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ONE 
 

 

 

 

The man thundered into the farmyard, mud and clay flinging skyward from beneath the hooves 

of his charcoal mount. Dressed in a black duster and a wide-brimmed hat, the man’s form was 

difficult to make out in the murky evening light. “Lizzie!” he screamed. “Lizzie!” 

The gelding skidded to a halt in the patchy grass. Its rider threw himself toward the porch 

where a slight, blond-haired woman pushed through the screen door. He grabbed her by both 

arms, knocking over a pot of geraniums she had planted only the day before. “Pack what you 

need. I’ll hitch up the horses. We have to go now!” 

He started for the barn but she caught his hand, spinning him around so the light from a 

kitchen lamp fell full on his face. “What happened?” 

He pulled off his hat and swiped at the thatch of mahogany hair plastered to his forehead. 

Intense hazel eyes bored into her blue ones. “They’re dead. We’ve got to leave now.” 

The woman gasped and whirled. The screen door slammed on an empty porch; her 

husband was already sprinting for the barn. 

Within ten minutes, the man was laying a drowsy child wrapped in a thick quilt on the 

back seat of an open carriage. Two suitcases filled the footwell. The child, barely older than a 

toddler, yawned and murmured, “Where are we going, papa?” 

“Hush now, son. You and your mother need to take a little trip.” 

“Are you coming with us?” 

“I’ll meet you in a few days.” 

“Okay.” The boy yawned again and closed his eyes, already drifting back into sleep. 

The man ruffled the child’s hair and moved to address the woman perched in the driver’s 

seat. “I’m sorry, Lizzie.” 

“It’s a little late for regrets.” 

“I know.” He reached up to brush the back of his hand against her cheek. “I just wish I 

hadn’t brought you and the boy with me. You’ll be all right?” 



“I know these roads like the back of my hand.” 

“That’s my girl.” He smiled at her and lay a pistol on the seat beside her. She tucked it 

beneath her skirt. He swung onto his prancing, lathered horse. “You know where I hid the 

money. I’ll see you in three days.” 

The gelding snorted, wheeling in a tight circle.  

“Three days,” he repeated. And then he heard the distant sound of shouting and the 

pounding of muffled hooves. 

“William, go!” the woman screamed, slapping the team into motion. The man spurred the 

gelding after her. Together they bolted north. 

“Leave me, William. It’s you they’re after,” the woman shouted, straining forward with 

both hands grasping the reins. 

“I’ll see you to the abandoned mill,” he called back. “Pull in behind that stand of lilac 

bushes. They’ll never notice you in the dark. I’ll draw them off toward Palmer, and you can take 

the turnpike up through Landensburg.” 

They hurtled over the hard-packed dirt, through the channel formed by newly leafed-out 

trees. Two miles on, the road began to dip toward the river. 

“It’s there on the right.” The man pointed to a clearing not far from the fast-approaching 

bridge. Brick ruins lay dark against the sky. 

Startled by the careening carriage, a doe and her fawn flitted across the road and 

disappeared into the underbrush. The gelding reared, nearly throwing the man from its back.  

And the team bolted. 

Their strength was too great for the woman. The carriage veered off the road and jolted 

across uneven ground, hurling the child into a stand of timber. Narrowly missing the corner of 

the brick mill, the horses plunged headlong into the river. The carriage overturned. The woman 

was hurtled into deep water, where her long skirts dragged her swiftly beneath the surface. 

The man reached her in moments and plucked her from the current. He deposited her on 

the bank then sprang to free the thrashing team with quick slashes of a knife. Only after they 

clambered up the far bank did the night grow still enough to hear the wails of the child. 

The woman shrieked out his name and clawed frantically at the slippery bank.  



The man reached the boy first and was gently carrying him from the timber when his wife 

caught up. She gathered him into her arms, rocking, murmuring words of reassurance, but 

nothing would stifle his sobs. Not even the clatter of the approaching riders. 

“William, you have to leave!” she panicked. 

“The boy needs a doctor.” 

“I’ll see he gets one.” 

“How?” he asked. “The carriage is underwater, the horses gone.” 

“I’ll carry him into town.” 

“Five miles?” he scoffed. 

