
        
            
                
            
        

    



Dedication
For my mother, who I miss every day.
If only I could change the timeline.
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One
“We have to get out of here,” Joan said. They were all crammed together in a dead-end alley, but they couldn’t linger. A patrolling guard was making his way along the river walk, a gold pin marking him from the scattered people on the path. “There’s a guard—” 
“I see him,” Nick said grimly.
“There are two.” Aaron indicated a slight woman farther up the embankment, a hint of gold glinting at her collar. Joan hadn’t clocked her at all. 
A cold wind blew across the river, cutting through Joan’s gauze dress. She wished she still had her coat, but she’d had to dump it last night, and there was no way to retrieve it now. She folded her arms as she surveyed the guards, the unfamiliar skyline. Where could they go? 
On the other side of the Thames, glass towers reflected the thunderous sky. A tinted image shimmered in one of them: a sea serpent engulfing a sailing ship. Monster sigils were everywhere now: winged lions and serpents emblazoned on buildings, rippling on flags. A reminder that the world didn’t belong to humans anymore. 
Now monsters reigned.
Joan turned to Jamie. “Do you think your family would help us?” The Lius would remember the previous timeline. Surely they’d take them in. 
The wind lifted Jamie’s smooth black hair. He’d seemed lost in his head since Tom had vanished, but he made a visible effort to focus now. “Liu territory is just across the river. If we can get there—” 
The rest of his words were swallowed by the nearby rumble of an engine. Joan and the others retreated instinctively into the shadows as a hearse-black boat emerged from under London Bridge, its pace the slow menace of a patrol. The golden lion of the Monster Court stood stark on its flank, teeth and claws bared in attack. 
Joan’s cousin Ruth swore under her breath. “Well, we can’t stay here.”
Beside Joan, Nick shifted, a muscle jumping in his jaw. Joan knew what he was thinking. The last time they’d sought refuge with the Lius, Nick had been restrained, his mind controlled. Joan half expected him to argue now, but after a beat he just nodded. “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
They slipped into the thin crowd, trying to blend in, trying not to look like the fugitives they were.
Joan knew she should keep her head down, but she couldn’t resist another glance across the river. This new London was a strange beast. Dark smoke drifted from chimneys and settled in the sky in a gloomy pall. Familiar landmarks were gone—Tower Bridge, St. Paul’s dome. In their place was a new skyline of Gothic spikes and soaring glass. 
A few hundred paces to the west, London Bridge straddled the river. Not the practical concrete bridge Joan knew but the one Eleanor must have dragged here—Old
London Bridge, its houses and shops quaint and strange, like a miniature Shakespearean village on the Thames. 
Here, on the walkway, a man strolled by in a Roman tunic, and then a woman in a medieval gown, the heavy velvet sweeping the pavement. It was clear that monsters had no fear of discovery anymore. 
Joan swallowed. All of this was wrong. It was wrong. This world wasn’t supposed to exist. Her sister, Eleanor, had seized control of the timeline, reforging it into one where monsters ruled. And Eleanor had used Joan and Nick to do it. She’d put a gun to Joan’s head, and given Nick a choice: Joan or the world. 
Joan had known what Nick would do. She’d been so sure.
Nick had been a legendary monster slayer: the human hero who killed the predators among them. Given a choice between dooming humans and saving Joan, he’d only ever do one thing. Joan had closed her eyes, waiting for death. 
But Nick had chosen Joan.
Joan tried and failed to catch his gaze now. He was on the far side of the path, walking with Jamie and Ruth, a dark flick of hair concealing his expression. Joan had the feeling he was avoiding her. She didn’t blame him. He had to be regretting his decision—now that he’d seen all of this. 
“Hey,” Aaron murmured, falling into step beside her.
Joan tried to smile at him. “I keep expecting to be arrested.” Or worse.
Aaron feigned a neck stretch to check on the guards. “They’re still just patrolling,” he reassured her. “They don’t know we’re here.” 
Joan nodded. A part of her couldn’t believe Aaron was here. For months, she’d held the memory of him quiet and close. In the privacy of her own mind, she’d conjured that posh sprawling-mansion, boarding-school voice, never believing she’d actually hear him speak again. She hadn’t wanted him to be in danger like this—to be on the run with her again. And yet some part of her was horribly, selfishly glad to be back with him. 
Aaron ran a tired hand through his golden hair. Sometimes, it was hard to see beyond his otherworldly beauty, but Joan knew him well enough to register the dark circles under his eyes, the gray tinge to his complexion. When had he last slept? When had any of them? 
“You okay?” Aaron asked.
Joan had been about to ask him that. “Are you?” 
“Oh yeah. I love what your sister’s done with the place.”
Joan’s breath came out in a huffed laugh, surprising her. “It’s like Dracula made a city. All dark clouds and spikes.” As she spoke, she heard the plod of approaching footsteps. She swallowed and adjusted her hair, keeping her neck covered. 
Underfoot, the stone tiles were storm gray. Aaron’s own footsteps were soothingly even against them. A steady heartbeat. Joan tried to focus on that as she walked, and not on the crawling feeling at her nape. 
She’d been around monsters before, of course—she was half-monster herself. Aaron, Ruth, and Jamie were monsters. But . . . as soon as she’d woken in this new world, some animal part of her had sensed a change; had almost been able to smell musk on the wind, beneath the smoke and river brine of the city. Her body had known instinctively and immediately that she was no longer at the top of the food chain. 
On the other side of the path, Nick’s posture was deceptively casual. He felt it too, though. When a man in a judge-like wig pushed past, Nick’s eyes darted to his hands, tracking him until he was out of reach. 
Joan succumbed to the prickle at the back of her neck and glanced over her shoulder. The black-cloaked guard was getting closer. She increased her pace, catching Ruth’s gaze as she did. Ruth nodded, whispering to Nick and Jamie. 
They were almost at the bridge now. Ahead, a steep stone staircase led up to its southern limit, marked by a massive building—a castle in its own right—that seemed to cast a shadow over the entire city. 
“The Stone Gate,” Aaron said.
Spikes protruded from the gate’s crowning turrets: dark balls on spindly sticks, swaying in the wind. “What are those things?” Joan wondered aloud. Weather vanes? But there were so many of them. . . . 
Aaron drew a sharp breath. “Your sister is a piece of work.”
“What?”
“Don’t worry about it. Don’t look at them.”
“They’re like rotting vegetables,” Joan said. “Like—” She stopped. The breeze had carried a faint scent of decay.
Mr. Larch, her history teacher, had once talked about Old London Bridge: They displayed
traitors’
heads on spikes—dipped in tar to slow the rot.
“Joan,” Aaron said softly. “You can’t stare—not in a place like this. You’ll invite questions. People will think you know someone on the turrets.” 
Joan dragged her gaze back to him, feeling sick and horribly naive. She hadn’t even realized that there were people
up there, let alone that she was endangering herself and the others by staring at them. 
Aaron’s gray eyes were the shade of the storm clouds above. He’d seen sights like this before, she realized—in the Middle Ages, maybe, or the Renaissance, periods when traitors’ heads on a bridge were no more notable than boats on the Thames. 
Joan had never been so aware of her own sheltered upbringing. She’d been born and raised in the safety of twenty-first-century Milton Keynes and London. She’d never seen a man hanged, or a body displayed in warning. She’d never imagined that London could be transformed into this, its ancient cruelties brought back. 
And . . . She glanced again at the north bank, at the open display of monster sigils. In a world where monsters ruled over humans, what new cruelties had emerged? 
“Let’s get to the bridge,” she said. The sooner they were on the north bank, in Liu territory, the sooner they’d be safe. And then they could figure out how to fix all this. 
 
“What in the medieval hell ?” Ruth said as they all hurried up the stone stairs to the bridge. “This whole city has bad vibes.” 
Her voice was half-drowned by the roar of water. The staircase had placed them by the bridge’s wooden supports, huge pillars that churned the river into rapids. Eleanor had once described this noise as a hundred waterfalls. To Joan, though, it sounded more like the ocean: water smashing against rocks and cliffs. 
Above them, on the bridge, a gold-and-peacock-colored banner welcomed travelers: ELEANOR, SEMPER REGINA! CELEBRATE HER JUBILEE!
“Semper Regina?” Nick said dryly. “How do you have a jubilee if you’re always queen?” 
“I heard someone talking about her on the walkway,” Ruth said. “She makes her subjects celebrate her rule every fifty years. Huge celebrations.” To Joan, she said: “No offense, but your sister’s a total narcissist.” 
Eleanor’s not my sister, Joan wanted to say. Because no sister of Joan’s would have tortured and murdered people she loved. No sister of hers would have created a timeline where humans suffered under monster rule. 
“Can we opine more discreetly about the queen of this godforsaken place?” Aaron hissed. “Last thing I want is to be a head on a turret!” 
“Doubt anyone can hear us over this din,” Jamie said. “Plus, we’re the only ones on the staircase.”
Joan looked down. The walkway below was full of people, but Jamie was right. No one had followed them up. They could talk openly for a moment. “We should have a strategy in case we get caught,” she said quickly. “If we get captured—” 
“We’re not going to be captured,” Aaron said.
“But if we do, we’re the only people in this world who know that Eleanor changed the timeline. The Lius will know that there was something better before this, but they’ll only have fragments. We have to make sure at least one of us makes it to safety.” 
“We’ll make it across,” Aaron insisted.
Did he believe that—or did he just want to? “Aaron, if the guards see us—”
“They won’t,” Aaron said. “We’re going to keep our heads down and move with the crowd. The guards up there will be too busy directing traffic to bother with pedestrians.” 
 
“Might have been a little optimistic,” Aaron added when they reached the top.
“Might have been?” Nick said evenly, his hair and clothes whipping in the wind.
The bridge crawled with guards, pacing up and down, checking pedestrians and cars. Unlike the ones on the walkway, these were in uniform: red coats and charcoal trousers. Winged lions of the Court were embroidered in gold on their sleeves. 
Farther ahead, past the guardhouse castle with its severed heads, the scene became surreal: charming shops and houses lined the road in clustered terraces, interrupted by buildings that had been plonked in the middle of the street, their lowest levels cut out to allow traffic to pass. 
“It’s like the Very Hungry Caterpillar made a tunnel,” Nick said.
“The what?” Aaron said absently.
Joan opened her mouth to explain it, but then just shook her head. Aaron didn’t have many cultural touchstones after the Victorian era. “We can’t cross here,” she said. “There are too many guards.” 
“We can’t climb back down!” Ruth argued. “Someone will see us. They’d find that suspicious.” 
“There’s no guarantee of a safer way across,” Jamie said. “Look.” He nodded toward the water. “Southwark Bridge is gone. The Millennium Bridge is gone. At least this route is busy.” 
“Eleanor’s controlling the crossings,” Joan realized. She’d gotten rid of Tower Bridge too.
“We can’t hang about here,” Ruth said impatiently. “We can’t look suspicious. Come on.” She grabbed Joan’s arm, pulling her into the stream of people heading north, and the others fell into step behind them. 
As they walked, the sounds of the crowd merged with the roaring water and squawks from seagulls and pigeons. The atmosphere was strange. Bad vibes, Ruth had said. Joan could feel it. Londoners were generally alert to their surroundings, but the people of this timeline seemed different. They watched each other with hard eyes as if anyone around them might be dangerous. 
Joan rolled her shoulders, trying to loosen her tension. Fat drops of rain were beginning to fall. She took a deep breath of wet wood and stone, and glanced back at Jamie. “Okay?” she whispered to him. He hated the wet. 
Jamie blinked as if he hadn’t even noticed the weather. If anything, that worried Joan more. Jamie had hardly spoken since they’d arrived here without his husband, Tom. Right at the end, Joan had used her power to protect them all from Eleanor’s changes to the timeline. But Tom had still been charging at Eleanor, trying to stop her. When the changes had hit, he’d been outside Joan’s protection. 
Joan slowed a little so that she was alongside Jamie. “We’re going to find him,” she whispered.
Jamie dropped his gaze for a moment, his long lashes fanning down. To Joan’s relief, he focused on her when he lifted his eyes again. “He’s a survivor,” he agreed. “He has to be out there somewhere.” 
“On the river or the canals,” Joan said. The Lius would know where to find him—the Lius and Hathaways were allies. They’d have to know where he was. 
Jamie lifted the flap of his jacket slightly to check on his toy bulldog, Frankie—as if reassuring himself that she, at least, was still here. He’d tucked her warmly in, her flat nose snuffling into his shirt. 
Jamie opened his mouth to speak again, but then frowned as something caught his attention.
Joan followed his line of sight. The crowd had thinned up ahead, making space around a strange sculpture on the pavement, about fifty paces away. It was a bronze cage about the size of a beer barrel, and a royal seal had been soldered to its side: a lion’s head, crowned and snarling, against a backdrop of fanned peacock feathers and roses. The cage was in a set of three. Was it public art? Maybe they were intended to be seats. 
Except . . . a strange shadow moved inside the first cage. Joan peered closer, trying to make sense of it. And then she drew a sharp breath. 
There was a person in that cage; he’d been forced into a curled-over position, knees clutched to his chest, back bent painfully. And now Joan realized that the other cages held people too. She opened her mouth and closed it. She could almost hear Aaron’s voice in her head: It’s not safe to stare. But it was like her brain couldn’t process it. There were men in cages on a London street. A wave of horror washed over her, worse than when she’d seen the heads on the spikes. 
Ahead of them, a woman paused at the first cage, her basket of red roses tipping precariously. For a second, Joan thought she was going to whisper something reassuring to the man within, but instead she spat at him, hitting the side of his face. He flinched, and Joan winced involuntarily too. Her heart was suddenly thundering. 
Nick’s breath caught. He’d seen it.
“Keep walking,” Aaron ground out.
“Are those men human?” Nick growled, and Joan’s stomach churned at the thought.
“Are you going to lose it if they are?” Aaron said to him.
“Are they?” Nick said. 
“I’m not close enough to see.”
Aaron had made that sound like a refusal, but when they passed the first cage, he rapped two elegant knuckles against the top bars, making its occupant glance up fearfully; he thought Aaron was going to hurt him. 
Joan felt sick to her stomach. The man was already hurting—she could hear his short, pained gasps for breath—and the cage was far too small for him. The cage itself was obscenely beautiful for such a terrible purpose, the brass polished, the royal seal rendered with such mastery that the lion’s fur, the peacock feathers, the roses could have been real. A small golden plaque on the top read Damnatio ad bestias.
The next cage over read Damnatio ad gladium. 
The words were familiar—Joan had heard them before, maybe in a history class. But what did they mean?
Aaron waited until they reached an empty pocket of the bridge—a gap between buildings, the river foaming below. “Yes,” he said. “All three are human.” 
Nick stopped, his eyes all pupil. His expression was so dangerous that Joan was sure he was going to turn back and wrench open those cage doors. She felt it too. She wanted to go back and get those men out. They couldn’t just leave them there. 
Aaron stepped in front of Nick. “You can’t help them. You understand that, right?”
“Get out of my face,” Nick ground out. His muscled build made Aaron seem slighter and younger than he was.
Joan saw a flash of red at the corner of her eye. “Couple of red coats coming this way,” she whispered.
Aaron’s hands clenched by his sides. He was afraid of the guards, but he was afraid of Nick too. Nick had once been a figure of far more terror than guards. “We need to keep moving,” Aaron whispered. 
Nick’s gaze flicked to the guards, jaw tightening. But Aaron was right, and he knew it. If they got themselves killed, it was over. There’d be no one to fix the timeline, and they had to fix it. He closed his eyes, and for a second Joan could read everything on his face. I did this. Those men are caged because of me. Then he nodded tightly, and forced himself to start walking again. 
They passed through the cutout of a cross building, and emerged to find a huge stone arch ahead marking the northern extent of the bridge. And . . . Joan’s heart sank. Checkpoints had been set up like passport control at an airport. 
There were five queues, with guards checking bags and chops—the seals that monsters used as identification. Shit. Neither she nor Nick had chops. And Aaron, Ruth, and Jamie would be discovered if they used theirs. She slowed as they approached the queues, watching the guards and trying to decide what to do. 
“Leftmost guard isn’t checking as often,” she murmured. “Maybe one in ten.”
“There are five of us,” Ruth whispered back.
Joan didn’t like the odds either. “Maybe we should turn back.” But as she said it, a woman slipped away from a middle queue, heading south again. A guard jogged over to her, shouting for her ID. The guards were watching. 
“Left line it is,” Ruth said.
Joan ended up behind a woman with mousy brown hair, cut brutally straight. The others filed in behind her.
“Keep things moving!” the checkpoint guard shouted up ahead. He had a booming voice—a thespian voice. It matched his thick black beard and mustache. “We all want our dinner!” 
There were about fifteen people between Joan and the guard. She was already close enough to see the details of his uniform. His heavy wool coat was stained with rain, but the brass buttons had been polished to a high shine. The winged lion of the Monster Court was embroidered on his left sleeve in gold thread. 
The line shuffled forward, and Joan and the others shuffled with it. All around, people rummaged in bags and pockets, pulling out monster chops. 
Beyond the checkpoint, Liu territory was tantalizingly close. Joan had never been so desperate to get to an ordinary road lined with dreary office buildings. 
The woman in front of Joan smiled at her. “I wouldn’t look so worried, my love. These checks are just precautionary. People always say they’ve spotted rebels, but they never really have. They’re always crying wolf.” Her smile turned toothy, as if she’d made a small joke. 
The woman had a basket of roses, and Joan recognized her suddenly. This was the woman who’d spat at the caged man. On her wrist, she wore a silver bracelet with a large charm—a griffin. She was a member of the Griffith family, with the power to induce truths. Joan felt herself tensing even more. 
“They only care about IDs at sunset,” the woman said, as if Joan had asked. “This time of day, it’s just quota filling. The guards want to nab a few humans out after curfew.” 
The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck. “Curfew?” she blurted. As soon as she’d spoken, she wished she hadn’t. She felt more than heard Nick shift his weight behind her. 
The woman misinterpreted Joan’s expression. “I know it’s not quite sunset yet,” she said. “But close enough. I always say that humans should be kept on a short leash.” 
The woman’s roses smelled cloyingly sweet—as if they’d been sprayed with perfume. Joan could taste it like bile at the back of her throat. 
“Clear to come through!” the guard said, making the woman turn. “Next!”
And then, finally, Joan was next. The guard beckoned, white gloves bright. Joan held her breath, willing him to just let them all through. Not to check their IDs. But as she got closer, he tilted his head, frowning. 
Joan swallowed hard. She’d forgotten to keep her eyes down. Was he an Oliver like Aaron? Could he differentiate monsters and humans just by looking at them? As she tensed to run, the guard raised his voice, shouting, “Someone stop him!” 
There was a flurry behind them. Joan turned just in time to see a redheaded man sprinting south, maybe hoping to get past the cross building and jump off the bridge. Joan shuddered; if that was his plan, then that plan was death. No one could survive that jump. Old London Bridge was nothing like the bridges of Joan’s own London. Below, the water boiled in violent rapids. 
Red coats converged, though, and within seconds, the man had been caught. He’d barely made it twenty paces.
“It’s not sunset yet!” the man said desperately. “I’m not breaking curfew! I’m—” The word was cut off by a punch to his gut. He retched. 
“Joan!” Ruth whispered urgently. 
The crowd surged, pushing Joan forward. Up ahead, the guard was waving her through impatiently. “Come through!” he told her, his white gloves bright. 
Behind Joan, fists and boots thudded against flesh. Joan forced her attention back to the road, forced herself to walk. After a reluctant second, she heard Nick following. 
Halt! she imagined the guard shouting. Show your ID!
Instead, he said impatiently: “Move on, move on!” He waved them through. “Don’t hold people up! Keep walking!”
Joan didn’t breathe again until they were past the arch. Until they were down the road and around the corner, and the bridge was out of sight. Then she sucked in air with a shudder, the horror of the last few minutes catching up to her. 
Ruth bent double, as if she’d just run a race. “My hair’s gray now, isn’t it? I went gray in the last two minutes.”
Joan pushed a dark curl from Ruth’s face, trying to ignore the shake in her own hand. “Yeah, completely gray.” She couldn’t believe they were still alive. That they’d actually made it to safe territory. 
If anywhere in this world could still be considered safe.
They’d ended up on a gloomy street of tall buildings in a style that struck Joan as not quite Victorian: narrow terraces in charcoal brick, with small prisonlike windows. The Liu house had to be somewhere around here—they just had to find it. 
“We might have a problem,” Jamie said. There was a strange note in his voice.
“A problem?” Joan followed his gaze to an innocuous-looking bronze disk embedded in the pavement. It was etched with a splayed tree, leafless and withered. “That’s a burnt elm,” she said slowly. “The Argent sigil.” Ahead, she spotted another disk—about five paces away. And then another and another, all the way to the end of the street. “I thought this was Liu territory.” 
“It’s supposed to be.” Jamie sounded unnerved. “I guess the territories have shifted. . . .”
Joan saw the dawning realization on all their faces then. They didn’t know this city anymore.
“New world. New rules,” Aaron murmured.
A shard of the lowering sun streaked the windows above. The sun was setting. Joan pictured guards roaming the streets, searching for humans out after curfew, and a thread of ice slid down her spine. 
They’d need to figure out the new rules fast if they were going to survive. 



Two
Under the stormy sky, the buildings were funereal. The only real color came from red roses planted in dusty vases on windowsills. Back on the bridge, people had worn outfits from almost every era. Here, though, clothes were drab. Aside from the odd Georgian suit and Roman tunic, most people were in gray or black wool, paired with a lightweight gauzy fabric that Joan didn’t recognize. 
If Joan hadn’t just walked up from the Thames, she would have been lost. There was nothing familiar here—not the architecture; not the street signs with their Argent sigils. 
Aaron backed up under the thin lip of an eave and grimaced at his dampening suit. “We need to find an inn.”
“My family will help us,” Jamie said. “We just have to find them.”
“We can look for them tomorrow,” Aaron said. “Right now, we have to get off the streets. It’ll be dark soon.” He didn’t have to say the rest. Joan and Nick were already breaking that stupid curfew. 
 
It wasn’t particularly cold, but the sky soon opened into drenching rain. Nick walked silently, hands in his pockets, his dark hair flattened, shirt plastered to his chest. He hadn’t said much since they’d left those men on the bridge. He was blaming himself for what was happening to them, Joan knew. For choosing to create this world instead of letting her die. 
She tried to catch his gaze, but his eyes stayed firmly on the ground. She folded her arms around herself. The distance between them was starting to feel like a physical thing, a tightness in her chest that she couldn’t shake. 
The rain emptied the streets. Every now and then, someone would hurry past, shielding their heads with coats and bags. Mostly, though, there was no one around. 
“What do you think happens to humans out after curfew?” Joan asked. The others blinked at her, and she realized it was the first thing anyone had said in a while. “Because on the bridge, it seemed like that man was ready to die rather than get caught.” The horror of that bridge hit her again. “Eleanor put those heads on the turrets. She—” 
Jamie interrupted her. “I saw Guy Fawkes’s head on the turrets once. In 1606.”
“What?” Joan said, thrown.
“Plague year,” Ruth said, sounding strained. Her gaze was down as if she was inspecting her shoes, but Joan had the feeling that her attention was on something else. 
In Joan’s peripheral vision, a red uniform appeared. A guard, almost in touching distance. Fear rushed through her. Had they overheard anything incriminating? Maybe not—the rain was still roaring down. 
“It was a mis-jump,” Jamie said to Ruth, trying to sound conversational. “One of my first dates with Tom. . . .” His voice shook. “We—We were aiming for 1597—we wanted to see A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Globe.” 
The guard kept walking on, and then his uniform was swallowed by the rain.
“He’s out of earshot,” Joan said, and Jamie slumped, relieved.
“That’s why I never go to see original Shakespeares,” Aaron muttered. “One wrong jump, and you’re covered in black lumps, trying to explain yourself to the NHS.” 
“That’s the drawback, is it?” Nick murmured, and Aaron blinked at him as if he’d only just realized they’d been talking about expending human life. 
“Another near miss,” Ruth muttered. “We have to get off the streets. Our luck won’t hold.”
Joan nodded, but for the first time she wondered if it was just luck. Surely if Eleanor had circulated their descriptions, the guards would have stopped them by now. They were a distinctive group. But . . . what if Eleanor didn’t know they’d escaped? What if she didn’t have the guards out searching for them? 
In her mind’s eye, Joan saw again the last moments of their battle. As the world had transformed around them, Eleanor’s power had battered at Joan’s shield, and in the final seconds that shield had cracked. Maybe Eleanor believed it had failed completely. 
As they turned the corner, Joan was jolted from her thoughts. Her too-smooth 1920s shoe caught the slick edge of an Argent disk. She skidded, but she didn’t fall—Aaron’s hand was suddenly tight on her elbow. 
“Thanks,” she said, a little mortified, her heart stuttering. She bet Aaron had never fallen in his life. He was almost preternaturally poised. Even the rain had just served to artistically style him; he could have stepped off this street and straight into a photo shoot for Vogue. Joan pushed her own clumped hair from her face. She suspected that she looked like a wet cat. 
At least the rain was finally slowing. Or maybe Joan had just gotten used to it, because everyone else was still hunched. She lifted her face; she could barely feel the falling drops. She couldn’t feel the wind swirling through her skirt. 
The realization hit her like a gut punch. Her senses were blunting; she was heading for a fade-out. She took a breath, trying not to panic. She couldn’t stop here. People would notice them if they were loitering. Focus, she told herself. She clenched her fists hard, like Aaron had taught her, concentrating on the bite of her fingernails. 
Aaron frowned as if he’d seen something in her expression, and Joan realized he was still touching her. “Everything all right?” he asked. 
Half-unconsciously, Joan focused on him instead—on his warm grip, the press of his fingers on her bare skin. As she did, the rain began to patter properly. She breathed out, profoundly relieved. The fade-out had ended. “Yeah,” she said. “Just lost my balance.” She had this under control. She was fine. 
Aaron gave her a long look before gently releasing her.
 
By the time they got to Covent Garden, night was falling. The road was slick with rain, gutters puddled and gleaming under the streetlights. This area should have been full of fancy tourist shops and pubs, but the buildings were dilapidated, their bricks chipped and paint peeling. Iron bars shuttered the windows. 
A few coffee shops were still open. They passed one now—a blare of noise and light in the darkness: Jacobine’s Coffee Shop. Cheapest for miles. A man staggered drunkenly out, and opened his trousers to urinate against the wall. 
“Oh, for—” Aaron hopped into the road to avoid the trickle as it crawled into the gutter. “This is beyond the pale,” he muttered. “Why is Covent Garden so vile?” 
“You’re talking about my family’s territory,” Jamie said mildly.
Aaron lifted his head, surprised. His fine features rearranged into rare contrition. “Sorry. I do like . . .” He paused for a good few seconds. “I like the opera house.” 
Someone less even-tempered might have been insulted, but Jamie seemed faintly amused. “I’ve always liked Kensington Gardens,” he offered in return. 
“I mean, they’re not in the same category, but—”
Nick cleared his throat, interrupting him. “We need to get inside.” He was a few paces behind them, surveying the street, the buildings around them. Windows. Doors. Alleyway entrances. 
Wind gusted, turning frigid as it filtered through Joan’s still-wet dress. “Did you see something?” The road was empty now; the drunk man had stumbled back into the coffee shop. 
“I just have a bad feeling,” Nick said. “Like guards are coming.”
Joan exchanged a look with Ruth. Gran had always taught them to trust their instincts.
“We’re a couple of minutes from the Serpentine Inn,” Ruth reassured him. “If—” She hesitated, but Joan heard the unsaid part. If it’s still here. Liu territory had changed, and so had Covent Garden. It was possible that the Serpentine didn’t exist anymore. 
 
But when they turned into Bow Street, a vast stone building loomed out of the evening, carved lettering in the stone reading Serpentine Inn. Around the letters, snakes projected from the eaves like gargoyles, fangs bared. 
“It’s bigger in this timeline,” Joan said, awed. The last time she’d been here, the inn had been meek, hidden in an alley and enclosed by high walls. Now it stood in plain sight on the street. 
“When were you ever at the Serpentine?” Ruth made it sound like the shadiest place she could imagine. 
“Me and Aaron came here once.”
Aaron’s head turned at that, and Joan’s chest constricted with the strange ache of remembering things that other people didn’t. She and Aaron had fled here from Nick—when Nick had been a monster slayer. 
Only Joan remembered that timeline now, but it was still so vivid to her.
Aaron had brought her to a nondescript door in a narrow passage between buildings. Is this your first time in a monster place? he’d asked. He’d known she was scared, and he’d tried to reassure her. Dragons need not fear other dragons.
Another gust of wind came, chilling Joan to the bone. The inn was huge now—a floor taller than its neighbors. The message couldn’t have been clearer. Monsters didn’t need to hide anymore. 
 
Joan stepped into a fug of warmth and woodsmoke. The flagstone floor was strewn with herbs, and the scent of crushed mint, thyme, and lavender rose as she walked, mingling with the smoke. 
The place was crammed with tables full of people drinking ale and eating stew with thick slices of brown bread. Coins and cards were piled beside empty glasses stained with froth. 
As Joan and the others shuffled in, heads turned, expressions ranging from hostile to predatory.
“Well, this is even more awful than usual,” Aaron muttered under his breath.
“It was your idea to come here,” Ruth pointed out. 
“Because people don’t ask questions at the Serpentine.”
“Yeah, they’ll mug us, no questions asked.”
“They’re not going to mug us,” Nick murmured. He’d come in last, and now he closed the door with a solid thunk, cutting off the cold stream of air at Joan’s back. Ruth seemed doubtful. But the patrons were already turning away; they’d sized Nick up—with his broad shoulders and muscled frame—and decided it wouldn’t be worth it. 
Joan released a breath. The dangerous undercurrent wasn’t the only difference since last time. The back wall had once been a beautiful stained-glass window, with mythical sea creatures swimming in a rippling blue ocean. 
The window was still here, but in place of a sea theme, there was a hunt. People, armed with bows and arrows, chasing deer and boar and hare and lions. And . . . other people. Humans? 
Joan tore her gaze away, only to find a sign posted between two of the windows, a royal seal pressed into red wax.
BY ORDER OF HER MAJESTY, QUEEN ELEANOR
HUMANS ARE CONFINED TO THEIR PLACE OF RESIDENCE: SUNSET TO SUNRISE
SHIFT WORKERS EXCEPTED (MUST PRESENT PERMIT ON REQUEST)
Joan shuddered. We’re sisters, Eleanor had told her when they’d last met. We grew up together in the original timeline. Joan hadn’t believed her at first—she couldn’t remember Eleanor or their family at all. 
According to Eleanor, Joan and Nick had tried to foster peace between humans and monsters in that original timeline. They’d convinced the Graves to stop taking human life. 
When the King had learned of it, he’d punished the whole family by erasing them from history. Only Joan and Eleanor’s line had survived. And Eleanor had sought retribution against them all—the King, Joan, Nick . . . 
This started with you and Nick seeking peace, Eleanor had told Joan. So I turned you against each other. I made him into a slayer because you loved him and he loved you. Because if he killed the people you loved most, you’d never trust him again. Because when he fought back, he’d see you for the monster you are. He’d never trust you.
And it worked, didn’t it? You’ll never feel the same about each other again.
Joan felt a presence at her back. She turned and found Nick examining the sign, his mouth a flat line.
It worked, didn’t it? Eleanor had made them forget each other; had set them up to hurt each other over and over. And yet . . . Joan’s chest clenched painfully. All it took was for him to step into her space, and she was his. It was a terminal condition—she knew that now. She’d love him like this until she was dead. 
“What if I ripped that sign off the wall?” Nick murmured.
“You’d get arrested. Interrogated. Head on a pike.” Joan was surprised by how steady her voice sounded.
“Almost worth it.”
Joan closed her eyes for a moment. She missed him so much. He was right here, talking to her, but she missed the ease they used to have with each other. “We should check in.” 
Nick touched her arm, the warmth of him like sunshine. “We need food,” he agreed. “And dry clothes.” He seemed to realize that he was touching her, and his hands were behind his back again. 
 
“Since when does the Serpentine have this many staff?” Aaron said as they headed to the reception desk—an alcove in the corner of the room. 
Joan wasn’t sure why, but unease coursed through her at the question. There were staff everywhere, clearing trays, polishing cutlery. One man was on his hands and knees, buffing the clawed foot of an empty table. They all wore a uniform: a long, bleached-white belted tunic with a black serpent design at the front. 
“They’re all human,” Aaron said.
Joan’s stomach turned over. An image flashed into her head of Dad in place of the man on his hands and knees. Of Dad in that white tunic. Don’t think about it, she told herself. But her mind was already leaping forward to ask unbearable questions. Where was Dad right now? Where were the rest of her friends and family? Were they even alive here? 
At the desk, the receptionist smoothed the back of his neck in a twitchy, habitual movement. He was around Joan’s height, with burnt-copper hair that reminded her uncomfortably of the man on the bridge who’d run. A pin on his lapel said: Ronan. 
He addressed Aaron now. “Sir. How may I help you?” His downcast gaze made Joan uneasy.
Aaron produced an ink-black teardrop brooch with 50 engraved on the back. It was a travel token—an item imbued with fifty years of human life. “We want a suite—out of the way. No cleaning service. No disturbance.” 
“Very good, sir.” Ronan didn’t flinch as he took the brooch. Joan did, though. Seeing a human forced to take that thing . . . Seeing his lack of reaction, as if this were his everyday life . . . “I’ll need all of your IDs,” Ronan added. 
Aaron produced another brooch—this time a cameo with a woman’s head. The etched number on the back was 50 again. 
Ronan barely hesitated. “Excuse me while I fetch your key.”
As soon as he was in the back room, out of earshot, Nick growled at Aaron: “How many of those do you have?”
“A few.”
“You’re just carrying around years of human life?”
Joan thought Aaron might be intimidated, and maybe he was, but he just scowled in response. “We don’t have any other way to pay. If you’d rather pickpocket one of those drunk gamblers in the dining room, feel free—” 
Something caught Joan’s eye. There was a picture on the wall behind the reception desk—a photograph of a man. At first glance, it seemed like a strange and disturbing candid artwork; the man had huge, terrified eyes. And then Joan realized that there were words above the photo. William Beates. Monster. Executed for theft.
The hairs rose at the back of her neck as she registered the whole wall for the first time. It was plastered with posters, new over old, peeling like wallpaper. Wanted posters. Execution notices. So many that she couldn’t take them all in. 
“Joan.” There was a strange note in Ruth’s voice. She nodded at something high up on the wall.
One of the posters showed an illustration of a young woman with narrow eyes and high freckled cheekbones. A bow-shaped mouth. A jolt hit Joan. It was a drawing of her. She was looking at herself. 
Joan Chang-Hunt, the notice said. Human. Wanted for high treason against Queen and Court.
A sharp breath from Nick. He’d seen it too. Beside him, Aaron had gone very still.
Joan’s heart thudded. When they’d made it over the bridge without being captured, she’d wondered if Eleanor was searching for them at all. Well, here was her answer. 
Were the others on the wall too? Had any of them been recognized? She glanced over her shoulder at the other patrons, catching the hard eyes of a man with a bushy beard; a woman with a scraped-back bun. 
The sound of footsteps made her jump. She turned back just as Ronan reappeared from the back room.
“I’ve put you in the Ravencroft building,” he said to them. He slid a folded cardboard envelope across the counter. “Your key.” 
“Thank you,” Joan managed. She pocketed the envelope. As she did, she caught an odd expression on Ronan’s face. For a split second, the deferential smile had dropped, replaced with a frown. 
Had he clocked her? 



Three
They hurried through the back door, emerging onto a narrow lane bordered on one side by dark shops, and on the other by the rear wall of the pub. 
A signpost reading Ravencroft Market pointed north. Last time, the Serpentine Inn had been something like an Inn of Court—a complex of housing and shops. That seemed true in this timeline too. 
Joan followed the sign, walking quickly. All she could see, though, was the receptionist’s face, his slight frown. “Do you think that receptionist recognized me from the poster?” 
“Shit,” Aaron hissed, stopping in his tracks. In two long strides, he was at the pub wall, tearing something from the brick. Joan glimpsed her own face before Aaron viciously crumpled the paper and shoved it into his pocket. 
Joan drew a sharp breath. There were more posters all over the pub’s back wall. Strangers stared at her, terrified, furious, pleading. Wanted for . . . Executed for . . .
“That picture didn’t look that much like you,” Jamie said to Joan reassuringly. 
Maybe he was right. There’d been something off about the illustration—as if the artist had drawn Joan from a secondhand account. “They should have commissioned a Liu,” she said, and Jamie quirked his mouth. He could have drawn a photo-accurate version. 
“They got your eyes wrong,” Aaron agreed, sounding serious. “And your mouth is more . . .”
Joan waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. “More what?” she said. To her surprise, he reddened a little in the darkness.
“It looks enough like you,” Nick said tightly.
 
