I am your friend,” I said. “You may not want to be my friend, but I am yours, and I’m telling you that you can’t talk about my friend like that. You are not a loser. You are the awesomest, kindest person, and I would literally always pick you for my team. I know Maya feels the same. That’s why it hurt so much when we thought you ditched us for cooler friends.”

“You really thought that?”

I shrugged a little. “I mean, it sounds silly now, but yeah. A lot of people start over when they get to middle school. When you wouldn’t talk to us, I thought you were trying to start over without us. I mean, you’d never hung out with Kai Nakamura before.”

“Yeah, well, he heard me crying in a tree the day you and Maya left. I ended up dumping the whole thing on him. He was so cool about it. He invited me to hang out with him and Latisha and Tuyet and Sam. They’ve been great. They basically adopted me. Latisha’s mom even commissioned me to make her a dress. Then Jacob and a bunch of other kids said they wanted to buy stuff too.”

“Wait. Does that officially make you a professional fashion designer?” I asked. “Congratulations!”

“Thanks,” Zoe mumbled. “But since Kai’s ditching me, the rest of his friends probably won’t keep hanging out with me.”

“Zoe, Kai thinks you’re really cool. He’s only said good stuff about you.”

“So why is he ditching me?”

“He’s not, and I wasn’t either. Listen, it really hurt when you stopped talking to me. Maya’s hurt too. We both want things to go back to normal, but only if you want it to.”

Zoe looked down at the ground like she always did when she was thinking. Then she looked up at me, suddenly serious.

“Did Kai give you back that rock like I told him to?”

I blinked.

“You told Kai to give back the stone?” I asked.

Zoe nodded. I was still confused.

“Why?”

Zoe tucked her hair behind her ear and looked at the ground again. “You were so sad and carrying that thing around like a security blanket,” she said. “I figured you needed it.”

My eyes stung like tears were about to come. “I didn’t think you noticed. Or cared.”

“Of course I noticed. And of course I cared.”

“Even when you were mad?” I asked.

Zoe nodded. She looked at me for a second. I thought she might give me a little smile, but she did one better. She held her hand up high. I smiled.

High. Low. Elbow. Floor.

It was better than a truce. It was a promise from my other bestie. The third musketeer.

We hugged. Both of us were grinning. I had been so sad to not have Zoe, but I hadn’t realized how sad until I got her back again.

I opened my phone to see if Maya and Kai were still in the library. I wanted to take Zoe to see them. The time taco was about to blow her mind.

“If it makes you feel any better,” I said, “my moms only sent me to that camp so they could have time to themselves to talk about getting divorced.”

“Really?” Zoe said. “They look pretty together to me.”

I looked where Zoe was looking: down the front walk to the drop-off circle. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. Our Prius was parked in the drop-off circle, and both my moms were standing next to it, staring up at me.

I glanced down at my phone and swiped to show the notifications. Five messages from Mama. Eight messages from Mum.

“I have to go. Can we talk more later?”

Zoe was still facing my moms. She nodded.

“Meet me, Maya, and Kai in the main hall at the beginning of lunch tomorrow. We’ll explain everything. I promise.”

Zoe nodded.

I wanted to stay, but the looks on my moms’ faces said I had to go. It wasn’t just their faces, though. I touched the stone in my pocket and realized that something inside of me finally wanted to hear what they had to say.
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Mum stood with her arms crossed while Mama spread hers wide to hug me. I leaned into the hug. I needed it.

“We were so worried,” Mama said when we got in the car.

I looked over at Mum sitting in the passenger seat. She looked like the definition of “stiff upper lip.”

“Is your phone out of battery, then?” she said. “Your mother and I have been messaging you for hours. Anything could have happened.”

“She’s here now, Milly,” Mama said. “Don’t exaggerate. You’ll just scare her.”

“I mean to scare her. Does she have any idea how frightening it is to wake in the morning and have your child gone? And then that tardy notice. If we hadn’t called the school—”

“Millicent, let the child breathe,” Mama said.