“I’ll carry him twenty if I have to!” 

He hushed her and placed a hand firmly over the boy’s mouth. The rumble of riders 

rolled past. Twenty, at least, by the sound. 

The man sighed. “Look, Lizzie. You’ll have to find your way home. Change into dry 

clothes. I’ll bring the boy to Doc’s house.” She protested, but he held up a hand. “It’s the last 

place they’ll think to look for me. By the time they figure out what happened, I’ll be long gone. 

You can fetch him back after the horses make their way home. Wait until the dust settles, then 

the two of you can ride out and meet me. You remember the place?” 

She took a deep breath and nodded.  

He brushed strands of dripping hair away from her face. “Good girl.”  

They rose. With a last kiss, he swung onto the gelding and leaned down to take the child 

from her arms. “I love you, Lizzie.” 

She squeezed his leg in farewell. “Be careful,” she whispered as he rode out of the mill 

yard. 

It was the last time the woman ever saw her husband. 

  



TWO 
 

 

 

 

Zachary Chandler wished he could turn invisible. 

He wasn’t like other boys who dreamed of supernatural powers. He had no desire to be a hero 

and never sought adventures. He had several perfectly logical reasons for wanting to disappear. 

But years of fruitless wishing had taught him the difference between fantasy and reality. 

Circumstances didn’t shift just because he thought they should. If they did, he’d make some radical 

changes. Yet sometimes he couldn’t help hoping…  

“Mr. Chandler?” his teacher repeated. “I asked you to spell the word casualty.” 

The room stilled, and the air around him seemed to solidify. Zach knew he’d remained visible, 

because he felt every eye in his sixth-grade class latch onto the back of his head. He focused on a 

dingy photograph of President Arthur hanging at the front of the classroom and willed Mr. 

Wortman to forget about him. To call on someone else.  

Of course, neither of those wishes came true either. 

“Mr. Chandler, are you able to spell casualty or are you not?” 

Mr. Wortman knew full well he couldn’t. Zach had misspelled the word on his test three weeks 

ago. It had been added to the bottom of his list and remained there ever since. 

Zach made the attempt anyway. “C—A—” Here he stopped, baffled. Not a single letter in the 

English alphabet produced the next sound.  

Zach’s ears began to heat. The silence lasted so long he could have dug a hole and buried 

himself. He heard the clop of horses’ hooves on the road three stories below and a shrill scream 

from a steam locomotive. Then the boy behind him snickered. 

Reasons to vanish, number one: his complete inability to read. He couldn’t have earned poorer 

marks if his assignments had been set in ancient hieroglyphs. It never changed, no matter how 

many schools he attended—and Dunning Union was the third. Every time he started someplace 

new, his hopes would rise. Maybe this teacher could show him how to sort out sounds and letters 



before they got into fisticuffs in his head. But so far, no luck. If he could truly change his life just 

by hoping, he’d give himself a brain willing to cooperate. 

“Mr. Chandler, look at me.” 

Reluctantly, Zach lifted his gaze. Mr. Wortman had a bald, tremendously large head set atop 

a narrow slouching frame. He looked like a stork that got its neck stuck in a pumpkin. At the 

moment, this outsized noggin was thrust forward in furious disapproval. 

“I am curious how much time you’ve spent on our spelling curriculum. Have you reviewed 

the words at all this year?” 

“Yes, sir,” Zach answered. 

“And yet you have managed to accumulate—” Mr. Wortman paused to rifle through the 

notepad containing Zach’s expanding word list. “—147 incorrectly spelled words. That is nearly 

ten times the number I assign each week.” 

Stifled laughter broke out from various points across the room, and Zach felt a sharp poke 

from behind. Miles Cadish had jabbed the nib of his pen into his spine.  

“Are you aware, Mr. Chandler, that no other student in this class has a list even remotely 

comparable to yours? These words range back to October. It is the second week May.” Mr. 

Wortman puffed himself up like a judge about to swing a gavel. “Since you obviously don’t apply 

yourself to your studies at home, you may put the effort in now. I want every word written fifty 

times.” 

Zach figured the math in his head and his eyes widened in horror. 7,350 words? He didn’t 

own enough tablets to hold them all! Not that it mattered; his hand would fall off long before space 

became an issue. 