From the outside, the Ravencroft Market looked just as it had in the previous timeline—above a grand arch, the name was carved in stone, surrounded by birds and curling leaves. 
At the entrance, a map, rendered on a metal plate, showed the internal structure of the building. It was shaped like a wheel, with a central hub and corridors jutting out like spokes. The corridors seemed to be accommodation, and the center circle a covered market. 
Joan pulled out the cardboard envelope with their room key. The receptionist—Ronan—had written Corridor 1, Room 14 on the front. 
As they walked in, the flooring changed from stone to a black-and-white mosaic of ravens, surrounded by feathered twirls. An encircled number 1 appeared at intervals between the birds—the corridor number, Joan guessed. 
It was a long corridor, and it ended up ahead in a huge circular space, with a great dome above it. Black ravens had been worked into the glass. At night, it was dour, but during the day, it must have been magnificent—reminiscent, maybe, of the Reading Room at the British Museum. 
“Our room must be up there.” Nick indicated balconied mezzanines on the floor above. He examined the numbered doors along the mezzanines. “They’re organized like a street of houses. Odd numbers at the left; even on the right.” 
They found a tightly coiled wrought-iron staircase, and hurried upstairs. “Room fourteen . . . ,” Aaron murmured as they reached the next level. 
A swell of sound from below made them all pull back against the shelter of the wall. Half a dozen people were tottering through the corridor toward the market, chirping high, tipsy laughs. Most had tattoos on their hands and arms: griffins and elm trees. 
“I thought the Griffiths and Argents were enemies,” Joan whispered.
“They are,” Ruth murmured. “They hate each other even more than the Olivers and Hunts.” 
“It’s because Argents train themselves to resist Griffith power,” Jamie said. “They’re practically immune.”
One of the Argent girls playfully pushed a Griffith boy, making him laugh.
Ruth made a face. “Oh, that is unnatural.” 
“The alliances must have changed,” Joan whispered. A thought occurred to her. “What if the Olivers and Hunts actually like each other in this timeline? What if we’re allies here?” 
For a second, Ruth and Aaron had identical horrified expressions. Aaron broke first. “I think this world is bad enough without creating even worse scenarios,” he said severely. And then—apparently to prevent further speculation—he tromped down the corridor toward their room. 
Joan started to follow him, and then hesitated, thinking again of the receptionist’s expression. Had he clocked her? Instead of following Aaron, she went to room 2 and knocked. “Cleaning service!” she called. 
What are you doing? Aaron mouthed from the other end of the corridor. Joan listened at the door. No sound. She knocked again. “Cleaning service!” 
Ruth came over, unrolling her soft leather case of picks. Within seconds she’d picked the lock.
“That’s someone else’s room!” Aaron whispered, jogging over.
“Is he always like this?” Ruth asked Joan.
Aaron was always like this. It had driven Joan mad when they’d first met, but she didn’t mind his voice of caution anymore. It was a good reminder to be careful, to be vigilant. 
“I think this will be safer,” Joan whispered to him. “If the receptionist sends guards, we’ll hear them knocking at the other door. We’ll have a chance to slip out of here.” 
Aaron’s mouth had been open to argue, but now he just sighed. “Fine.”
 
Joan cracked the door. The room was dark and smelled of dust. She slipped inside cautiously, and the others followed.
When they all were in, she slid the dead bolts home and released a breath. She didn’t feel safe—more like an animal that had found a temporary burrow, surrounded by predators on all sides. 
Nick found a switch, illuminating a living room and a short corridor that presumably led to a bedroom and bathroom.
Aaron toed an embroidered silver tree on the lush black carpet. “Looks like an Argent lives here.”
“An Argent with . . .” Joan looked around. “. . . Gothic taste.” The wallpaper was luxuriously textured, overpainted with dark illustrations of carnivorous plants. Mounted animal heads stared at her with glassy eyes: a raven, a black bear, a wolf. One whole wall was a painting of a man with a pale face and a black beard that ended in a pencil-tip point. His clothes were sixteenth century, a huge white ruff and a jaunty feathered hat. “Do you think that’s the owner?” 
Ruth struck the man’s pose under his portrait, hands on her hips, head tilted. “What’s weirder? Sitting in an apartment with a giant portrait of yourself or hanging out with a bear’s head?” 
“Nothing wrong with trophies on the wall,” Aaron said. “And an oil of an ancestor.” He assessed the room critically. “You know, I don’t mind this. The overpaint on the wallpaper is a little much. But in general . . .” 
Ruth made a face at Joan, and Joan spread her hands. The painting and mounted animal heads both creeped her out. Most of the time, she understood Aaron’s taste, but not this. 
Aside from the Gothic living room, there was a kitchenette here—tiled black to match the aesthetic. Jamie opened the fridge. “Empty,” he said. In his jacket, Frankie was still sleeping, her head against his shoulder; he stroked her furry forehead with his thumb. 
There was an empty wastebasket on the kitchen counter. “Whoever lives here hasn’t been back in a while,” Joan said.
Nick had vanished to check the other rooms. He reappeared now. “No one’s here,” he confirmed. “The bedroom has a window escape. Not sure about any other exits.” He eyed the wolf head, mouth downturned. 
“Lights off for a second?” Joan said, walking over to the curtained living room windows. She was pretty sure this room faced the main street, and she didn’t want the lights to give away their presence here. 
Ruth flicked the switch, and darkness blanketed the room. There was a sliding door. Joan found the catch and stepped out onto a high-walled balcony. 
Outside, the air was damp and the cold stuck to her lungs. Joan raised herself on tiptoes to peer over the balcony. The street was surprisingly close. Not an easy climb down, but not a neck-breaking height. She went back in, pulling the door and curtains closed behind her. 
“There’s a balcony,” she said. “So we have a couple of exits if someone breaks in.” She scrubbed her hands over her face tiredly.
“All right,” Nick said. “So we’re in a dystopian London, but we have a roof over our heads. Now what?”
They had to fix this timeline. They had to find Eleanor and stop her. But before they could do anything, there were pressing needs. “We need food,” Joan said into her hands. “Warmer clothes.” All of them were still wet from the downpour. 
“If we’re going to base ourselves here, we’ll need money,” Ruth said. “Prince Poshling is going to run out of travel tokens soon enough.” 
“Let’s see what we can find in this apartment,” Joan said. “Cash. Anything we can sell or trade at the market downstairs. Nothing remarkable or memorable.” 
“So now we’re thieves as well as squatters,” Aaron said. “I know you didn’t call me that,” he added to Ruth.
 
They spread out through the apartment to do a quick search for money and sellable items.
“How many tokens do you have left?” Ruth asked Aaron as she shook out the sofa cushions and shifted furniture, looking for coins. 
“Three,” Aaron said. “A hundred and fifty years.”
Joan had been wrestling with a stuck drawer under the oil painting, and now her finger caught on the underside as she wrenched it open. She shook the sting from her finger, wishing she could shake off Aaron’s casual tone in the same way. He had a hundred and fifty years of human life in his pocket, and he was talking about it like it was spare change. 
Nick had heard it too; he’d been working through the kitchen, but now he stilled.
“I don’t want to use the other tokens,” Joan blurted. The words sounded loud in the small room. She hadn’t even meant to say it; it had just come out. 
And now everyone stopped. For a second, the dynamics seemed to shift between them, from five people in the room to three monsters and two humans. 
Then Aaron said: “Okay.”
Joan blinked at him, thrown a little off guard. “Okay?” She’d expected him to argue—to say: It’s a waste not to use them. The time’s already taken. You’re being unreasonable. We should at least take a vote.
But he looked up at her, gray eyes serious. “Do you want me to give them to you?”
Joan didn’t want to touch them. “No.”
“Okay,” Aaron said again, as if that was reasonable. It wasn’t, though, she knew.
“All right,” Ruth said slowly. She looked between Joan and Aaron, as if she’d registered something that Joan hadn’t.
Joan felt off-balance, despite Aaron’s easy agreement. She concentrated on the newly opened drawer.
She found a small stash of coins and banknotes with Eleanor’s profile, crowned in roses—the official currency, she guessed. She pocketed it and kept rummaging, feeling something hard at the bottom of the drawer. 
“What’s this?” She’d retrieved a domino-like object, off-white and heavy. Had it been carved from bone? There was a date on one side—April 13—and a letter, V. She turned it over and found an etched image of a stadium that looked like the Colosseum of Rome. 
Jamie came over to look. “It’s an old ticket to the arena. Not worth anything.” He pointed to a scratched strike through the stadium image. “It’s already been used.” 
“Arena?” Joan repeated. The caged men on the bridge flashed into her mind. “Damnatio ad gladium,” she said slowly. “Damnatio ad bestias.” Those words were familiar. . . . She’d heard them before, in history classes. 
“Condemnation to the sword, and condemnation to the beasts,” Jamie said. “They were punishments of ancient Rome. Criminals were forced to fight against gladiators. And after those battles, the lowest-worth prisoners were forced into the arena with lions and bears.” 
Joan fumbled the bone ticket back into the drawer. Eleanor had brought back medieval displays of heads on spikes, and now, it seemed, she’d brought back Londinium’s colosseum too. More ancient cruelties. 
Jamie took a book from the shelf above Joan’s drawer. Crown History: Volume 1. He flipped through it, spending a fraction of a second on each page, his expression turning grave. “It’s an official history,” he said to Joan. “It lays out some basic laws.” 
“Laws like what?” Joan was almost afraid to ask.
Jamie’s mouth twisted. He recited what must have been a passage from the book:
“Each human must give fifty years—or a full life term, if that term is smaller—to the monster family in whose territory they are born. This time may take the form of life or labor, or a combination of both. In exchange, humans will receive housing in the family’s territory, a salary, and a pension if applicable. Families may educate or train any human in their territory, at their discretion, and may designate certain high-value humans as labor-only or labor-mostly. At all times, humans must display two numbers: the amount of life they have left to live, in years, months, and days, and the amount of time still belonging to the family.” 
It was too much. The cages, the heads on the turrets, the curfew, the man being beaten on the bridge . . . Joan’s thoughts swirled in a nauseating mess of fear, guilt, anger. This world existed because of her. For a long moment, she couldn’t find the words. “We can’t let this world stand,” she managed. “We have to fix the timeline.” 
“How?” Jamie said.
Joan blinked at him. Wasn’t it obvious? “We have to kill Eleanor, like Nick killed the King.” Despite everything, the words felt wrong in her mouth. Eleanor was her sister. Joan might not remember her, but she was Joan’s own blood. 
But Joan didn’t see any other way. Eleanor had molded Nick into a weak point of the timeline—a place where history could be changed—so that he could kill the King. Surely that meant he could kill Eleanor too. And that should give them control of the timeline. 
Jamie’s dark eyes were gentle. “I don’t think it’ll be that simple.”
Joan looked down at the embroidered carpet with the elm-tree symbol of the Argents. She suspected Jamie was right. Eleanor was smart—and she played a long game. She’d spent years planning the King’s murder. She had to have spent just as long figuring out how to protect herself. 
Joan caught sight of Nick then. He was standing in the kitchen, both hands on the counter, expression sick with guilt. Joan pushed away from the wall, unable to bear the misery on his face. “I’ll see if there’s anything in the bedroom we can sell,” she managed. 
The black hallway carpet was so lush and soft that Joan’s footsteps were completely silent. She tried to calm her mind, but she kept seeing Nick. He’d barely been able to look at her since they’d arrived here. I turned you against each other, Eleanor had said. It worked, didn’t it?
Joan swallowed down the lump in her throat. Valuables, she told herself firmly. She had to focus on that. The bedroom at the end of the hallway was very dark. She found the light switch, and blinked when it illuminated not ceiling lights but dim lamps around the walls. The glow was as soft as candlelight. 
Opposite the bed was a walk-in closet, almost as large as the rest of the room. The clothes inside it seemed to belong to a man—the one in the living room portrait, maybe. 
Joan flicked through sixteenth-century shirts and doublets, looking for tie pins, cuff links, pearl beading, gold buttons, anything sellable. Finding nothing, she turned, and was surprised to see a shard of light, like a sunbeam, in the middle of the closet. It stood at a not quite horizontal angle, dust motes floating within. 
It hadn’t been there when Joan had walked in. . . . She glanced at the window, half expecting to see a crack in the curtains with daylight pouring in. But it was night outside, and the curtains were firmly shut. 
Someone said her name then, quiet and clear, as if they were standing right beside her.
“Joan?” 
Joan startled, searching for the source, but there was no one here. And then recognition came. That had been Gran’s voice. “Gran?” she said uncertainly. 
How could Gran be here, though, in an empty closet, in an empty room?
As Joan thought that, there was a kind of jolt, and the lamps in the room dimmed as if someone had turned down a dial. What— she tried to say. But, to her horror, she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t even feel the breath in her lungs. 
A rustle sounded nearby, and Gran’s voice came again out of the darkness beside her. “Joan, can you hear me?”
Gran,
Joan tried again to say. But she couldn’t move. 
Panic flared through her as she realized she was in a full-blown fade-out.
The first time this had happened, Aaron had been there. You nearly died, he’d said, horrified. You tried to travel without taking time first.
You jumped and then you tried to jump again. You didn’t know how to put on the brakes.
Since then, Joan had been waking up to fade-outs almost every morning. She tried to calm herself now and focus on sensory details—just as Aaron had taught her. If she could claw back her senses, she’d be in the present moment again. She’d be able to breathe. She’d be safe. 
What details were there? She’d half turned when she’d heard Gran’s voice, and now she was frozen in place like that. Her field of view showed only the thick velvet curtains at the other end of the room. From here, they were just shapes and shadows—not enough specificity to ground herself. 
Panic roiled. She couldn’t shift her eyes. Couldn’t even blink.
Gran’s voice came again, filtering hazily through the panic. “Joan, you’re running out of time. You have to stop Eleanor before it’s too late. There are people who can help you. You must find them. You’ll know them by the mark of the wolf.” 
Gran wasn’t here. Joan wished she were, but this had to be a hallucination from lack of oxygen. In her peripheral vision, her chest wasn’t moving. How long could she survive without breathing? How long had it already been? A minute? Two minutes? 
Breathe, she told herself, terrified. But she just couldn’t. She had nothing to ground herself with. Nothing to hold on to. She was going to die here, alone in the dark. 
And suddenly, Aaron was there.
He pulled her toward him, and maybe the movement helped because Joan’s lungs inflated. She gasped in air as if he’d just dragged her, drowning, from the ocean. She clutched desperately at the lapel of his jacket, aware distantly that she was creasing the material, stretching it. He’d hate that. But she couldn’t seem to let go. Her whole body was shaking. 
Aaron pulled her closer. His mouth moved silently, his fine features creased with worry. Don’t leave me, his lips seemed to say. Stay with me. And maybe: Please. I only just found you.
There was pressure and warmth at Joan’s waist. She could feel again. She focused on his face, on the strength of his grip. Don’t let go, she wanted to say. Please. His touch was the only thing keeping her together—she was sure of it. If he released her, she’d fade out again, and she’d never come back. 
He didn’t let go. Didn’t even seem to notice his wrinkled jacket under her fist. Joan breathed in and out and in, and finally she heard his voice. “Stay here,” he whispered, mouth pressed to her temple. “Stay in this room with me.” 
Joan tried her voice. “I’m here.” It came out as a rasp.
“Fuck.” Aaron closed his eyes, his hands tightening around her waist. 
Joan could feel his fingers flexing against her dress. She could see. Could hear. She was back in the present moment. “I’m okay,” she managed, relieved. 
Aaron breathed out an incredulous laugh. There was no humor in it at all. “Okay?” he repeated. “When I came in your lips were blue!” He looked down at her fingers, still clutching his shirt. For a moment, Joan thought he was going to smooth the creases. But he just took a shuddering breath. “This shouldn’t be happening,” he murmured. “These fade-outs . . . Not like this.” He pulled back just enough to search her face. “Something’s going on here,” he said, almost to himself. For a second, his expression was rakingly sharp and analytical. 
“What do you mean?” Joan said.
At her words, Aaron’s expression softened. “I’m going to fix this,” he said seriously. “This is not going to keep happening.” He pulled away from her, and Joan was momentarily cold. A second later, though, he offered his hand. “Come on. You’ll be more grounded when you eat something.” 
Joan took his hand and let him lead her away. As she did, though, she remembered the strange shard of light she’d seen. She stopped and looked over her shoulder. There was nothing there. She’d hallucinated it, like she’d hallucinated Gran’s voice. 
And yet . . . when she thought of those words in Gran’s voice, a shiver ran through her. Joan, you’re running out of time.
“What is it?” Aaron said.
Joan hesitated. “Did you hear someone speaking when you came into the room?”
“I spoke to you,” Aaron said uncertainly. “Is that what you mean?” 
And there it was. Aaron hadn’t heard a thing. It had all been in Joan’s head.
Aaron was really frowning now. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you grounded in this timeline.”
 
In the main room, the others were still looking for valuables.
Nick stood alone in the kitchen, looking grim and untouchable, and impossibly handsome. He turned as Joan and Aaron entered, and Joan’s heart ached almost as much as when her breath had stopped. Since the day they’d first met, he’d always searched for her in every room. She’d always searched for him. 
Soul mates, Jamie had once said of them. They had been. They’d belonged together in the true timeline before circumstances had ripped them apart. But now . . . 
Joan wasn’t sure what was in her expression, but Nick’s forehead creased and his gaze swept over her with such unexpected concern that her chest tightened even more. 
Beside Joan, Aaron shifted his weight. Joan blinked up at him, and found him looking between her and Nick, something strangely sad—maybe even resigned—in his eyes. He released Joan’s hand gently, and she felt instantly colder. 
“We need to get some clothes and food from the market,” Aaron said heavily. “If we don’t eat something, we’re all going to fall out of this time.” 



Four
Joan’s head and chest ached. The fade-out had left her feeling shaky and sore. She pulled on her game face, though, as they descended the stairs into the market below. She’d only been in this world a few hours, but it was already clear they couldn’t show weakness here. And no one could know that she and Nick were human; it was well after curfew now. 
At first sight, the market was chaos: racks of clothes, curtained changing rooms, and card tables laden with belts and shoes were set up, almost at random, in the huge round space under the dome. Sellers shouted about their wares and customers yelled back, the noise echoing and mutating into a senseless cacophony. Above it all, a huge brass timepiece hung from the pitch of the dome. The hands were ravens, showing the time as six forty-five, with a small moon to indicate night. 
It took Joan a second to make sense of the layout. Aisles delineated sections of the market, creating the shape of a clock. Each wedge was dedicated to a particular time period. To the left was the prehistoric: Bronze Age woolen skirts in muted colors, and Iron Age shields and jewelry. After that was ancient Rome, with stalls selling tunics and pins. Then there were early medieval cloaks and belts, and later medieval cowls. . . . 
The atmosphere, as they walked in, was volatile. “Take it somewhere else!” a shopkeeper snapped at two scuffling men. He shoved them away from his shop, big butcher’s arms tensed. 
Hard-eyed shopkeepers and customers sized up Joan’s group. None of the hostile looks persisted, though. Were people intimidated by the number of them? By Nick’s size? Joan glanced at the others and registered for the first time just how banged up they all were from the fight at the end of the last timeline. A red scrape ran down Jamie’s jaw, and there were bruises on Nick’s knuckles and Ruth’s arms. They seemed as ready to fight as anyone here—even Aaron, who was unbruised but, in his overly formal suit, somehow seemed the most dangerous of them all. 
“Here—” Nick tucked them all between racks of heavy cloaks so that they could decide on a plan of action. With walls of clothes around them, it almost felt like they were alone. 
Joan’s stomach rumbled as the smell of cooking drifted over: fried onions and sausages and fresh bread—there were food stalls on the other side of the room. 
Jamie’s jacket shivered. Frankie had been snoozing, but now her head pushed up between the flaps of the open zipper. She blinked around, bleary-eyed. Jamie lifted her out, and she shook herself awake, ears flapping. 
“Food is the priority,” Aaron assured Frankie, as if she’d spoken. 
“Let’s split up,” Joan said. “I’ll go down to the food stalls. Pies okay?” The others nodded.
“I’ll get clothes.” Ruth gestured toward the contemporary section with its gray tweed and chiffon.
“I’ll get clothes!” Aaron countered. 
Ruth blinked once, very slowly. When Joan and Ruth had been kids, their cousin Bertie had always fled the room when Ruth had looked at him like that, but Aaron stood his ground. 
He folded his arms now. “I’m not letting you dress me.”
“You’ll buy stupid stuff that’ll make us stand out!”
“I’ll buy quality clothes that will make everyone look good!” 
“You’ll—”
“Both of you can get clothes!” Joan snapped, and was surprised when they both quieted immediately. 
Ruth tilted her head. “You all right? Your face is like . . .” She frowned, a dramatic furrow in her brows—Joan guessed she was mimicking her. “Like you have a headache.” 
Joan sighed. It felt like there was a vise at her temples. “I just need to eat something.”
Aaron gave her a long look. He turned to Ruth with an air of reluctant conciliation. “You can get Frankie a coat.”
Ruth rolled her eyes. “I’ll get what I want.”
“Shall we meet back here?” Aaron asked.
“No,” Nick said. “Let’s meet back at the room. I don’t want to stick around here any longer than we have to.”
As Aaron and Ruth headed off toward the clothes—already bickering about which stalls to prioritize—Jamie shook his head. “I’d better go with them,” he said, beckoning Frankie. “I think they’ll need a referee.” 
That left Joan unexpectedly alone with Nick.
She glanced at him. To her surprise, he was looking back, his dark eyes wide, as if he’d just realized they were alone too. They’d had a moment together at the inn, when they’d seen the curfew notice, but this spot, between the clothes racks, felt oddly private. 
Joan opened her mouth, and then didn’t know what to say. She could feel her face heating. She could always feel the pull of him, but being this close made her want to be with him always, on some deep, instinctive level. Nick pushed a hand nervously through his thick hair. Joan’s chest tightened. It was hard to believe it had been just a few days since they’d kissed. The distance between them felt painfully impassable now. 
“We should—” Nick tilted his head, and Joan nodded quickly.
They walked along the relatively calm path of the perimeter, and Joan found herself thinking about the last time she and Nick had spoken—properly spoken. After they’d kissed, he’d learned the terrible secret of what Joan had done to him. She’d unmade the hero, dooming all the people he’d saved. He’d been furious, but he’d agreed to a truce. 
We’re going to work together, he’d said. We’re on the same side until we stop Eleanor. But after that . . . our paths will diverge. 
Joan’s chest constricted again. The thought of being at war with Nick again after they defeated Eleanor was unbearable.
“Head down,” Nick whispered now.
Joan did it automatically, taking in with a sweeping glance what Nick had seen. There were proper brick-and-mortar shops along the rounded edge of the market. Ahead, one of them was roped off, security officers checking people on entry. It seemed to be selling weapons—swords, spears, axes—and there was a sign outside it. No humans.
Security officers checked people’s eyes as they entered. Joan didn’t need Aaron to tell her that they were Olivers.
And . . . Joan’s heart stuttered as she spotted more wanted posters on the wall of the weapons shop—including her own. Nick had shifted so that he was blocking Joan from sight, but Joan couldn’t breathe as she walked past the officers, trying to keep an even pace. 
Nick’s shoulders dropped in relief when they were out of danger.
“We should probably get nonperishables as well as something to eat now.” Joan tried to keep her voice steady, but she could tell from Nick’s creased forehead that she hadn’t quite managed it. “We might have to run again.” 
They were approaching the food section. Along the curving wall were alcoves that reminded Joan of thermopolia—the fast-food stalls of ancient Rome. Sellers stood at stone counters with recessed cauldrons. Behind them, meat and onions sizzled on grills, hazing the air with smoke. Chalked menus advertised everything from stews to spiced drinks to pastries to skewers of meat. 
Nick nodded toward a stall selling roasted nuts and dates. “I’ll put together some trail mix.”
The stall next to it sold pastries and skewers of chicken and lamb. Joan got into that queue, trying not to look as tense as she felt when someone joined the line behind her. There were monsters all around them now, and she’d never felt so much like prey. 
To her left, a couple of dozen picnic tables were packed. Customers stood watchfully around them, paper plates and cups in hand, ready to pounce on the next free seat. Servers hovered too, in white tunics with the Serpentine Inn logo: intertwined snakes with forked tongues sticking out. 
As Joan inched forward in the queue, a boy of about fifteen stood up from one of the picnic tables. He casually beckoned over one of the servers—an elderly man with a peach fuzz of white hair. 
Joan had assumed the boy wanted a fresh drink, or a spill cleaned up, but to her shock, he gestured for the man to bend his head. Without missing a beat, the elderly man ducked down, and the boy swiped the back of his neck. 
Joan heard herself gasp, the sound drowned by the harsh sounds of the market. The server himself didn’t react at all to having his life stolen. The boy gestured again, and the man tilted his wrist, revealing an ugly, bulky pendant with two rows of rotatable numbers; it looked to Joan like a complicated combination lock. 
With growing horror, she realized that all the servers—the humans—were wearing pendants, on bracelets and necklaces. Jamie had explained what they were back at the apartment. The top row of numbers represented the human’s remaining lifespan. The bottom row was the amount of life belonging to the monster family in whose territory the human had been born. 
Joan felt sick suddenly. The floor here was unpleasantly sticky, and her head was pounding. She wanted desperately to leave.
The boy turned the last number on each row of the man’s pendant and then walked away, vanishing mid-step as he traveled in time. Blank-faced, the server took the boy’s soiled plate and cup, and wiped down the table. 
Joan put a hand over her mouth, trying to will down the bile rising in her throat. Everyone was acting like nothing had happened, but she knew that scene would be burned forever in her mind. 
She sought Nick’s gaze and found him looking back at her, shaken.
“Next!” the man at the counter called, and Joan blinked. She’d reached the front of the queue.
All appetite gone, she pointed at a warming dish full of pastries. “Ten, please,” she said. “And—” She nodded at some skewers of chicken. “Four of those. No sauce, no salt.” 
“No sauce, no salt?” the man echoed. “Might as well eat cardboard!”
“They’re for a dog,” Joan explained.
“A dog!” The man shook his head, muttering, “I’m cooking for dogs now!” He took Joan’s money, though, and counted out the change. 
Joan shoved the coins into her skirt pocket, and her fingers brushed something unfamiliar. She drew out a small envelope and flipped it open, finding their unused room key; she’d half forgotten she had it. 
She went to pocket it again, and then hesitated as something caught her eye. A thin roll of paper was tucked behind the metal key. 
The man at the counter cleared his throat. Joan’s food was ready, boxed and bagged.
“Thanks!” Joan grabbed her purchases and stepped aside to make room for the next person.
She felt more than saw Nick appear by her side, his solid presence comforting. “What’s that?” he murmured as Joan slipped the tiny roll of paper from behind the key. 
“Not sure. It must be from the receptionist at the Serpentine. Ronan.”
Joan unrolled the scrap of paper. A message was scrawled in a rushed hand:
I can help you
meet me at iron age 7pm
Underneath the words, there was a stamp, the image unmistakable: a wolf, its head raised in a howl.
Joan’s heart thudded like a gong. There are people who can help you, Gran had said. You’ll know them by the mark of the wolf. Had Joan actually heard Gran’s voice back at the apartment? Was that possible? 
“From the receptionist?” Nick said. He was frowning as if he didn’t trust the note.
The coincidence of the wolf stamp was too much to ignore. “What’s the time?” Joan found the clock at the center of the dome. Five minutes past seven. She swore under her breath. She was already late. 
The note had said to meet in the Iron Age section. As Joan turned, looking for it, Nick made a surprised sound. Jamie was running toward them, Frankie in his arms; Ruth and Aaron hurried behind with heavy bags. 
“I thought we were meeting at the room,” Joan said, confused.
“Don’t you hear it?” Aaron was pale.
Unease coiled in Joan’s stomach. “Hear what?” Even as she said it, though, she saw heads angling toward the front of the market. Whispers were passing back and forth at the picnic tables, and traveling up the lines of people queuing at the food stalls. Guards!
Guards are coming!
“Hide!” Aaron said sharply, directing them behind the shelter of a decorative box hedge with shiny plastic leaves, tall enough to hide even Nick. 
They barely had a minute to settle into place before ten red-coated guards marched past, their gold lion pins glinting. Are they looking for us? Ruth mouthed. 
But the guards were striding with intention deeper into the market, past ancient Roman tunics and brooches and belts. Joan tracked their path, heart stuttering as she realized they were moving on. And the period before ancient Rome was— 
Joan spotted him then—Ronan—among the torcs and tunics of the Iron Age. He’d seen the guards, and was shoving past racks of clothes, trying to get to an exit. 
It was too late, though. Guards swarmed him. “You’re under arrest!” one of them shouted. “For conspiring against the Queen herself.” 
“No!” Joan heard herself blurt. She felt Ruth turn to her, clearly confused, but Joan couldn’t tear her eyes from Ronan’s terrified face. 
“Please—I’m loyal!” Ronan cried out urgently, trying to appeal to the crowd. But no one dared respond. “I’m loyal to the Queen!”
As the guards dragged him through the market, Joan stumbled from their hiding place. She had heard Gran’s voice at the apartment; she was suddenly sure of it. She needed to get to him. 



Five
Joan pushed between narrow aisles of clothes, trying to keep up with the guards.
“What the—” Ruth chased after Joan, trying to catch her arm. “What are you doing?” 
Joan shook Ruth off and kept moving, barely registering her words. “That’s the receptionist from the inn!” she whispered. “Ronan! He was trying to help us!” 
The market had already bustled back to life. People had gone back to eating their meals and buying clothes as if the arrest hadn’t even happened. 
“Joan!” Ruth grabbed her arm again. “Stop!” 
“We have to go after them!” Joan said. The guards were heading for the big archway at the front. In two minutes, they’d be out of sight. 
“Why?” 
Joan scrabbled for the note, and gave it to Ruth—her eyes still on the guards. “He was waiting for me when they caught him.” 
Aaron hissed through his teeth as he read over Ruth’s shoulder. “He did recognize you from that poster. Fuck.” 
“We’re going to lose him!” Joan said. She opened her mouth to tell the others what Gran had said—that this guy could help them stop Eleanor. But . . . she couldn’t say she’d heard Gran’s disembodied voice in an empty closet. They’d think she was losing it—especially Aaron, who’d been there and hadn’t heard anything. “Humans are suffering here,” she said instead. That was still true. “We have to fix this timeline. And it sounds like
that guy’s been fighting Eleanor.” He’d just been arrested for it. “We’re going to need allies against her—allies who know this world. And . . .” She spread her hands. “He tried to help us. We need to—” 
“You’re right,” Aaron said abruptly. “We need to go after him.”
Joan closed her mouth and then opened it again, too surprised to answer. She’d been hoping to convince Nick and maybe Ruth and Jamie. But Aaron never ran toward danger. She finished her sentence: “We need to help him.” 
Aaron met Joan’s gaze. His beautiful features were hard. “I don’t know about helping him, but we have to get to him before an interrogator does. Because if Eleanor’s guards are anything like the King’s, Ronan will tell them everything they want to know. He’ll beg to tell them.” His words had a dark undertone that made Joan blink. He’d hinted once that he’d been interrogated by the Court himself—perhaps when his mother had been arrested. 
Nick made a soft sound of agreement at the back of his throat, and scoured the market. “There’s another door past the arch,” he said. “Another exit. We’ll come out onto the same street, and it won’t be so obvious that we’re following them.” When Joan turned to him, Nick echoed Aaron grimly: “That guy clocked you, Joan. We need to get to him before he’s interrogated. If we don’t, Eleanor is going to know you’re here.” 
They hurried after Ronan, emerging at a door far enough up the street that they were hidden by the darkness. About twenty paces away, a convoy of five black cars with winged-lion insignia stood under a pool of streetlights. Joan swayed forward, frustrated, as Ronan was bundled into the front car. 
“I’m innocent!” Ronan said.
“Tell it to the Queen’s justice!” a guard snarled at him.
A minute later, the convoy pulled out of the Serpentine’s enclave and slipped away into the night.
“We’ve lost them!” Ruth said.
Joan shook her head. Even knowing it was hopeless, she sprinted up the dark street, trying to keep the convoy in sight, trying to keep herself out of sight. She’d felt sickened and helpless ever since she’d arrived in this timeline. She’d seen humans being caged and beaten, their life stolen. And now someone had tried to help her—someone Gran had told her to find. And he was going to be interrogated and hurt because Joan hadn’t seen his note in time. Because she’d broken into a different room and hadn’t used the key. 
Behind Joan, heavy footsteps sounded. Nick overtook her, and for a second he was so fast that Joan almost wondered if he’d be able to keep up with the cars. But he couldn’t. The convoy was already turning left onto another street. 
Nick kept running, though. It took Joan a moment to see why. There was a bus stop up ahead, with a bus waiting there, signaling left. 
Nick leaped onto the bus and stood in the doorway, holding the door open. Joan put on a burst of speed, and Nick offered a hand to help her in, and then Aaron. 
Nick didn’t seem out of breath, but Joan was; her throat burned as she gasped out: “Ruth and Jamie?” She searched and saw them—through the back window—way behind on the street, Frankie still in Jamie’s arms. 
“They’re not going to make it,” Aaron panted.
The bus door was already closing. Joan held her hands under the interior light, indicating to Ruth that she and the guys would come back to the inn as soon as they could. 
 