“She’s been getting a bit too much air if you ask me.”

They were at it again. I felt the turtle shell forming around me, but instead of pulling inside it, I poked my head out.

“Mum’s right,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s just . . . I guess I thought if I didn’t hear it, it wouldn’t be true. You’re getting divorced, right?” I blurted it out. But then I froze, waiting for the horror to come. I mean, isn’t that what’s supposed to happen when your family falls apart?

Mum turned to look at me in the back seat, a tear rolling down her cheek. She squeezed my hand, and to my surprise, she was squeezing Mama’s too.

“You’ve heard our rows,” Mum said.

“Oh, baby,” Mama said. “We never wanted you to hear us fighting. It’s not your job to carry our problems, but it looks like we’ve made you do just that. We are so sorry.”

That was basically what Cleopatra said!

“This calls for the hideaway,” said Mum.

If anyone had been listening, it probably wouldn’t have made sense, but I knew exactly what Mum meant. I didn’t need bad news and cheese. I needed the hideaway.

Mum held our hands the rest of the way home. When we got there, she pulled out the hideaway bed and piled it high with blankets and pillows from the linen closet. The next thing I knew, all three of us were snuggled together, and my whole body relaxed.

“You always did love the sofa bed,” Mama said, smoothing my hair with one hand.

“I do, but it’s not because of the hideaway bed. It’s because whenever we pulled it out, the three of us stayed together all night. It was fun.”

My moms looked at each other. Mama gave the nod for Mum to start talking.

“I know you know that things have been difficult for Mama and me lately. I’ll be perfectly honest and say that yes, we have been speaking about divorce. Neither of us wants to. We love each other very much. But we are certainly headed that way if we don’t make a change. That’s why we’ve decided that I’ll take a fellowship I’ve been offered at Oxford. It starts in the summer, and the official term lasts a year, though there is some opportunity to extend it if we like the arrangement. It’ll give Mama and me some space to sort things out, and I’ll be closer to Grammy. You can come with me, if you like, and visit Mama on holidays. Or stay here and visit me on holidays.”

“No need to choose now,” Mama added, still stroking my hair. “And whatever you choose, know that we’ll support you, even if you change your mind a thousand times. You’re getting older, and we want to make sure that you have at least some say in the decisions. What one of us does will always affect the others. We’re a family.”

“Are we? Still?”

“Of course we are!” they said.

Mama blushed. Mum reached out to squeeze her hand.

“I can’t promise the outcome, but I can promise we’ve meant what we said. The two of us will be working hard on our relationship, and no matter what, both of us are committed to strengthening our family.”

I don’t remember falling asleep, but I woke up on the hideaway with Mum on one side and Mama on the other. Just like it used to be. Just like I hoped it would be after they took their break. Yes, Mum was going to England, but that’s where she was from. We’d all been there loads of times. I didn’t know what I wanted to do yet, but after listening to what they wanted to tell me, I realized it wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be. And even if they didn’t fix whatever was going wrong with them, I knew they had a chance. Look at Zoe and me. A few days ago, fixing our friendship seemed impossible, but we were doing it.

I snapped awake, throwing back the covers to dig around for my phone.

“Everything all right?” Mum asked groggily.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I forgot to tell Maya that Zoe is meeting us at lunch.”

“Zoe?” Mama said. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, relieved that it was actually the truth. The three of us hadn’t even been together yet, and it already felt good.

I pulled out my phone and texted Maya.

Good news: Zoe wants to be friends again. She’s meeting us at the beginning of lunch.
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“This is for you,” Maya said. We had just gotten out of Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. Her abuela had given her a thumbs-up as she pulled away, but I didn’t understand what she meant until Maya shoved a container of my favorite food my way: tamales. Specifically, Maya’s abuela’s tamales. They were still warm.

“What’s this for?” I asked, but not before accepting the tamales. I may not always be a supergenius, but I’m no fool.