But Mr. Wortman wasn’t finished. “You may make your way to the front, Mr. Chandler, 

where you will write them on the blackboard.” 

Zach could only stare as Mr. Wortman’s features distorted in a leer. 

With teeth tightly clenched, he swung his legs from under his desk. This took considerably 

longer than it would have for any of his classmates, as Zach’s right leg was bound from thigh to 

ankle in a metal brace.  

Yet another reason to fade into nothingness. 



Painfully aware of the attention every movement attracted, he detached the locking 

mechanism, straightened, refastened it, and made his way forward with awkward, lumbering 

strides. Too late, he remembered his spelling list. 

Laughter now rippled unconstrained as he retraced his steps. He knew how the others saw 

him. A gawky blond kid with home-cut hair, still wearing knickers and knee socks like a fifth 

grader because he couldn’t afford trousers. His face was too pale and his body too thin. He looked 

delicate, almost feminine, with hazel eyes that burned too vividly in his sallow face. The brace 

simply completed an awkward package. 

“Freak,” Miles called in a stage whisper.  

“You will remain at the board until you finish.” Smirking, Mr. Wortman presented him with 

a full box of chalk sticks. “You may need these.”  

Mortified, Zach began the slow, painful process of copying out each letter. 

The class moved on to grammar, which Zach didn’t mind missing. He focused instead on 

arranging his words in careful blocks, knowing Mr. Wortman would gloat over every mistake. 

Working in a geometric fashion converted words into numbers—five per row, ten in each column. 

Unlike the alphabet, numbers always ended in a single correct answer.  

An hour passed. Then two. When the class dismissed for lunch, Mr. Wortman ordered Zach 

to remain in place. His belly rumbled often enough that he knew how to disregard it, but a painfully 

throbbing leg was harder to ignore. He waited for the halls to empty then peeked warily out the 

classroom door. All clear. He dropped into the nearest seat. 

The sound of squealing children floated through the open window, along with the ever-present 

stench of manure. The wind must have been blowing just right, because it carried the smoke from 

the textile mills clustered by the river. He supposed Detroit wasn’t any fouler than the other cities 

he’d lived in, but given the choice, he’d get the heck out of the stink. Right after he chucked his 

leg brace into Lake Huron. 

Zach rested briefly then completed another few columns before Mr. Wortman returned. He 

worked steadily through history and mathematics, twice running out of room on the board. Both 

times, Mr. Wortman made a show of checking his work in front of the entire class. He didn’t find 

many errors. Stacking the words so meticulously made it easy to match their shapes. By the time 

Zach finished the last column, only seven minutes remained in the school day. He quietly took his 

seat, shoulders aching and arms stiff as tree branches. 



“Finished?” Mr. Wortman asked. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“I expect you to complete today’s lessons at home this evening. You’ll find them posted by 

the door, since you monopolized my blackboard all day.” 

Zach was about to ask him whose fault that was, but Miles pulled the strap of his suspenders 

and let it go with a sharp slap.  

“It’s about time, freak,” Miles whispered. “I could have been done before lunch. But then, I 

wouldn’t have had to write the entire dictionary.” 

Miles waited until Zach copied the assignments into his notepad before adding, “I don’t know 

why Wortman bothers. It’s obvious you’ll never benefit from his efforts.” 

Zach stiffened, bracing for what he knew would come next.  

“You’ll just end up in prison like your old man.” 

And there it was, his final and most grievous reason to disappear. Maybe in some magical, 

far-off future the letters would finally mesh together on the page. And just possibly, given enough 

time, his leg might grow strong and straight. But he would never, never un-become the son of a 

murderer. 

Mercifully, Principal Everhart rang his hand bell promptly at four, and Zach’s classmates 

jolted into motion. “Filth,” Miles muttered, administering a final flick to the back of Zach’s head 

before loping toward the door. 

Zach took more time, carefully fastening his books into their strap for the long walk home. 

Leaving after everyone else worked almost as well as a super power if one wanted to avoid 

attention. Thank goodness it was Friday. An entire Wortman-free weekend lay before him. 

“Mr. Chandler, you will remain behind.” 