After their frantic sprint, the interior of the bus was almost eerily silent. There was no one else in here—not even a driver. The bus was navigating itself. 
A message flashed on a sign overhead: Present ID and pay.
Joan ignored the flashing message and peered out the windshield, into the night.
The last car in the convoy was just visible up ahead. None of them said it, but they all knew that jumping on the bus was a very temporary solution. Any moment now, the convoy would turn or the bus would. 
“Ideas?” Nick said.
They’d all crammed together to look through the windshield, and Joan registered now how close they were. Nick was pressed against her right side, and Aaron against her left. Aaron was still out of breath, his shoulders moving unsteadily. Joan could feel the soft wool of his suit jacket against one bare arm; the scratchier material of Nick’s against the other. Her chest caught; her own breath hadn’t evened out yet from the run, she guessed. 
Outside, the world was black. Joan closed her eyes, trying to clear her head. Ronan’s pleas for help were still echoing in her mind. And Gran’s words before that. You’re running out of time.
Think, she told herself. Stay calm and think. “Where could they be taking him?” she said aloud. 
“Did the guards say anything?” Nick said.
“Just that he’d have to face the Queen’s justice,” Joan said, and then she hesitated. That wasn’t quite what they’d said. “Tell it to the Queen’s justice,” she corrected herself. 
“Tell it to them?” Aaron repeated. There was a strange note in his voice—strange enough that Joan turned to look at him. There wasn’t much expression on his face, but he’d gone pale. He raised his voice: “Where does this bus go?” 
For a second, Joan had no idea who he was talking to. Then the answer came from the bus itself, the voice pleasant and artificial: “This is an Oliver-territory bus terminating in Richmond. Change at Hammersmith for—” 
“Fine,” Aaron said, cutting the voice off. He turned back to the windshield.
The lights from the last car were out of sight now. Joan peered out, panic fluttering through her. “They’re gone!” she said. Was there a cab out there? A bike? She couldn’t see any other vehicles. 
“It doesn’t matter,” Aaron said. He was still clutching his shopping bags from the inn, and now he dumped them onto a seat. “I know where they’re headed.” 
“What do you mean?” Joan said. How could he know?
Aaron focused on her. His expression had been distant, but now it cleared slightly. “You still need to eat.”
Eat? “Aaron, do you know where they’re taking him?”
“You bought food, right?”
“Yes.” Joan still had the boxes of pastries.
“Then eat something before you fall out of this time.”
“Fall out of this time?” Nick said, frowning.
Aaron made a too much to explain right now gesture. His gray eyes were still on Joan, unyielding. 
Nick shifted his weight. Joan could feel his confused concern, and his annoyance at Aaron’s dismissal of him. Aaron had a knack for irritating people—when he and Joan had first met, they’d argued all the time. He’d just gotten under her skin. 
Joan didn’t want to argue about this, though. The truth was, Aaron was right—she needed to ground herself before another fade-out hit. She’d been terrified when her breath had stopped. Maybe next time, her heart would too. Maybe Aaron wouldn’t be able to bring her back. 
Aaron still needed to ground himself too. He always seemed in control of his time jumps, but he was too good at putting up a front. For all Joan knew, he’d been struggling since they’d arrived here, just like she had. 
The food was surprisingly intact considering all the running. Joan offered the box to Aaron and Nick, and then took a pastry for herself. “Eating helps monsters ground ourselves in a new time,” she explained to Nick. “And we haven’t eaten since we got here.” 
She bit into the flaky crust now, holding a hand out to catch the crumbs. The pastry was surprisingly substantial—like a cross between a sausage roll and a croissant. She swallowed her bite, and felt the world shift around her. Or maybe she shifted. The chair under her seemed more solid; the air colder; the dull colors of the bus sharper and brighter. She took another bite, and felt even more grounded. 
“It’s helping,” she said to Aaron. “I can feel it.”
Aaron had been watching her eat, but now released a breath, clearly relieved, and examined the box of chicken skewers.
“Oh, wait—” Joan said, but he’d already taken one and was biting into it.
“This doesn’t taste like anything,” Aaron said.
“That’s”—Joan stopped herself from saying because it was meant for Frankie—“a shame,” she said instead. “Try the pastry—it’s not bad.” 
Nick was still holding his own pastry, uneaten. “What happens if you don’t ground yourself?” he asked Joan tightly. He was clearly worried about her, but there was an undertone of something darker. Was he jealous of Aaron’s comfort with her? 
“A conversation for later,” Aaron said. “We should talk about getting to that guy.”
Nick gave him a long look. He started to speak, but the bus interrupted him:
“No food or drink may be consumed on this bus,” it said. 
“This bus is really starting to grate,” Aaron muttered. He ran a hand through his pale hair.
“You said you know where they’re taking Ronan,” Joan said. They needed to focus on the immediate problem.
“King above, Curia between, family below. Rule made, law laid, justice owed,” Aaron said. At their confused expressions, he sighed. “I keep forgetting that you don’t know anything. The heads of family are sometimes called the King’s justices. Queen’s justices here, I suppose. They have jurisdiction over their families and territories. They dispense justice on behalf of the Court.” 
“Meaning what?” Nick asked.
Aaron hesitated. It was only then that Joan recognized how tense he was. If she hadn’t known him, she’d have thought him completely composed, but she did know him, and his shoulders and jaw were too tight. He’d figured out something about the guards’ destination—something he didn’t like. 
“Those cars are heading west,” Aaron said. “This is still Oliver territory, and in our timeline there was nothing in that direction but the Oliver house.” 
Joan drew a sharp breath. She’d been picturing their destination as a prison—somewhere unfamiliar. Now her mental image shifted to a green estate with a mansion at its heart. The terrible and beautiful home of the Olivers. “You think they’re taking him to your father?” 
Aaron’s expression smoothed like stilled water. “If this world is anything like ours, then the families take care of crimes and disputes on their own territories—in conjunction with Court Guards.” 
“And what would your father do to him?” Nick asked slowly. “If you’re right.”
“Interrogate him. Torture him. Probably execute him personally.” Outside, a streetlight flared, illuminating Aaron’s pale face. “And I know I’m right.” 
A memory hit Joan out of nowhere. Of Edmund Oliver sneering down at her from his vast height. Half-human, half-monster. If your mother were an Oliver, you’d have been voided in the womb.
But the Hunts have such tolerance for abominations. Under that wintry gaze, she’d felt like a bug wriggling on the pavement; a pest to be crushed under his heel. 
Joan felt a stab of pain in her side—a phantom ache. She touched her waist where the sword wound had been.
Aaron’s eyes flicked down to her hand. He didn’t remember that night, but a slight frown marred the stillness of his face, as if he somehow knew she was reacting to the mention of his father. 
Joan glanced away, and found Nick’s eyes on her too, expression nearly identical to Aaron’s.
“How long until we reach the house?” Nick’s voice was carefully controlled, but Joan knew him too. He really hadn’t liked that casual reference to torture. 
“Forty-five minutes,” Aaron said. “We’ll have to move fast when we get there. My father is very skilled at extracting information.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “He’ll know everything Ronan knows soon enough.” 
Joan suppressed that panicked feeling again. How were they going to get into the Oliver estate without being seen? How were they going to get out? 
“We should have a short window of opportunity when we get there,” Aaron said. “My father will need a Griffith to assist with the interrogation, and he won’t start until they arrive.” 
Joan forced aside her trepidation. They’d have to make this work. Aaron knew the house well, and she’d been there too. “Forty-five minutes,” she said. “You’d better tell us about the house security, then.” 



Six
They got off at the last stop. As soon as they did, the bus trundled away, its comforting lights dimming.
Joan peered into the dark, trying to find her bearings. They were on a narrow road that ended in an iron gate, spotlit with lamps and protected by a manned security lodge. Mermaids were worked into the iron of the gate. The Oliver family sigil. And . . . Joan’s heart thumped. “You were right,” she whispered to Aaron. Beyond the gate, car lights were snaking down the long driveway. The convoy was here. 
The Oliver estate was vast in this timeline—the family was clearly a formidable power here. A gleam in the distance hinted at a lake. The house itself was high on a hill, its turreted towers stark against moonlit clouds. Joan was reminded of the Gothic gloom of Westminster Abbey. Beside the house, a domed conservatory glowed like a second moon; it must have been visible for miles. 
“The security lodge is new,” Aaron said. “I didn’t expect that.”
“Well . . . humans know about monsters here,” Joan murmured. “And we know there’s a resistance movement.” Those wanted posters and Ronan’s arrest had made that clear enough. 
She surveyed the obstacles to getting in. A high brick wall ran around the estate, and dogs barked from the grounds. With a look, Nick directed them silently toward another problem—a camera, positioned on the wall, facing the bus stop. 
Joan dropped her head, but she knew it was too late. “We’ve already been recorded.”
“Not much we can do about that,” Aaron said reluctantly. “At least it’s dark enough that they won’t have seen much of us. And I have a way in. . . .” 
He guided them along the wall of the estate, stopping out of sight of the gate. Nick stepped back, assessing the climb. The wall was more than twice his height, and covered in ivy so thick that it could have been hedge. 
“We’re not climbing it,” Aaron said. “Or at least I’m not—not in these clothes.” 
“Your clothes?” Nick said incredulously.
“This is a Jonathan Meyer original,” Aaron said. “Probably the only one left in this timeline.” At Nick’s blank expression, he rolled his eyes. “Save us all from the great unwashed.” He pulled the ivy aside like a curtain, revealing a wooden door, weatherworn and moss-stained. 
Despite the wear, the wood was solid. Joan examined an intimidatingly huge lock set into an iron plate. She had pins in her hair, but the keyhole was so big she might need sticks. 
To her surprise, though, Aaron just lifted the latch and cracked the door, revealing a glimpse of trees. It wasn’t locked.
“Not very secure after all that security,” Joan whispered.
“I don’t think anyone knows about this entrance but me,” Aaron said. “I found it as a child, and never told anyone about it.” He went to push the door farther. 
Nick stopped him. “Let me go first.”
Aaron hesitated and then stepped back. After a moment, Joan did too. It was their first mutual acknowledgment since they’d arrived in this timeline of who Nick was. Of who he’d once been. 
Moonlight silvered Nick’s dark hair and outlined his muscled shoulders. Back on the bridge, Joan had thought of him as vulnerable, surrounded by people who could kill him at a touch. And he was, but . . . even in his latest incarnation, born and raised as an ordinary human, he was far more dangerous than he seemed. Over the last few days, he’d begun to wield some of his old abilities again—he’d caught a man’s fist mid-punch, breaking bones. He’d snapped a thick metal chain with his bare hands. 
What else might he still be capable of?
Joan wondered suddenly if monsters here had myths of a human hero in this world. Did they still tell legends of a boy who slayed monsters? Did some part of them remember him? 
The door was barely ajar. Nick pushed it open farther now, just enough to slip inside. He cocked his head, listening, a still shape in the darkness against the shifting leaves of trees. Then he beckoned for them to join him. 
Joan went first. There were scratches on the brick where the door met the wall, but that was the only sign of human life here. They were in a garden—apparently untended. Dense trees obstructed the moon, and ankle-length brambles tangled underfoot. 
It wasn’t quite as wild as it seemed, though. The brambles brushed harmlessly against Joan’s legs as she walked in—they were thornless—and she could smell crushed mint and thyme. This was a Georgian-style savage garden, untamed and overgrown in appearance, but carefully designed. 
Behind her, she heard Aaron’s soft footsteps and then the clunk of the latch as he closed the door behind them. Joan turned to see ivy curtaining the exit, completely concealing it. 
Unease bubbled up inside her. Even though she’d just walked through that door, she couldn’t have easily found it again. All the trees here looked the same, and the leaves were unbroken along the wall. 
Nick held up a hand to stop them walking farther in. Joan took his lead and just listened. There was no sound but rustling leaves. 
Aaron broke the silence first. “No one ever comes to the wall. Look—” He kicked at the overgrown grass. “Even the gardeners neglect the grounds here.” 
Joan nodded, but unease ran through her again, stronger this time. She turned back to that ivy-covered wall. The leaves fluttered, mothlike, in the breeze. Joan realized suddenly what had been disturbing her. “You said no one comes up here,” she whispered, “but someone’s been using that passage. When we came in, there were marks on the stone—scrapes from the door. More than what we just made.” 
Aaron frowned. “I’ve never known anyone else to come up here.”
Maybe that was true in the last timeline, but things were different here. They’d arrived at the Oliver mansion with assumptions that were proving wrong. They hadn’t known there’d be cameras along the wall or a security lodge at the gate. 
“It’s okay,” Nick said, his voice low and reassuring. “We made backup plans. We can take a different route out if this one is compromised.” 
Aaron took a step in the direction of the house, and then he was the one hesitating. The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck. Aaron had turned to the ivy wall, as if he’d seen a ghost. 
“What’s wrong?” Joan breathed.
Aaron took a moment to reply. “When Eleanor altered the timeline, you protected us,” he whispered to Joan. “You shielded us from the changes she was making.” 
“Yes . . . ,” Joan said uncertainly.
“We stood outside the timeline while it was being changed. That means that this timeline may have formed its own Joan. Its own Nick. Own Aaron. It’s very likely that we have”—Aaron searched for the word—“counterparts here. Versions of us born and raised in this world.” 
“Counterparts?” Joan thought of the wanted poster with her own face on it; the illustration that wasn’t quite herself.
“The marks on the wall . . . ,” Nick said to Aaron. “You think there’s another you in this house? You think he’s been using that door?” 
“Is that possible?” Joan asked. The thought was so strange—other versions of themselves born into a world where monsters ruled. “Could we run into him down at the house?” 
Aaron shook his head. “The laws of time travel would never allow two versions of us to exist in the same time and place. If there were other versions of ourselves here, they would have been replaced by us when we arrived.” 
Replaced. It was such a disturbing thought that Joan wanted to push it away and never think of it again. Nick folded his arms, looking as rattled as Joan. 
“It’s academic, I suppose,” Aaron said. “We still need to get to Ronan before he’s interrogated. This doesn’t change anything.”
“It does change things, though,” Nick said slowly—Joan could see him thinking through the implications. “If you’ve replaced your counterpart here, you can feign being him. You’d have access to the house. We wouldn’t even need to—” 
“No.” Aaron’s tone was flat.
“You said it was very likely—” 
“I said no.” 
Nick gave him a long look, and Aaron’s chin lifted defensively. Nick thought he was being a coward, and some part of Aaron thought so too. 
Joan bit her lip. The truth was, Aaron’s family despised him—his father surrounded him with minders, belittled him, publicly humiliated him. Joan had seen Aaron’s meager bedroom, separated from the rest of the Olivers’ palatial mansion. If he had a counterpart here, it wouldn’t help matters. 
Aaron would never say that to Nick, though—he’d rather cut his own throat. He’d never even spoken about it openly with Joan.
“Let’s go in as we planned,” Joan said softly. “We don’t want to complicate things.” They just needed to find Ronan and get the hell out of here. 
 
The Oliver mansion came into view, framed by curling branches. It was gray stone with castle-like turrets that made an eerie silhouette against the clouded moon. A setting for a ghost story. Aaron stared down the barrel of the garden, gaze distant, as if he were seeing something far more sinister than a house on a hill. 
Nick pushed his hands into his pockets. “This is where you grew up?” There was a very faint needle in his voice, and it seemed to shake Aaron out of his paralysis. 
“Why?” Aaron said. “Better than you’re used to?”
As a child, Nick had lived in a tiny flat with his family. Three brothers and two sisters, he’d said to Joan once. My brothers and I all slept in the TV room until I was seven. His mouth stretched now into a not quite smile at Aaron. 
They were getting off on the wrong foot. Joan didn’t know why that dismayed her so much. She should have guessed they’d chafe—they were from very different worlds, and they’d once been on opposite sides of the human-monster battle. 
And when this fight was over, they’d all be pitted against each other again. . . .
Joan pushed the thought aside. There wasn’t time to worry about that now. She judged the distance from here to the house. The woodland had tamed as they’d made their way up the garden, and they were hidden in the last thicket of trees before it transformed into lush, picnic-perfect lawn. 
“We’re going to have to run across that stretch,” she whispered. Aaron wanted them to break in via a servant’s door, and they had to get to the side of the house. “If anyone looks this way, they’ll see us. There’ll be nowhere to hide.” 
“I’ve snuck in and out of here a thousand times and never been caught,” Aaron said. “Just be quick and keep low.”
Joan counted the seconds as she ran. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven—
She gasped as she hit the relative safety of the formal garden, with its shielding hedges and trees. Just beyond the garden, the conservatory shone pearl-like in the darkness. 
Nick gestured for Joan and Aaron to stay put. He was already moving again, prowling silently to check that they were still alone. After a minute, he nodded and beckoned. 
They stuck to the darkest parts of the garden. Joan concentrated on keeping her footsteps silent on the grass as they weaved among sculpted hedges: a trident-wielding mermaid; a bull with spiral horns. Gusts of wind rippled through the leaves, making the sculptures shiver into life. 
Through the thick leaves, the pale stone of the house was just visible. This was the service wing: kitchens and storage rooms. According to Aaron, it would be completely empty at this time of night. The servants themselves slept in a separate building, out of sight of the main house. 
But before Joan could take another step, gravel crunched. They all froze. The sound had come from just around the corner.
A disgruntled voice said: “How long are the Olivers going to keep us waiting?”
Joan padded silently to the edge of the building, peering around the wall.
A thrill of fear ran through her, with just a thread of relief, and she pulled back again, holding up both hands, fingers splayed. Ten guards, she mouthed to Aaron and Nick. And Ronan.
Nick drew a slow breath, expression calculating. Could he take out ten guards? Maybe. But they’d certainly draw Eleanor’s attention if he did that. 
No . . . They had a plan. They needed to wait. On the bus, Aaron had said that Ronan would be put into a basement cell and left on his own for up to an hour while everyone waited for a Griffith to arrive. According to Aaron, there’d be no cameras in the hallway or in the cell itself—his father didn’t like his work to be recorded. That would be their chance. 
Joan looked carefully around the corner again. Ronan and the guards were in a large graveled space at the end of the Oliver driveway. The five cars of the convoy were parked in a neat row, facing the house, and from the guards’ slumped postures, they were tired. 
“I’m starving,” a guard said. “I missed dinner for this—going to need a feed on the way back.”
“Steak and kidney pudding,” a guard said longingly.
“I’ll knock you around with your own kidneys if you don’t shut up about food,” a third guard said. He had dark hair, closely cropped, and he stood next to Ronan, arms folded. Joan had the impression that he was the leader. The other guards were subtly canted toward him, as if waiting for his orders. 
There was some space between Ronan and the lead guard. For a second, Joan wondered why Ronan hadn’t at least tried to run. And then she caught a golden gleam on his wrist. It was a tattoo of a winged lion—the handcuff of the Monster Court. The guards could control his body with it. 
The lead guard spoke again. “You know . . . they say there’s something wrong with the head of the Oliver family. He chains human prisoners up in the basement here for any Oliver to use. It’s a slow execution.” His gaze on Ronan was taunting. “They say he does worse things.” 
Joan felt sick. Edmund Oliver had once told Nick: I’ll keep you locked up in my house, available anytime an Oliver wants to travel.
She glanced back at Nick now. He shifted his weight. His expression was so familiar, so dangerous, that for a second Joan was sure she was looking at his old self. Nick had killed Edmund that night. He’d thrown a sword across a room into Edmund’s chest, accurate as a dart. 
Joan had been afraid for months that Nick might revert to being the hero who’d once slaughtered her family. Right now, though, she almost wanted him to unleash himself. If any world needed a hero, it was this one. 
“I heard that the Olivers—” The guard was cut off by a door opening. 
A man emerged from the house. It was Lucien Oliver—Edmund’s cousin and right-hand man. Joan recognized his long gloomy features, his raven hair. His suit was as beautiful as Aaron’s: black as ink and perfectly tailored to his narrow waist. She found herself touching her own side again, where Lucien’s blade had once sliced into her. 
“I believe you have a prisoner for me?” Lucien said in his deep, dour voice.
“Uh . . . Yes . . .” The lead guard looked as intimidated as Joan felt. “We’re supposed to wait for Lord Oliver to take custody himself.” 
“Lord Oliver assigned the task to me. If you want to wait for him, though . . .” 
The guard hesitated again. “No.”
Aaron had been pale after the guard’s words about Edmund, but now his mouth twitched slightly at the fear in the man’s voice. He might not have been on good terms with his father, but he’d always liked seeing Olivers on top. Joan understood a lot of things about Aaron, but not his steadfast loyalty toward his awful family. 
The guard handed a pocket watch to Lucien. No, not a watch. The tool that controlled Ronan’s handcuff.
Lucien fiddled with it for a moment. “I never understand the mindset of traitors,” he said musingly.
“I’m not a traitor!” Ronan’s voice came out in such a terrified burst of pressure that Joan suspected the cuff had been forcing him into silence earlier; Lucien had changed a setting to allow him to speak. “Please!” 
Lucien twirled a finger in a request for Ronan to turn toward the house. Ronan obeyed in a jerky, reluctant movement—the compelled motion of the cuff. Joan shuddered. She’d been cuffed like that before. She knew the terror of being under someone else’s physical control. 
“Take me to the guardhouse!” Ronan said pleadingly. “Let me speak to them!” 
“Do you think we’re fools?” Lucien said to him softly. “I know you have allies everywhere. You think I’d allow you anywhere near a guardhouse? Now come!” 
Ronan shuffled toward the door. Joan shoved down her own impatient desire to get to him now, before he was out of sight again. They needed to stick with the plan; they’d have easier access when he was in that basement cell. And she’d noted, too, the reference to allies. If they could just connect to them . . . 
Ronan glanced around, as if trying to figure out a way to free himself. As he did, his eyes grazed over Joan, and then stopped. Joan had thought she was near invisible in the darkness, but his mouth dropped open. He’d seen her. 
We’re going to help you, Joan mouthed to him, hoping he could make out the words. 
“You’ll inform us when Lord Oliver arrives home?” the lead guard asked Lucien. “You’ll tell us of his judgment after the interrogation?”
“Interrogation?” Lucien seemed surprised by the question. “There is no need for an interrogation. Lord Oliver has standing orders for traitors.” 
Ronan drew an urgent breath, and Joan was suddenly sure that he was going to say something back to her—something important. But as Ronan’s lips started to move, terror passed over his face. Lucien had put a hand on his neck. 
Joan froze in shock and horror. No, she breathed, the word swallowed by the rustling leaves, by the startled sounds of the guards. 
With a swipe, Lucien siphoned away all of Ronan’s life, and Ronan crumpled to the ground, dead.
No. The word echoed through Joan’s mind. She stared, horrified. Lucien had killed Ronan like someone stepping casually on an ant. Without a trial, without even questioning him. Ronan hadn’t been a threat—he’d been standing there helpless in cuffs. 
Ronan lay now barely ten paces from Joan, his eyes wide open in a look of pleading terror that would be forever frozen on his face. His sleeve had rucked up as he’d fallen, and his hand was splayed, the gold lion of the Monster Court shining in the lamplight. His lock-like pendant sat against his throat. Even in death, he wasn’t free. 
Joan barely felt the tug on her elbow. Someone was dragging her back behind the shelter of the wall. Aaron.
Lucien looked up sharply at the movement. “Who’s there!” he said. His voice rose, commanding the guards. “Check that garden! I saw someone out there!” 
Joan barely registered the words. She and the others were already running, as silently as they could through the maze of the sculpted hedges. 
Aaron led the way with unerring knowledge, pulling Joan with him. Nick took the rear. When they reached the conservatory, Aaron shoved them into an alcove alongside it, motioning for them to crouch. 
It was a small space—bordered on two sides by a high hedge, and on the third by the curving conservatory wall. Joan tried to keep her breathing quiet when—after a minute—the guards stumbled past, confused and seeming a little lost. 
“This way!” one of them called, and they hurried away, their voices becoming softer and softer, until they were out of earshot.
Joan sucked in a shuddering breath. “We need to get out of here,” she whispered urgently.
She looked around. Beside her, the conservatory glowed like a lightbox, dark leaves pressed against the glass. “We can’t go back the way we came.” They couldn’t risk another sprint over open lawn—not with guards out there, searching for them. 
Plan B had been to walk out alongside the river, but that was risky too—the territories and alliances had shifted, and Joan and Nick were out after curfew. If they were caught . . . 
“I vote the river route,” Joan whispered—even with the risks, it seemed the safest under the circumstances. She turned to Nick. “What do you think?” 
Nick took a long moment to answer. When he spoke, his voice was soft. “I should have made a move against those guards—before they killed that man.” 
The regret in his voice made Joan’s chest ache. “Nick . . .” Her voice cracked.
Nick didn’t meet her eyes—he couldn’t bear to look at her. He couldn’t stand what he’d done for her. And Joan couldn’t stand that. 
“You’re not looking at this rationally,” Aaron hissed to Nick. “That man’s death was a gift!” 
It took Joan a second to parse Aaron’s words. She’d caught the tone first—his most obnoxiously posh. Sometimes he said things that she was sure he didn’t mean. This had to be one of those times. 
“What did you say?” Nick said slowly. His tone was dangerous, and Joan’s stomach dropped.
“He recognized Joan, and now he can’t tell anyone he saw her,” Aaron said. “That’s the ideal scenario and we both know it.”
“Hey,” Joan said before Nick could reply. Tension had been simmering between them since they all got on the bus together, but it couldn’t escalate. Not here—so close to the guards. “We have to go!” 
Nick nodded slightly in acknowledgment and got to his feet, but Joan could still see the horror in his handsome face. The horror of this world, that he’d created. She could hear the words he couldn’t say. I made the wrong choice when I chose you.
The thought of it stole her breath as she stood too. Eleanor had pulled a thread between them, and they’d been unraveling ever since. And when he looked at her like this—like she was a mistake he’d made—she felt like she was being torn apart. 
For a second, the sensation was almost physical—she wasn’t just tearing inside, there was something tearing under her hands like fine cloth. 
Aaron made a shocked sound and bent double with a groan of agony.
Joan reached for him, and a wave of nausea crashed over her too.
Nick caught Joan as she stumbled. “What it is?” he said, voice urgent with concern. “What’s going on?”
Was this another fade-out? No. Joan still had full access to her senses. “I don’t know,” she gasped.
Even as she said that, though, she remembered the last time she’d felt like this—in a café where a dark force had ripped a hole in the fabric of the timeline itself. 
As if her thought had made it manifest, a pinprick of black appeared in the air, spreading like splashed ink. Joan gripped Aaron’s arm and pulled him and Nick away from it. 
She was only just in time.
Darkness bled through the alcove. Joan gasped, terrified. The thing was a hole in the world, edges fluttering like a torn shroud. Aaron retched again. He stumbled back—or tried to. His legs were shaking so much that he barely moved. 
Nick hauled Aaron away from it with easy strength, his other arm still tight around Joan’s waist. He shoved them both behind him, and Joan realized he wasn’t experiencing the same visceral horror. He didn’t have Joan’s and Aaron’s monster sense of how wrong this was. 
“What the hell is that?” Aaron choked out.
“I think it’s a tear in the timeline,” Joan managed. “A tear showing the void itself!” The terrifying nothingness that surrounded the timeline. 
In the distance, a dog barked. Nick jerked his head, looking over his shoulder to the woodland garden across the lawn, and Joan followed his gaze. To her dismay, beams of light shot through the trees. 
“My uncle’s mobilized the Oliver security team!” Aaron whispered. “They’ve joined the search! We have to get out of here!”
Joan wanted to go, but something was happening inside the tear now. The shadows of the void seemed to be forming into a structure. No, not a structure. A figure. A person. 
“Joan!” Nick said urgently. “We have to go!”
“Wait,” Joan said. The shape was strangely familiar: a cloud of hair; a bony frame. Mum? Joan thought. But . . . it couldn’t have been Mum. Joan had never met her, wouldn’t have known her silhouette. 
Color seeped in until the person inside was solid and real. A woman with bright green eyes and a halo of gray hair. Joan gasped as she finally recognized her. “Gran!” 
And then the view inside the tear in the timeline was perfectly clear, all the shadows of the void gone. Even the sickening sense of horror vanished. 
“Joan?” Gran was in a garden too. In this garden. Except . . . on her side, the conservatory had different plants: trees laden with pink cherry blossoms, and huge sunset-colored chrysanthemums. 
Gran seemed barely five steps away—Joan could have run over and hugged her—but at the same time, Joan had the feeling she was much farther away than she appeared. 
“I’ve been trying to get a message to you.” Gran’s voice was soft and indistinct—as if she was speaking at the end of a long tunnel. “You can still fix what your sister’s done. You can restore the world to something better—but you’re running out of time.” 



Seven
“Running out of time—what do you mean?” Joan had so many more questions—where was Gran, and how was she speaking to them? But that was what came out first. 
And Gran was somewhere else—behind her, a pink line of sunset ran along the horizon. Here, the moon glowed in a black sky, half-veiled by clouds. 
“The security team’s coming this way!” Aaron whispered. There was more color in his face now that the shadows of the void were gone, and some of Joan’s nausea had eased too. She could still sense the wrongness
of that tear, though, thrumming like a bass note beneath everything. 
Joan turned fearfully. In the woodland, lights flashed among the trees. It wouldn’t be long before the searchers continued down the lawn and into the formal garden. Or maybe the guards would come back. 
“Gran,” Joan whispered. “There are people after us! We have to go!”
Gran looked over her own shoulder as if there was a threat at her end too, and Joan’s stomach dropped. Was Gran in danger? Her face was pale and lined, and she was thinner than the last time Joan had seen her. “I’ll speak quickly,” Gran whispered. “This window we have won’t last long.” 
Joan tried to push aside her dismay. She wanted to talk to Gran properly, but there wasn’t time. Joan wished there was—she’d missed Gran so much. 
“Eleanor changed the timeline,” Gran whispered. “I understand why. When the King killed your grandfather, when he killed your mother, I wanted to raze the timeline too.” Love and pain pinched her face. “I’d have done anything to bring them back.” 
Joan took a sharp breath. Gran had never spoken about Joan’s grandfather; she rarely spoke of Mum.
“But I’ve seen glimpses of where you are,” Gran continued. “I’ve seen how humans are treated, the pendants they wear.” She looked heartsick. “Eleanor twisted the timeline beyond recognition. She made something wrong. She created a world that was never supposed to exist.” 
“It is wrong,” Joan agreed, and she felt Nick shudder in response. The thing was, this world was even worse than Nick knew—he was human, and didn’t have an inner monster sense of the timeline. Some part of Joan had sensed the corruption as soon as she’d arrived here. There was something off about the world; she could almost smell it, like a faint scent of rotting meat. 
“You can still fix this,” Gran told them.
“How?” Nick said tensely. 
“You cannot go to the version of me in that timeline,” Gran said. “She isn’t like me. I had a watershed moment—an event that changed me. I fell in love with a member of the Grave family, and through him, I learned of the erasure of the Graves. I wasn’t a good person when I was young, but even for me, that was too much to bear. It turned me against the Court. Made me care about something more than myself. But . . . my counterpart never experienced that.” 
“Gran . . .” Joan had so many questions, and no time to ask them.
“Those searchers are getting closer,” Aaron whispered. “We have to go!”
Joan’s heart stuttered. She looked over her shoulder; the lights were on the lawn now. “Gran, we have maybe a minute,” she whispered. “They’re going to find us here!” 
Gran leaned in closer. “You can’t trust my counterpart, but there are people who can help you there. You’ll know them by the mark of the wolf.” 
Joan felt a horrible jolt. In her mind’s eye, she saw the stamp of the wolf at the bottom of Ronan’s message. Nick’s breath caught. He’d remembered the stamp too. 
Gran had told Joan back at the Serpentine Inn to find people using the mark of the wolf. Joan had thought at the time that she was hallucinating, but it was clear now that she hadn’t been. She leaned forward now. “Gran,” she said shakily. “I found one of them. I mean, he found me. But he’s dead! What do we do? How do we find more wolves?” 
Gran didn’t answer. She was looking over her shoulder again, searching the skyline.
“Gran!” Joan whispered. “Please! I don’t know what to do!”
“I don’t think she can hear you,” Aaron whispered. “I don’t think she’s heard any of us this whole time.”
“What?” What was he talking about? “Of course she can hear us,” Joan whispered. “We’ve been having a conversation.” But beside her, Nick was looking at Aaron, eyes widening. He’d gone pale. 
“No,” Aaron said. “She hasn’t responded to anything you’ve said. And she doesn’t seem to know that Nick and I are here.”
“Gran, you can hear me, right?” Joan asked. 
Gran’s eyes were on the frame of the tear. “This window is closing,” she said.
The tear was getting smaller; the view was visibly contracting, like a droplet of water evaporating on a hot day. A moment ago, it had shown a swath of garden in the background, but only Gran was visible now. 
“Gran, please tell me you can hear me!” Joan said.
Gran didn’t respond. Her eyes were still on the frame, and it was suddenly clear that Aaron was right—Gran couldn’t hear them. Hadn’t heard anything they’d said. 
“You must be on your guard!” Gran said quickly now. “Eleanor has eyes everywhere. She’ll know—”
Gran didn’t finish her sentence—she was gone. The tear in the timeline had vanished, and the space in front of them was just ordinary evening air again. Come back, Joan thought. Panic was high in her throat. We need your help!
Aaron touched Joan’s arm, looking meaningfully at the approaching lights. They had to go.
Joan’s mind whirled as she and Nick hurried after Aaron on a pathless route in the dark. She kept hearing Gran’s words in her head, and her own fruitless pleas for Gran to hear her. 
Behind them, the security team had finally reached the formal garden, their searchlights flickering along the hedged paths. A dog barked, and Joan braced herself for the sound of pattering paws. But the dogs must have been upwind; they didn’t seem to know they were here. 
Joan gasped with relief as they reached the hedge separating the front and back of the house. Gaps in the leaves showed distant glimpses of the Thames. They were almost out. 
“Quickly!” Aaron murmured. “There’s a gate just—” His words were cut off by a shout.
“Intruders on the grounds! Over here!”
Joan threw up a shielding hand against a sudden glare of light as the space ahead filled with figures in black uniforms.
Nick pushed past Joan and Aaron. “Run!” he ordered them. 
Joan turned and turned, but there wasn’t anywhere to run. She was horribly reminded of the time she’d disturbed an anthill and insects had boiled from the ground. People were everywhere. 
A wave of fear ran through Joan. Was Edmund Oliver here, among the searchers?
They say there’s something wrong with the head of the Oliver family, the guard had said earlier tonight. Joan had only met Edmund twice, but she’d clocked it too; he’d looked down at her, eyes cold, like she was an insect he’d wanted to pull the wings from. 
And what would he be like here, in this
world, unfettered by any rules but his own? What was he going to do to them? 
A man in a security uniform pushed through the crowd.
Joan tensed, ready to fight, but the man stopped in his tracks, shock washing over his face.
“My lord Oliver?” he said. “What are you doing here?”
Joan tracked his gaze to Aaron, whose mouth had fallen open.
“My lord Oliver,” the man said, addressing Aaron again. He visibly pulled himself together. “My apologies for the reception. We weren’t expecting you back so early.” Over his shoulder, he called: “Have the servants ready the lord’s room! Tell them the head of the family is home!” 



Eight
Aaron blinked once, twice, disbelief all over his face. Joan realized her own mouth was still open, and closed it with a snap. Aaron was the head of the Oliver family in this timeline? 
The security guys glanced at each other; one was already frowning. Aaron clearly wasn’t acting like their Aaron, and any second now, they’d start to question why. 
Joan felt Nick shift closer to her. She could almost read his mind. They were going to have to fight more than a dozen people to get out of here. Joan braced herself. 
But then Aaron shook himself slightly, his back stiffening and his beautiful face chilling into an icy facade. In a blink, he’d transformed into a different person, the tilt of his head authoritative and casually dangerous. “Now, what’s all this fuss about?” he said, his voice silk. 
Joan suppressed a gasp. He’d sounded exactly like his father. Her own heart was too loud in the silence. Could anyone else hear it? Could they hear her unsteady breaths? She glanced behind her, and realized she was still
half expecting Edmund to shoulder his way forward and claim his rightful place. But there was no one behind them except uniformed security. The lawn and landscaped woodland sprawled into the distance. 
Joan met Nick’s gaze. His mouth twisted: Are we out of danger or not? Joan shook her head slightly. She didn’t know. 
Aaron smoothed down his suit jacket. It wasn’t necessary. His clothes were neat, even the shirt that Joan had bunched in her fists back at the inn. She bit her lip. Right now, Aaron seemed nothing like the guy who’d held her so gently in that bedroom. 
One of the men stepped forward. “I—I apologize. I ordered the search, and I take full responsibility for intruding on your—”
“You thought that there were trespassers,” Aaron interrupted.
“Yes, my lord,” the man said. He had gray eyes like Aaron’s, and his uniform was black wool with polished silver buttons. Mermaids were etched into the silver. 
“Then the search was necessary,” Aaron said. The man closed his eyes for a moment, his relief evident. “You did well to detect us so quickly.” 
“Yes, my lord,” the man breathed. “Thank you, my lord.”
It’s very likely that we have counterparts here, Aaron had said earlier. Joan hadn’t imagined this, though—Aaron in charge of the formidable Oliver family. In the previous timeline, he’d been despised by his family and disinherited by his father. 
“If there’s nothing else . . . ,” the head of the security team said. He waited for Aaron’s slight nod. “We’ll leave you with Geoffrey, my lord.” 
The uniformed officers dispersed as quickly as they’d appeared. Within moments, Joan, Aaron, and Nick were alone with a man in a beautiful gray suit, a mermaid embroidered on the pocket—the only sign that he was in uniform too. Joan guessed he was Aaron’s valet. 
Behind the man’s back, Nick rolled his shoulders, and Aaron grimaced slightly, letting his own tension show. Joan was weirdly relieved to see her Aaron for a moment, like a glint of sunshine through a curtain crack. 
Then the glint was gone, and Aaron’s face was the ruthless prince again. He was emulating his father, Joan knew, but the cruelty in his expression was uncanny. He looked exactly like the icy aristocrat she’d assumed he was when they’d first met. 
The valet stepped closer. Geoffrey, the security officer had called him. Joan recognized him then. He’d once been Edmund’s heir—the boy who’d replaced Aaron after Aaron had been stripped of his inheritance. This Geoffrey was older, a pallid man of about twenty with near-white hair. 
“You have guests?” he said to Aaron. He aimed a beam of light at Nick’s face, at Joan’s. Joan blinked in the sudden glare, barely registering that Geoffrey’s eyes had widened. “A human and a half-human?” 
“Is that a problem?” Aaron asked.
“You may do as you wish, of course.” Geoffrey’s posture was respectful, but he didn’t seem quite as afraid as the security team had been. “But where are their pendants?” 
Joan touched the bare hollow of her throat unthinkingly. That answered one question she’d had—how people in this timeline treated people who were part monster and part human. 
Aaron’s jaw tightened. “They lost them.” His tone suppressed questions.
Geoffrey opened his mouth and closed it. It was clear that humans didn’t just lose pendants in this world. “I shall arrange replacements.” 
For a second, Joan couldn’t remove her hand from her throat—the urge to protect herself was too strong. Aaron’s attention flicked to her, laser-like, and his real self glinted through again. Joan realized with a start that he was calculating the risk of insisting that these humans be allowed to stay pendant-free. Joan shook her head slightly. Aaron had to be careful. They were still learning how this world worked. He couldn’t break character over this. 
“Fine,” Aaron ground out.
“My lord . . .” Geoffrey sighed. “You’ve slept your way through half the Court, and now you’re picking up humans off the street?” He lowered his voice. “People will talk. They are talking.” 
Joan’s mouth fell open again. She could hardly process what Geoffrey had just said. He thought Aaron had brought Joan and Nick here to sleep with them? Both of them? 
She thought Aaron would deny it, but Aaron looked like a deer in headlights—as surprised as Joan.
Geoffrey played the beam of light from Nick’s square jaw to his muscled chest, and then on to Joan, lingering on her eyes, her mouth. Joan’s face heated. Beside her, Nick glared at Geoffrey in a way humans probably never did in this timeline. Geoffrey didn’t seem to notice. “I can see why you picked them,” he said to Aaron. “He’s a little low-class for your taste, but she’s—” 
“That’s enough,” Aaron said.
“I only meant to say that she’s quite—”
“I said that’s enough.” The sudden dangerous undertone in Aaron’s voice made Geoffrey blanch. 
 