“I did a whole listening tour, but I didn’t realize until you left yesterday that I had never really listened to one of my best friends. So, thank you for doing that and for making it so I can do it too. If Zoe’s ready to talk, I’m ready to listen. No more secrets.”

“None?” I said.

“None.”

“So we tell her everything at lunch? Even the mailbox?”

We shook on it.

And when Zoe met us at lunch, we hugged it out like we’d never hugged it out before, with so many sorrys flying back and forth that there was no way we’d ever split apart again.

Kai stood on the side grinning, but he was the one who reminded us that we had to hurry up and eat because we had somewhere to be before the lunch bell rang.

After scarfing down lunch, including my tamales, which were almost as good cold, the four of us headed down to the detention hall. I pushed the secret bookcase door open, and we made our way into the decoy room with the table. At that point, Zoe’s arms were still crossed, which is Zoe for “I am not impressed.” When I slid my hand under the table and opened the secret wall, Zoe’s eyes went all wide. Definitely impressed.

“Whoa,” she said. “How did you guys find this place?”

I explained to her about the statue map and the Fanny Brooks letter Ms. Juniper’s nana had received. I went kind of fast, but I thought she got it. She nodded, anyway.

Maya gave Zoe a tour of the cave of wonders, especially the portraits.

“I’ve been thinking,” Kai said. “The portraits being a record of who has already been written to is a good hypothesis, but if that’s what’s happening, why isn’t there a portrait of Cleopatra?”

“There wouldn’t be one if the time taco isn’t what makes them,” Maya said.

We all looked at her.

“Think about it. The time taco doesn’t make anything. It just allows a letter from one spot to get to another. It’s up to us to write the letters, so it’s up to us to make the portraits. These portraits were probably painted by students way before us.”

Zoe nodded. Then shook her head. “Okay,” she said. “I’m a little lost.”

“I think we need to start from the beginning,” Maya said. “This is a lot.”

So we started from the beginning, telling Zoe everything from the mailbox in the woods and the scroll from Cleopatra to Ms. Juniper’s grandma telling her to dust everywhere. I ended with our keystone and the time taco theory, using Ms. Juniper’s great example of us standing where we were and time folding so that we could connect to Queen Elizabeth I or somebody cool like that.

“We already got a letter from Cleopatra, and it gave us a ton of great ideas for the campaign. And we’re pretty sure we know how the mailbox works, but we need to test it. We need to write a letter to someone new.”

Maya and I pulled the scroll off the shelf and laid it out for Zoe to read. Zoe did not look any more comfortable or any less confused.

“Isn’t it amazing?” Maya said. “I know it’s a lot to take in. But we only have a few minutes left in lunch.” Maya paused for a second, thinking. “I know! Let’s have a sleepover tonight! That’ll give us plenty of time for you to talk and for us to listen. Plus, Ysabel and Tomás have that new Star Fighter game.”

“Star Fighter? I definitely want to come over,” Kai said.

“What do you think, Zoe?” I asked.

For a second, Zoe was frozen. Tears pooled up in her eyes, but she wiped them away before they could fall. “What do I think?” she said. “I think this is messed up. These ‘letters’ are just blank paper. Are you guys seriously messing with me right now? After everything?”

“Wait a minute,” Maya said. “The scroll still looks blank to you?”

“Oh, right!” Kai said. “Zoe, I think the letters might be like the bell on the Polar Express. If you just believe in them, you’ll be able to see them.”

Zoe crossed her arms. “If this is some kind of practical joke, I’m out,” she said.

“Come sleep over at my house tonight,” Maya said. “Please? We’ll show you the mailbox. You can write a letter too. Maybe you can’t see the writing because you haven’t been to the mailbox yet.”

My brain started running through possibilities. I didn’t know exactly why Zoe couldn’t see the writing on any of the letters, but I didn’t think it was because she hadn’t seen the mailbox. Still, I wasn’t sure, so it was worth a try. Plus, I really wanted Zoe to sleep over.