Zach slumped in his chair with a groan. “Now what?” 

The teacher remained seated behind his desk, grading papers and pointedly ignoring Zach. 

Only after the hallway grew still did he rise and confiscate Zach’s spelling notebook. “Take your 

place at the blackboard and we’ll see if today’s efforts pierced that thick skull of yours.” 

Zach’s gaped at him in disbelief. A spelling test? Now?  

“I’m not getting any younger,” Mr. Wortman snapped. 

Stiffly, Zach levered himself to his feet and resumed the position he’d occupied all day. 

“Number one, crocodile.” 



Another full hour passed before they waded through all 147 words. As a result, Zach was able 

to cross 64 of them off his list. This provided some small sense of satisfaction. It was short lived. 

“Your list still quadruples everyone else’s, but at least we know you’re not completely 

hopeless. Perhaps if we repeat this exercise you’ll eventually catch up with the rest of the class.” 

Dismissed at last, Zach tugged on his coat and hat, fumbled down three flights of stairs, and 

stepped onto the school grounds with a long-drawn sigh. Freedom at last. 

While he’d remained inside, the air had cooled, and early signs of evening already bruised the 

edge of the sky. He set off for home with a painful limp. The day’s overuse had caused the brace’s 

leather straps to rub his skin raw. He gritted his teeth and pressed on.  

The city smelled worse at ground level. Scores of horse-drawn vehicles rolled past, churning 

the thick layer of animal waste. He trudged past the tidy shops of the German quarter. How 

different they were from his own neighborhood. Tall brick buildings with brightly colored 

awnings. Billboards advertising merchandise he could never afford.  

He passed a theatre announcing a stage production of East Lynne by the New Era Playwrights, 

in town for one week only. Across the street, a restaurant featured a selection of pies and pastries 

in its front window. Delicious aromas wafted onto the street, setting Zach’s mouth to watering. 

And on the corner, Felton’s Apothecary bore a brightly painted advertisement shaped like a bottle.  

But none of these captured Zach’s attention like a velocipede that zipped past, bearing a 

dandy-looking gentleman who gripped the handlebars with an air of recklessness. Instead of the 

slender wooden frame Zach was accustomed to seeing, this one was made of metal, with an entire 

landscape of interlocking gears and levers. And though the machine had pedals, the man was not 

using them. This velocipede powered itself. 

Zach turned as it passed, hoping to divine its secrets. He’d been captivated by machines ever 

since he had watched a neighbor woman laundering clothing on her front porch using an old drum 

washing machine. Her tireless arms had turned a crank at the top of the barrel. Zach, no more than 

six years old, had inched closer, watching until he figured out exactly how it worked.  

That fascination had had only grown with the size and complexity of the machines he 

encountered. These days, he spent hours at the docks, marveling at the steamships and watching 

the huge cranes transfer their cargo. And he still paused in awe whenever the massive bulk of a 

locomotive rumbled past. How he would love to ride on one! It would never happen. Steamships 

and trains were for the affluent. But a velocipede… 



As he watched, the man began to pedal, and Zach smiled at the simplicity of its operation. Of 

course! The cranks wound the mainspring that slowly released its kinetic energy, propelling the 

machine forward while the man rested. It was brilliant. Lightweight and efficient. 

The velocipede rounded the corner and disappeared from sight, and he continued his trek 

home. The farther he traveled, the more unkempt the buildings became until he was passing run-

down row houses and squalid tenements. He cut through a weedy lot and popped out across from 

an ugly concrete building. How ironic that he, the son of a convict, lived off the same street as the 

old jail, even if several blocks lay between. 

Zach’s father was serving a lifetime sentence in a maximum-security prison somewhere in 

Tennessee. He’d been arrested the same night a carriage accident nearly claimed Zach’s right leg. 

Zach had been four years old at the time and didn’t remember either incident well—only the 

searing pain of broken bones. But in his mind, the brace on his leg and the contempt under which 

he and his mother lived had been linked to his father ever since.  

He thought eight years would have been long enough to distance himself from his father’s 

crimes. Instead, they clung to him like smog, fouling his reputation and smearing his name. Even 

moving to different states hadn’t erased the past. Somehow, it always followed, stealing away any 

scrap of respect he and his mother managed to earn for themselves. Sometimes he wished his father 

had died that night and freed them from his shadow. 