They walked in silence up the path. Joan seemed to be processing everything in slow motion. Aaron was the head of the family in this timeline. And he maybe liked guys as well as girls. She lifted her gaze to the back of Aaron’s gray suit. His shoulders were tight. Joan could tell that he’d felt exposed by Geoffrey’s words. 
Joan had never really been sure
who Aaron’s type was—he’d always been so private, so self-contained. Everyone was attracted to Aaron. His looks made strangers on the street do double takes and stare. In return, though, Joan sometimes wondered if Aaron was into anyone at all. His gaze never seemed to linger on anyone. 
Except that lately . . . Joan had noticed the way he looked at her, his eyes soft. I’ve only just found you, he’d said back at the inn. 
She took a breath, trying to clear her head. This wasn’t the time to delve into how Aaron felt about her; how she felt about him. They were about to walk into a lion’s den. 
The Oliver mansion towered over the landscape, a glowing castle on a hill, four stories high, capped with turrets. From this angle, it had the quality of something ancient: a cliff at the edge of the ocean. 
As they approached the front door, it opened, and a sleek brown dog came out, trotting up to Aaron. It snuffled his hand, tail wagging, and Aaron’s new persona slipped for a moment as he bent to stroke its head. A tag around its neck said Chaucer. Joan didn’t recognize the breed, but the dog’s fox-like ears and little muscled body reminded her of ancient Roman mosaics. “Was that you barking earlier?” Aaron asked the dog, his voice gentling. 
“He didn’t like the Court Guards,” Geoffrey said.
The dog barked now, as if in agreement. Joan whispered to Nick under the whuffs: “No wonder the dogs didn’t sniff us out in the garden.” They’d known Aaron. They hadn’t sensed a threat. 
“My lord!” A tall man came out to greet Aaron. His uniform screamed butler. And—God—Aaron had a butler here. He had staff. A valet. A security team. 
“You have messages,” the butler said. “I’ve placed them in your office.”
Aaron straightened, and the dog pattered inside, wandering out of sight. “Very good.”
The butler’s gaze felt like a heavy weight on Joan’s shoulders. He knew that she and Nick were human. And from his disapproving expression, he’d made the same assumption as Geoffrey about why they were here. 
Joan folded her arms around herself. Nick
was hunched and uncomfortable too, but—as his gaze darted around—Joan realized he was more disconcerted by the posh house than the assumptions of the staff. 
They followed the butler into a foyer that rose the full height of the house. Nick stared up. A skirt of windows flared under a painted ceiling. High above, mermaids swam underwater, their blonde hair billowing around them. Underfoot, the floor was tiled in gray marble, swirled with white like a sky before a storm. 
Joan couldn’t have pinpointed why, but the layout of the space, the painting, the floor, felt like Aaron. It was his taste. And, from Aaron’s wary recognition, he saw it too, and he was disturbed by it. 
Joan was so lost in their surroundings that she almost missed Geoffrey’s expression change as Aaron turned toward a small door at the back of the foyer. 
“Aaron,” Joan whispered warningly to stop him—he was heading the wrong way. In the previous timeline, his bedroom had been in the servants’ wing. His father had banished him to a punitive closet-like space, far from the other Olivers. She caught Geoffrey frowning at her. “My—My lord!” she corrected herself quickly. “My lord Oliver.” The title stuck in her mouth. 
“What is it?” Concern and questions filled Aaron’s face. And that was wrong too—she could see it in Geoffrey’s deepening frown. Aaron needed to be colder toward her. 
“You—You mentioned you were hungry, my lord,” Joan said, willing him to understand. “That you wanted something from the kitchens. . . .”
“Shall I have the chef put together a light supper?” Geoffrey asked Aaron hesitantly. “I can have someone take it up to you. . . .”
Aaron’s mouth opened as he realized his own error. Joan saw the wheels in his head turn as he tried to figure out where his room actually was in this timeline. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Have some supper prepared. And—” A solution lit his face. “And you can take my bags up for me.” 
Bags? Joan thought. Geoffrey asked the question aloud at the same moment: “What bags, my lord?” 
Without blinking, Aaron drew a slender wallet from an inner pocket. He handed it to Geoffrey, who accepted it with slightly widened eyes. “Please.” Aaron gestured for him to lead the way. 
 
Cradling the wallet carefully, Geoffrey took them up an imperial staircase, the treads padded with an elaborate embroidered carpet with a recurring mermaid motif. He turned left and guided them through a corridor with arched windows that looked out onto dark gardens. Each arch was deeply recessed into a private alcove, with a bookshelf and cushioned seat. Joan was surprised to see not the usual leather-bound books of stately homes but well-worn paperbacks with creased spines. Someone had actually read these books—and more than once. She was tempted to look closer, to examine the titles, but Geoffrey was already opening the door at the end of the passage, into the west wing of the house. 
Joan suppressed a gasp. They’d entered another foyer, draped in silk-embroidered hangings, elaborate scenes of mermaids thrusting tridents at other fanciful sea creatures: fish with human faces, skeletal serpents, krakens. Joan turned a slow circle. The images, followed around the walls, seemed to illustrate a war. 
There were huge wooden doors to the north and south. Was this whole wing of the house considered Aaron’s private space?
Nick’s eyebrows had been rising higher and higher as they’d walked, and he seemed almost amused as Geoffrey led them farther in, through a beautiful library with a domed ceiling, then an office with a leather-covered desk, then a private dining room with sparkling crystal in glass cabinets. Joan guessed there had to be a hundred rooms or more across the four floors of this building. Aaron’s wing of the house alone was a palace. 
Geoffrey opened yet another door, and Joan could only stare as she took in the bedchamber. It was enormous, a house in itself. Everything was oversize—from the windows to the lit hearth to the cloudlike bed, which stood in the middle of the room under a shimmering blue-and-gold canopy, drawn back with tasseled cords. 
More doors led to a palatial en suite with a claw-footed bath and a dressing room with framed mirrors and wardrobes. And that more than anything convinced Joan that this did
belong to a version of Aaron—a whole room just for his clothes. 
Geoffrey presented Aaron’s wallet back to him with a small flourish. Aaron pocketed it again, and turned, somewhat absently, to the view. Huge arched windows showed gently rolling hills and clusters of trees. In the distance, moonlight glinted off the Thames. It was a serene outlook; so still that it could have been a painting. 
“I left some bags on the bus,” Aaron said, his back to Geoffrey.
“I’ll have them fetched,” Geoffrey said.
Aaron’s gaze on the view was unfocused, as if he were looking out at something far into the distance that no one else could see. “Where is my father?” he said softly, almost to himself. 
What had happened to Edmund in this timeline? Joan had been wondering that too. Edmund wouldn’t have relinquished power voluntarily. 
Geoffrey seemed puzzled—as he had when Aaron had turned the wrong way, toward the servants’ wing. “Your orders were clear, my lord. He hasn’t been allowed within a century of this time—not since you exiled him.” 
Aaron’s expression didn’t change. “Of course.”
“Shall I have some supper sent to your rooms?”
“In half an hour. I’d like some privacy now.”
“Yes, my lord.” Geoffrey glanced from Joan to Nick. “Excuse me.” He stepped out of Aaron’s bedchamber, closing the door behind him. 
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“Only half an hour?” Nick said mildly.
Aaron turned from the windows. Joan was relieved to see some animation in his face—even if it was just irritation. He’d seemed lost in his own head as he’d looked out onto that view. He folded his arms now. “Something you want to say?” 
“Yeah.” Nick leaned back against the door and pushed his hands into his pockets. His shirt was still damp from the rain, the white cotton clinging to his skin. “Why is your bedroom the size of a racing track?” 
Aaron seemed taken aback for a moment. “Well, that’s—” He glanced around, apparently needing to double check. “That’s entirely hyperbolic.” 
“The cost of heating this space—” Nick’s Yorkshire accent was coming out. “I mean, I wouldn’t know . . . being so low-class.” 
“I’m sorry—did you sleep through class?” Maybe it was the contrast with Nick, but Aaron sounded posher than usual. “This isn’t actually my room! I’ve never even been into this wing of the house. I—” He stopped abruptly. 
Nick’s mouth had been open to say something more, but now he closed it. He tilted his head, a considering look blooming over his face. “Why wouldn’t you have been in here? You would have had the run of this house, no?” 
Aaron’s expression shut off like a switch, and Joan remembered again his meager bedroom in the servants’ quarters, mean and dark in the back of the house. He opened his mouth, and Joan could tell he was about to say something truly cutting. 
“Wait,” she said, holding up her hand. She didn’t want them to argue—there were more important things to talk about—but more than that, some instinct was saying danger, even in this protected space. She padded across the thick-piled carpet to the windows, and pulled the curtain cords from their loops, one arch after the other. Heavy blue velvet fell over the view. “The security team might still be patrolling,” she explained without turning around. She didn’t need to say the rest. They couldn’t be seen talking to Aaron like equals. The staff believed they were doing something very different in here. 
Warmth rose up her chest and neck at the thought. She turned back to Aaron and Nick. The curtain brushed against her shoulders, and she imagined the cool glass behind it. The room seemed more intimate with the curtains drawn. The crackling hearth made the space cave-like, all the sounds from beyond the bedroom dampened. 
Joan had thought that they’d snipe at each other some more, but their attention had turned to her. Side by side, they were like soldiers guarding the door. A matched set, almost the same height. Two different kinds of beauty: Nick’s dark and classical; Aaron’s pale and ethereal. 
In the silence, Nick took off his jacket and unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt. Aaron’s posture was formal. The firelight had warmed his hair to golden. 
The air felt strangely charged. Maybe it was the assumptions of the people outside the room, but Joan was overly aware of the canopied bed between them. 
Aaron released a breath, and his shoulders lowered. Joan hadn’t realized that he’d still been holding his father’s posture. Now, with the curtains closed, he loosened slightly. “I wasn’t expecting all of this. . . .” 
“I take it that you weren’t the head of family in our timeline,” Nick said to him. 
Aaron snorted and ran a hand over his face. “Emphatically not.”
“This timeline is so different from ours,” Joan said. She could see why things had been different for the Aaron of this timeline. Her Aaron had been disinherited after his mother had defied the King’s commands—she’d tried to help a member of the Grave family escape slaughter by the King. But in this timeline, the King didn’t exist, and the Graves had never been erased. Aaron’s position and reputation would have remained intact. 
That didn’t explain, though, how Aaron’s counterpart had wrested power from his father. Joan couldn’t imagine her Aaron being ruthless enough to take down Edmund Oliver. 
Out of nowhere, a chill rippled through her. What would Aaron have been like—born and raised in a world like this, with his inheritance assured? How different would he have been? Joan had a feeling that she didn’t want to know. 
There was something more pressing to think about in any case. “We need to talk about what my grandmother said. We have to stop Eleanor. She told us to find people using the mark of the wolf. She said they could help us.” 
Nick closed his eyes, and Joan saw the weight of responsibility on him. She felt it too.
“Joan,” Aaron said. “I know what your grandmother said, but . . .”
“But?” Nick echoed. He opened his eyes again, expression sharpening to suspicion. “Don’t tell me—a few people called you my lord, and you liked it? Now you want to stay in this timeline?” 
Aaron’s expression in response was hard to read. Joan had the strange feeling that Nick wasn’t wrong exactly. Not quite on the mark, but not completely wrong. Aaron’s answer, though, was firm: “Obviously, the timeline must be restored. But our only lead is dead. What exactly are we supposed to do?” 
Gran had told them to find people using the mark of the wolf, but not how.
“Wait . . .” Joan shook her head, trying to clear it. They hadn’t been thinking straight. “Ronan’s not dead—not to us. We can just travel back in time to find him.” It wouldn’t even require much fuel; Joan could take a day of life from herself and go back to yesterday. Why hadn’t she thought of that earlier? She opened her mouth and then stopped. Aaron was shaking his head. 
“I thought you could feel it too,” Aaron said.
Joan felt a thread of unease at the look on his face. “Feel what?”
“Something’s blocking us from traveling to the recent past. I sensed it as soon as we arrived in this timeline. It’s like there’s a—” Aaron searched for the word. “A wall.” 
A wall? What? Joan closed her eyes, feeling for the timeline with her inner monster sense.
Sometimes, the timeline seemed like a force—a buffeting wind. Tonight, though, Joan’s impression was of a great beast with a mind and will of its own. She could feel it in the room with them—its presence as real as the heat of the hearth. 
Joan imagined traveling back to yesterday—or last week or last month. To fifty years ago. She imagined finding Ronan. And now she could feel it. To her, the resistance felt like a stubborn force of will; the great beast itself was denying passage. Joan pushed, and it pushed back with enough force that she felt the jolt of it. 
Unnerved, she met Nick’s gaze and shook her head. Her stomach swooped down at his clear disappointment.
“I think our counterparts are blocking us,” Aaron said. “If they’re occupying the past, the timeline wouldn’t allow us anywhere near them.” 
Joan folded her arms around herself. She had a feeling that Aaron’s theory wasn’t quite correct, but she didn’t have any other explanation. “I wonder if we can get back in touch with Gran somehow.” 
“We have to fix the timeline—with or without your gran’s help.” Nick’s dark eyes were so determined that Joan was reminded of the strength of will of the timeline itself. It hit her belatedly that Nick had once used the wolf symbol—when he’d been a monster slayer. His people had had wolves tattooed on the backs of their necks, where monsters would see them if they tried to steal time. 
And Joan wondered suddenly . . . Did he have a counterpart here too?



Ten
Joan didn’t know how the guys felt, but she was somehow exhausted and adrenalized at the same time. Her whole body ached. They’d been running themselves into the ground for days and days now. And yet she still felt desperate to do something. She kept thinking of Gran’s words: You’re running out of time.
She squeezed her eyes shut and felt a wave of tiredness—almost nausea—roll over her. They weren’t going to achieve anything in this state, she knew. 
She half fell into an overstuffed chair. Nick stood beside her, and Aaron made a triangle, slumping onto the corner of the huge bed, wrists crossed between his knees. They were so close that Joan could hear their soft breaths over the crackle of the fire. 
“I think we should base ourselves here,” Aaron said.
“Here?” Joan said. “In the Oliver house?” It wasn’t safe here. A human had just been murdered without trial a few minutes ago. And there were likely dozens of people in this house who might figure out that Aaron wasn’t Aaron. 
“We’ll have resources here,” Aaron said. “Money, cars, anything we need. And . . . I’ll have power.”
“Your household thinks that Joan and I are . . .” Nick stumbled over the words.
Aaron finished the sentence for him. “A couple of playthings that I’m slumming with. That I found on the street.”
“Well, I wouldn’t have put it that way,” Nick said.
“I think we should maintain that fiction,” Aaron said.
Joan stared at him. At the same time, her whole body seemed to warm all at once. The hearth felt too close suddenly. “You—You want us to keep pretending that—” 
“That I’m bedding you both.” Sometimes, Aaron’s gray eyes had an almost translucent quality, like sea glass. “Yes.”
Joan opened her mouth. She didn’t know how she felt about that, and neither did her body. Her chest fluttered like she was looking ahead at a roller coaster about to drop. 
“You can’t be serious!” Nick hissed at Aaron. There was a chair between Aaron and Joan, but he’d avoided it—he was still on his feet. 
“Does it make you uncomfortable?” Aaron asked him, more goading than curious.
Nick looked incredulous. “Does feigning that I was plucked from the street by a rich prick who cares more about clothes than human life make me uncomfortable? How would you feel—” He stopped the rant mid-track and waved a dismissive hand, as if that wasn’t even relevant. 
“If you don’t think your acting skills are up to it . . . ,” Aaron said.
“It’s your acting skills that’ll matter!” 
“Honestly . . .” Joan was feeling it too. The threat all around them. “It doesn’t feel safe here.”
Aaron blinked at her, and the goading expression vanished. “I’m a head of family here,” he said to her, the nasty tone giving way to earnestness. “That gives me power. I
can protect you both—I know I can. No one would dare touch you as long as you were with me.” 
“But we’d have to—” Nick started.
Aaron interrupted. “I can protect her here.” 
Nick had been poised to argue, but he went quiet at that.
“I don’t need any special protection,” Joan said, annoyed. Nick was the one who was fully human. 
“We just saw a wanted poster with your face on it,” Aaron said flatly.
Joan wanted to argue, but that stupid poster was hanging over her like a blade. She ground her teeth.
Beside them, the fire crackled and popped; the scent of wood smoke was heavy in the air. Joan was aware again of the size of this room. They were in a mansion on vast grounds, all owned by Aaron now. They would have resources here—beyond anything they could access in a stolen room at an inn. 
“Can you actually pull this off?” Nick said to Aaron. It was a genuine question this time, not one intended to irritate him. “If anyone realizes that you’re not him, it’s all over. Eleanor will find out we’re here, and we’ll all be dead.” 
Could Aaron do this? Joan wondered. He’d only had to feign being like his father for a few minutes tonight, and it had clearly depleted him. 
“I can do it,” Aaron said, just as seriously. “Can you? Because when we’re in public, you’ll have to do as I say. Pretend you’re—” 
A sharp rap at the door made Joan jump.
Nick snatched up a heavy candlestick from the mantelpiece—so fast that Joan barely registered the movement. Sometimes, his reflexes were superhuman. 
“It’ll be the maid,” Joan reminded him.
“Right.” Nick’s grip flexed on the candlestick and then relaxed. He put the candlestick back, but he didn’t take his eyes off the door. “Are we really doing this?” he said to them. “Are we really going to pretend that . . . well . . .” 
“Geoffrey came up with the story himself,” Joan said. “That surely means that other people will buy it too.”
“I can’t think of any other reasonable explanation for having two humans here with me,” Aaron said.
A muscle jumped in Nick’s jaw. “In that case, we can’t allow the maid to see us like this.” At their confused expressions, he said: “We need to stage the room. Right now, all of this will look wrong.” 
“What do you mean, wrong?” Aaron said. 
“Well, we’re all fully dressed for one thing.”
Aaron’s face reddened, and Joan could feel her own cheeks getting hot too.
Nick was already moving, dragging up the duvet on the bed and rumpling the sheets. He tossed the pillows to the floor. “Or would you be neater than this?” he asked Aaron. 
“Uh . . . ” Aaron took off his jacket and folded it, and then just stood there with it draped over his arm, looking a little wide-eyed. 
Nick looked meaningfully at the door.
“I—” Aaron glanced at the door too, and made a clear and forced effort to gather himself. “No,” he said quickly. “I wouldn’t be neat.” He took another breath, and his eyes finally focused. He looked at Joan assessingly. “Can you—” He touched his own mouth. “Can you pinch your lips for me?” 
Why? Joan wondered, but she did what he’d asked. Aaron’s eyes tracked her fingers on her mouth. In the low light, his pupils were dilated. Joan caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror by the door, and her chest fluttered again out of nowhere. She looked like she’d been kissed. 
“And—” Aaron ran his hands through his blond hair, ruffling it.
Joan copied him until wisps of her own hair curled around her face. In the mirror, it didn’t seem quite enough, though. She reached for the zip on her dress but couldn’t catch the slider. “Can you—?” she asked Aaron. 
She watched in the mirror as he stepped closer to her. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, and then he drew the zip down carefully—just a few inches. Just enough to loosen it at the shoulders without compromising her. 
In the reflection behind him, Nick’s eyes darkened. He was staring, mouth parted, and Joan swallowed. Aaron’s eyes were on her too, focused now and intent. Butterflies ran through Joan. She was nervous, she told herself. She hadn’t expected to have to do this. 
“I can’t be the only one who looks like I’ve been . . .” Joan stumbled over how to say it.
Aaron saved her. “No, you’re right.” He tossed his folded jacket carelessly, and unbuttoned his shirt, revealing pale skin and a glimpse of black lines where his hip started. His mermaid tattoo. Joan’s mouth felt dry suddenly. 
Aaron met Nick’s eyes in the mirror. “Unbutton yours too,” he told him.
Nick’s eyebrows went up. He sat on the edge of the bed—where Aaron had been sitting earlier. Then he opened the buttons one-handed until his shirt draped open. Naked, his chest seemed even more like a classical statue. 
Joan dragged her eyes away. “Good,” she managed. In the mirror, her face was flushed, pink spreading all the way down her bare neck. 
“Good,” Aaron echoed. He cleared his throat. “All right . . .” He took a deep breath and turned back to Joan. For a second his gaze seemed to stop on her. 
“The door,” Joan whispered.
“Right.” Aaron shook his head slightly. “Right. The door.” He cleared his throat again and raised his voice. “Come!”
 
A maid entered. She wore a neat trouser-and-shirt uniform, her hair in a French bun. She wrinkled her nose as she took them all in. She had a thin, muscled frame and disapproving air that made Joan think of strict ballet instructors. She placed the tray on a small table near the hearth and dropped some shopping bags nearby. “Supper, my lord,” she said to Aaron. 
“Thank you,” Aaron said. All his warmth was gone. His eyes were icy and dangerous again.
“And these are for the humans.” There was a slight emphasis on the word humans; she couldn’t keep her contempt from her voice. She drew from her pocket two metal pendants with rotatable numbers. “A Nightingale can confirm the amount of life left, but we’ll need their identity cards to determine how much servitude remains.” 
The maid
wasn’t human herself, Joan realized, surprised; she wasn’t wearing a pendant. It hit Joan that none of the Oliver staff in the garden had worn pendants either. But then . . . the Olivers had always hated humans; perhaps they preferred monster servants. 
The maid put the pendants onto a tray. Joan flinched at the hard metallic clatter. She didn’t want to wear that pendant, and she really didn’t want a Nightingale to calibrate it. She’d stolen a lot of life from herself over the last few months, and she had no desire to know how much remained. 
As the maid turned to leave, Joan realized they still needed something. “Wait—” she said. “Can you have two people fetched from the Serpentine Inn? They’ll need a ride.” 
The maid’s mouth pursed—she was clearly irritated about receiving an instruction from a human. But at Aaron’s nod, she just said, “Room number?” 
“Two.” Joan found a notepad and pen on a desk and wrote quickly: Come to Oliver House. She added her initials and the Hunt mark: the V and upside-down U with a strike running through them to make a fox. Then she folded the letter and folded it again, tearing and twisting until the paper was crudely locked. If anyone but Ruth opened the letter, Ruth would know. 
Joan offered the letter to the maid, who snatched it from her.
“My lord,” the maid said to Aaron again. Then she stalked out of the room, the door closing with an emphatic thump behind her. 
“Well . . . I think she bought it,” Joan said.
“She really didn’t like the idea of us with him,” Nick said. He sounded bone tired now, as if the maid’s disgust had tipped him into exhaustion. He went over to the table and covered the pendants with a napkin. He apparently felt the same as Joan—he didn’t even want to look at them. 
Aaron rummaged through the shopping bags, producing trousers, shirts, skirts, dresses. They were in charcoal and cream colors, tweed and soft gauze. 
“How much did you buy?” Nick asked disbelievingly as Aaron laid out the clothes in various configurations on the floor.
“Well, now that you’re apparently with me . . . ,” Aaron said, frowning down at the selection. “Not nearly enough.” 
Joan forced herself up. With the clean clothes on display, she felt even more tacky and dirty than she had before. She was desperate to get changed. “Mind if I have the first shower?” 
“Go ahead,” Nick said, and Aaron nodded.
Joan picked up a tweed dress that Aaron had bought, and realized that all these outfits would be ruined if she slept in them. “Do you think your counterpart has—” She stopped. She’d never actually seen Aaron in comfortable clothes, but he surely didn’t sleep in his suits. Right? “Any T-shirts to sleep in?” 
“T-shirts?” Aaron sounded out the word as if it was alien to him—as if he’d never in his life worn such a thing. “I’m sure he has nightclothes.” He gestured to the dressing room. “What’s his is mine right now. And what’s mine is yours. Take anything you like.” He added to Nick, far more begrudgingly, “You too, I suppose.” 
 
Joan washed quickly, knowing the others would want to get clean too. There were cuts and bruises all over her arms and legs, she saw with dismay—from the fight with Eleanor at the end of the last timeline. That fight had been just a few hours ago from Joan’s perspective. No wonder she was sore. The others must have been too. 
She shut off the shower and wrapped herself in a towel to get clothes from the adjoining dressing room.
As she entered, she could only stare. It was far larger than she’d realized—on the same scale as the bedchamber—and the walls were decorated in royal blue and gold, with illustrated panels showing peacocks and songbirds. Clothes were lined up in neat racks and folded onto tables in display. Joan felt like she was in a posh department store. 
Aaron’s counterpart seemed to have more flamboyant taste than Aaron’s usual preference: the suits were in rich colors with interesting cuts. Joan smoothed down the velvet of a long blood-colored jacket with a deep V-neck. 
It took her a couple of minutes to understand that the clothes were organized according to the time of day. Morning suits over there; then day suits; dinner suits; and, finally, sleepwear. 
Feeling intrusive, even with Aaron’s permission, Joan sorted through racks of silk nightclothes, all of them beautifully hand-embroidered with mermaids and seashells and tridents. 
She found a simple set—a short-sleeved shirt with matching shorts. The gray silk pooled in her hand like water, and the mermaid design on the front pocket was woven with thread so bright that it could have been real silver. 
Joan slipped the shirt over her head. It was huge on her, and the shorts threatened to fall, but they were almost painfully comfortable after the chafe of her wet 1920s clothes. She rolled the waistband to tighten the shorts. When she was done, she thought she could smell Aaron, faint but comforting, under the scent of fresh laundry. 
Back in the bedchamber, Nick lifted his head as Joan closed the dressing room door behind her. His gaze swept over her, and for a split second his eyes darkened, just like when she’d unzipped her dress earlier. Her heart stuttered. 
“You found something to wear,” Aaron said. He was staring at her too, mouth open slightly.
Had he had second thoughts about sharing his clothes? “You—You said it would be okay—” Joan started, embarrassed suddenly.
“Yes,” Aaron said, oddly fast. “Yes, that’s okay.” 
As he spoke, a loud beeping sound made them all jump.
“An alarm?” Nick said.
“A message?” Joan suggested. At the end of the room, a framed mirror was pulsing with blue light. Apparently, it doubled as a screen. 
Aaron walked over to it. “Hello?”
Geoffrey’s face appeared within the frame. He was in a beautiful wingback chair, in what looked like his personal suite. Shelves of books lined the wall behind him. “My lord, I’m terribly sorry to disturb you,” he said. “You’ve received that call you were expecting—it’s come somewhat early. Do you wish to take it in your office?” 
“I shall call them back,” Aaron said. “Schedule it for—”
“My lord,” Geoffrey interrupted, expression flummoxed. “It’s the call.” 
Aaron’s eyes flicked to Joan and Nick, seeking advice. Geoffrey’s head turned as he tried to follow Aaron’s gaze, but he couldn’t seem to see Joan and Nick from his angle. 
Joan nodded slightly at Aaron. From Geoffrey’s manner, it would seem strange if Aaron refused. In any case, this might be a chance to learn more about this world. 
“Put it through, then,” Aaron said to Geoffrey. “I’ll take it here in the bedchamber.”
“Very good, my lord.” Geoffrey’s now-relieved face vanished.
The screen was a mirror again, reflecting Aaron’s fine features and the windows behind him. It stayed that way for a long, long moment. Then the screen flickered, and a new face appeared. A woman with waves of long golden hair, braided with fresh red roses. And Joan’s heart was suddenly pounding out of her chest. 
“Hello, Aaron,” Eleanor said. “I do hope I’m not interrupting anything.”



Eleven
Joan dragged Nick back, angling away from the screen. Fear and fury washed over her, so intertwined that they didn’t feel like separate emotions. The camera hadn’t caught them—she was sure of it—but she was trembling as if it had. 
“My favorite Oliver,” Eleanor said to Aaron, her mouth curling in what might have been affection but Joan could only read as condescension. She wore a plain medieval gown with the arrogance of a queen, and her voice was just as Joan had remembered it—low and melodious and sweet. 
Aaron had fallen into a straight-backed posture, chin up. From this angle, Joan could see his hands shaking behind his back.
The last time Joan had seen Eleanor, she’d been newly radiant with the power of the timeline, the glare so dazzling that they’d had to shield their eyes from her. That quality was still present, although muted. Light emanated from her skin—a white glow, with a shine of shifting colors that made Joan think of opals, of expensive silks. It was bright enough to obscure Eleanor’s surroundings completely; there was no way to know where she was. 
“Have I caught you at an inopportune time?” Eleanor asked, and Joan realized she had a perfect view of the rumpled bed behind Aaron, the pillows tossed to the floor. Combined with Aaron’s own disheveled appearance, the conclusion was obvious. 
An almost imperceptible pause from Aaron. “No, Your Majesty. I serve at your pleasure.”
“Of course you do.”
Aaron allowed himself one slow blink of relief. He’d gambled on the address, the tone, and it seemed he’d been close enough.
Nick shifted—his first movement since they’d stumbled from the screen. He didn’t remember Eleanor murdering his family and torturing him, but memories lingered in the subconscious from other timelines. Joan knew that some part of him must still feel it. 
He mouthed to Joan now: What does she want from him?
How often do they speak? Joan mouthed back. From Eleanor’s intimate tone—my favorite Oliver—it was too frequent for comfort. What if Eleanor figured out that Aaron had been replaced? 
Aaron clearly had the same fear. His gaze was fixed on Eleanor like she was a venomous snake.
“I wanted to congratulate you.” Eleanor rapped her fingertips against the table. Her long nails ended in sharp points like a cat’s claws, polished in the color of fresh blood. “You’ve done very well in our fight against the wolves.” 
The wolves. Joan straightened. She found herself turning back to Nick. He was watching Eleanor, his expression dangerous, and Joan wondered again if he had a counterpart here. If so, he’d surely be part of a resistance movement. He might even be leading it. . . . 
“I’m very pleased with you, Aaron,” Eleanor said. Her tone turned Joan’s stomach. In the last timeline, Eleanor had used praise to bring Aaron to her side, knowing that he was starved of approval by his cruel father. It seemed she’d used the same tactic on his counterpart. Joan felt her jaw tighten at the thought. “The wolves have been a problem for me.” 
Aaron opened his mouth, and then stopped, apparently unsure what to say. There was some color in his face; he’d seen this flattery for what it was, and Joan suspected he was humiliated it had ever worked on him. 
Eleanor took the pause as a question. “We’ve spoken about this before,” she said, a little testily. “Even with all my power, the Court can’t always anticipate incidents of human rebellion. Honestly,” she murmured, almost to herself, “I thought events were clouded because of him. I was so sure . . . But he’s dead, and I still can’t see it all. . . .” 
Aaron wet his lips as if they felt dry. “These humans are so far beneath you, they’re hardly worth your attention.”
Joan only half heard the last part—her eye had caught on something. On the writing desk beside her, there was a black signet ring with no shine. Nick had once worn one just like it on a chain around his neck—in the timeline when he’d been a monster slayer. If Joan hadn’t known better, she’d have thought it was his ring; it had the same square, undecorated signet. 
She reached for it and felt a jolt—like the snap of a static shock. In her peripheral vision, she saw Aaron twitch, and realized it hadn’t been a physical sensation but a jolt from the timeline itself, as if it was suddenly paying attention to her. She was surprised again when she lifted the ring and a roll of paper came with it, tied to it with string. 
Something fell from the paper’s hollow with a soft clunk. A piece of plastic the size and shape of a bread tag. 
Nick tilted his head and slid the plastic from the table. He’d recognized it—like Joan had. In the monster world, tags like this were used to store and play holographic recordings. 
Something nebulous and uneasy curled in the pit of Joan’s stomach, although she wasn’t sure why. She slid away the string and unrolled the paper, smoothing it onto the table. 
She jerked back in horror, and Nick gasped out a shocked breath.
It was a poster showing Nick, beaten almost beyond recognition. His cheeks were swollen, nose broken. Blood ran from mouth to chin and stained the corners of his blackened eyes. 
Nick Ward, it said. Executed for Treason. Authorized and carried out by . . . A distinctive stamp was pressed beside that line: a mermaid with a snakelike tail. The upper edge of the stamp read: Aaron Oliver, Head of Family. The lower: Fidelis ad Mortem.
Nausea washed over Joan as understanding hit her. In this timeline, Aaron’s counterpart had executed Nick’s. For a moment, she thought she might actually be sick. 
She dragged her gaze from the terrible image of Nick’s battered face, reaching desperately for her Nick’s hand, needing the visceral proof that he was whole and alive. He squeezed back, hard, as if he needed the physical contact as well. 
Aaron’s gaze flicked to Joan as if by instinct. His eyes widened as he saw the poster too.
“You did well to capture and execute their leader,” Eleanor said to Aaron now, and Joan shuddered. “I hear you had his body dragged through the streets after the execution.” 
“I had to remind them who rules this city,” Aaron managed. Behind his back, his hands were shaking even more now.
Eleanor gave him one of her cold smiles. “Indeed.”
The floor creaked at the other end of the room, and the door opened. Geoffrey’s furious and flustered voice hissed: “You can’t just barge in—” 
Ruth’s curly head appeared. Joan hurriedly put a finger to her lips. Ruth froze.
Eleanor hadn’t heard the new arrivals. She was still speaking. “And I understand you captured another cell of the wolves this week.” Ruth’s eyes widened as she recognized Eleanor’s voice. “And you’ve requested the honor of executing them yourself,” Eleanor continued. “A wise choice—to make a show of force. To put your hand on the ax.” 
“I . . .” Aaron was still controlling his expression, but he couldn’t force out a reply. Joan could tell he was horrified by the thought of executing anyone. 
Eleanor’s eyes sharpened—and Joan realized that Eleanor had been watching him this whole time. Perhaps this was one too many hesitations. 
Joan’s heart thumped. She grabbed a notepad from the desk and scrawled: U can’t wait. 
Nick snapped his fingers to draw Aaron’s attention.
Aaron’s eyes flew toward them and back. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said quickly. “I look forward to it.”
Eleanor relaxed. “I recommend vigilance tomorrow. There’s a possibility that the wolves will seek to free the prisoners.”
“Have you had intelligence to that effect?”
Another flicker of irritation from Eleanor. “I told you,” she said. “Their actions aren’t always predictable to me.”
By some superhuman effort, Aaron managed to hold a pleasant expression as Eleanor said her farewells and vanished from the screen. Even after that, he didn’t move for a long, long moment. Finally, he raised his voice. “Geoffrey, allow them in.” 
What the hell? Jamie mouthed as he and Ruth slipped into the room, Frankie trotting behind them. Geoffrey was already walking away, his steps getting softer and softer, until the outer door shut with a distant click. 
“What are you wearing?” Ruth blurted to Joan. 
Joan blinked down at her own oversize shirt, emblazoned with the Oliver mermaid.
“But more importantly—” Jamie prompted Ruth. 
“Oh yeah,” Ruth said. “And what the hell is going on? Why did that guy call Aaron Lord Oliver? And why were you talking to Eleanor?” 