Zoe shook her head. “Just because you all want to believe in the letters doesn’t make them real.”

“Zoe. Seriously. Try writing a letter. To anyone you want. Then you’ll see,” I said.

I explained the time taco theory again, but halfway through, the timer went off on Kai’s phone for us to close up the archives before the bell rang. Zoe was gone before he could turn it off.

“Zoe!” Kai called after her. He started to chase her, but I stopped him.

“Give her a little space,” I said. “You know how Zoe is when she’s mad.”

Kai ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah. Probably up a tree somewhere.”

Maya sighed. “She’ll come down when she’s ready. I hope.”

* * *

In art, I risked Ms. Anderson’s wrath to slip the stone into Zoe’s lucky cat purse. I didn’t know why. I just wanted her to have it. Maybe it would make her feel better the way it did for me. She pretended not to notice. In fact, Zoe wouldn’t talk to anybody the whole rest of the day. Not even Kai.

That night, there were three of us at Maya’s, but it was the wrong three: Me, Maya, and Kai. Kai’s parents wouldn’t let him sleep over, but they said he could stay until eight, so we did all the stuff we’d usually do—except with Kai Nakamura instead of Zoe. It was nice having somebody else who knew the names of all the Doctor Who villains and exactly what Lieutenant Commander La Forge would say on Star Trek, but not having Zoe was even weirder than it was before. Maya was the one who took it the worst. She wouldn’t even take a turn with the controller when Issy and Tomás let us play Star Fighter. She just kept staring out the window, hoping Zoe would show up at the door.

At dinner, Maya even asked her dad to save a plate of food in case Zoe showed up. By seven thirty, it was obvious to everybody that Zoe wasn’t coming.

“What now?” Maya asked.

I didn’t have an answer, and neither did Kai, who was messing around in Maya’s little medium corner. I didn’t blame him. That stuff is really interesting the first time you see it.

“I don’t know,” I said, lying back on the mountain of pillows on Maya’s bed. “I gave the keystone to Zoe. The only thing left is to give her a little time.”

“Are you sure?” Maya asked. “We left her alone before and look where that got us.”

“This is different. We hadn’t really talked,” I said. “None of us knew what was going on, so we were all thinking the worst. Now we’ve talked, so maybe Zoe just needs a little space.” Like my parents, I thought. Hopefully this would work out too.
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After Kai went home, Maya pulled out her collage stuff. It seemed like she kind of wanted to be in a zone. And, for the first time since we’d gotten back from camp, I felt like sleeping at my house more than sleeping at Maya’s. When I told Maya I was going to go home, she didn’t try to convince me to stay. She nodded like she understood and kept tearing up paper.

Instead of getting a ride the next day, Maya and I left early and took the longcut to school. Sort of. Maya had her portfolio with her. That was the first time I’d seen her with it since school started. I guess working on the campaign had taken away from her art time. We stuck to the paved path, but when we got to the mailbox, Maya asked if we had time for a sketch. I nodded, thinking she was going to draw the mailbox. She didn’t. She drew our Musketeer Maple. In her sketch, the branch we always slapped looked like the entrance to a fairy world. It was pretty magical IRL too.

“All for one?” I said.

“And one for all!” Zoe shouted from one of the high branches in the maple tree.

“Holy moly!” I screamed, scrambling backward as Zoe jumped down right in front of me. I knew that technically I had asked a question, but I definitely was not expecting an answer—especially not one from the top of a tree!

“You almost scared me to death!” I said. My heart was racing more than it did when I was actually racing.

“You guys were being serious.” Zoe grinned. “There really is a magic mailbox.”

 Maya looked relieved. “I told you, Zoe,” she said. “We wouldn’t trick you like that. We love you. But what made you believe us?”

“This,” she said, holding out an envelope with interlocking edges and Zoe’s name written right across the front.
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“You wrote a letter?” I was so happy I could feel tears stinging my eyes. “How did you even find the mailbox?”