A blur of movement drew his attention. A boy gliding swiftly out of sight. Not unusual in this 

part of town where too many children made their homes on the streets. But a glance over his 

shoulder prompted five more swift disappearances. He recognized one of the fleeing figures. 

Miles. 

Fear dropped into Zach’s stomach. Sometimes the bully harassed him in the schoolyard. Cruel 

words. A shove. Maybe a kick if no one was looking. Zach had learned to loiter in front of the 

office windows during lunch recess. But Miles had never followed him home. And he’d never 

joined forces with more than one or two comrades. Zach knew what this meant. He cut down a 

side street and picked up his pace, his stiff leg swinging madly. 

The shopfronts here had all been converted into saloons, and the sidewalks were quickly filling 

with young men filthy from their work, looking for food, liquor, and entertainment. Zach threaded 

between them, trying to lose his pursuers. He dodged around a pair who smelled strongly of 



creosote, tripped, and slammed into the nearest one. The man swore loudly. “Watch where you’re 

going, street rat!” 

“Sorry, mister!” Zach darted around a wagon then slipped behind a horse tied in front of a 

pool hall. He peered around the animal’s rump and breathed a little easier. He’d given the boys the 

slip, but he waited and watched, needing to be certain. If they knew where he lived, he’d never 

feel safe again. 

A man missing the lower half of his left leg swung up the sidewalk on crutches. He paused 

outside the door of the pool hall and nodded at Zach’s brace. “Get yours in the war, too, young 

man?”  

The city was full of Civil War veterans, many of whom sported horrible injuries—missing 

eyes, shattered limbs, disfigured faces. “Sure. Michigan 3rd Infantry,” Zach quipped. 

The man guffawed and disappeared inside the building.  

Three more men clomped up the sidewalk behind him. Banjo music drifted from across the 

street. No one seemed to be paying him any mind. Then, twenty yards ahead, three boys emerged 

from a cross street, not even pretending to look innocent. Another glance behind showed Miles 

and the others emerging from their hiding places.  

He’d been wrong. And while he lingered, they closed their trap. 

Frantically, Zach searched the street for an escape. Saloons and eating houses took up its entire 

length. He could dodge into one. Maybe pretend he knew the old veteran; he’d seemed amiable 

enough. But his lack of funds would quickly become obvious. He’d probably get tossed right back 

into the street. But delay and chance sounded better than immediate pain.  

Before he could move, someone slammed into him from behind. Zach pitched head-first into 

the filthy gutter and cowered, waiting for the first blow to land. Instead, a thick hand pulled him 

to his feet. “You all right, kid?” 

Zach found himself looking up at a young man sporting the canvas dungarees and bulging 

muscles of a stevedore. He stood head and shoulders taller than Mr. Wortman and easily doubled 

his width. Curly red hair sprouted from the top of a cheerful, wind-burned face.  

“I—I’m fine.” Zach replaced his book strap and tugged his hat over burning ears. “Couldn’t 

catch my balance is all.”  

Darn brace. 



“Sorry about that. My mother always says I have the subtly of an elephant.” The man grinned, 

revealing straight, even teeth. “I’m Claudius Murphy. Claude to my friends.”  

He held out a hand that could have palmed a watermelon. Zach took it tentatively. “Zach.” 

“Pleasure. You heading my way?” Claude gestured up the street—in the opposite direction 

that Zach needed to go. 

“Uh, yeah.” He could backtrack later. After the thugs following him had given up and gone 

home. 

Claude set off at an easy pace. Zach stumped along beside him, casting furtive glances over 

his shoulder.  

“You hungry?” Claude asked, holding out a paper-wrapped package. “I’ve got half a roast 

beef sandwich here that’ll go to waste if someone doesn’t eat it.” 

Zach missed a step. Roast beef? He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d tasted it. “I’m 

fine,” he managed, but his stomach remembered its missed lunch and snarled a disagreement. 

“Go on, take it.” Claude pressed the food into his hand. 