Twelve
“I
have to ask again.” Ruth gestured at Joan’s clothes. 
Joan tugged at her shirt. It couldn’t have been more clearly Aaron’s—with its embroidered mermaid and storm-gray silk, the same color as his eyes. “I don’t know what it looks like, but—” 
“It looks like you’re wearing Aaron’s shirt,” Ruth said. She surveyed the massive bedroom, the rumpled bed, Nick’s bare chest. Her mouth opened and closed over a dozen questions. She settled with: “What the hell are you even doing here?” 
Nick flushed. “Aaron’s the head of the family in this timeline. The Olivers thought he hired me and Joan as prostitutes, so we went along with it.” 
“You went along with it?” Ruth said. 
“Well, not actually,” Joan said. “Fakely went along with it.” 
“I didn’t get the impression that I was paying you,” Aaron interjected to Nick. He’d fallen into his most lord-like posture, the one that seemed to irritate everyone when they first met him: hands behind his back, as if he were inspecting substandard property. More and more, Joan thought he dropped into that posture when he was feeling defensive. 
Nick scowled at him. “Why would we be here for free?”
Aaron lifted his chin. Have you seen me?
Nick’s expression answered him: I have seen you, and I don’t like what I see. 
His counterpart’s poster was still on the desk, bloodied face staring up at the ceiling, and Joan felt almost as sick as she had when she’d first seen Aaron’s signature on it. Some bone-deep part of herself kept expecting Aaron and Nick to get along; kept telling her that it wasn’t supposed to be like this between them. Her instinct couldn’t have been more wrong, though. In Eleanor’s timeline, their counterparts had been at war. 
“Seems like we need to get our stories straight,” Nick told Aaron tightly.
“Right,” Aaron said. His gaze flicked to the poster, and his mouth twisted. An arrogant note crept into his voice. “Because the obvious possibility is that I saw you on the street and ordered you to come home with me.” 
“Ordered?” Nick’s northern accent was coming out again. 
“I don’t know how this world works, but it seems heads of family have a great deal of power here,” Aaron said. “I imagine that someone in my position could do just about anything they want to anyone they want here. People might assume I plucked you from the gutter and ordered you to entertain me until I tired of you. They might assume I had the right. Maybe that should be our story. Maybe that would be more realistic here.” 
Nick’s jaw worked as he took that in. Joan had seen him vengeful and full of righteous fury, but she’d never really seen anyone get under his skin like this. 
Aaron lifted his chin higher. “In fact—”
“Aaron,” Joan said. This conversation was too much. The poster was too much. 
Aaron’s mouth shut with a clack, and he blinked at her as if he’d forgotten for just a second that there was anyone here but him and Nick. He looked a little sick suddenly—he hadn’t intended to take it that far. Joan saw his hands rise slightly as if he wanted to reach for her, and then he caught sight of the poster again, and looked even more sick. 
Jamie cleared his throat awkwardly. “Not to interrupt, but can we please talk about Eleanor? What did she say to you?” 
Joan turned to him and saw that he was even paler than usual. They were all exhausted, she knew. They couldn’t rest quite yet, though. “Why don’t you sit down?” she said. There was a lot more to talk about than just Eleanor. 
And they had a recording to watch.
 
After Joan had filled in Ruth and Jamie on the main points, Jamie examined the plastic tag she’d found. He beckoned them over to the clearing between the bed and the windows. The cliff-like edge of the bed blocked the rest of the room, making the space feel almost small. 
“You found it with the poster?” he said to Joan.
“It dropped out of the hollow.”
“Could be unrelated,” Ruth said. “There’s a lot of junk on that desk. Maybe the tag fell in.”
“Right,” Joan said. “The recording could be anything. Could be a movie.” She felt weirdly uneasy, though. She scooped Frankie’s heavy body into her lap. Ruth had decanted the meat from a veal pie, and Joan balanced the plate on her knee so that Frankie could eat from it at her leisure. 
“Do you even watch movies?” Nick asked Aaron skeptically.
“I occasionally enjoy a screwball comedy.”
Jamie stepped into the center of the clearing, assessing angles. Then he carefully placed the bit of plastic down. “All right, let’s see what we have.” He backed up until he was sitting beside Ruth. 
“I mean, maybe there’s nothing on it,” Joan said. “Maybe it’s not even a recording. Maybe it’s just an empty—”
But as she spoke, the air shimmered like a summer haze. And then the space in front of them transformed. The beautiful gilded wallpaper of the bedroom morphed into a rough stone wall. The floor was stone now too, glistening, as if it had just been mopped. 
“Make sure he’s contained!” The voice came out of nowhere, making them all jump. And Joan’s breath caught. She knew that voice; she’d have known it anywhere. 
Aaron.
Footsteps sounded—the soft pad of expensive shoes—and then there were suddenly two Aarons here: one sitting beside Joan, hugging his knees; the other standing in a stone room, arms folded and face commanding. 
“Good God,” Aaron breathed beside Joan now.
“Oh, that is uncanny,” Ruth said, her voice hushed as if she were afraid that Aaron’s counterpart might hear. He couldn’t—this was just a recording—but Joan felt the same urge to be quiet and still. 
Joan had once glimpsed the true-timeline version of herself, and had barely recognized her own face. It hadn’t been like looking in a mirror; more like seeing a twin raised in a very different household. 
Aaron’s counterpart looked just like Aaron, from his delicate features to his golden hair, but he held himself differently. This was someone who was used to issuing commands, someone who expected to be obeyed. Joan had never been intimidated by her Aaron, but his counterpart had the air of someone who might order people to their knees. 
Even his taste in clothes was different. Joan’s Aaron liked understated quality: crisp shirts and beautifully cut suits. This counterpart dressed to be seen. He wore the long velvet jacket that Joan had seen in the dressing room—dark as dried blood, cut in a deep V. On his fingers, a dozen silver rings glinted in the lamplight. He turned now to face someone off-screen. “Bring him in.” 
The words were quiet, but instantly obeyed. Four guards came into view, lugging a limp body between them. They tossed a prisoner onto the floor, where he landed with a heavy thud. The guards backed up quickly, drawing stun guns and batons and training them on the guy as if he were a lion, temporarily sedated. 
Aaron’s counterpart didn’t seem afraid. With a mirror-polished black shoe, he pressed his toe to the prisoner’s chin, lifting it until the guy groaned and flinched away. 
And Joan was expecting it, but she still heard herself make a sound of denial at the back of her throat.
It was Nick. But not Nick. 
Where Aaron’s counterpart was identical, Nick’s was barely recognizable. His hair was long and unwashed, his nose broken, and both eyes blackened. White whip-mark scars and bruises marred his bare chest, the tender skin over his kidneys. 
Joan’s heart clenched at the story of his body. The scars were old—stretched and pale. This was Nick as she’d never seen him; never wanted to see him. A Nick who’d grown up in a world where humans were disposable and abused. 
He was still Nick, though—as injured as he was, his captors were afraid of him. They’d shackled him, binding his arms and tying his ankles together. 
Joan looked over at her Nick, sitting just beyond Aaron, needing—as she had when she’d seen the poster—the reassurance that he was here and unhurt. Nick looked back at her now, as if he needed to see her too. 
“Get him up on his knees,” Aaron’s counterpart said.
Guards stepped forward and maneuvered Nick’s counterpart until he was kneeling. They were tense as they did it, as if anticipating an attack. 
But Nick’s counterpart just knelt where they put him, listing to one side, his breath harsh.
“Sounds like broken ribs,” Jamie murmured, and Joan’s stomach turned over at his tone. He’d been tortured himself, by Eleanor, in another lifetime. 
“I’ve already told you everything I know,” Nick’s counterpart slurred now. His voice was completely flat, all the fight knocked out of him. Joan had never even known he could sound like that. “You’ve had three Griffiths at me. There’s nothing left hidden in my head.” 
“I want to believe you,” Aaron’s counterpart said almost gently. “But I like to be thorough. So we’re going one more round. No Griffiths this time. Just you and me.” 
Nick’s counterpart closed his eyes, and Joan’s heart fell at his lost expression. She knelt up, her instinct to crawl into that recording. She wanted to reach for him and pull him to safety. But she couldn’t. This had already happened. He wasn’t here. 
“How can you do this?” Nick’s counterpart managed between pained breaths. “How can you treat people like this?”
“Humans aren’t people,” Aaron’s counterpart said, with such genuine belief that Joan couldn’t suppress a shudder. Beside her, she felt her Aaron tense. “My birthright is to take human life and travel,” Aaron’s counterpart continued, “just as your birthright as a human is to die. Now . . .” He put his hands behind his back in the lord-like posture Joan knew so well. “I know that the wolves have been planning an attack on the Queen herself.” 
Joan sat up straighter, exchanging a look with Nick.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nick’s counterpart said.
Aaron’s counterpart snapped his fingers. A guard handed him a thick black glove that seemed heavier than it should have been. Aaron’s counterpart pulled it carefully over his elegant fingers, covering the rings. Then he swung hard, catching Nick’s counterpart painfully in the gut, and making him retch and try to curl away. The bindings didn’t allow him to move much, but his twisting revealed a small black tattoo on his side. A wolf. 
“That glove is weighted,” Ruth whispered, sounding sick. “Powdered lead, I think.”
“You have a way to get to her.”
Aaron’s counterpart sounded totally composed—as if he hadn’t exercised himself at all. He examined the glove. “How?” 
A spark of life—of anger—in Nick’s eyes; Joan was glad to see it. “Shouldn’t you know if there’s going to be an attack? You’re a time traveler. You’re supposed to know everything that happens, in all of history. Shouldn’t the Queen know? Or is her power more limited than it seems?” 
Aaron struck him again, aiming for his broken ribs. Joan flinched away, but she heard the sound of it—the weighted glove against flesh. Then Nick’s choking breaths. 
“If you genuinely thought I could tell you more,” Nick gasped, “you’d bring in the Griffiths again.”
“My own methods have some efficacy too.”
Nick huffed a pained laugh. “Oh please—we both know why you dragged me in here, Aaron. You enjoy inflicting pain. You’re sicker than your father ever was.” 
Aaron’s beautiful face chilled into cold cruelty. He turned to the guard. “Give me the other glove.”
The interrogation—the torture—continued for what felt like hours, but probably wasn’t anywhere near as long.
More than once, Joan closed her eyes, unable to bear what was happening. But she forced herself to open them again; she felt like she owed it to Nick’s counterpart to bear witness. 
At the end of it, Nick said: “Please. I told your Griffith friends everything. There’s nothing more to tell.” 
“You know what? I believe you,” Aaron said almost gently. He looked down at Nick, mouth downturned with disgust. “The humans see you as a savior. But I know the truth. You’re just a piece of meat, like all your kind.” He bent down. Nick had enough warning to look relieved; and then Aaron touched his bare neck and Nick slumped, the light in his eyes spent. He was dead. 
 
Joan pressed her forehead to the top of Frankie’s warm back; she smelled comfortingly familiar. Joan took a deep breath; her stomach was rolling. She couldn’t get a grasp on her emotions. She’d just seen Aaron kill Nick. Different versions of them, maybe, but she’d seen it—and she’d never unsee it. 
Nick’s counterpart must have been very much like the Nick she’d
first known. A monster slayer, a hero. Only . . . Joan saw him again, his neck under Aaron’s hand. In this timeline, he’d died. 
Nick broke the silence first. “Well . . . that wasn’t a screwball comedy.” His voice was dry, but he’d balled his hands into fists. He wasn’t nearly as composed as he sounded. 
“It happened in the basement downstairs,” Aaron said, subdued. “I know those stone walls.”
Nick’s breath stuttered. Joan wanted to reach for him—to pull him close—but she wasn’t sure she was allowed to do that anymore. She put Frankie into his lap, and Nick stroked his thumb over Frankie’s ear. “Thanks,” he said softly. 
“I wonder if the rest of us have evil twins here,” Ruth said.
Joan thought that Aaron might protest the word evil, but his head was down. That wasn’t you, Joan wanted to tell him. You aren’t like that.
“I think you have a counterpart here,” Ruth said to Joan. “Those wanted posters . . .” 
Joan nodded slowly. “Not Jamie, though.” Jamie had flickered in and out of existence when Eleanor had begun to change the timeline. Joan had protected him by throwing a shield around him. It seemed likely now that Jamie had never been born here . . . and that made sense. His father had been married to a member of the Grave family in the original timeline. With the Graves back, maybe Ying had married her again. 
“No,” Jamie said. His gaze had turned distant. Joan had a feeling he was thinking of Tom. But surely Tom would still be himself. Surely he hadn’t been twisted by this world like Aaron’s counterpart had been. 
Except that an hour ago, Joan would have said she knew Aaron to the core. She’d have sworn that there were no circumstances where any version of him would have tortured and killed someone. If she hadn’t seen it, she’d never have believed it. 
“You said you spoke to Gran?” Ruth said.
“She told us that we should look for the wolves,” Joan said. “The human resistance movement here, I guess. She said we’d need their help to stop Eleanor.” Aaron’s counterpart had implied that Nick had figured out a way to get to Eleanor. If he was right, then the rest of the wolves had to know something. “We have to find them.” 
“How?” Jamie said. “Ronan found you, but he’s dead.” 
Joan bit her lip. The head of the wolves was dead too. But they still had one more lead. “We know where at least some of them will be tomorrow.” I understand you captured another cell of the wolves this week, Eleanor had said to Aaron. 
“Are you talking about the executions tomorrow?” Ruth said. “The ones Aaron is supposed to conduct?” 
Aaron looked sick at the prospect. Joan had the feeling he’d been trying not to think about that. “It’s supposed to be my hand on the ax,” he said. 
“Again,” Nick said. There was an edge to his voice.
“I didn’t—” Aaron glared at him. “My counterpart killed yours. Not me.” 
“Your counterpart is you,” Nick said tightly. ”You as you would have been if you’d been born into this world.” 
“But he’s not,” Joan blurted. “This Aaron would never have done that.” Never. 
She could feel them all looking at her now, Aaron’s expression unreadable, a flash of hurt on Nick’s face. “Nick . . . ,” she said. Did Nick think she was choosing sides? She hadn’t intended that. Then she saw Jamie behind him, looking stricken. He was thinking about Tom again. “He will still be himself,” she said to Jamie. 
“We’ll know when we find him,” Jamie said, and Joan hated how stoic he sounded.
Joan nodded. Her chest was agonizingly tight—everything felt so complicated.
“Okay . . . ,” Ruth said, drawing out the word in acknowledgment of the tension in the room. “So Aaron can get us close to these wolves. But . . .” She turned to him. “Are you sure you can do this? You’ll have to go there as an executioner, pretending to be him—that sociopath we just saw. You’d have to stay in character the whole time. And it won’t be like it is here, at the mansion, where you can hide in your bedchambers and bark orders. You’ll have to interact with people.” 
Aaron dipped his head, revealing the pale nape above his shirt collar. A fine tremor ran through him. “Even if I wanted to get out of it, I don’t think I could. Eleanor knows I’m supposed to be conducting those executions. If I’m not there tomorrow, she’ll suspect something’s up.” 
Joan swallowed. Aaron wouldn’t be the only one playing a role tomorrow, she remembered. She and Nick would too. They’d have to act as if they’d been born into this world. They’d have to wear those pendants. 
 
That night, they set up Aaron’s room as if camping in a field surrounded by enemies. Joan hooked a chair under the doorknob to keep anyone from opening it while they slept. 
That wasn’t enough for Nick, though—he took a blanket and lay on the floor by the door. Or maybe he just wanted to put some distance between himself and the rest of them after seeing that recording. Joan watched him bed down and thought again, painfully, of his flash of hurt when she’d defended Aaron. 
The rest of them slept behind the bed, rather than on it, on layered blankets. They didn’t need to talk about it—they all seemed to feel the same primal urge for shelter, even in this mansion, even in this closed room. 
After a while, everyone’s breathing evened out except Aaron’s. Joan couldn’t see much of him in the dark: just his pale hair. He seemed surprisingly comfortable on the floor—but then his real bed had been a cardboard-thin mattress in the coldest part of this house. The luxury of this room was as alien to him as it was to any of them. 
“Can’t sleep?” Joan whispered to him finally, and his breath quickened as if he hadn’t expected her to speak. Around them, the only sounds were the creaks of the house and soft, sleeping breaths. 
A rustling as he turned to face her. “Can’t you sleep?” A hesitation. “Are you all right? Still feeling grounded in this time?” 
Joan nodded even though he couldn’t see it. “I’m fine.”
“You need to tell me if any of your senses fade. The first sign of it.”
“I really am fine.” Was he okay? “What about you? I know this has been hard. . . .” 
“Are you worried?” Aaron asked. Joan could feel more than see his searching gaze. “I’ll protect you when we’re out on the streets,” he whispered, very serious. “No one will dare hurt you. No one will—” His voice roughened. “No one will touch you.” 
“I’m not scared,” Joan whispered. She wasn’t sure if that was quite true, though.
Aaron seemed to sense it. “All will be well,” he promised. “You’ll be safe, and I won’t break character. I know how to play my counterpart.” 
Break character . . . It took a second for Joan to figure out what he meant. “You think you’ll have to execute those people—to stay in character?” 
In the silence that followed, Joan heard his breath catch. He turned away again, facing the ceiling. “Do you know how much human time I’ve stolen?” 
Joan swallowed. “No.” It must have been a lot. He’d once told her that he’d been a tourist at the Temple of Venus on Velian Hill—in AD 100. That trip alone would have cost two thousand years of human life. The full lifespans of maybe twenty-five people. 
“Honestly, I never gave it a second thought before you—” He stopped.
Joan waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. He was staring up at the ceiling, a hand on his chest as if a heavy weight were pressing down on him. She wished she could make out his expression. 
“You’re not him,” Joan whispered. “You’re nothing like him. And we’ll find a way to stop those executions tomorrow.” She was sure they could. “You won’t have to kill those humans—we’ll figure out a way to rescue them.” Then they’d connect with the wolves like Gran had told them to. 
Aaron didn’t answer for a long, long moment. “We should try to sleep,” he murmured finally. “You’ll be able to ground yourself more firmly if you’re well rested. And tomorrow, we won’t be hiding anymore. We’ll be out in Eleanor’s world for real. We’ll need to blend in. Flawlessly.” 



Thirteen
Joan woke to Ruth and Aaron arguing.
“Any of those clothes would be okay!” Ruth was saying to him. 
“Okay is the antithesis of style,” Aaron said. 
Everyone else looked like they’d just crawled out of bed, hair awry and eyes bleary, but Aaron was pin neat as always. His pale hair glowed as if from some spotlight that only ever focused on him. He flicked through a clothes rack that he’d apparently dragged in from the dressing room so that he could examine everything in natural light. 
“I’m not just dressing us for an occasion,” he said. “I’m dressing us in character. It’s like you said last night—we’re going to be out in the world. We have to look right.” 
“What does an executioner wear?” Nick asked him, and Aaron stopped flicking to glare at him.
The glare only lasted a moment, though, before Aaron’s expression turned thoughtful. “There’s the stereotype of the hooded cloak, of course, but I think it’d be a bit much.” 
Joan sat up tiredly. Someone had opened the curtains, and outside, it was just barely dawn. Under the near-black sky, the Oliver estate was a swath of rolling hills stretching all the way to the Thames. 
“You’re awake,” Nick said to Joan. He had his hands in his pockets, and Joan had the feeling he’d been keeping an eye on her. “There’s food on the trays. Apparently, we’re not allowed to dress yet.” This was clearly directed at Aaron, who grunted. 
“Where’s Jamie?” Joan asked.
“Walking Frankie,” Aaron said. He eyed her. “You should eat something.” He was worried about another fade-out.
But this was the first morning in a long time that Joan had woken more grounded than not. She pushed away her blanket, and remembered she was still wearing Aaron’s pajamas. They all were. “We look like an Aaron cult.” 
“Speak for yourself.” Ruth pointed at her breast pocket; she’d pinned a paper cutout of a fox over the mermaid sigil. Behind her, Aaron rolled his eyes. 
 
In the end, Aaron styled himself from his counterpart’s huge selection, emerging from the dressing room in a cream suit with a gauzy pocket square that he’d somehow folded into a loose fan. 
For Joan he paired a gray tweed dress from the Serpentine market with a blue silk scarf the exact shade of his tie; the scarf must have belonged to his counterpart. 
“Dowdy,” Ruth said when she saw the dress laid out on Aaron’s bed.
“Invisible,” Aaron said, with a glance at Joan. He didn’t want her clothes drawing the attention of predators. Joan felt a rush of gratitude. She’d been trying to push away her fear about going back into the world as a human, and now that fear receded slightly. The scarf wasn’t just intended to protect her neck, she realized. It would hide the pendant—still on Aaron’s desk. She wouldn’t have to look at it. 
Joan got ready quickly in the dressing room and examined herself in the mirror. The gray had a little blue in it. It might have been invisible at a glance, but Aaron had an eye for clothes. The dress that had been plain draped on the bed looked expensive now that she was wearing it. It fit perfectly, skimming over her as if it had been tailored. In the mirror, she seemed subtly untouchable, like a diamond in the window of a jewelry shop. And her scarf, in the same shade as Aaron’s tie, was a clear message: She belonged to Aaron. She was under his protection. 
No one will touch you, he’d said to her last night. That was what he’d been thinking about, she realized, as he’d agonized over the racks of clothes this morning. 
When she came back out, Aaron tied her scarf into a bow, shifting it so that it was canted to the right under her chin. He fussed with it until every inch of her neck was covered. 
It was Nick’s turn next. Aaron dressed him in pale gray trousers and a cream shirt, buttoning it just halfway. “Your counterpart was scarred,” Aaron explained. “As long as your shirt’s open, people won’t believe you’re him.” He gave Nick a silk cravat that protected his neck completely. He fastened a small pin to the tie—a mermaid—and then came over to put a brooch on Joan’s pocket. Joan’s mouth was suddenly dry as he straightened it. The three of them were wearing mermaid sigils like they all belonged together. 
Ruth wasn’t so pleased when she saw the brooch a minute later. “If Gran knew Hunts were in this house, wearing all this stuff . . .”
A burst of fierce love hit Joan. She’d always consider herself a Hunt. She’d hoped Ruth still did, but she’d been afraid to ask. In the monster world, power was family and family was power, and Joan didn’t have the Hunt power anymore. 
“Why don’t I—” Joan found a pen on Aaron’s desk and drew the Hunt fox on her own wrist in tiny marks. “Better?”
Ruth looked mollified. Then, to Joan’s surprise, she threw her arms around Joan. Joan hugged back. “We’re going to get out of here,” Ruth said. 
“I actually like the house.”
Ruth smacked her arm. “You know what I mean. We’re going to get out of this timeline.” She eyed the pendants on the desk, and Joan sighed. She’d been putting off that part of the costume. 
The pendant was some kind of metal Joan didn’t know: bronze in color, and as heavy as a hammerhead. As an object, it was horribly beautiful, designed to look as if the numbered piece was lying on a shell, with a mermaid curled around it. 
There were two rows of numbers. Joan remembered again Jamie’s explanation: The top line showed how much life the human had left—in years, months, and days. The bottom line showed the time still owed in service. 
“What numbers should we enter?” Joan tried to rotate them, but they seemed locked.
“There’s a”—Jamie pointed gingerly at the flat metal base of the shell—“fingerprint reader.”
“Fuck’s sake,” Joan said.
Aaron came over and pressed his thumb to it, expression utterly blank. With his thumb on it, he could turn the numbers.
“What’s average?” Joan asked Jamie. He’d be able to remember every pendant he’d seen on humans so far.
“Someone your age and Nick’s . . . about forty years left of life. You’d owe twenty years of that in labor or life to a monster family.” 
If they were setting it for real, Joan’s and Nick’s remaining lifespans would be far shorter than that; they’d both time-traveled using their own time. They’d taken decades from themselves. 
“You said that high-value humans could be designated as labor-only,” Aaron said tightly. “How do we indicate that?”
“They have pendants made of a different metal—some kind of gold alloy,” Jamie said. “I’ve only seen a couple of humans wearing them. Seems rare enough to be noteworthy—it stood out to me.” 
Joan sighed. They couldn’t risk standing out—Joan was wanted by the Court, and Nick was supposed to be dead.
Once it was on, the pendant felt even heavier than it had in Joan’s hand. It sat in the hollow of her throat, on a fine chain, and for a second Joan felt like she was choking. She’d never been able to stand anything tight against her neck—she couldn’t even wear roll-necked tops. 
“The numbers have to be visible by law,” Jamie said as Joan went to tuck it under the scarf.
Joan gritted her teeth and pulled it out again.
 
They walked out of Aaron’s suite together. As they reached the corridor outside, Joan felt a jolt. Aaron’s uncle Lucien was standing on the floor below, staring up at them. 
Aaron nodded to him in greeting. As soon as he’d left his rooms, he’d transformed himself into the person they’d seen in the interrogation recording, his posture arrogant and dangerous. He gave an assured order now to a servant below: “Bring a car around! Not a chauffeured one—I’ll drive.” 
“So these are the two humans you brought home,” Lucien said in his gloomy manner. He always sounded like he was talking about his own funeral. In the daylight, his features were still striking, but his heavy brow and sharp nose weren’t quite so vulture-like. 
Joan braced herself as they reached the ground floor. Would Lucien recognize her from the poster; would he recognize Nick?
Jamie had applied makeup with a skilled hand, raising Joan’s cheekbones and hollowing her cheeks until she’d looked like a stranger. Nick had been even more transformed; Jamie had straightened his distinctive curls and reworked his hair into a style he’d called Ivy League. As a final touch, he’d added black-framed fashion glasses. 
Clark Kent, Aaron had said. He’d probably meant it sarcastically, but Joan had had the same thought. Nick had a kind of Superman quality, and the glasses added a slight scholarly air to that. At the end of it, Joan had been sure that no one would think of his counterpart when they saw him. 
To Joan’s relief, Lucien clearly didn’t recognize either of them. He only said: “How avant-garde” as he examined Joan’s carefully placed scarf, Nick’s silk cravat. “Let’s hope you don’t start that trend among the humans.” 
“These two are not to be touched,” Aaron said tightly.
“Yes, you have rather made that clear.” A hint of disgust touched Lucien’s stern face. “You know . . . people are talking about the humans you bring home. The ones you use and dispose of. . . . Everyone sees the van pull up and take the bodies away. . . .” 
Aaron reddened. Nick’s expression was unreadable behind his glasses, but by his sides, his hands squeezed, his knuckles whitening as he turned slowly to look at Aaron. 
“I must say,” Aaron said, his voice tight, “Geoffrey got quite the wrong end of the stick last night. About the purpose of these two.” 
“Oh?” Lucien managed to make it sound like he was rolling his eyes, even though he wasn’t.
“They’ll be my personal assistants for a few days.”
“Indeed?” If you say so, Lucien’s expression said. “Well, if that’s the story you wish to tell, that’s the story we’ll tell.” 
A servant appeared. “Your car is ready, my lord.”
Lucien opened a door to a large paved area at the back of the house. A gleaming black Jaguar waited for them—the signature car of the Olivers. An Oliver flag fluttered on the bumper: a mermaid with sharp teeth and fingers curved into claws. 
As a servant hurried up and opened the doors, Lucien tilted his head. “Where is your signet ring?” he said to Aaron.
Aaron took a moment too long to answer. “I . . . must have misplaced it.”
Lucien frowned, and Joan felt herself tensing out of nowhere—the smallest details here kept feeling like tests that could be passed or failed. “I shall have the house searched for it.” 
 
“So . . . Aaron’s a serial killer here,” Ruth said when they were all crammed in the car, Jamie, Joan, and Ruth in the back with Frankie; Nick and Aaron at the front. “Loving this world.” 
“I’m sure your counterpart’s a real peach,” Aaron said tightly. Ruth’s words didn’t usually cut him particularly deeply, but Joan could tell he was upset about what Lucien had said. 
Joan glanced in the rearview mirror as Aaron pulled away. Lucien was watching them, still frowning. “Do you think he sensed something was off?” 
“I should have known about the signet ring,” Aaron said. “My father used to wear one.”
“It wasn’t just that,” Ruth said. “It was how Joan and Nick are dressed—with their necks covered. And how they acted. Lucien kept looking at them like he was confused by them—like they were standing wrong, walking wrong.” 
“Standing wrong?” Nick said. 
“You don’t hold yourself like the other humans here,” Ruth said. “You’re not wary enough. Not scared enough.”
Joan swallowed. She’d felt pretty damn scared since they’d arrived here, and it had barely been a day. And if they didn’t fix this timeline, she’d be here for as long as they lived. Maybe after a few years here, she’d be cowed too. 
Aaron’s gaze caught Joan’s in the rearview mirror as if she’d spoken aloud. His mouth was a flat line.
He turned from the hedge road into Richmond proper. In the daylight, it was starkly different from the version Joan knew. Rows of Georgian terraces were arrayed behind iron fences, elaborately decorated with gilded mermaids and fish. Oliver flags alternated with Court lions along the street. 
Chiswick flitted past. Then Hammersmith. The shops of the high streets were artisan: cobblers and florists and seamstresses. No familiar brands. No billboards. The buildings ranged from distinctly Georgian to not quite Victorian in style. 
“I can’t get a grip on this world,” Joan said.
Beside her, Ruth grunted. “It’s wrong,” she agreed.
“No, I mean—” Something had been nagging at Joan since she’d arrived here. “It doesn’t make sense. The buildings, the technology . . . This car is electric.” It was scentless and near silent. “And there are security cameras here. Video calls. Skyscrapers.” 
“What are you talking about?” Ruth said. “Our world had all that.”
“Our world wasn’t ruled by monsters. Who invented this car? Why is that building”—Joan pointed—“still recognizably Georgian? Who designed all this stuff? The subjugated humans?” Joan doubted that. How could invention and design have remained so similar in a world where the humans who’d have done the inventing were so casually mistreated and killed? 
“Huh.” The sound came from deep in Nick’s chest. He frowned at the view too, as disturbed now as Joan.
“I read those Crown History books back at the inn,” Jamie said. “The Court’s official version of history here. According to them, Eleanor invented a lot of stuff herself.” 
Joan rolled her eyes. “They used to say that about historical emperors.” Eleanor twisted the timeline beyond recognition, Gran had said. She created a world that was never supposed to exist.
To Joan, it seemed like Eleanor had willed this timeline into existence, ignoring the logical path of history. She’d created a Frankenstein’s monster of a world with technology and architecture that pleased her. 
Joan found herself thinking of the tear from last night. With her next breath, she smelled a faint trace of decay. It wasn’t a real scent—she was sure of it. It was her monster sense telling her that something was wrong with this timeline. Couldn’t the people here feel it? 
 
Execution Dock loomed out of the mist, on the stinking pebbled foreshore of the Thames. Joan felt like she’d stepped into the past. In her timeline, this site had fallen out of use in the early 1800s. Before that, though, it had been used for executions for four hundred years. 
Her footsteps made sucking puddles as she walked by the lapping water with Aaron and Nick. Jamie and Ruth had already peeled away. The two of them would try to elicit some gossip from the crowd. They needed as much information as they could get about Eleanor, about the wolves. 
The tide was rising. Ahead, there was scaffolding for hanging—or perhaps for gibbetting—but it seemed disused. Instead, two prisoners lay face down on concrete blocks, their hands and feet tied to heavy metal loops anchored in the concrete. 
Joan shivered. She’d failed to save Ronan last night, and she felt a wave of urgency now. Whether these prisoners could help them to get to Eleanor or not, Joan and the others couldn’t let them die here. It would just be wrong. 
Aaron surveyed the scene as they walked, his expression as dangerous and authoritative as his counterpart’s. Their plan today was for him to lean on his position—to demand that the prisoners be brought to the Oliver house for further interrogation. And surely that would work. They’d seen last night just how powerful Aaron was in this timeline. Even the Court Guards had been afraid of him. 
As they approached the prisoners, Joan was startled to recognize the red-haired man from yesterday—the one who’d run from the guards on the bridge. He knelt beside a woman with a bob of dark hair, her freckled features so like his that Joan guessed they were siblings. 
A small, dismal crowd had gathered—mostly children and a couple of staggering drunks. A pub’s balcony overlooked the dock, and more people watched from there, drinks in hand. The pub protruded over the foreshore, supported by wooden stilts. The Pelican was written in gold letters on the balcony’s railing. 
A woman held up a fist full of papers: “Last dying speeches! The prisoners repent! Read their last confessions!”
The transcribed speeches were almost certainly fake, but Joan looked at Aaron. He nodded and tossed the woman a coin. Joan took one of the sheets from her. 
The True Confession of Aelfraed Hugh, a Human of Argent Territory

I, Aelfraed Hugh, confess to the depraved crime of High Treason against Queen and Court. I conspired with those who would harm our gracious Queen and deserve to be punished by— 

Joan skimmed down. It was definitely fake—a groveling apology for a vague crime; a plea for punishment to atone.
“Ah! Lord Oliver!” A man strode toward them from the waterman’s stairs. He had pale goggling eyes and an overlarge suit that hung from his frame. Joan thought, irresistibly, of Mr. Toad from The Wind in the Willows. He breezed past Joan and Nick as if they weren’t there, and clapped Aaron on the shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking—Cassius Argent, always late! But I think this time, old chap, you’re uncharacteristically early!” 
Above them, on the waterman’s stairs, the burnt-elm banner flapped in the wind. This greeting was some kind of monster etiquette, Joan realized. Cassius must be the head of the Argent family—he wore a signet ring on his left hand. Aaron saw it. He put his own hands behind his back self-consciously. 
Cassius grasped the ball of Aaron’s shoulder, beaming at the thin crowd. “The man of the moment!” he boomed in the manner of a theater actor. “The new head of the Oliver family! The man who struck down the leader of the wolves!” 
The new head of the family? That was interesting, Joan thought, as scattered applause started and stopped. It sounded like Aaron’s counterpart had only just overthrown his father. But that also meant his position was more tenuous than they’d assumed. 
Nick shifted his weight. His dark eyes met Joan’s, and she nodded in acknowledgment. Eleanor had suggested the possibility of an attack by wolves today. It was Joan and Nick’s task to scan the crowd. 
Joan found it surprisingly easy to survey the people around them; people’s gazes glided right over her when they saw the pendant, as if the rest of her wasn’t there. The crowd was a mix of monsters and humans, and they all seemed curious or bored or drunk. No sharp eyes, no too-long looks. If there were any rebels among the onlookers, they were blending in too well for Joan to spot them. 
“Right, then!” Cassius said. “Formalities dispelled! Let’s get it done and get up to the pub! I fancy a steak—what about you?” He gestured Aaron toward the prisoners. 
They were just a few feet from them, and they’d been cruelly bound to the cement blocks, the ropes so tight that they’d cut off circulation, whitening their hands and feet. The red-haired man was starting to panic now, his breath coming in fast sips. Beside him, his sister took deep, shaky breaths, clearly trying to calm herself. 
Aaron glanced at them and then away, looking pale himself. “I, uh . . . I need to speak to the prisoners,” he said to Cassius. He clearly heard the awkward note in his own words, and tried again, infusing his voice with his counterpart’s easy arrogance. “I need to interrogate them further—back at the Oliver house.” 
Cassius seemed puzzled by the request. “No need for that. I’ve been interrogating them with two Griffiths. I sent you the full transcript of their confessions. Nothing useful. As we know, the wolf cells aren’t aware of each other. They never even met Nick Ward in person.” He had a posh accent, like Aaron’s. But where Aaron’s made Joan think of boarding schools, Cassius’s made her think of boorish laughs and hunting parties. 
“Nevertheless . . . ,” Aaron said.
Cassius’s cheerful demeanor cooled; Aaron had committed a faux pas by questioning his interrogation skills. “Their crimes were committed on Argent territory,” he said, a new hint of steel making him sound like a head of family, rather than the buffoon he’d seemed. “We have jurisdiction. You requested the honor of performing the executions, and we were of course happy to grant that request. But let’s not overstep.” 
“Please,” the red-haired man whispered. “Please don’t kill us!” 
“Go on, hand on the neck,” Cassius said to Aaron, as if the man hadn’t spoken. When Aaron hesitated, he made a face. “Oh, tell me you’re not planning some kind of tedious drowning.” Joan registered, then, the line of green moss on the concrete embankment. If they all stayed here, the tide would eventually rise over the prisoners’ heads. “Come on, old chap,” Cassius said impatiently. “I did my part by arriving on time, and it’s almost lunchtime. You can’t keep a man from a meal.” 
Aaron looked at Joan. He didn’t know what to do. On the pub’s balcony above, a few drinkers were getting restless. Faint jeers sounded from above. Here, on the foreshore, whispers hissed. 
But Joan and the others had to speak to the prisoners; they might not have been working directly with Nick, but it had seemed clear from the recording last night that he’d found a way to get to Eleanor. They might know something of his plans. 
And . . . even if they didn’t know anything, Aaron couldn’t just kill them in cold blood. There had to be a way out of this.
“Lord Oliver made a request,” Joan said to Cassius, trying to keep her voice steady. “He needs to interrogate them.”
Cassius stepped toward her, seeming almost bewildered—as if he hadn’t even noticed that she was standing there until that moment. “Are you speaking to me, girl?” he said to her. His tone was as confused as if a stray dog had piped up. He raised a hand lazily, clearly intending to strike her. 
Nick stepped forward then too, and Joan saw—horribly—how it was all about to unravel. Cassius would try to hit her; Nick would stop him; and then they’d both be arrested. They’d be killed. 
Behind them, someone cleared their throat. A woman was walking toward them across the pebbled ground, seeming to skim over it where Joan had sunk into the mud. She had moonlight-pale hair and a serene presence that made Joan think of cold midnight air, of deep lakes. 
Cassius backed up respectfully; he knew who she was. “I didn’t realize you were coming,” he said to her.
Who was she? The woman wore a simple black dress with a soft belt and silver clasp. The only hint at her identity was a small caged-bird pin on her dress; she was a member of the Nightingale family. 
Then Joan saw Aaron’s face. He’d frozen, staring at the woman’s features like he’d seen a ghost.
“I’m sorry I’m late!” the woman said to Aaron. “The traffic was quite awful.” When Aaron didn’t respond, she added, “Well, aren’t you going to say hello to your mother?” 
And then Joan was staring at the woman too. This was Marguerite Nightingale? Joan could see the resemblance now. Marguerite had the same fragile beauty as Aaron, the same delicate features, the same shining blonde hair. 
Aaron made a visible effort to gather himself. “Hello, Mother,” he said hoarsely. He was so pale Joan thought he might pass out. Joan couldn’t imagine how he was feeling. In their timeline, his mother had been executed for sheltering a member of the Grave family. Aaron had tried to protect her, but she’d been killed right in front of him. Afterward, his father had disinherited Aaron for trying to help her. He’d spread a cruel lie that Aaron had turned his mother in to the Court himself, and the Nightingales had blamed him for her death—leaving Aaron utterly alone. 
“Mother . . . ,” Aaron said again. For a second, he looked and sounded much, much younger.
Concern crinkled Marguerite’s eyes now. “Are you quite well? Here, let me deal with the unpleasantries.” She bent and killed the red-haired man with a touch to the back of his neck. Joan’s gasp of horror was drowned as the dead man’s sister started to scream. A moment later, Marguerite had killed her too, with the same matter-of-fact efficiency. 
Joan stared, shocked. Marguerite had just killed two humans. They’d been crying and terrified, and Marguerite had killed them as casually as tossing rubbish into a bin. 
Aaron put a hand over his mouth, and Joan saw the moment it hit him that this wasn’t his mother but her counterpart, molded by this world to become as cruel and ruthless as his own counterpart. 
“Come,” Marguerite said to Aaron. Joan and Nick might not have been there at all. She gestured at the pub above them, where the drinkers had been jeering from the balcony. They’d fallen silent after Marguerite had killed the humans. “You’ll feel better when you’ve eaten something,” Marguerite continued. “I’ve booked us a table at the Pelican.” 