“Some of us listen,” Zoe said, giving her strawberry-blond hair a playful toss. “Turns out all your talk about rocks and time tacos came in handy. Letter. Stone. Mailbox. BOOM! Flash of light. Just like you guys said.”

Maya and I looked at each other, then circled up with Zoe for the one thing that was better than a group hug: a group secret handshake.

“We have to tell Kai,” Maya said.

“I already messaged him. He said he’d meet us in the cave of wonders.”

Five minutes later, all three of the musketeers burst into the secret room, totally out of breath. Kai and Ms. Juniper were looking at the scroll. Ms. Juniper was using a magnifying glass. I was dying to know if she’d found anything new on the scroll, but there wasn’t any time to ask about that because as soon as they looked up, Maya announced, “Zoe got a letter! She believed us after all!”

Zoe winced. “I kind of didn’t,” she said. Maya pulled her over toward Kai and Ms. Juniper anyway. I followed them.

“I actually wrote the letter to prove you wrong,” Zoe said. “I still thought it might be some group hallucination until I got this.”

Zoe put her letter on the table next to the scroll. It was folded like origami with a paper stitch down one side.

“Is that an interlocking letter?” Maya asked, squeezing close to Zoe so she could get a better look. “I’ve read about those. There must be something juicy inside. Who did you write?”

“Queen Elizabeth I,” Zoe said in a dramatic voice.

We all laughed.

“What’s it say?” Kai asked.

“I don’t know,” Zoe said, her face turning solemn. Even Ms. Juniper put down the magnifying glass to listen. “I didn’t open it yet. Before I did, I really wanted to let you guys know that I’m sorry. A better friend would have believed you or at least tried to. I promise I’ll be a better friend from now on.”

“Apology not needed but accepted. Now spill,” Maya said, waggling her fingers together over the table. “Tell us everything.”

If I were Zoe, standing in a hidden chamber with hundreds of portraits staring down at me, I would have been a little nervous. Not Zoe. She smiled, tucked her hair behind her ears, and leaned over the table, drawing all of us in. This was going to be good.

“You know how if you put something in the mail slot at my house, it lands on the little table by the front door? This morning, this was on the table right on top of a bunch of bills. I’ve never seen anything like it. It looks like paper, but it feels like cloth. Feel it.”

Zoe was right. I wouldn’t have guessed that it was some kind of fabric, but leave it to the fashion designer to notice.

“So anyway, I—” Zoe stopped short, staring at the scroll from Cleopatra. No. Not staring. Reading. Zoe was reading the scroll from Cleopatra. When she looked up, her grin was even bigger.

“No wonder the two of you beat us without any campaign swag,” she said. “Cleopatra gave you some really good advice.”

“You can see it!” Kai said, holding his hand up to Zoe for a high-five.

“Boom, baby!” they both said.

Maya was smiling too. “It must be what Kai said. I guess you couldn’t see it before because you didn’t believe.”

“Yeah,” Zoe said. “I guess now I’m in the fold.”

“Get it?” Kai laughed. “Fold? It’s a time taco. Now you’re in the fold.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “That’s not it.” My brain was churning. Things were beginning to click into place. “Zoe said she still didn’t believe, even after she wrote the letter, so it must be something else. You guys!” I froze. “It’s the stone! The stone really is a piece of the Rosetta stone!”

I was too hyped up to keep going, but thankfully Kai was picking up what I was putting down.

“Oh! So maybe the Rosetta stone isn’t just translating languages, it’s connecting people through time.” Kai said that last part like a movie announcer, complete with echo effect. We were still laughing when he added, “But, seriously. Maybe if you’re not connected, you can’t see it. Like, touching the stone makes you a part of the network.”

“That kind of makes sense,” Zoe said. “So the reason I couldn’t see the writing on any of the letters before is because I hadn’t touched the stone.”