Zach’s mouth salivated as a warm brown smell wafted up through the paper. He tore it off and 

sank his teeth into thick bread, reveling in the rich, salty taste of gravy. Had he ever eaten anything 

this delicious? The meal disappeared in a minute flat, then he spent another thirty seconds licking 

every speck of goodness from his fingers.  

Once the food hit bottom, he remembered his manners. “Thank you, sir,” he said, hoping 

Claude hadn’t noticed the massacre. 

Claude was preoccupied watching Zach’s uneven gate. He indicated the brace with his chin. 

“That’s a right bugger, isn’t it?” 

“You get used to it,” Zach muttered, shoving the crumpled paper in his Jacket pocket. 

“Well, it’s not for much longer.” He stabbed a thumb at a shabby lodging house. “This is my 

place, but I can keep on a bit if you’re feeling shaky. It’s my fault for knocking you down.” 

But Zach’s attention had stalled several sentences back. “What do you mean?” 

“About what?” 

“My leg. You said it’s not for much longer.” 

“Oh, that?” A flush crept over the top of Claude’s collar and he laughed unconvincingly. “I 

just meant I was almost to my door. You won’t have to put up with my silly questions any longer.” 



Zach didn’t think that made any sense at all. Especially as Claude had volunteered to 

accompany him farther. 

“You’re sure you’re all right?” Claude asked, seeming in a hurry now to part ways. 

Zach shot another glance over his shoulder. Still no sign of Miles. “Yeah, I’m almost home.” 

“Good then. It was nice to meet you, Zach.”  

“You too. Thanks for the sandwich.” 

With a nod and a grin, the man disappeared inside. 

The moment Zach was alone, fear laid itself across his shoulders. He resumed his awkward 

trot and turned right at the next corner. This was just a stroll around the block, he told himself. Just 

two more streets. Nothing would happen this close to home.  

He made it halfway to the next corner before running feet pounded the dirt behind him. He 

didn’t even look back, just broke into a lopsided run. 

Darting into the nearest alley, he clattered past the back doors of several ramshackle buildings 

then dove behind a wooden stairway. It offered scant cover, but maybe, just maybe, the boys would 

run past without noticing him. He hunched beside a pile of rotting potato peels and wished himself 

invisible more desperately than he ever had before. 

At first, it seemed to work. The boys sprinted past before slowing partway down the alley. 

“Where’d he go?”  

There were ten of them now, all spinning in bewildered circles. Zach held perfectly still and 

willed himself to blend into the aging wood. 

“He’s here somewhere, the little milksop,” someone declared. “How far could he go?” 

“Find him,” Miles ordered. 

The boys broke into groups and began tromping between buildings and peering inside 

windows. Two of them—Miles and a gangly comrade who had the distinct air of neglect—poked 

in his direction. Zach’s pulse hammered. From this angle, the stairs offered no concealment 

whatsoever. The boys were twenty feet away. Fifteen. Ten. Trembling, Zach locked his arms 

around his one bendable knee and squeezed his eyelids shut. 

He waited.  

And waited.  

And heard the boys pass by. 



Lifting his head in disbelief, he spotted them ten yards beyond the stairway. How had they 

missed him? Forgetting his fear, he lifted enough to peer at them over the top step.  

The movement caught Miles’s eye. “There he is! Get him!” 

Zach crumpled into a ball. Running would be pointless now. The entire gang would be on him 

before he could regain his feet. 

A puff of air ruffled Zach’s hair. A faint stirring, hardly more than a breath. In the space of 

two heartbeats, it intensified to a howling gale that sent debris whipping down the alley—

newspapers, shingles, part of a broken chair. Zach shielded his eyes and watched a wooden crate 

tumble end over end. It barely missed Miles, now crouched with his friend at the foot of the stairs. 

Then to Zach’s utter astonishment, a spiral of wind swept every last boy into the air and carried 

them, twisting and screaming, the entire length of the lane before depositing them in a heap at the 

mouth of the alley.  

As quickly as it came, the storm abated. The street lay silent and still.  

Awestruck, Zach inched above the stairs and locked eyes with his chief tormentor. Miles 

looked nearly unrecognizable with terror. Their gaze held for one breath. Two. Then Miles 

scrabbled to his feet and threw his friends behind him in his haste to flee the alley. 

 