Fourteen
They followed Marguerite up algae-stained stairs to the pub above the dock.
On the foreshore below, the prisoners were slumped, dead, on their concrete blocks. Joan imagined that, when the tide rose, their bodies would be pushed into the river. The blocks would drag them to the silted bottom, still bound to the embedded rings. 
Aaron glanced back, and Joan caught his eye again. He looked shaken. Joan could almost see his thoughts; he was horrified that he’d have to feign being Marguerite’s cruel son during lunch. He’d have to pretend he hadn’t just seen two people murdered by her hand. 
From below, Ruth and Jamie hurried to catch up, Frankie trotting with them. Marguerite, Cassius, and Aaron were almost at the top of the stairs now, out of earshot. 
“Who is that scary woman?” Ruth breathed.
“Aaron’s mother,” Joan told her.
“His mother?” Jamie repeated. “In our timeline, Marguerite Nightingale was executed.” 
“Seems she’s alive here,” Nick said.
“And executing people herself,” Ruth muttered.
“Everything happened so fast,” Joan said shakily, remembering how the woman had screamed as her brother had died. “I thought we’d have time to save them—to argue the case. But Aaron’s mother just . . .” 
Ruth sighed, the sound blending with gusting wind from across the river. The breeze brought with it the rotting brine of the foreshore, and Joan tried not to think about how many other bodies must be in that river. 
“We didn’t get anything from the crowd; they were too scared to talk,” Ruth whispered. “And we didn’t want to push it. I got the feeling that if you say anything against the Queen here, someone will snitch.” 
“Aaron’s having lunch with his mother and Cassius at the pub,” Joan whispered. “I think we should try again up there. We still need information about the wolves, about Eleanor—we have to get to her. Does she make public appearances? If so, when and where?” 
“I’ll try to seed the conversation,” Ruth said.
“You extract, I’ll remember,” Jamie said to Ruth.
 
An illustrated pelican sign swung on a post above the pub door. The building was far older than it had seemed from below. The floor was flagstone, uneven with age, and polished to satin by countless footsteps. Nick ducked instinctively as he crossed the threshold; the doorframe was only a little taller than him. 
Marguerite gestured to a table at the front of the pub, with a pretty view, through hashed windows, of Wapping Wall draped in ferns and ivy. 
Joan moved to sit beside Aaron, and Cassius gave her a strange look. It hit Joan then that every person with a pendant was on their feet, either serving in the pub’s uniform or standing behind tables. She faltered. 
Aaron pointed at painted footprints on the floor, and Joan’s mouth dropped open as she realized she and Nick were supposed to stand on them. Nick gave Aaron a narrow look, as if he’d created the policy himself. 
Aaron couldn’t have projected being more at ease with the situation, but he twitched when Nick took the spot right behind his chair. For all Aaron’s sharp comments last night, Joan had the feeling he was wary of Nick, maybe even a little afraid of him. Like all monsters, Aaron had been raised on bedtime stories of a legendary monster slayer—a boy who protected humans and slaughtered monsters. And here was Nick in the flesh, not a fictional character but a real person who’d been a slayer in multiple timelines now. Who could probably still kill every monster in this room if he turned his mind to it. 
As Joan stepped into place, Ruth covered the awkward moment with a cheery: “Hello!” She leaned over to shake Cassius’s hand. “I’m Ruth and this is Jamie!” 
“Old school friends,” Aaron lied. “They came to watch the executions.”
Marguerite was clearly surprised by the addition of more guests. “I’ll ask for a larger table!”
“Nah, we can all squeeze in,” Ruth said. She and Jamie slid onto Cassius’s bench with Frankie. “You must be Aaron’s mum!” she said. Aaron gave her a warning look, and Ruth smirked back at him. “Any funny childhood stories about him?” 
“Well, he was a very clever child,” Marguerite said. “He once—” 
Aaron coughed. “Let’s not get into that.” He beckoned a waiter who hurried over with a basket of warm bread and a notepad to take their orders. “The duck,” he said to him, with a cursory look at the chalked menu board. 
“Uh . . .” Cassius was clearly taken aback by Aaron’s haste. “The steak.”
“Vegetarian pie,” Marguerite said.
As the rest of them ordered, Joan realized that she and Nick wouldn’t be eating for ages. Her stomach growled, and she suppressed a sigh. 
“Well!” Ruth said brightly. “Good to see more wolves disposed of! Down with those humans, hmm?” 
“They’ve been an irritant these last years,” Cassius agreed. He took a slice of bread and buttered it.
“That last breakout at Newgate was beyond the pale,” Marguerite said.
Jamie made a curious sound.
“You didn’t hear about it?” Marguerite said. “Ah, well . . . the Court’s been keeping the attacks quiet. Rather embarrassing when humans get the better of time travelers.” 
Beside Joan, Nick shifted his weight. Marguerite seemed to have forgotten that there were two humans behind her. Or perhaps she didn’t care. 
“So tell us,” Cassius said to Aaron curiously. “How did you capture Nick Ward? Everyone’s been wondering. . . .” 
Aaron hesitated. He had no idea.
Ruth saw that he needed help. “I want to know where the name wolves came from.” 
Cassius turned an unctuous smile on her that made Joan’s skin crawl. He was the kind of guy who enjoyed explaining things to pretty girls, and Ruth had clocked it. “Well . . .” He leaned back in his seat. “After Ward escaped the arena, he started breaking out humans from prisons, and he always left a wolf symbol behind. He became known as the Wolf, and followers were wolves.” 
“The arena?” Ruth said.
Cassius tilted his head; this, it seemed, should have been common knowledge. Ruth projected wide-eyed ignorance in response.
“Ward was a gladiator for years,” Marguerite said. “He fought under the Oliver banner. You didn’t know?”
Joan’s stomach turned over. She remembered the token she’d found at the Serpentine Inn—a ticket to fights at the arena. Had Nick’s counterpart been forced to fight there? 
“Aaron’s father plucked him from the slums when he was a boy,” Cassius said. “He was trained from childhood.” He looked wryly at Aaron. “Say what you will about your father, but he had an eye for gladiators. Ward was the best fighter your family ever had.” 
“Mm,” Aaron said noncommittally.
“Such a shame that he escaped his pen,” Cassius said.
“And then no one could find him,” Marguerite mused. “Until Aaron caught him.”
The words struck Joan as familiar. You’ve been remarkably difficult to find, a guard had told her and Nick once. The guard had arrested them, and when they’d escaped, he hadn’t seemed able to find them again—even with the benefit of time travel. Nick and Joan had never been in the time and place he’d expected them to be. 
Joan chewed her lip. Eleanor had said something similar last night too. . . . She’d told Aaron that—even with all her power and her oversight of the timeline—she couldn’t always anticipate the wolves’ incidents of rebellion, as she’d called him. 
Joan glanced at Nick now. Eleanor had detached him from the timeline, and Joan was beginning to suspect that the timeline behaved strangely in his vicinity as a result. That it fluctuated more than usual when he was around. 
Had Nick’s counterpart had the same quality? Had the timeline fluctuated more in his presence, making the wolves’ attacks difficult to predict? 
Cassius interrupted her thoughts: “The humans loved him, of course. The Wolf will save us,” he said mockingly. “Aaron put paid to that.” 
Joan swallowed hard. Beside her, Nick’s jaw was so tight so could practically hear his teeth grinding.
“Pity you didn’t kill him on Argent territory,” Cassius added to Aaron. “We have a trophy room—we’d have displayed him in there instead of on the turrets.” He gave Aaron a cheekily irritated look. “Waste of an excellent specimen—we could have immortalized him.” 
Aaron’s shoulders lifted, and Joan knew he was very aware of Nick—alive and well, and dangerous—at his back.
Joan felt sick. Beside her, Nick’s eyes were fixed on Cassius. How old had his counterpart been, she wondered, when Edmund had forced him into life-or-death fights for the entertainment of the city? How many years had he been in the arena before he’d escaped? 
Cassius drove the conversation for the next hour after that, opining on how he didn’t think the wolves would amount to much after the death of their leader. “The Wolf himself was the instigator,” he said. “The rest of them were just a loose collection of followers.” He added to Aaron, “At least the Argent gladiators will give the Olivers a run for their money now. Without Ward in the arena, you only have the Bull. The rest of your team’s looking pretty weak. . . .” 
“Indeed.” Aaron managed a tight smile. He wanted this to be over as much as Joan and Nick did.
Whatever he said in response, though, Joan didn’t hear, because all the sound in the room ceased. A thrill of fear ran through her, but it only lasted a moment before the chatter and clatter of cutlery on plates were back. She squeezed her eyes shut. She really couldn’t have a fade-out here, where she couldn’t even speak without putting herself in danger. 
She felt Nick’s eyes turn to her. He frowned slightly as if he’d registered something was wrong.
“They’re saying the Jubilee Games will be the biggest and bloodiest spectacle ever held in the arena,” Cassius said. “But, of course, all anyone wants to see is the Queen herself.” 
Nick’s head lifted at that, and Joan met his dark gaze. More, she gestured to Ruth in a quick surreptitious hand movement. 
What do you take me for? Ruth’s expression said. She turned to Cassius. “The Queen is appearing at the jubilee?” 
Cassius laughed, as if Ruth had to be joking.
“No, she is quite dim,” Aaron said. “She’s actually asking.” 
“Aaron!” Marguerite said. Aaron had turned, and Joan couldn’t see his expression. From Ruth’s shift from irritation to smug amusement, he must have looked chastened. 
“She always appears on the day of her jubilee,” Cassius said to Ruth. “She records a message for us all.”
“She won’t be there in person?” Ruth said. She couldn’t keep the disappointment from her voice.
“She’s never anywhere in person. And tickets to the arena have been sold out for years. If you want to get in, you’ll have to cozy up to a head of family like Aaron or me. We’ll have a whole stand each. . . .” 
His voice dipped away again as he spoke. To Joan’s horror, another fade-out was hitting her—worse than in the rainstorm last night. Her vision dimmed, and she could barely hear the room. Be calm, she told herself, over her rising panic. She wanted to tell Aaron what was happening, but she couldn’t move her lips, her mouth. 
She concentrated on all she had left. The feeling of air in her throat; the rise and fall of her chest.
What if she stopped breathing, like she had at the Serpentine? What if this time, she couldn’t get out of it?
Panic rose in her throat, but slowly—horribly slowly—the room brightened again. Joan took another breath, picking out details around her. The pelican carvings at the ceiling corners. The uneven stone tiles. The way the table rocked slightly when Ruth leaned on it. The flecks of mud on Aaron’s shoes. 
Cassius was still speaking. “The Griffiths have some talented gladiators this year too, I believe. If I weren’t an Argent, I’d put money on them. What about you? Who’s your pick for the win?” 
Aaron didn’t respond. With a jolt, Joan realized that he’d turned his gaze to her. 
“Aaron?” Cassius said.
Aaron ignored him. He tore a piece from his bread roll, buttered it generously, and passed it to Joan. How had Aaron registered that fade-out? Joan was sure she hadn’t moved, hadn’t made a sound. 
Joan could feel everyone’s gaze—Ruth’s confused, and Nick’s worried. She took the bread; she was terrified of her senses failing again. She bit and chewed, and the world blessedly shifted back into place, the floor becoming solid under her feet again. 
“So indulgent,” Cassius said, eyebrows rising. “Feeding her from your own plate.” He gave Joan an assessing look; he’d barely noticed her up until this moment, but now his gaze moved leisurely up and down her body in a way that made Joan’s skin crawl. She felt Nick shift beside her, tension suffusing him. 
A muscle jumped in Aaron’s jaw. Rather than keep everyone’s attention on Joan, though, he forced a smile and lifted his glass. “Shall we toast to Her Majesty?” 
To Joan’s relief, Cassius was instantly distracted. “Oh, we need to toast properly!” He snapped his fingers at one of the servers, a woman of about twenty, beckoning her over. 
As he did, Joan caught Nick looking her over worriedly. He wasn’t just disgusted by Cassius’s leering; he’d realized, from Aaron passing her the bread, that she must have had another fade-out. 
I’m okay, Joan mouthed, but the concern didn’t leave Nick’s eyes. Aaron was still troubled too; he glanced back, trying to gauge if she was properly grounded. Joan tried to give him a reassuring look. 
The server arrived. She was small and mousy, as if she’d learned not to draw attention. Her pendant was silver, a withered black elm wrapped around it like fingers. The two numbers were identical: 12 years, 3 months, 2 days. Joan swallowed. The rest of this woman’s life belonged to the Argents. Cassius could force her to serve for twelve more years, or he could drain all twelve years right here, at this table. He’d have the right. 
Back at the house, Ruth had said that humans here had a certain look about them. Joan could see what she meant now. There wasn’t much expression on the girl’s face, but she was statue-still, barely breathing, like a prey animal forced to stand among predators. 
Cassius hardly seemed to notice her, even though he’d called her over. She could have been a side table. “What do you want?” he asked Aaron. 
Aaron searched the girl’s face. He’d noticed her. “I don’t mind.” 
Cassius hesitated. “God, I’ve forgotten—you are of age, right?” he said to Aaron. “He can have a drink?” he asked Marguerite. 
“I’m eighteen,” Aaron said, and Joan took that in. He’d been seventeen when they’d met. She’d been sixteen. They’d both had birthdays since. Joan hadn’t felt very celebratory when hers had rolled by a few months ago. 
“Good—it would be a sad day if you couldn’t celebrate your hard-fought win against the Wolf,” Cassius said. He snapped his fingers. “Champagne!” he ordered. 
The woman scurried away. She returned shortly with a bottle and a tray of tall flutes, and poured each of the monsters a glass. Cassius stood, lifting his. “To Her Majesty!” 
Aaron joined him on his feet, and so did the others. “To Queen Eleanor.”
“Queen Eleanor!” Marguerite said.
Jamie muttered something too. Ruth just gritted her teeth.
“And to you,” Cassius said to Aaron. “For defeating the Wolf.”
Aaron raised his glass again.
An hour later, it was finally over. 
Cassius paid the bill. “It’s my territory,” he insisted. He stood, and ice crawled down Joan’s spine as she realized Cassius was looking at her again, his attention creepy and clammy. 
“You are a pretty one,” Cassius said—almost as if he was conceding a point. He raised an eyebrow at Aaron. “You and your taste for humans. . . . Quite scandalous.” 
To Joan’s shock, Cassius reached across the table as if to touch her. But within a blink, his wrist was in Aaron’s hand—Aaron had moved almost as fast as Nick might have. On Joan’s other side, Nick made a soft sound at the back of his throat. 
“We don’t touch what isn’t ours.” Aaron sounded ice cold—exactly like his counterpart. 
Cassius raised his eyebrows, seeming surprised by Aaron’s possessiveness.
Joan fought the urge to shove Cassius back herself. And she wasn’t the only one struggling to manage her anger. The woman who’d served the champagne caught Joan’s eye, and Joan saw a flash of sympathetic rage before the woman turned to walk back to her place along the wall. 
The humans of this timeline might act like prey, but they weren’t cowed, Joan realized. As the conversation between the monsters wrapped up, she registered more flashes of emotion from the humans in the room: anger and resentment, especially when Cassius talked about Nick’s counterpart; about his body being dragged through the streets; his head spiked onto a turret. Nick had been popular with humans here. 
What would they think if they knew another version of Nick was right here among them? That—in a way—he was back from the dead?
“Well . . . ,” Cassius said finally. “Quite the honor to host the man who killed the Wolf. You must be so proud,” he said to Marguerite. 
“I’m always proud of him,” Marguerite said.
And then, to Joan’s relief, Cassius was striding out of the pub.
 
“Shall we take a moment to talk about Ward’s interrogation?” Marguerite asked Aaron. “You said he gave you some information. . . .”
“He really didn’t tell me much.” Aaron’s fists were white-knuckled by his sides. Joan could see he just wanted to go back to the Oliver house, to shut himself away. He’d never been one to process emotions in front of other people. 
“Yes, I know you’d rather be home.” Marguerite could read Aaron’s body language too. “This won’t take a moment.” She gestured to a room at the back of the pub. 
As she led him there, she was clearly surprised that Joan and the others kept trailing awkwardly behind. “You don’t need an entourage, I’m sure,” she said to Aaron. 
“They stay by my side,” Aaron said tightly. He didn’t want to let Joan and Nick out of his sight; not in a place like this.
Joan held her breath, half expecting Marguerite to tell them to wait outside. But Marguerite just ran a hand through her pale hair, seeming tired. “Very well.” She opened the door to the back room, and they all shuffled in. 
It was a small staff room, with employees’ bags lying against the walls, and cups of half-drunk tea on wheelable tables. “Well?” Marguerite said expectantly to Aaron as he shut the door behind himself. “What did Nick give you?” 
Aaron carefully didn’t look at Nick standing beside him. In the execution video, Nick’s counterpart had mentioned a series of interrogations before the recording had happened. “I, uh . . .” Aaron hesitated. What had his own counterpart told his mother? Clearly, Nick had given up something important. 
Out of Marguerite’s view, Nick gently pressed his toe against Aaron’s heel. You need to be your
evil twin right now.
Aaron nodded slightly, seeming grateful for the reminder. He made a visible effort to transform himself. “Honestly”—his tone cooled to his counterpart’s—“I might have exaggerated what I actually got out of him—other than screaming and wailing. He was quite the coward by the end.” 
Marguerite didn’t respond for a long beat. “Are these your friends?” she said, indicating not just Ruth and Jamie but Joan and Nick too. “Do you trust them?” 
Joan felt her mouth drop open. They were odd questions. Monsters and humans couldn’t be friends in this world. She shot Aaron a warning look, but he was already nodding. 
“Good,” Marguerite said. “So cut it out, Aaron. Drop the act. I know it’s necessary in public, but I find it quite awful.” She drew a breath and turned to the other side of the room. “It’s safe to come out!” 
Who was she talking to? Joan only had a second to wonder before a cupboard door opened. And then ghosts were here in the room with them. It was the red-haired man and his sister—the humans who’d just been executed by Marguerite. 
The red-haired man registered Joan’s shock. “I felt the same when we were rescued,” he said to her shakily. “I couldn’t believe it.” 
Joan stared. She replayed the executions in her mind: Marguerite had swiped at the prisoners’ necks, and they’d slumped. It hit her then that no one had checked that they were actually dead. 
A smile spread over Marguerite’s face now, and Joan realized that her manner at the luncheon had been as false as Aaron’s. Joan felt like she was seeing her for the first time. Her real smile was as warm as sunshine. 
“Alfie and Enid—” Marguerite said to the humans. She gestured at Aaron. “My son, Aaron. He organized your rescue.” In response to their confusion, she clarified: “He’s the head of the resistance movement. You may know him better as the Wolf.” 
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Joan tried to absorb what Marguerite had said. Someone had been rescuing humans in this world—a man calling himself the Wolf. Gran had told Joan to find him and his followers. 
It seemed they’d been searching for Aaron’s counterpart all along.
Marguerite smiled at Aaron now, love and pride brightening her face, and a sudden chill ran through Joan. Marguerite’s actual son was gone. He’d been overwritten when they’d arrived in this timeline. This Aaron was a cuckoo in the nest. They all were. 
“You organized our rescue?” Alfie said to Aaron. “We knew someone was helping us, but not you. We’d never have guessed.” 
“That woman selling confessions whispered to us that we should play dead on the block,” his sister said. “But . . .” Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at Aaron. “I was so sure you were going to kill us. Everyone says you order humans to the Oliver house, and they never leave. Everyone says you killed Nick Ward—the gladiator who escaped. They say—” 
She cut herself off, but Joan could guess what else people said about Aaron’s counterpart. She’d heard some of the words already. Sadistic. Cruel. She’d thought them herself. 
Aaron opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Joan knew he’d been thinking of his own counterpart in the same way.
“Aaron has had to cultivate an image,” Marguerite said gently. “He and Nick have been working together against the Court for some time now. Nick’s death was staged.” 
Joan heard herself make a soft sound. Beside her, Nick looked as startled as she felt. Aaron shook his head slightly, as if he couldn’t take in what Marguerite was saying. An evil twin, a serial killer, Ruth had called him. And Lucien had spoken of him murdering humans, sending their bodies away in vans. 
The truth was clear now. Aaron’s counterpart had been faking human deaths. He’d been using those vans to transport people to safety. 
Joan hadn’t been able to face the thought of overwriting their counterparts when she’d believed that Aaron’s was a torturer and a murderer. Now, though, it seemed they’d erased people who’d been doing good in the world. 
“Do you need safe passage too?” Marguerite asked Joan and Nick.
It took Joan a second to gather herself. She realized that this was the first time she’d been addressed as an equal in this timeline by a monster. “Thank you, but no. We’ve been helping Aaron. I’m Joan.” She gestured to the others, going down the line. Ruth. Jamie. “And—and Nick.” 
Marguerite nodded at Joan in acknowledgment before turning to Nick. “An auspicious name. You remind me of him.” She sighed. “I know you all missed lunch.” She opened her clutch and offered small paper bags to Joan and the other humans. “It’s just almonds and dried apricots, I’m afraid, but it should hold you over until you can eat a proper meal.” 
“Thank you.” Joan took the offered bag, and caught a hint of sadness, of wistfulness, in Aaron’s expression. Joan had seen glimpses of Aaron’s everyday life; of his family’s cruelty after his mother had died. How different would his life have been if Marguerite had survived? 
Marguerite turned back to Alfie and Enid. “I’m very sorry you two were caught up in this. I know you aren’t wolves yourselves.”
Not wolves? Joan looked at Marguerite, surprised.
Alfie confirmed it. “We didn’t know anything. The guards forced us to sign false confessions. They made us swear that we’d been working against the Queen. But . . .” 
“It’s the Court’s latest tactic,” Marguerite said, disgust pinking her face. “They can’t stop the wolf attacks, and they can’t find the culprits, so they scapegoat innocent humans.” She shook her head. “The truth is, there are far fewer wolves than the Court believes.” 
The way she said it made Joan wonder if the entire wolf movement had just been Aaron and Nick—aided by trusted confidantes like Marguerite. 
She was nearly sure of it when Marguerite shot a curious look at her, and then at Nick, Ruth, and Jamie. Joan had the impression that Aaron’s counterpart hadn’t trusted many people. 
A knock at the door made them all jump. Marguerite gestured for Alfie and Enid to hide. When they were safe, she raised her voice. “Come!” 
The door cracked open, revealing a young girl in the pub’s uniform. “Your driver is here, Lady Nightingale. He’s in the alley.” She nodded at another door—at the side of the room. Joan guessed that it led directly to the road outside. 
As soon as the girl was gone, Marguerite bundled Alfie and Enid up in cloaks, hoods up to hide Alfie’s distinctive hair. “I’ll just be a couple of minutes,” she said to Aaron. “I need to speak to the driver.” She opened the side door, and Joan glimpsed a dark-windowed car waiting outside. And then the door closed again, and Joan and the others were temporarily alone. 
Joan released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Beside her, Aaron’s shoulders dropped in a shudder.
“Are you all right?” she whispered to him.
Aaron shook his head slightly. “I didn’t expect to see her. It’s been years since she was . . .” He trailed off. Since she was executed.
“She’s nice,” Nick said. It was gentle, and his eyes on Aaron were softer than before.
Aaron was silent for a long moment. “She’s older than she ever got in my memory, but she’s exactly like herself in every other way.” Then he added, so quietly that Joan had to strain to hear him, “I’m not her son, though. I killed her son when I arrived here.” 
Joan’s chest hurt. “That’s not your fault.”
“It’s not,” Jamie agreed softly.
“I can’t tell my mother—it would kill her to find out.”
“You want us to keep lying to her?” Ruth’s voice was more sympathetic than her words. Maybe she’d guessed, like Joan had, that Aaron would find it unbearable to lie to his mother. 
“We have to keep pretending we belong here,” Aaron said roughly. “Listen . . . my counterpart was clearly working against the Court to help humans. But the five of us”—he indicated Joan, Nick, Ruth, and Jamie—“want more than that. We want to restore the timeline, to make a better world. But to do that, we’ll have to overwrite this world. We’ll have to overwrite the people in this timeline. We need to be very careful about what we say, and who we say it to.” 
Joan took a deep breath. They’d been talking about stopping Eleanor, about fixing this timeline, but she hadn’t thought further than that. Aaron was right, though, she realized now. Restoring the world—fixing it—would mean overwriting everyone in this timeline. 
It was an overwhelming thought. Joan wanted to push it out of her head. Because at the same time, this timeline was just wrong.
Nick said it before Joan could. “We do have to correct this timeline, though. This world can’t stand.” 
“It can’t,” Joan agreed. Her throat felt tight.
Aaron sighed. His head was still down, but he glanced up at Nick, something odd in his eyes. “I can’t imagine our counterparts working together here,” he said to him. “I really can’t fathom it. How did they even meet?” 
“We’re working together right now, and I can hardly believe it,” Nick said wryly.
Joan bit her lip. Aaron and Nick were working together, but they’d all made it clear this was a temporary truce. Had it been the same for their counterparts? Had they agreed to help each other only until Eleanor was defeated? What would have happened after that? 
They fell silent again as the side door opened and Marguerite returned from the alley. The room seemed to brighten with her presence. She and Aaron had the same glamorous aura; the same beauty that made sense on-screen but was startling in the real world. 
“They got away safely,” she said.
“Wonderful,” Aaron managed.
Marguerite’s brow creased. “Are you all right?” she asked Aaron. “You seem out of sorts today.”
“I—” Aaron shook his head. “Sorry.”
Marguerite searched his face for so long that Joan was afraid she might recognize that Aaron wasn’t her son. She only said, though, “All of this is so much harder without Nick, I know. But you had to get him out. Eleanor would have killed him if he’d stayed here—she almost did. And you can still do good work without him.” 
Aaron glanced at Nick, his expression difficult to read. Marguerite caught the look. “Who are your friends?” she asked Aaron curiously. 
“Best that you don’t know. I trust them, though.”
To Joan’s relief, Marguerite seemed to accept that. “Well then . . . What is it you wanted to tell me?”
Aaron tilted his head in question.
“You and Nick have been searching for a way to get to the Queen,” Marguerite prompted. “You said that Nick had found it. My love, this is why we arranged to talk here. You were going to tell me what Nick found. . . .” 
A way to get to the Queen. 
The realization dawned on Joan in slow-motion horror. Gran had sent them to find Aaron’s and Nick’s counterparts, and now it seemed they’d been in possession of something important. Something that could be used to get to Eleanor. But the counterparts weren’t here anymore. 
Aaron’s eyes were wide. He was clearly still shaken by the revelation that his counterpart had been helping rather than harming humans, and now he’d realized what Joan had. The counterparts had had plans of their own to get to Eleanor. Plans that had been derailed now. . . . 
“I—I—” For all that Aaron had told them to keep lying to his mother, Joan could see how much it was weighing on him.
“Aaron . . . are you all right?” Marguerite said. 
“Just a headache,” Aaron managed. “From speaking to Cassius Argent, no doubt.”
“You said you received a message, authenticated by Nick’s ring,” Marguerite prompted.
“Yes, of course,” Aaron said. He flicked a look at Joan, muted panic in his eyes. He had no idea what the message was, or how to find it. 
It occurred to Joan that there’d been a ring tied to Nick’s execution notice. She’d put it in her pocket—hadn’t liked the idea of leaving it, unnoticed and uncared for, on that desk. Had there been a message with it? There’d been papers all over the desk. Joan hadn’t even looked at them. 
She retrieved the ring now. It was smooth and seamless, the square signet plain black without adornment. She swallowed hard. It was exactly like the ring Nick had worn in the timeline she’d first met him in. 
Nick drew a sharp breath. He’d gone pale. “May I?” He held out his hand.
Joan passed the ring to him, unsure why he wanted it. As she did, she noticed for the first time that there were scratches on the black metal that might have been numbers. If she squinted, the scratches might have said 317. Could that be the message? 
Nick flicked his thumb against one edge of the signet. To Joan’s surprise, the piece opened, revealing a tiny hidden compartment.
“How did you see that mechanism?” Ruth said to Nick wonderingly. “That hinge was completely invisible.”
“My sister has a ring just like this.” Nick’s head was low, and Joan realized why he’d paled. He hadn’t seen the ring last night; he’d been distracted by the photograph of his own battered face. Now, though, he had to be wondering why his sister wasn’t in possession of her own ring. Wondering if something had happened to her in this timeline. He took a deep breath, and Joan could tell he was trying to focus on the task. “There’s a piece of cloth inside,” he said. “And a bit of plastic.” The cloth was a tiny scrap in the ring’s hollow, discolored with something rust-like that almost looked like blood. Nick extracted the plastic piece nestled beside it. 
“It’s a projector,” Aaron said. Like the one they’d used last night to watch Nick’s faked execution.
Joan’s lips felt dry. A way to get to the Queen, Marguerite had said. Could that bit of plastic hold the key to accessing Eleanor? They’d been talking about the prospect of confronting her again, but it felt so much more real suddenly. 
“Wonderful.” Marguerite didn’t seem to notice how flustered they all were. “Shall we watch the message?”
Aaron placed the plastic piece in the aisle between the seats. Then he stood back and waited.
Jamie coughed. “Password.”
Aaron looked like a deer in headlights. He had no idea what his counterpart’s password could be. “I—I don’t—” he started. And then he hesitated, and said uncertainly: “Clavis aurea?” 
It was fortunate that Marguerite was watching the plastic tag and not Aaron, because he couldn’t hide his clear surprise when a swath of empty space transformed into a small brick-walled room. The password had worked. The playback had started. 
There was a shuffling sound, and then a large figure. Beside Joan, Nick’s breath released sharply. It was his own counterpart. The gladiator. 
In the recording of his faked death, Nick’s counterpart had been curled up, feigning fear. In this recording, though, he stared confidently at the camera. 
Last time, his scars had made him seem wounded and frail, but in his new stance, those same scars appeared to give him the presence and heft of the gladiator he’d been. His short-sleeved shirt showed the hard, cut muscles of his arms. He seemed bigger than any of the Nicks Joan had known. 
When he spoke, his grave voice filled the room. “I received some final intelligence as I left,” he said to the camera. He spoke with a slightly formal intonation, his voice soldier-like. “Ronan from the Serpentine Inn has been informing on humans to the Court. You’ll need to deal with him.” 
“Ronan?” Joan whispered to the others. “The receptionist from the inn?” The hairs rose at the back of her neck. “He was informing on people to the guards?” 
“We’ve suspected him for some time.” Marguerite’s mouth was grim. “Humans in his vicinity keep getting arrested. Aaron arranged for him to be dealt with.” She looked at Aaron, who nodded, wide-eyed. Ronan had definitely been dealt with. 
Lord Oliver has standing orders for traitors, Lucien had said. Joan realized with a shiver that she’d dodged a bullet yesterday. Ronan had clocked Joan from the wanted poster, and had offered to help. She’d trusted him—he’d used the wolf sigil to make her trust him—but he’d been planning to betray her all along. He’d have turned her over to the Court for cash. 
Aaron’s counterpart had saved her life and she hadn’t even known it. Ordering Ronan’s death must have been one of his last acts before he’d been erased. 
“Play,” Aaron ordered, and Joan realized that her own speech must have paused the recording. It started again now. 
“The damage is worsening,” Nick’s counterpart said. “And we’re running out of time to stop her.” Joan felt a jolt. Gran had said they were running out of time too. And what had Nick meant by damage? “We’ve done what we can to prevent her from locking things down,” he continued, “but she’ll have plans of her own, and she might still outwit us.” He paused for a moment, eyes fixed on the camera. “I wish I could help you, but you’re alone in this now. You can get to her. You have what you need. Godspeed. . . .” 
Then he was gone. In his place, a series of numbers floated in the air, crisp and three-dimensional and black.
9 1894 1, 9 1671 6, 7 161 7, 12 108 6, 2 2229 4, 14 56 6, 11 2141 5, 3 3199 6
“Is that it?” Joan said. She felt breathless. Marguerite had been right. The counterparts had clearly had a plan to stop Eleanor. You can get to her. You have what you need. But what had the plan been? And . . . “What do the numbers mean?” 
“Aaron?” Marguerite said.
“I—I don’t know,” Aaron said.
“But Nick sent this to you,” Marguerite said, puzzled. 
Aaron was forced to shake his head. “I suppose he thought I’d be able to understand it, but I don’t.” He looked troubled, and Joan felt it too. His counterpart would have known what it meant. And Joan had a sense that the numbered line was the most important part of the message. When and where to strike at Eleanor, perhaps. 
“Could the numbers be coordinates?” Ruth said. “Places we need to go to?”
“I think it looks more like a code,” Jamie said. “Something we’ll need to break.”
“You really don’t know?” Marguerite said to Aaron.
“I’m sorry,” Aaron said.
Joan looked at Nick, but he shook his head slightly. He didn’t know either—this version of him had never needed to encode a desperate message. He’d grown up in a benign world, like Joan had. 
“There must be someone in the wolves who can break codes,” Joan said to Marguerite.
Marguerite hesitated. “There isn’t exactly a wolf movement,” she said, confirming Joan’s suspicions from earlier. “Not an organized one. It’s just Aaron and Nick, and the few people they trust.” She looked thoughtful. “I do know someone good with numbers, though. And, even better, he has no love for the Court.” 
 