“Oh, duh,” Maya said. “That also explains why all of us can read ancient Greek, and why Ysabel and Tomás couldn’t see the writing on the scroll. They’ve never touched the stone. Why didn’t we think of that before?”

“You didn’t have enough evidence,” Ms. Juniper said. “Good scientists don’t make hypotheses without evidence. But like any good scientist, you used the evidence to make a hypothesis. And, Zoe, being a skeptic is a good thing. Of course you didn’t believe any of this before you saw it for yourself. None of us would have.”

Kai raised his hand. “I would have.”

Ms. Juniper smiled. “Well, Kai is the outlier, and we love him for it.”

Kai grinned. “You saying I’m special, Ms. Juniper? Cool.”

None of us could wait any longer to read Zoe’s letter. Kai volunteered to read it aloud.

“Wait,” I said. “Zoe, are you sure you want Kai to read it out loud? There was some pretty personal stuff in my letter from Cleopatra. Queen Elizabeth might have written you something personal too.”

“I’ll step out for this part,” Ms. Juniper said.

“You don’t have to—”

“No. I want to. Some things are best between friends. Oh, and take your time. Just this once, I’ll make sure none of you are marked tardy for homeroom.” Ms. Juniper left us in the hidden chamber, and Kai, our resident thespian, read the letter out loud.
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CHAPTER 30


Lady Zoe, if that is indeed your name,

I have received your letter, and since you were bold enough to address your queen with no explanation of who you are or your connection to the royal family, my first thought was to ignore it. But something compels me to answer you anyway. Perhaps because your boldness hints at royal connection too dangerous to be spoken. I sympathize. The only thing I can deduce for certain is that you are a young noblewoman with no one she can trust. That, I understand. I will help you the best way I can.

Trust is tricky. Since I rose to the throne, many people have tried to steal my power away from me. The answer is simple: trust no one. Trust must be earned, especially from a suitor. I decided long ago to coat my face with leaden powder to show them all the unbreakable statue I have become. Many have tried, but not one of them has earned my trust, and we are better for it. England has never been more prosperous than it has since I turned my back on marriage.

As for you, Lady Zoe, craft yourself as you must. Build yourself a shell of metal and only open it for those you truly trust. And beware of suitors, including Sir Kai. No matter his promises of marriage, if you are who I think you are, you, like me, have the chance to live the single life. I wholeheartedly recommend it.

Protect whatever secrets you are keeping, especially the light that brought your letter to me. Thus I admit you to God’s protection,

Elizabeth R.
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CHAPTER 31
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When Kai finished reading, there was silence in the cave of wonders. Zoe’s letter was just as spine-tinglingly exciting as the one I got from Cleopatra. It wasn’t just that Kai was a really good actor, or that the great Queen Elizabeth was talking about being bold and earning trust and using a mask to hide what makes you vulnerable. The strangest part was that, after hearing the letter, I felt like I knew Zoe better. It kind of took my breath away. Maya was speechless, too, but for a completely different reason.

“Wait a minute,” Maya said, looking puzzled. “Was Queen Elizabeth shipping you . . . and Kai?”

I’d never seen Maya make a face like that before. I wish I’d taken a picture.

Zoe rolled her eyes. “It’s not like that. I was just asking Queen Elizabeth who I should trust. I guess the idea of a girl-boy friendship doesn’t translate. I should have said Kai was—”

“Myyyy brothe!” Zoe and Kai sang together before falling out laughing.

Maya looked as confused as I felt. Clearly this was a meme both of us had missed.

“Kai didn’t introduce you guys to Jazz Emu?” Zoe asked. “He’s hilarious.”

“Next slumber party,” Maya said. “Oh, and there’s something I want to show you guys.”

Maya opened her giant portfolio on the next table over and showed us what she had been ripping paper for last night. It was a portrait of Cleopatra in Maya’s gorgeous nature collage style. No matter how many times I saw Maya’s art, the beauty caught me off guard every time. How a person could make something so real out of little pieces of paper and bits of nature, I would never know.