Marguerite led them on a short walk along Wapping Wall. Not a minute in, Frankie stopped dead in the middle of the path, her blunt nose sniffing at the briny air. 
“What is it?” Jamie asked her.
Frankie sprinted ahead, her little legs galloping. Jamie swore in surprise and broke into a run, trying to catch her. Frankie wasn’t an athletic dog—Joan had never seen her run. 
Joan sprinted after them both, and a second later a small dock came into view, surrounded on all sides by dark buildings.
Frankie leaped from the walking path, aiming for a narrowboat tied to the dock.
“Frankie!” Jamie shouted, horrified.
On the boat, a man had been mopping the deck. He dropped his mop now, and dove to catch Frankie midair, before she could splash into the gap. 
“I’m so sorry!” Jamie gasped. “She’s never done that before! She—” He stopped, staring at the man.
It took Joan a long second to realize why he was staring. The man was his husband: Tom Hathaway.
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Tom wore a knitted beanie, and he was unshaven, the scruff on his cheeks the color of sand.
He stroked Frankie’s head absently. She licked at his chin, not seeming to register anything different about him. Joan supposed that, from her perspective, Tom had only been gone a day. 
Nearby, an unmusical whistle sounded—the secret language of the Hathaways. The whistle was quickly taken up, and within a minute the news of strangers arriving had traveled around the small dock. Muscled Hathaways climbed onto the decks of their boats, staring at Joan and the others, expressions unwelcoming. 
Tom didn’t seem so hostile. His gaze had fixed on Jamie. “Is this your dog?” he asked in his familiar low growl.
A flit of pain passed across Jamie’s face, and Joan swallowed. She knew how it felt to have someone you loved look at you without recognition. And it was one thing for Jamie to have known, intellectually, that Tom wouldn’t remember him, but to hear the evidence was something else. 
“Her name’s Frankie,” Jamie managed, and Tom paused, as if the name was familiar to him. Had he named Frankie after someone?
On the roof of the narrowboat, a shadow moved. A pink yawning mouth appeared, and then two golden eyes. A black cat had been sleeping, curled around the chimney; it woke now, blinking and stretching, and then scrambled up in a posture of outrage as it spotted Frankie in Tom’s arms. A clawed paw swiped from the roof, just missing Frankie’s nose. 
“Oops!” Tom said. He scooped up the cat, tucking her under his other arm. “Not very nice, Sylvie!” And now it was Frankie’s turn to be outraged. She ruffed at the cat, shook her head, and ruffed again. “Sorry,” Tom said to Jamie. “She’s used to having me all to herself.” 
“So you live alone?” Jamie breathed. Tom blinked at him. “I mean . . .” Jamie’s face reddened.
“Just me and my familiar,” Tom said. That was what the Hathaways called their pets. His eyes lingered on Jamie again, shifting down and then up. Then he reddened a little too as he realized how blatantly he’d been looking. 
Marguerite cleared her throat. Tom jerked around, as if he’d forgotten there was anyone else on the dock but Jamie.
“We need a ride back to Nightingale territory,” Marguerite said. She fished in her purse and retrieved a few notes of cash that made Aaron and Tom raise their eyebrows. 
Tom played it cool, though. “Going to need a bit more than that to transport six people, my love.”
Marguerite shrugged and retrieved more notes. “Enough for the dog too.”
Tom made a sweeping gesture, inviting them onto the boat. “Dogs always ride free.”
 
Joan ducked her head as she descended the short flight of stairs into the narrowboat’s living compartment. It was tiny compared with the boat Tom had shared with Jamie in the previous timeline, and without Jamie’s hand it was a simple, tidy space. Joan missed Jamie’s artwork, which had once made a ribbon beneath the ceiling—an uninterrupted illustration of a boat’s journey along the Thames. 
The only sign of life—other than Tom—was a small cat bed on a side table. Sylvie leaped neatly into it now, turning to stare imperiously down at Frankie, who barked up at her. 
“She’s a guest,” Tom scolded Sylvie gently. He ran a thumb behind her soft ears. “We’re polite to guests.”
The cat gave him a disbelieving look in response.
A cat . . . Joan stared at her. For some reason, that was almost the strangest change between this world and the last. Joan had never expected Tom to have a different familiar in this timeline. 
Tom pulled down benches for them to sit on. Aaron, Joan, and Nick ended up on one side; Marguerite, Jamie, and Ruth on the other. Tom himself strode through to the back of the boat, opening a door to get to the tiller outside. “Hang on a tick,” he called. “I need to get us through the lock; it’s a tricky one.” 
It took about fifteen minutes to get the boat out onto the river. Then, to Joan’s surprise, Tom whistled a few notes and returned, leaning on the cabin door. 
“It’s driving itself?” Joan asked Tom.
“The magic of autopilot,” Tom said dryly. And that was another piece of technology Eleanor had dragged into this timeline—for narrowboats, at least. “Right then,” Tom added gruffly. “How exactly did I just earn all that money?” 
“We have a code that we need you to crack.” Marguerite nodded at Joan. “Will you play the recording?”
“Shouldn’t we just give him the numbers?” Joan said. The message hadn’t actually mentioned Eleanor by name, but it was still sensitive information. 
“It’s all right,” Marguerite reassured her. “Tom can be trusted. And he might need the whole context to decrypt it.”
The way she said it, with complete confidence in Tom’s discretion, made Joan realize again that there’d been a whole operation here before they’d arrived in this timeline. A small one, perhaps, but an efficient one. And Joan and the others had disrupted it. . . . 
 
This time, as the message played, Joan found herself watching Nick’s counterpart as much as listening to his words. His solemnity and bearing reminded her of the heroic version of him she’d first met. 
She glanced at her Nick. Behind his glasses, with his hair styled differently, he truly did seem like someone else. He was frowning slightly as he watched; Joan wondered if he was thinking about his counterpart’s scars. Wondering who had done that to him. 
“Hmm,” Tom said when the numbers flashed up at the end.
9 1894 1, 9 1671 6, 7 161 7, 12 108 6, 2 2229 4, 14 56 6, 11 2141 5, 3 3199 6
“We can write them down,” Marguerite said.
“That’s not necessary.” Tom handed Marguerite back the wad of cash she’d given him.
“You can’t solve it?” she said, disappointed.
“It’s a book cipher. I’d put money on it. First number in each group is the chapter, second is the line, third is the word. To break the code, we’d need a copy of the book used to encrypt it. Not just the book—the exact edition.” 
Joan looked at her Nick again. He lifted one shoulder at her. He didn’t know what the book could be.
“Looks like a long book, if that helps,” Tom offered. “Those are large numbers. . . .”
“Running out of time . . . ,” Marguerite said. “Why would he say that? And what does damage mean?” 
“And locking things down . . . ,” Jamie said. “Why does that seem familiar?” he murmured, almost to himself. 
“The numbered line must provide the full context,” Ruth said.
“Or maybe we’re misunderstanding something,” Tom said.
But Marguerite frowned, giving Aaron a long look, as if she suspected he was keeping information from her deliberately, perhaps to protect her. 
And maybe his counterpart had been protecting her because, to Joan, the phrasing of the message implied an advanced plan that hadn’t involved Marguerite. You’re alone in this now. You have what you need.
“Why don’t you check the Nightingale library,” Aaron said to Marguerite now. “I’ll check the Oliver one.”
“We should speak to the Lius as well,” Jamie said. “If one of us has read the book, we won’t need the physical item. We’ll be able to break the code from memory.” 
“Who are the Lius?” Tom said, sounding curious.
Silence followed. Outside, water lapped at the boat, rocking it. Jamie reached for the wall to steady himself. “You don’t know the Liu family?” he said slowly. 
Tom’s head tilted; he’d heard the note of horror in Jamie’s voice, and he didn’t understand it. “I’m sorry—should I know them?”
The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck. They’d searched for Liu territory last night and hadn’t been able to find it. They’d assumed that the Lius had moved somewhere else in the city. They’d been planning to reach out to them later today. But Marguerite’s and Tom’s confusion said that something was wrong. 
“They’re a family of monsters,” Jamie said.
“I’ve never heard of a monster family with that name before.” Marguerite’s voice was gentle. She could see that Jamie was distressed, but like Tom, she didn’t know why. 
“But . . .” Jamie’s voice died in his throat. Joan could see the question all over his face. Then where is my family?
“We’re almost at the Nightingale dock,” Tom said softly. It hadn’t taken long to cross the river.
“I should go,” Marguerite said, still in that gentle tone, as Tom jumped out to tie up the boat. “Projector off!” she added, and the floating numbers vanished. 
Aaron stood when she did, and his mother hugged him and kissed him quickly on each cheek. For a second, he looked shaken—maybe remembering this affection from his own mother. Joan had a feeling he hadn’t been hugged by a member of his family since she’d died. 
Aaron swallowed. “Be safe,” he said to her softly.
“You be safe,” she said to him, touching his cheek. 
 
Aaron’s gaze followed his mother out onto the dock as she left. Outside, the wind had picked up. Marguerite walked to a parked car, holding down the edge of her skirt. Tendrils of hair fluttered around her face, defying her neat bun. Joan couldn’t imagine how Aaron was feeling. 
“Can you take us to the Oliver house?” Aaron asked Tom when he came back in.
“Of course,” Tom said easily. He made no move, though, to start the boat again. Instead, he leaned against the boat’s wall. “I need to know something first, though,” he said. “Who are you all? Because you”—he nodded at Aaron—“are not the Aaron Oliver I know. And
you,” he said to Nick, “look and sound uncannily like the gladiator.” He met Joan’s eyes. “And I know your face from a wanted
poster. Joan Chang-Hunt. Strange thing is, a girl with a very similar name died in infancy about seventeen years ago.” 



Seventeen
Joan took a step back. A girl with a very similar name died in infancy. She’d wondered where her other self was, and now it seemed she’d died here as a baby. Her name here would have been Joan Chang-Grave. 
But how had she died? What had happened?
Joan had so many questions, but Tom was still looming over them all, blocking the way out.
“Who are you all?” he said. “Who are you really? Because Aaron isn’t the only one acting wrong. You humans keep looking me in the eye, as if you’ve never been trained out of the habit.” 
Joan shivered. Ruth had been right that she and Nick weren’t behaving like other humans here. Tom followed her inadvertent glance at the window and tilted his head. “You all keep looking at the view as if it shocks you. What do you expect to see?” 
Joan pictured her own city again—all the monster sigils swept from the skyline, St. Paul’s softened back to a dome. Homesickness stabbed at her as she ran through possible answers in her mind. You’ve got it wrong. We’re exactly who we seem to be.
The problem was, Tom was smart. Nothing ever got past him. Even so, he wasn’t quite like any of the Toms Joan had known. The first time she’d met him, Tom had been desperately searching for Jamie. The second time, he’d been living with Jamie on a tranquil narrowboat. 
This version of Tom, though, was different. He had an air of self-reliance, of wariness. He was even more closed off than the Tom who’d lost Jamie. This Tom had never met him. 
Aaron lifted his hands. “Let’s be calm.”
“This is me calm,” Tom said. “Believe me, you’ll know if I lose my temper.” His huge frame was almost too big for the space; he made the boat seem like a toy around him. 
Jamie spoke then. He sounded calm—as if he couldn’t imagine ever fearing Tom. “I can hear another boat coming.” He went over to pick up Frankie from the floor—she and Sylvie had been staring at each other balefully. Frankie settled in his arms, huffing at Tom. She wasn’t scared of Tom either. 
“Hmm.” The sound rumbled at the back of Tom’s throat. Outside, a louder rumble rose over the rhythmic splash of the river as a Court patrol boat emerged from the east, black and gleaming. An oil slick on the water. Behind it, the London skyline was even more sinister than it had been yesterday, its dark buildings reaching up like stalagmites in a cave. 
They couldn’t just sit at the Nightingale wharf. They really couldn’t afford guards stopping to ask questions. With Tom here, they were just about the complete group that had fought against Eleanor at the end of the last timeline. “Tom, you have to take us to the Oliver house,” Joan said. “We have to get out of here.” 
“You’re on a boat, on Hathaway territory,” Tom said. “I decide where we go.” As he said that, though, his gaze tracked the Court boat. 
“So what—you’re kidnapping the head of the Oliver family?” Aaron said.
Tom rolled his eyes. “We both know I’m not.” He whistled a few notes, though, and the boat jumped back to life, heading east, away from the patrol boat. Away from the Oliver house. 
Joan exchanged a look with Nick. They could rush Tom, she supposed. They were five against one, and they had Nick. But . . . at some point, without Joan noticing, Jamie had put himself subtly between Tom and the rest of them. So maybe it would actually be more like four against two. 
Joan sighed. Truthfully, she wasn’t about to fight Tom either. He was her friend; he was Jamie’s husband.
Tom looked at them, one by one. “Dead girl,” he said, indicating Joan. “Not Aaron Oliver. Not the gladiator. Don’t know you”—this was to Ruth—“but I assume you’re a not as well.” He stopped at Jamie. “And then there’s you. Another one I can’t place.” 
Hurt flashed over Jamie’s face. He was still unintimidated, though, even with Tom looming. Joan saw Tom realize with a slow blink that Jamie alone was unafraid of him here. 
“My name is Jamie. I’m from the Liu family. Our sigil is the phoenix. Our motto is: bù jī kuǐ bù, wú yǐ zhì qiān lǐ; bù jī xiǎo liú, wú yǐ chéng jiāng hǎi.” 
“What does that mean?” Tom said, almost to himself, and Jamie’s breath stuttered. Tom didn’t understand Mandarin anymore.
Jamie’s voice wasn’t quite steady. “Is it really true? You’ve never heard of the Liu family?”
Tom shook his head, but he searched Jamie’s face, brow crinkling, as if there was something familiar about him. 
Joan folded her arms. Wherever the Lius were, they didn’t seem to be in London anymore. The whole world felt colder than it had an hour ago—when they’d had allies here, somewhere. 
“Where are you taking us?” Aaron asked.
Tom blinked at him, still frowning.
“Well?” Aaron sounded impatient. His gray eyes shifted to Joan, and she realized that he was concerned about her. He didn’t think the nuts and fruit—and the bite of bread—had been enough to keep her grounded. He’d been counting on getting back to the Oliver mansion quickly. 
She gave him a reassuring smile. She was okay. She closed her fingers into a fist—one of the other techniques he’d given her to ground herself. His eyes flicked down to her hand, but he didn’t seem any happier. 
“Maybe I’ll drop you off at a guardhouse,” Tom said. “I have a feeling you’d be worth something to the Court.”
“My mother told us you weren’t a snitch,” Aaron said.
“She’s not your mother.”
Was there a guardhouse nearby? Ahead of them, on the water, a thin walking bridge crossed the river—one that hadn’t existed in the previous timeline. Joan guessed it was right about where the Rotherhithe Tunnel was supposed to be. 
“Take those glasses off,” Tom ordered Nick. “And lose that stupid hairstyle.”
Nick’s eyebrows went up, but he obeyed, pocketing the glasses and running a hand through his thick hair.
Tom stroked Sylvie’s head. She’d fallen asleep in her little bed on the side table. Now she jerked awake, lifting her head to mrr a surprised query. She settled again under his touch. 
“You could be his twin,” Tom said to Nick. “You could be him except for the lack of scars. . . .” 
“Maybe they are twins,” Aaron said. “There’s your explanation.” 
“Twins with the same name?”
“Our parents weren’t very creative,” Nick said.
Jamie ran a hand over his face. “Listen . . .”
“You came from another timeline,” Tom said abruptly. He grunted when they all stared at him. “Well, come on. That’s just obvious.”
“Is it?” Joan said a little weakly. It wouldn’t have been obvious to her in the same situation.
“Aaron and Nick are the same age as when I last saw them, so they’re not past or future versions of themselves,” Tom said. “Yet they’ve both changed—Nick most of all. I can only conclude that they’re the same people, born and raised in different circumstances. Same nature, different nurture.” 
“Well, if you’ve already worked it out . . . ,” Aaron said.
Tom’s jaw tightened. “That doesn’t tell me why you’re here. How did you get here? What are your intentions? Are you spies for Eleanor? Did she put you here to infiltrate the wolf operation?” Standing at the door, he was a looming presence. Joan was very aware again that there was no way to get off this boat without getting past him. 
“We’re not spies,” Joan said.
Tom’s eyes were sharp as knives. He wasn’t a Griffith, but Joan had the feeling he was good at sifting truth from lies.
Through the window beyond him, there was the bridge and then a long, empty stretch of water. Joan had seen London in more times and timelines than she’d ever dreamed. The Thames had been the one unifying feature. Buildings and bridges came and went, but the river was always here. 
Joan glanced at Jamie, who twisted his mouth in response. Tom had already figured it out, and they knew it. Any attempt to lie to him would only make him more suspicious, more distrustful. 
“We don’t have bad intentions,” she said. “You’re right, we are from a different timeline.” 
Tom took a sharp breath. It might have been his own suggestion, but he apparently hadn’t expected them to confirm it.
“There was a timeline before this one,” Joan told Tom. The words were familiar in her mouth—she’d said this before to Aaron, to Nick. “In our timeline, humans didn’t live in fear. We weren’t forced to wear pendants or obey curfews. We didn’t have to bend the neck to any monster who demanded it.” 
Tom was silent, his face closed. Joan had no idea if he believed her. No idea what he was thinking.
“Eleanor created this timeline,” Joan explained. She was hit with a vivid memory of the sky cracking open above them, Eleanor’s power battering at them. The world had shaken apart, and Eleanor’s timeline had forced itself upon them. “We tried to stop her, but we failed. We lost.” 
“Everyone lost,” Nick said heavily. “Every human.” Could Tom hear the guilt in his voice? The regret? Joan felt like she was drowning in it. 
“We lost people we loved.” Jamie’s words were rough with pain. “We were in a—a kind of bubble that protected us from the changes. If my family aren’t here anymore, then we’re the only ones who know what happened.” 
Joan’s chest tightened. Jamie had lost Tom and the Lius in a single day. And where were the Lius? Their absence was so strange. Had they never migrated here in this timeline? On a whim, she blurted, “Who are the Hathaways allied with here?” The territories had changed without the Lius here; the alliances must have changed too. Who were the Hathaways linked to now? 
Tom gave her a strange look. “The Hathaways aren’t allied with anyone. We’ve always been alone.”
Joan had had the impression of Jamie’s absence earlier, but now she took in the single cup on the shelf, the single plate. This whole boat was stark and utilitarian, an emptiness that extended to Tom himself, who seemed to exude a terrible loneliness in this timeline. Did some part of him know that something important was missing from his life? 
Aaron broke the silence. “All right, then,” he said tightly. “We answered your questions.” He put his warm hand over Joan’s, and Joan realized she’d been clenching and unclenching her fist, still unconsciously trying to stay grounded. Aaron pressed down, and the pressure of his touch did help. “Take us to the Oliver house.” 
“Where are Nick and Aaron?” Tom asked, as if Aaron hadn’t spoken. “The real Nick and Aaron?” 
It was the question they’d all been avoiding. The silence between them felt weighted.
“I’m sorry,” Joan said finally. She felt sick when she thought of them—a Nick, an Aaron who’d lived in this terrible world; who’d risen above it to help people. “We think they’re gone.” 
“You know the theory, I’m sure,” Jamie said softly. “The timeline wouldn’t allow two versions of them to exist. They would have been replaced when we arrived.” 
Tom folded his arms, looking as sick suddenly as Joan felt.
“We didn’t overwrite them on purpose,” Joan said, trying to explain. “It’s like you said before. We are them—born in different circumstances.” 
Outside, the sky had grayed to a false twilight. The sounds of the boat seemed muted too; the lapping water was almost inaudible. It hit Joan with a shot of fright that her senses were fading again. 
Aaron’s grip tightened around her hand. She looked up at him and found him staring grimly back. How did he always know when this was happening to her? The warmth of his hand seemed to stop the fade-out in its tracks—the world began to brighten again. In the distance, a train blared its horn. 
“Are you taking us to a guardhouse?” Aaron said tensely. 
“He’s not,” Jamie said.
“How can you know that?”
“Because . . .” Because I know him. Jamie didn’t say it. He just craned around Tom’s big body and whistled five notes. It wasn’t a melody—it wasn’t musical at all. Outside, the boat’s console lit up, and the boat returned its own artificial trill. “See?” Jamie said, and then clearly realized that none of them had understood the whistles. “We’re not going far,” he translated. “He’s set the destination for that bridge up ahead.” 
As he spoke, Tom slammed a button on the console, dimming its lights, shutting off whatever channel had been opened by Jamie’s whistle. You’ll know if I lose my temper, he’d said, and his expression now was dangerous. 
“What in the R2-D2 was that?” Ruth hissed at Jamie. “You just talked to the boat!”
Tom was momentarily distracted. “What’s R2-D2?”
“Oh, this really is the worst timeline,” Ruth muttered.
Tom turned back to Jamie. “That was a private Hathaway language,” he said. The rough note made Joan shiver. “We don’t teach it to outsiders.” 
“I’m not a spy, Tom,” Jamie said tiredly. “I haven’t been listening to your radio communications, if that’s what you’re thinking.” To Ruth, he added: “And I didn’t talk to the boat. I just activated the console and performed a query.” 
“You used my password!” Tom growled. 
Jamie swallowed visibly. Joan could see how hard he was working to keep it together. “We knew each other in the last timeline. I know you don’t believe it right now, but you used to trust us. I still trust you.” 
“I wouldn’t trust anyone enough to share my password. You—” He stopped, biting off the rest of the sentence, and Joan realized his eyes had caught on Jamie’s ring with its intertwined phoenix and hound. His gaze lifted back to Jamie’s face. 
Was he putting it together? The way Frankie had sprinted to him; had leaped into Tom’s arms, expecting him to catch her. The way Jamie looked at him. Could he sense that Jamie was familiar? 
They’d been talking about overwriting their counterparts, but the truth wasn’t as simple as that. Memories didn’t carry from timeline to timeline exactly, but some part of Joan had recognized Nick the first time she’d seen him. They’d been together in the original timeline, and some part of her had known him—had yearned for him—even though they’d never met. 
Tom was staring at Jamie now with an intensity that made Joan feel like an intruder.
“In the timeline I remember, you and I used to be . . .” Jamie faltered. “Well, we were close.” 
There was still a little suspicion in Tom’s eyes. “Close?” He said it like it was an alien concept. Joan had the feeling he was going to shut down again. Or maybe he’d decide that they really were spies. Maybe he’d open a radio channel and tell the Hathaways to warn the Court. Or Marguerite. But instead, Tom’s eyes shifted to Frankie, still in Jamie’s arms. “What did you say your dog’s name was?” 
“Frankie,” Jamie said. Frankie woke at her name, looking sleepy and puzzled.
“I knew someone named Frankie once,” Tom said.
A glimmer of emotion in Jamie’s eyes. He blinked it away.
Tom searched his face. “Why are you here?” When he’d asked earlier, it had been accusatory, but his voice seemed a little softer now. 
“We didn’t mean to come,” Jamie said. “It’s like we said. We tried to stop Eleanor, but—”
“No, I mean why are you here—on this boat? Why is Aaron pretending to be Aaron? Why is Nick pretending not to be Nick? Why do you care about the message in the ring?” 
Jamie took a breath. He put a hand on Frankie’s head, settling her again. “I think it’s clear that Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts weren’t just helping humans. They had a larger plan to stop Eleanor. We want the same thing.” 
“This world is wrong,” Joan said to Tom. “We all felt it as soon as we arrived here. Don’t you feel it?” 
“The treatment of humans—” Tom started.
“Not that,” Joan said. “Or not only that. There’s something wrong with the timeline, something off. It feels—” She reached for the monster sense inside herself. “Like the timeline is sick. I can almost smell the decay.” 
Jamie leaned closer to Tom, earnestly. “We have to fix it.”
Joan felt Aaron going very still beside her. He’d warned them not to reveal their mission here.
“What does that mean?” Tom said. “Fix it?” But he already knew. He answered before Jamie could. “You want to restore your own timeline. I doubt Aaron’s and Nick’s counterparts were planning to do that.” 
The moment felt fragile. Tom was still standing over them; still blocking their exit. What was he going to do?
“Tom, this world is wrong,” Jamie said earnestly. “It shouldn’t be this way. Our own timeline wasn’t perfect—not even close. But it was better than this.” 
“You’re talking about overwriting this timeline. You’re talking about—” Tom stopped, but they all heard the rest of the sentence. They wanted to overwrite the people of this timeline. 
Jamie swallowed visibly. “It’s not exactly death.”
Tom looked down at Jamie’s ring, deliberately this time. “Isn’t it?”
Jamie’s eyes glinted with unshed tears. “I know it isn’t. My family power gives me memories of previous timelines. I remember living other lives, but I was always me.” 
Tom searched Jamie’s face. Tom himself had told Joan once, in this same situation: He doesn’t know you. You feel things about him that he doesn’t feel about you. You miss him, and that makes you want to trust him.
From the outside now, Joan could see Tom had been right. For all that Jamie wanted to trust this Tom, he didn’t know him. To Tom, Jamie was a stranger who’d just told him he wanted to overwrite his whole world. 
“What if I stopped you?” Tom said to Jamie. His tone was oddly gentle. “What if I told Eleanor herself what you were planning? She’d stop you.” 
“She could try,” Nick said softly. His voice carried a weight, though, that made Tom look at him properly for maybe the first time. 
“You won’t tell her,” Jamie said to Tom. He sounded certain. More certain than Tom seemed. “I think you know this world is wrong too.” 
Tom’s mouth tightened, and it hit Joan that he was worried about something. That he’d been worried about something since he’d heard Nick’s recorded message. 
The boat was beginning to slow; they’d reached the destination Tom had set—the Rotherhithe walking bridge. Tom whistled a note now, and the engine cut out. The sudden silence made Joan aware of how small the boat’s space was; how everyone’s movements made the wood creak. 
“Wait . . . You’re just going to stop here for real?” Jamie said. He’d apparently assumed that Tom would tell the boat to keep moving once he reached their set destination. “We’re in the middle of the river. We’ll drift.” 
“He’s going to throw us in,” Ruth muttered.
“Don’t tempt me,” Tom said. He opened the door from the kitchenette and stepped out onto the deck.
There was a small floating pontoon attached to one of the legs of the bridge. Tom grabbed the edge and lashed the boat to it. 
“What are you doing?” Jamie said. “Why is there even a pontoon under that bridge?” 
“Come out here,” Tom said.
“Are you going to throw us in?” Aaron said warily. 
“I want you to see something.” Tom hoisted himself up onto the narrowboat’s roof.
“Why do we have to see it on the roof?” Aaron grumbled. But when Joan followed Tom out, he fell into step behind her. 
The water was choppy by the bridge, and the deck rocked underfoot. Joan’s hair flew, briny river spray spitting at her face, as she climbed onto the roof. 
“There are handholds.” Tom pointed to metal loops sticking up at regular intervals on the roof. “You’ll be more stable if you crouch.” 
The others came up one by one. It was a tight fit for the six of them, and they ended up kneeling in a line, trying to stay balanced. 
“Well . . . ,” Aaron said. “I see the city. But I could have seen it through the window too.”
Tom didn’t smile. He really was worried about something. Unease curled in Joan’s gut.
“Look . . . ,” Tom said. “I’m not saying I believe that you’re here for benign purposes. And I’m certainly not saying I’ll help you. But . . . Nick spoke of damage in that recording, and I think I know what he meant.” 
“I don’t understand,” Aaron said.
Tom pointed at the sky. “Look.” 
Joan followed his gaze. The sky was clouded, the sun penetrating feebly through the gray. It was going to rain again soon. She couldn’t see anything unusual in the sky, but she was feeling even more uneasy now. 
“You need to tilt your head,” Tom said. “You can only see it from a certain angle.”
Joan tilted her head. She couldn’t see anything but the sky. She shuffled on her knees, trying to line up her view with Tom’s pointing finger. “I don’t know what—” she said, and then she stopped, the words sticking in her throat. 
She heard, distantly, Aaron make a horrified sound, and Jamie groaning like he was going to be sick. She was going to be sick. 
Above them, the sky was suddenly cobwebbed and black, and something was moving in the darkness, wriggling and crawling like maggots feasting on turned meat. 
Joan had been sensing corruption and decay from the moment she’d arrived in this timeline. But now the feeling hit her so strongly that her stomach cramped with nausea. She might have fallen if she hadn’t already been on her knees. She heard someone retch behind her. Jamie, maybe. 
“What is that?” Aaron choked out. 
“It’s the sky,” Tom said. “The real sky.” 
“I don’t understand,” Joan said.
“There’s an Ali seal up there,” Tom said. “But it has a point of failure. If you look at it from just the right angle, you can see the world as it truly is.” 
“What does that mean?” Nick said. 
Tom looked over at him. “Your counterpart spoke about damage—of running out of time to stop Eleanor. I think he was talking about this. This world is riddled with holes, and the damage is only getting worse.” 
“What?” The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck as her understanding reframed the view above them. She’d thought she was looking at pale cobwebs in a night sky, but now she realized that the cobwebs were outlines of holes. The blackness above was the void itself: the vast emptiness that existed beyond the timeline. 
She realized then why she’d been sensing decay and corruption since she’d arrived in this timeline.
This world was falling apart.
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Joan stared up. She’d been thinking of this timeline as wrong, and now she knew why. This world was a worm-eaten apple. As she looked up, the tears seemed to emanate an air of corruption, of an almost sweet rot. 
“You said the damage was getting worse?” Nick said to Tom.
“There are tears all over the city too. I’ve heard whispers of Ali seals being placed in the dead of night. More and more frequently in recent months.” 
“Good lord,” Aaron said shakily.
Jamie closed his eyes, so pale that Joan reached for him, scared that he’d fall.
“Here—” Tom sounded concerned. He slipped onto the deck and steadied Jamie, helping him down and sitting him on a bench. “Head between your knees,” he murmured. 
Joan wet her dry lips. Her skin was crawling. “Why are there so many of those holes? What’s wrong with this timeline?” And why was the damage getting worse? 
She remembered the tear she’d found at the café in Covent Garden, the one in the library at Holland House. She was almost sure that she’d torn those holes; that something had gone wrong with her Grave power of unmaking. Not for the first time, she wondered . . . had the King
erased the Graves because they’d posed a danger to the timeline? Because they might have destroyed it? 
Jamie took a deep breath and lifted his head with some effort. “I have a theory.” Joan focused on him. Was he thinking along the same lines as her? But Jamie said, “I think Eleanor pushed this timeline too far.” 
Tom had been unlashing the boat from the pontoon. Now he paused, running a hand over his sandpapery chin. “Too far?”
“Does your timeline know of the zhēnshí de lìshǐ?” Jamie asked him. At Tom’s puzzled look, he bit his lip. Zhēnshí de lìshǐ was a Liu-coined term, apparently. “The true and original timeline,” he clarified. “The vera historia.” 
Tom glanced behind himself—even though they were all alone on this boat and no one was on the bridge above. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. He finished with the rope and helped Jamie up. The rest of them jumped down from the roof, and Tom ushered them all back into the cabin. 
With a whistle, Tom started the engine, and the boat began to head east. “You should be careful where you use that phrase,” he told Jamie. “True timeline. If the wrong person heard you saying that, you’d be arrested.” 
“Some things don’t change,” Aaron said wryly, and Tom’s eyebrows went up.
Jamie spread his hands. “Well . . . according to scholars, the timeline always tries to return to its true shape—the shape of the original timeline.” 
Tom leaned back against the door. He might have objected to the term true timeline, but from his expression he knew the theory. “Go on.” 
“What if Eleanor created a timeline too far from the original?” Jamie said. “What if this timeline keeps trying to repair itself, and it can’t? What if that’s tearing it apart?” 
Eleanor twisted the timeline beyond recognition, Gran had said. She created a world that was never supposed to exist.
On the other hand, Joan only knew two people who’d torn the timeline—her and Eleanor. “Or,” she said hesitantly, “what if it’s my family doing this? What if it’s the Graves? I’ve torn the timeline before with my power. And now my family’s back. . . .” Eleanor had brought them back. 
“You’re a Grave?” Tom said slowly. “With the Grave power?”
Joan’s heart sank. She’d forgotten for a second that this wasn’t their Tom. “It’s a long story. I was raised a Hunt, but—” 
“Can you time-travel?”
Joan was thrown by the question. “Well . . . yes.” What did it matter?
“Then why are you wearing that pendant?”
Joan blinked. She’d forgotten she was wearing it. “I’m half-human,” she explained. “The Olivers could tell.”
“Half-human?” Tom looked mildly shocked.
“Is that a problem?” Ruth said, an aggressive note starting.
“Not for me,” Tom said. There was a slight emphasis on me. 
Joan folded her arms around herself. It seemed that people who were mixed weren’t approved of in this timeline. She’d supposed she’d already guessed that, but still . . . Something more to thank Eleanor for. 
“I don’t believe it’s the Graves,” Jamie said to Joan firmly. “There was something about that message from Nick . . .” He recited it again, his intonation identical to Nick’s: 
“The damage is worsening, and we’re running out of time to stop her. We’ve done what we can to prevent her from locking things down, but she’ll have plans of her own, and she might still outwit us. I wish I could help you, but you’re alone in this now. You can get to her. You have what you need. Godspeed. . . .” 
“Good memory,” Tom said to him.
“It’s a family trait,” Jamie said. He was distracted, though. “Locking things down . . . ,” he murmured. “Why is that familiar?”
He’d said that earlier. A nagging thought coalesced in Joan’s mind. “Since when do you have memory problems?” 
Jamie’s eyes widened; his recall was perfect except when it came to memories of previous timelines.
In one of his past lives, he’d been locked in a windowless cell—forced to hold the Court’s secrets as the Royal Archive. He’d held all the knowledge of the world. “That phrase . . . ,” he said. “Locking things down . . .” He closed his eyes, trying to recall what he’d once known. “When I was the Archive, the King was researching something about locking things down.” 
The Liu power was a strange thing. The ordinary Liu power was perfect memory, but the strong Liu power gave them something in addition—fragments of previous timelines. Perfect
memory here, and fragments there. Did Jamie ever find that maddening? 
Jamie put a hand over his mouth. “Ohhh.” The sound stretched. He looked as sick as he had when he’d gazed up at that pocked sky. “Eleanor will want to do it anyway,” he mumbled to himself, “but the tears in the timeline will be forcing her hand. How soon will she need to act, though? How long do we have?” 
“Jamie?” Joan said, alarmed.
Jamie stared at her, eyes unfocused. “This timeline is damaged,” he said. “Eleanor has to know that she pushed things too far, and now it’s tearing itself apart. She’ll need to fix the damage—by locking down the timeline.” 
“Meaning?” Nick asked.
“There’s a way to make the timeline forget its previous incarnations,” Jamie said. “If Eleanor can do that, she’ll lock this timeline into place. The holes will close up, and the timeline will stop trying to return to its original shape.” 
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Ruth said. “Closing up the holes . . .”
Jamie’s gaze sharpened. “You don’t understand. If Eleanor succeeds, it won’t be possible to change the timeline ever again. Not for Eleanor, and not for us. This timeline will be the last timeline.” 
The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck. “The last timeline . . .” Behind Jamie, the window showed the north bank. Eleanor’s London was as gloomy as a storm. Clouds had dulled the skyline, painting the glass towers the same gray shades as the stone buildings around them. “We won’t be able to fix what she’s done.” 
Jamie nodded. “There’ll be no way to make a new timeline. We’ll be stuck here forever.”
Joan shuddered. Of all the possible horrors she’d imagined, this hadn’t been one of them. The timeline had always seemed flexible to her. 
But now it seemed that Eleanor could cement her rule forever.