“Maya!” Zoe said. “It’s beautiful!”

 “Zoe, I can do a portrait of Queen Elizabeth tonight if you want.”

Zoe smiled and reached out to pull Kai closer for a group hug. “Actually, could we all do it together? We’re like the Four Musketeers, right?”

“There were only three musketeers,” Kai said. “It’s right there in the title.”

“Technically there were three,” Zoe said. “But really there were four. You’re not counting D’Artagnan. He was a musketeer in every way. The only thing that made him different was he got there late.”

Kai grinned. “That sounds about right,” he said, passing fist bumps to everybody. “So, the Four Musketeers, then?”

We all raised our fake glasses in a fake toast. “The Four Musketeers!” we said.

“Does this make us an official secret society?” Zoe asked. “I mean, it does, right? We even have a lair. What should we call ourselves?”

“Oh! How about this?” Kai lifted up the yearbook he was thumbing through and showed us a picture of a group of girls not much older than us in an old science lab. The picture was black-and-white, but you could still see the cheerful expressions on all their faces. The caption said, “The Society of Artful Letters” but someone had crossed it out and written “Secret Society of Rebel Girls.”

“That’s it,” Maya said. “We’re the new Secret Society of Rebel Girls.”

“Look,” I said, pointing out something in the corner of the photo—a pile of papers being held down by what looked very much like a Rosetta stone. Everyone else used Kai’s phone to magnify it, but I didn’t need it. Thanks to robotics, I was used to seeing tiny things. Looking around the room, though, the big stuff was looking pretty good too.

I had robotics. Maya had her art and student government. Kai had the play and the tennis team and who knows what else. And Zoe had a growing fashion business and a bunch of new friends. But most importantly, we all had Zoe. And Zoe had us too. I never thought that having four musketeers in one place would feel like #goals, but it did. And never in a million years would I have imagined that Zoe, Maya, and I would be hanging out in a super-secret hideout with Kai Nakamura, exchanging letters with Cleopatra and Queen Elizabeth, and becoming guardians of a taco through time. Middle school really was weird. The good kind.
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                    A SCHOOL ELECTION.

                    A MYSTERIOUS MAILBOX.

                    AND A LETTER FROM . . . CLEOPATRA?

                    MIDDLE SCHOOL IS SO WEIRD.

                

                

                Nina is determined to help her best friend, Maya, win the race for sixth-grade representative. But when she uses her robotics skills to spy on Maya’s opponent, the girls wind up in detention. There, they are asked to write a letter to a woman from history. Nina pours her heart out to Cleopatra, and instead of throwing the letter away so her parents don’t find it, she slips it into a battered old mailbox she
                    and Maya find in the woods. It is all just a game . . . until a giant scroll arrives at Nina’s house, signed by Cleopatra herself!

                Do the girls really have a pen pal from 2,000 years ago? Will their friend Zoe ever speak to them again? Why is the science teacher acting so oddly? And what on Earth is a time taco?

                “Girls running for office, secret leadership lessons from the past, and a dash of mysterious mailbox magic? Yes please!”
—Kate Messner, New York Times best-selling author of Breakout and the History Smashers series
                

                “Nina and the Mysterious Mailbox has something for every reader – history, STEAM, a school election, friendship, family, and magic! It’s an entertaining story about how powerful women of the past can inspire us today.”

                    —Janae Marks, New York Times best-selling author of From the Desk of Zoe Washington

                Rebel Girls is a global, multi-platform empowerment brand dedicated to helping raise the most inspired and confident generation of girls.
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Natural consequences, blah blah blah

Tomas says he’s gonna sell it on Etsy
Maya?
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Funny sunny Mimi bunnyyyyyyy

Today at 12:18 PM

Knew that'd get you.

You left your big ol’ scroll by the mailbox outside.
Smooth move. | stuck it in your room.
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No promises it’ll be there when you get home. Tomas
may or may not have been taking pictures...
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