Nineteen
“Semper Regina,” Aaron said. “Eleanor really will always be Queen.”
Nick stared at the cold view, square-jawed and perfect as ever. With the fake glasses removed, he was more Superman than Clark Kent again. Joan felt the familiar dual tug of love and loss. She knew—she knew—she’d lost him. She’d known from the moment she’d seen the monster sigils on the London skyline. From the moment he’d said to her, We’re not home.
But there was losing him and losing him. At least right now he was still physically by her side. At least he was still somewhere in the world. 
If Eleanor succeeded, though . . .
Joan imagined them all trapped here, forever, with no hope of getting home. She knew what Nick would do in that scenario—he’d fight against the Court, as his counterpart had. It was just in his nature. He’d fight for humans as long as he could. But no one could fight forever. Not even Nick could survive that forever. 
Joan’s breath felt tight suddenly in her throat. No, she told herself, trying to shake off the feeling. Eleanor wasn’t going to succeed. 
“We have to stop her,” she ground out. A wave of urgency washed over her. You’re running out of time, Gran had said. Joan could feel the truth of it—the decay all around them was worsening. “You said that Eleanor would have to act soon,” she said to Jamie. “How soon? How long do we have?” 
“The damage we saw was extensive,” Jamie said. “It sounds like Eleanor has been papering over the problem using Ali seals, but there’ll be a point where the seals fail, and then . . .” He shivered. “The tears will rip up the timeline, and all of us—everything—will tumble into the void. Every moment in history, every person who ever lived will be destroyed.” 
The words were familiar. There was a monster myth about how the world would end. Some people believed that the void would eventually consume the timeline. 
“How long before that happens?” Nick said tightly, echoing Joan’s question.
“I don’t know,” Jamie said, but his tone said not long. 
“You need to tell us everything you know,” Joan said to him. “Everything you remember. How was the King planning to lock the timeline?” 
Jamie spread his hands to indicate that he didn’t recall.
Nick shifted his weight. “We’re not going to figure out anything on this boat,” he said, and Joan registered the way that everyone turned to him. The brisk, soldier-like note in his voice. It reminded her of his counterpart. “Tom—you need to take us back to the Oliver house. We need to analyze the message from my counterpart. And we need to break that cipher.” 
He was right. Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts had clearly been several steps ahead of them in figuring out Eleanor’s plans, and how to stop her. He was right about the need to break that code too. Joan was sure it held the key to physically accessing Eleanor. 
Tom looked at them all. “I need to, do I?” His posture was almost too relaxed suddenly. 
Joan’s heart stuttered before she’d even realized why. She kept forgetting this wasn’t their Tom. That they still hadn’t persuaded him to their side. 
“Tom . . . ,” Jamie said.
“So I’ve been listening to you all.” Tom scratched his neck, still faux relaxed. “I heard you say that the Queen is going to save the world. She’s going to fix the damage to the timeline. And the five of you want to stop her.” 
Joan shook her head. She could understand why he’d think that. “We plan to repair the timeline too,” she said, willing Tom to believe her. “If Jamie’s right, those tears only exist because Eleanor pushed the timeline too far from true.” 
“If we restore the timeline, those tears should vanish,” Jamie agreed.
They were all still standing in the small space beyond the narrowboat’s kitchenette, and Jamie had ended up between Tom and the others again. Joan was sure he’d done it on purpose. 
“You don’t understand how bad this place is,” Jamie said to him earnestly. “You don’t have anything to compare it with. I know you can feel it’s wrong, though. You know that this world shouldn’t be set in stone.” 
“Is that what I know?” Tom said mildly.
“You can feel it,” Jamie persisted. “There’s something wrong with this timeline. It’s not only the damage you showed us, or the way humans are treated. You feel it inside yourself. You know you’re not living the life you’re supposed to be living.” 
Tom gave him a long look, but there was a crack of vulnerability in his expression. Jamie’s words were resonating.
“You feel that something’s missing,” Jamie said. Joan could hear the pleading note in it.
Tom folded his big arms against his chest. “Are you going to say it’s you?” His own tone wasn’t quite mocking, but it was challenging. 
Jamie didn’t flinch. “I know you’ve guessed who I am, Tom.”
“I know what you want me to guess. What you’ve led me to guess.”
“It’s the truth.”
“You have an agenda. You want me to trust you. That gives you an incentive to lie.” 
Jamie swallowed visibly. Even standing a little behind him, Joan could see his pain—it was in his stiff stance, his tight shoulders. He bent now to carefully work his wedding ring from his finger. 
“Really?” Tom said. “A proposal? We’ve only just met.”
Jamie’s jaw twitched in what might have been an attempt at a smile. He offered the ring to Tom. “There are words on its inner side,” he said. “From you to you. You had them etched in case anything like this ever happened. I always thought you were being paranoid. But . . .” He huffed a soft laugh. “You were just thinking ahead, covering all the bases, as usual.” 
“I didn’t write anything,” Tom said. “And unless there’s an essay on here, it’s not going to convince me.” But he took the ring reluctantly and held it up to the light. 
Joan was too far to read the etched words on the inner side, but she saw Tom’s reaction. A breath shuddered through him.
Tom closed his fingers around the ring, hiding it from sight. “Why didn’t you show me this before?” he asked Jamie. There wasn’t much emotion in his voice. 
“Because . . . ,” Jamie said helplessly, “I knew it would be a mind-fuck. Because I hoped we’d have more time together to get to know each other. To talk. But there is no time, Tom. We need your help before the world falls apart.” 
Tom shook his head. “Look—”
Jamie reeled back, his face falling. “If that’s not enough, I—I can prove what we were to each other.” His words tumbled over each other, quick and desperate. “Ask me anything about yourself. Anything. I can convince you if you let me! I—” 
“Stop,” Tom growled, and Jamie did, eyes wide and lips parted. “I wrote those words,” Tom said flatly, and Joan wondered what the words had been. What could have convinced him so quickly and thoroughly? But Tom didn’t seem inclined to share; the wedding ring was still safe, held tight in his fist. “We should talk about them,” Tom said a little more softly. As Jamie drew a breath, he added, “I’m not saying I’ll help you, but you and I should talk—and we can do that at the Oliver house.” 
Jamie’s shoulders lowered, and he swallowed visibly.
Tom whistled a few notes, short and sharp, and the boat began to turn. Joan felt her own jaw unclench; she hadn’t realized how tense she’d been herself until Tom had agreed to take them back. 
 
It was nearing sunset as the Oliver mansion came into view. Willows drooped at the river’s edge, leaves grazing the water. Beyond them, lush green grass stretched to the horizon being swallowed by rolling hills. The mansion itself stood at the top of the highest hill, drawing the eye like a lighthouse. From this angle, it truly was a castle. Oliver territory was a kingdom of its own. 
Tom drew to a stop at the estate’s dock: a small wooden platform, half-hidden by trees.
“Just in time,” Aaron said. “Joan and Nick are about to break curfew.”
Joan bit the inside of her cheek. She’d almost forgotten about the stupid curfew. She put her hand on the blunt edges of the pendant. Her fingers ached with the desire to rip off the chain. 
“I’m sorry,” Aaron murmured to her. “My family won’t tolerate you taking it off.”
Joan blinked at him, surprised that he’d guessed what she was thinking.
Nick grunted, and Joan realized that Nick had been watching her too. Nick turned to Aaron now. “You’re the head of the family,” he said tightly. “They’ll tolerate anything you tell them to.” 
Aaron shook his head. “It’s quite clear to me that my family doesn’t know of my counterpart’s work. That he had to put on a facade, even at home.” That sounded so lonely to Joan—as lonely as Tom seemed to be here. “You don’t need to worry,” he added to Joan and Nick. “My family won’t touch what’s mine. Neither of you have anything to fear from them.” 
Nick’s expression in response was icy: Maybe your family should fear me. 
Aaron registered it, chin lifting defiantly at him.
“Let’s just get inside,” Joan said. The world was already falling apart; they couldn’t fall apart too. Not until they defeated Eleanor, at least. 
Tom opened the boat’s door, and Joan heard Aaron sigh in relief, as if he’d still thought Tom might keep them captive, even up until this last moment. 
“I’ll help with the ropes,” Jamie said, jumping out.
He made quick work of lashing the boat to the mooring, and Joan watched Tom’s gaze shift from the neat, practiced knots to Jamie’s face. 
When Jamie was done, they all stepped out of the boat. Tom put a hand on Jamie’s arm before he could turn to the house. “You need to know something,” he said gruffly. “Before we go back out into the world.” He glanced around, as if assuring himself that they were alone here. Then he lowered his voice so that Joan could barely hear him over the rush of the river. “You implied earlier that you had a memory power.” 
Jamie seemed puzzled, but Joan felt a swirl of unease. “Yes,” Jamie said. “My family has perfect memory.”
“Have you told anyone else that?”
“We’ve only been here a day. I’ve barely spoken to anyone.”
Tom blinked; he hadn’t realized how recently they’d replaced their counterparts. “Well, don’t. Don’t tell anyone.” 
Joan drew a breath of cold air. The tide was high enough that water lapped at their feet through the gaps in the wooden dock. “Why not?” 
“Because people with perfect memories are hunted down here and executed by the Court.”
“What?” Horror ran through Joan. It hit her that she hadn’t seen a single phoenix sigil since they’d arrived—not where Liu territory should have been, not at the market, not among the people watching the executions. 
Now she realized what she should have known when they’d crossed into Liu territory and found Argent sigils instead. The Lius would have been a threat to Eleanor—they remembered previous timelines; they’d have known what Eleanor had done. 
So Eleanor had erased them from this timeline, like the King had erased the Graves last time.
Jamie put a shaky hand over his mouth, looking sick. He sipped quick breaths of cold river air until the moment passed.
“But . . . you were at the Oliver house this morning,” Joan said to Jamie. “And last night.” They were going to the Oliver house now. She could feel Ruth’s and Nick’s confusion—and Tom’s. They didn’t know about the true Oliver power—the rare ability to differentiate family from family, just by looking into someone’s eyes. Last time, the Olivers had been tasked with mopping up the remnants of the Grave family. It had to be the same here, for the Lius. 
Aaron understood at once. “Who did you speak to at the house?” he asked Jamie urgently.
Jamie opened his mouth and closed it. He was barely holding it together. “Only your valet,” he managed.
Aaron swore under his breath. Geoffrey had the true Oliver power, apparently.
“What’s going on?” Ruth said. “Who cares about the valet?”
Aaron waved his hand at her dismissively. “How close did he get to you?” he asked Jamie.
“Close.”
“Did he look into your eyes?”
Jamie hesitated for just a moment. “No.”
“You’re sure?” Aaron said. 
“Perfect memory,” Jamie reminded him. “I’m sure.”
“What exactly’s going on?” Ruth said.
“None of your business,” Aaron said, more out of habit than heat. When Ruth scowled in response, he gritted out: “Oliver stuff.” Ruth blinked, but surprisingly she accepted that. All the families had secrets. 
“Where else can we go?” Joan said. “Back to the Serpentine?”
“No,” Aaron said. “We have resources and power here that we won’t have elsewhere.” To Jamie, he said, “You need to keep your head down around Geoffrey. Watch me for cues. I’ll tell you if you need to worry about anyone else.” 
Joan caught Tom’s expression again as Jamie turned, shaken, to walk up the hill. I’m not saying I’ll help you, Tom said to him earlier. But his gaze now was dark and protective, as if some bone-deep part of him was already starting to remember what Jamie had been to him. 
 
At the house, Aaron ushered them all up to the Oliver library—a round room upstairs, in his private wing of the house. He’d told Geoffrey to take the night off. “Send some food up before you turn in, though,” he’d said, glancing at Joan. “Whatever’s immediately available.” 
If Geoffrey thought they were an even odder group than last night, he didn’t comment on it. He just nodded respectfully.
The food arrived shortly afterward on silver trays—slices of cold roast duck and fresh bread and butter, and a ceramic bowl with a sauce of sour cherries. 
Within a few bites, Joan felt the world solidify again. She hadn’t realized how out of it she’d been until she’d eaten. And as her mind sharpened, the room seemed to sharpen too. The library was bigger than she’d first grasped. They hadn’t really explored Aaron’s wing of the house—they’d gone straight to his bedchambers last night. 
Here, books covered curved walls, floor to ceiling, with sliding ladders provided for the upper shelves. A glass dome showed a golden sunset, tinted in blue, glinting stars beginning to emerge. 
Jamie closed his eyes. “The damage is worsening,” he murmured, quoting the message again. “We’re running out of time to stop her. We’ve done what we can to prevent her from locking things down, but she’ll have plans of her own, and she might still outwit us.
I wish I could help you, but you’re alone in this now. You can get to her. You have what you need. Godspeed. . . .” 
“They were trying to stop Eleanor from locking the timeline too,” Ruth mused. “I wonder what exactly they were planning to do.” 
“I think the last part of the message is more important,” Joan said. They had to assume that Eleanor would still outwit them, as Nick had said. That she’d lock the timeline, whatever the counterparts had done. “Nick said that Aaron had what he needed to get to her now. To stop her.” 
“He has to be talking about the cipher,” Nick said. “The numbers at the end of the message. It must describe where and when she can be intercepted.” 
“I think so too,” Joan said.
“Tell us the numbers again?” Ruth asked Jamie. She’d found some blank paper on a desk, and enough pencils for them all. She passed them around now so that they could all write as Jamie dictated. 
“Right then,” Joan said. “Let’s break this code. We just need to find the book Nick used.”
 
Hours later, Joan wanted to scream with frustration. Together, they’d checked most of the books in the library, and all the ones in the walkway leading to Aaron’s suites. 
In front of her, the page of the latest book swam in and out of focus. There were some strange numbers in the cipher: the first three were 9 1894 1. Tom had suggested they represented chapter, line, and word, but it had quickly become apparent that book chapters just weren’t that long. They’d switched to chapter, word, and letter numbers instead. Joan rubbed at her eyes now. Were they still wrong about how the cipher had been encoded? Surely, Nick’s counterpart hadn’t expected Aaron’s to accurately count such high numbers. 
She glanced at Jamie beside her. He was the only one still in the room with her—other than Frankie and Tom’s cat, Sylvie, who were snoozing on the table, their feud briefly paused in sleep. 
The others had split up to search the rest of the house for books. Joan hoped they were having better luck than she was.
“I can’t even see anymore,” she admitted.
Jamie groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Me either.”
“Headache?”
Jamie attempted a smile, but it was wan. “No, I’m all right.” The lamplight had put his face in shadow, hollowing his cheeks. He wasn’t anywhere near all right. 
“Jamie . . .” Joan hardly knew what to say. When Nick had killed the Hunts, it was like he’d killed her too. She’d never forget the depth of that pain. There were no words for it. “I’m so sorry about your family. I’m so sorry Eleanor did that.” 
Jamie’s mouth started to crumple. He fought it and won. “I should have guessed they were gone when we couldn’t find them.” He swallowed visibly. “I just . . . I keep wondering . . . What if we can’t break this cipher? What if we can’t stop her from locking down this timeline?” 
Joan put her hand over his impulsively, and Jamie turned his own hand so he could squeeze hers.
“I can’t think,” Jamie whispered. “It doesn’t matter what I look for in all these books—letters or words. I can’t find a meaning. I’m so scared I’m missing something because I’m tired. And—And because . . .” Because he was thinking about his family. 
“Why don’t you stop for a bit?” Joan whispered to him. “Just close your eyes.”
Jamie took a shaky breath and nodded. “Why don’t you take a break too?” he suggested.
Joan was too wired to sleep, but she knew Jamie was right—she should take her own advice. Better to rest than to miss something because she was tired. “I think I’ll go outside,” she said, nodding. “Get some fresh air.” 
“Don’t leave the estate, though,” Jamie said, suppressing a yawn. “Aaron won’t be able to protect you if you step outside Oliver territory.” 
The house was silent as Joan padded downstairs, and then through a long gallery with portraits of Olivers on the wall. It felt strange to have the run of a house as huge and luxurious as this. She walked through the conservatory, humid and warm even on a cold night, and smelling sweetly of night-blooming jasmine. 
Joan pushed open the door into the formal garden outside. Frigid air stung her eyes. It felt good—like a splash of cold water on her face. 
She lifted her head to feel the wind as she walked down to the river. She chose a spot where the hill started to slope down, putting her blissfully out of view of the house and all those Olivers. Then she sat on the damp grass and let the cold seep into her, clearing her head. The river flowed below, the slow movement soothing. 
She wasn’t sure how long she’d been there when she heard soft footsteps above her. She turned sharply, anticipating a security officer. But the silhouette was achingly familiar. And the last person she’d expected to see. 
Nick.
The boy who haunted her, awake and in dreams. He walked toward her now, hands in his pockets, his square shoulders unmistakable, even in the shadows. 
Joan’s chest fluttered, as it always did when he was near. Her body didn’t understand that he didn’t belong to her anymore. That he never would again. She wondered why he’d come out here. Maybe he’d wanted a moment to himself as well. . . . 
She pushed up from the ground. “I should go back.”
“No, please.” He gestured for her to sit back down. “I came looking for you. Can we talk?”
“Talk?” It was too dark to see much of him as he lowered himself to the grass beside her. Her heart thudded painfully. This was it, then. They were going to make explicit what had been unsaid between them when they’d arrived here. 
I don’t trust you anymore. I hate what I did for you. I can’t bear that you hate me now. We need to go our separate ways. She wasn’t braced enough for this; she was too tired, and too close to that fade-out today to handle it. 
Nick was silent. His long fingers smoothed the grass in front of them. Joan could feel herself tensing in anticipation of what he was going to say. Then he whispered, “I miss you.” 
Joan heard her own sharp intake of breath. She’d expected I hate you. She’d said that to him once—after he’d killed her family. I know, he’d said. 
No, not him. Another version of him. Sometimes, all the versions of him merged in her head.
“I miss talking to you,” Nick said.
“I miss you too,” she said honestly. She missed being with him. She missed him all the time. Every moment of the day. There was a hollow inside her where he’d once been. 
The missing wasn’t the problem, though. I made him into a slayer because you loved him and he loved you, Eleanor had said. Because if he killed the people you loved most, you’d never trust him again. Because when he fought back, he’d see you for the monster you are. He’d never trust you.
And it worked, didn’t it? You’ll never feel the same about each other again.
Nick picked at the grass between them, his head down. “I was
so angry,” he said softly, “when Eleanor showed us what happened at Holland House.” 
Joan swallowed. He’d seen Joan kiss his previous self. The Nick she’d first fallen in love with. She could still remember the heat of his mouth against hers. She’d told him that she loved him, and then she’d unmade him. She’d killed the boy who’d been a monster slayer. And this Nick had been reborn in his place. 
And Eleanor had shown Nick all of it. The kiss. The betrayal.
Joan shut her eyes, trying to fend off the memory of it. His dawning horror as he’d watched. “I’m so sorry,” she said. The words felt inadequate. “Nick, I’m—” 
“Don’t—” Nick said, so harshly that Joan flinched. He paused then. When he spoke again, it was softer. “Don’t apologize. Please.” 
Joan tried to make out his expression in the dark. What did he want from her if not an apology?
“Why didn’t you tell me that I’d killed your family?” he said hoarsely. “You let me think that you killed the hero just to remove him from the board. You didn’t tell me that I’d murdered the Hunts first. That you’d killed me to bring them back.” 
Tears stung Joan’s eyes. She blinked them back, clasping her hands tight in her lap. “You didn’t kill my family.” This Nick had never hurt her at all. 
“A version of me did. And he did it to you. Your family. You remember them dying.” 
Joan could taste the tears at the back of her throat. She really didn’t want to talk about this. “You didn’t do that,” she said again. “You’re not him.” 
“But I am. I’m him in different circumstances. Isn’t that what we keep saying?” He plucked a blade of grass, fingers restless. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I keep thinking about what I said to you in the carriage afterward. I knew why Eleanor had shown us that scene. She wanted to manipulate me. To hurt you. I knew what she was doing. I should have asked you what had really happened, but I pushed you away instead. I think that’s when I lost you.” 
What was he talking about? “I lost you,” Joan whispered. “I let you believe that monsters were benign, when they were actually stealing human life. I could have told you the truth, and I didn’t. And then I asked an Argent to control your mind.” It hadn’t even worked. Nick had broken the compulsion. But she’d tried. “I violated your mind. I lost you!” 
Nick tilted his head, the dark strands of his hair falling over his face. “You were afraid of me. Eleanor said that I killed your family. That you were there when it happened. That you had to run for your life.” 
Joan was there again suddenly. The thick butcher-shop smell of blood was in the air. Gran groaned, agonized as she died under Joan’s hands. Joan squeezed her eyes shut, but she could see the bodies littered in the gardens. She could smell the sickly scent of crushed hydrangeas as she’d run. 
Sometimes, she felt like it was all still happening—like she was still stanching the wound in Gran’s chest; still fleeing through the maze. That she had never left that maze. But it had happened two timelines ago. Two lifetimes ago. And Joan was the only one who remembered it. She breathed in now, concentrating on the smell of wet grass. “He came to me seeking peace at the end.” 
Nick gave her a long look. He knew she’d avoided what he’d said. “You told me he was a hero.”
Joan remembered that conversation. Not just a hero, she’d explained to him. You were the hero. Like King Arthur. People told stories about you. Made art depicting you. “He wasn’t so different from the gladiator version of you in this timeline. They both fought predators and protected the weak.” She hesitated. All the Nicks had had the same aura of goodness. Wherever he was, she always felt herself turning toward him, like he was true north. “You said before that you lost me, but I know when I lost you properly. You chose to save me instead of the rest of the world, and I know you regret it.” 
“Is that what you think?” Nick said.
“You went against everything you believe in. And now you can’t stand it. Now that you’ve seen this world.”
He huffed a laugh as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You know . . . sometimes, I catch you looking at me, and it’s like . . .” He shook his head. “Like you’re comparing yourself to me and finding yourself wanting. Like you’re ashamed of what you are. But I don’t see myself like that. I don’t see you like that.” 
“Nick, I’ve seen how you avoid me now. Eleanor gave you a choice—me or the world—and you chose me. I know you hate what you did.” And, by extension, he had to hate her too. 
“No,” he said flatly. The word was like a solid wall. Joan felt as if she’d run into it. “If Eleanor gave me that choice again, I’d choose you again. Every time.” His dark eyes were certain, and he sounded unmovable. As if the statement had a foundation that extended for miles. “You know what I hate?” he said. “I hate that my other self hurt you. I hate that Eleanor used me to hurt you again. And—you’re right—I hate that I made this world. But I don’t hate you. I never could. I’ve loved you from the moment I first saw you.” 
Joan shook her head. She wanted to believe it too badly for it to be true.
“You told me once that my feelings for you were just a remnant of another timeline,” Nick said. “An echo. Something that someone else once felt. But you’re wrong. My feelings don’t belong to anyone else. They’re mine. For you. I would always choose you.” 
“Nick . . .”
“You should hate me,” he said softly. “I killed your family. I made you run. I hurt you so much. Over and over. I’m sure there are things that I did—ways that I hurt you—that you’re not telling me even now.” 
Tears welled in Joan’s eyes again, and this time she felt them fall. “I love you. I never stopped.” She drew a shaky breath. “I’ll love you until I die,” she said to him honestly. 
Nick reached for her cheek to thumb away the tears with one hand, and then he was kneeling up and shifting closer, an arm around her waist drawing her in. Joan’s heart stuttered. He was going to kiss her. 
Behind them, the dry snap of a leaf made her jump. She pulled away, startled. 
Aaron stood above them on the slope, moonlight silver in his hair. Joan could tell from his expression that he’d heard at least some of their conversation; that he’d seen the almost kiss. The cool air, so welcome earlier, felt suddenly, painfully biting. 
“Jamie wants you to come back inside,” Aaron said. “He’s figured something out.”
“Aaron—” Joan started, but he was already turning away. A wave of misery hit her out of nowhere, startling her almost as much as Aaron’s unexpected appearance. Her chest seized painfully, as if her heart had cracked right at the center. She wanted to go after him. She wanted to pull Nick closer. She felt . . . She didn’t know how she felt. 
Beside her, she heard Nick get to his feet. She lifted her gaze to him and saw that he was watching Aaron with an expression she couldn’t quite read. 
 
Joan’s chest seized again as she walked back to the house. Her feelings were a tangled mess. Her heart was still thundering from the almost kiss. And yet . . . she felt so strange and unsettled. 
Nick was quiet beside her. He’d surely registered the odd moment with Aaron on the hill, but he didn’t probe her about it. Joan didn’t know what she’d have said if he had. 
His hand brushed against hers comfortingly. Joan wanted to lean into him. At the same time, she knew she had to keep a clear head. With luck, they’d find Eleanor soon. But the last time they’d confronted her, she’d defeated them. 
Even if they won this time . . . Joan and Nick had nearly kissed tonight, but neither of them had made any promises about what would happen after they’d stopped Eleanor. For all Nick had said I’d choose you, Joan knew his heart. He wouldn’t stand by if humans continued to be consumed as prey. He might side with Joan, but not with monsters—and Joan was still half-monster, with people she loved on both sides. 
Where did that leave them? Where could they go from there?
The front door opened as they reached it, and a man in black stared them down. One of the Oliver security personnel. He tilted his head at Joan, and Nick twitched. 
Joan gripped Nick’s wrist warningly. This wasn’t the time to test Aaron’s control over his household. “Lord Oliver wants us upstairs,” she said to the man. 
The man’s sneer turned into a snarl, but he shifted aside to let them pass.



Twenty
Nick’s hand brushed Joan’s again as they walked along the hall to the library.
If Eleanor gave me that choice again, I’d choose you again. Every time.
He’d been telling the truth in the garden, she knew. He still loved her, like she loved him. She put a hand over her face, feeling overwhelmed suddenly. He loved her. Her uncertainty about the future receded slightly. She’d wanted this so much for so long. . . . 
“All right?” he murmured. He tugged her closer, and Joan gave in to the urge to press her face to his shoulder for a second, breathing in the warm scent of him. 
 
Everyone was in the library when they arrived, looking exhausted, huge circles under their eyes.
“Finally!” Ruth said, when she saw Joan and Nick. “You missed all the excitement!” 
Nick choked, and Joan’s face heated. She could still feel the sweep of his thumb against her cheek, the warmth between them as he’d leaned closer. “Oh?” she managed. 
“Well, not that much excitement,” Jamie said. “I just remembered something of how the King planned to lock the timeline. And then Tom and I connected a few dots.” He didn’t seem as animated as Ruth. 
Nick pulled up a chair beside Joan’s, the wooden feet scraping against the floor.
“Please don’t scratch the parquetry,” Aaron said. His posh voice drew everyone’s gaze. He was standing at the back of the room, hands in his pockets. His gray suit was still crisp and ironed, and Joan wondered, absurdly, if he’d time-traveled since she’d seen him in the garden. How did his clothes always seem freshly pressed? “In this world, that floor is worth more than you,” Aaron said to Nick. 
Nick’s blink was slow, almost puzzled, but it was Ruth who spoke. “We’re making plans to save humanity, and your focus is the parquetry?” 
“We can save the world and the floor at the same time,” Aaron said. “Surely.” He stepped over to the seat opposite Joan’s, lifting the chair with exaggeration so that it wouldn’t scrape. 
With Aaron facing her, Joan found herself overly aware of Nick’s solid frame; of the way he was frowning a little, turning over Aaron’s insult in his mind. 
Aaron himself was glaring at the floor. What had he heard of their conversation in the garden? His jibe at Nick had been much nastier than his usual style. At that thought, the unsettled feeling from the garden returned, bubbling like nausea in the pit of Joan’s stomach. 
Jamie cleared his throat.
“Go on,” Joan said. “What did you remember from your time at Court?”
Jamie sat down between Aaron and Tom, who shuffled slightly to make room for him. He leaned forward to answer. “The King was the first person to leash the timeline,” he said, “but the truth was it was never truly under his control. Some part of it was always trying to return itself to its original shape—that of the true timeline.” 
Joan nodded. She’d known most of that already.
“When I was the Archive,” Jamie continued, “the King was searching for a way to tighten the leash. To take complete control of the timeline. He wanted to cage it so tightly that it could form no shape but the one he’d made for it.” 
Joan had often perceived the timeline as an unwillingly leashed creature, with a mind of its own. She thought of the men imprisoned on the bridge, forced to curl over in too-small cages, and she shivered. “He found a way?” 
“Yes, but . . .” Jamie swallowed visibly. “He was never quite ruthless enough to go through with it.”
“Not ruthless enough?” Nick said. Between their seats, his hand curled into a fist. Joan covered it with hers and felt him draw a slow breath. “What was the method?” 
“In order to leash the timeline,” Jamie said, “to cage it so tightly that it couldn’t move, the King would have had to weaken it first. To push it to the very brink of collapse. Only then could he have fixed the cage around it.” 
The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck as she thought of the tears in the sky, the void inside them, threatening to consume the word. “You think Eleanor has been weakening the timeline on purpose?” 
“When I saw those tears, I thought they were a byproduct of Eleanor pushing the timeline too far from true. But now I think she wants to do what the King never dared to. I think she wants to force the timeline to the very edge of failure, to the point where the void itself is on the cusp of consuming it. She wants to break the timeline’s will. And when she has it on its knees, she’ll take complete control of it.” 
“But . . . this timeline is so damaged. It seems like she’s destroying it.”
Jamie shook his head. “Once caged, the timeline will stop fighting to return to its original shape. At that point, it should be able to redirect its energy toward healing itself. The tears will be fixed, and the timeline will be fixed too. Fixed in place forever in the shape—the cage—Eleanor makes for it.” 
Aaron looked pale. “So where does that leave us? Why hasn’t she already done it? It sounds like she could act at any moment.”
“Just before I brought you all here,” Jamie said, “I told Tom what I remembered of the King’s plans. I told him that there had to be a reason why Eleanor hadn’t already locked the timeline. It was clear to me that it wasn’t quite weak enough for her to take control yet. And . . . she could wait until the tears get worse on their own. But I remember her well enough to know she’ll want more control than that. She’d rather do something to push it over the edge. And . . .” He flicked Tom a look, and Tom twisted his mouth unhappily in response. “Tom figured it out.” 
Ruth looked at Tom. “You broke the cipher?”
Tom’s giant body didn’t quite fit in the library chair; the wooden arms were a too-tight squeeze. He’d ended up perching on the end of the seat, forearms resting on the desk for balance. “Not the cipher,” he said. “But I think I understand Eleanor’s plan to lock the timeline. And where she’ll be.” 
Joan sat up straighter. “Where?”
“There’s always a great spectacle on the day of the jubilee,” Tom said. “The Jubilee Games, they call it. But this year, they’re planning an unprecedented showcase. The biggest and bloodiest spectacle ever displayed at the Londinium colosseum—human captives versus gladiators. Animals versus humans—you get the picture.” 
“Blood sports,” Nick said flatly. “Executions.”
“Yes,” Tom said.
Joan folded her arms around herself. Nick’s counterpart had fought in the arena as a gladiator. She could hardly bear to think of it—a crowd cheering and jeering as he was forced to fight for his life. To kill. 
“What does that have to do with Eleanor’s plan?” Ruth said.
“Don’t you see?” Jamie said. “Hundreds—maybe thousands—of humans are going to die who wouldn’t have died in the previous timeline. All in one day, in one place. Those deaths will distort the timeline so far from its true shape that it’ll reach breaking point. The timeline will be weak enough, finally, for Eleanor to take full control.” 
Joan shivered at the thought. Jamie had said that the King had never been ruthless enough to go through with fully caging the timeline. Eleanor was that ruthless, though. 
“We were told that Eleanor never makes public appearances,” Ruth said. “That she never appears anywhere in person.”
“She’ll be there at the colosseum.” Jamie sounded certain. “She’ll have to be. She can’t lock the timeline from the Monster Court—she’ll need to be out in the world, as close as she can be to the epicenter, when the timeline weakens. She’ll be right there, watching and waiting.” 
“When is the jubilee?” Ruth asked. 
“In two weeks’ time,” Tom said.
“Two weeks?” Joan tried and failed to suppress a wave of fear. You’re running out of time, Gran had said, but Joan had expected to have so much longer to prepare. 
Eleanor herself was a long-game thinker. She’d put years into planning her revenge on Joan and Nick, and on the King. She must have made plans and backup plans here. 
“We have to slow this down,” Joan said. “We need more time to make proper plans.”
“Well . . . ,” Ruth said. “Aaron still has those travel tokens.”
Joan swallowed. Aaron had 150 years’ worth of tokens. She didn’t want to use them, but they had to be realistic. They needed time and space to plan and think. 
But Jamie shook his head before Aaron could respond. “Traveling back won’t buy us more time. When Eleanor locks the timeline, she’ll lock it all at once. Wherever we are, whenever we are, the timeline will freeze into place. Just like when she created this timeline.” 
Joan remembered—the new timeline had swallowed the old in an instant, head to tail. She took a breath, and tried to think like Gran would have—and God, she wished so badly Gran were here. “All right. So . . . we’re pretty sure Eleanor will be at the Jubilee Games in two weeks’ time. And we think she’ll be at the colosseum.” 
She didn’t hear the nervous shake in her voice until Nick put a warm hand on her arm. His touch was solid as always, and calming. “Tom . . . ,” she said. “I assume you’ve been to the colosseum before—that you know it?” 
“Never had the stomach for blood sports,” Tom said. “All those humans and animals . . .”
“I’ve been to the Londinium colosseum,” Aaron interjected. His eyes flicked to Nick’s hand on Joan’s arm and then away. “I once traveled back to see it at its height.” 
“That’s a four-thousand-year round trip . . . ,” Nick said slowly.
“Something like that.” There was a needle in Aaron’s voice. “It was quite filthy really. Londinium was a backwater—at the very outskirts of the Roman Empire. I couldn’t wait to get home.” 
“Is there a point to this sweet reminiscence?” Nick ground out.
Aaron’s expression barely changed, but Joan registered his glint of satisfaction. He’d wanted to get a rise out of Nick. For all his frosty exterior, he seemed more heated than usual underneath right now. 
Tom shifted his weight. “Let’s stick to relevancies. In essence, we need to physically get to her.”
“And then we need to stop her from locking the timeline,” Ruth said, “so we can seize control of it ourselves.”
“And restore it to something better,” Nick said.
Joan took a deep breath. That would mean killing Eleanor. When Eleanor had seized control of the timeline, she’d had to kill the King. Joan remembered now how blood had pooled under his body; how the timeline curled away from him after his death, twining itself around Eleanor. 
But Tom’s interjection—we need to physically get to her—had made her think of something else too. Tom hadn’t actually declared a side yet. 
“Does this mean you’re going to work with us?” she asked Tom. “Have you decided?”
Tom hesitated a moment longer than Joan would have liked. “I suppose I’m leaning toward it.”
“He’ll help.” Jamie sounded tired. Tom blinked at him. “Oh, come on, you will,” Jamie said. “You know that this will be our one and only chance to stop her. If she locks the timeline, it’ll be all over. You’ll never get another opportunity because the timeline will be locked, with her as Queen. With this world as a horror.” 
“You say that like we share the same cause,” Tom said to him. “I don’t have causes.”
“Of course you do. You’ve been helping Marguerite—who you know has been working against the Court.” 
“She pays well,” Tom said. But he frowned, gaze introspective, as if he’d never really delved into his own reasoning for working against the Court. 
“Tom . . . you’re not one to join teams,” Jamie said. “You’d rather keep to yourself. But you haven’t been.”
Tom’s frown deepened. “No Hathaway has love for the Court,” he said. “And . . . I suppose I sometimes feel like . . .” He trailed off as if he didn’t know what he felt. Then he shook his head. “It’s as you say: the Hathaways prefer to be alone.” 
“And yet, you feel like there’s an absence in your life,” Joan said. Tom’s eyes snapped to hers. Joan bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to say that—it had just come out. She knew how it felt, though. When she’d met Nick, it was like she’d been missing him her whole life. “You lost Jamie once before. You’d lost him when I first met you—and you went to the ends of the earth to get him back. You’d have done anything. You helped me break into the Monster Court itself. And . . . I
think you feel something’s missing from your life now. I think some part of you has been looking for him here too.” 
Doubt and belief warred in Tom’s expression as if Joan’s words had struck a chord. Joan understood that too. It was so strange to unconsciously remember something. To feel memories in the body rather than in the mind. To know things that you shouldn’t have known. 
Aaron said slowly now, “You said before that the Hathaways have no allies. But in our world, you had the Liu family. Yours were the closest of all the allied families. You had houses together on the waterways. The Hathaways were never alone.” 
Tom swallowed visibly, eyes flicking to Jamie. There was still doubt there, but he asked Jamie now, “What was your house motto again? You said it before. . . .” 
“Bù jī kuǐ bù, wú yǐ zhì qiān lǐ; bù jī xiǎo liú, wú yǐ chéng jiāng hǎi.
It means that without taking small steps, you cannot journey a thousand miles. And without gathering small streams, you cannot form—” 
“—oceans and seas,” Tom said, and Jamie drew a sharp breath.
“Yes,” Jamie whispered. “Your family and ours are so bound that even our motto referenced yours.”
“I don’t know that language.”
Jamie swallowed. “You used to speak it. Tom, I swear to you, this world is not supposed to exist. This timeline is just wrong.” 
Tom hesitated, and then said slowly, “I assume that the Queen will have three layers of security. The physical security of the building, then her own personal retinue of guards, and then her own powers.” Jamie gave him a grateful look, and Tom sighed. “This won’t be easy,” Tom said. “I’ve been to the colosseum before, but not during a jubilee. I don’t know what to expect either.” 
Won’t be easy was an understatement. The physical security of the building was likely to be the least of their problems. If Eleanor had anything like the King’s power now, Joan could imagine her tearing open the timeline to throw them all into the void, or sending them back to the Paleolithic period with a wave of her hand. And even if they got past all her levels of security, they’d still have to actually stop her from locking the timeline. They’d need to somehow restore the timeline and fix what she’d done here. 
“We have two weeks,” Ruth said. “We should get some rest.”
Tom nodded, but his gaze turned inexorably to Jamie. “Can I talk to you?” he murmured. “Alone?”
Jamie nodded, his eyes glistening in the low light.
Tom tilted his head. “Will you come for a walk with me?”
 
Joan scrubbed her hands tiredly over her face. When she looked up again, she realized that Ruth and Aaron had slipped away too. Only she and Nick were left in the room—still sitting at the table together. 
“Hi,” he murmured.
“Hi,” Joan said. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she looked up at his handsome, square-jawed profile. She’d always felt the pull of him, and sitting right here, beside him, the space between them felt warmer suddenly. They’d almost kissed less than an hour ago. . . . 
He bit back a small smile. “I missed you.”
“We were sitting right next to each other,” Joan said, smiling a little herself. But she knew what he meant. You feel like there’s an absence in your life, she’d said to Tom. 
She’d known that because she’d felt it too. Nick’s absence had been a hole inside her, even before they’d met. She’d loved him from the moment she first saw him. And afterward . . . when they’d been torn apart . . . she’d yearned for him still—never believing she could actually be with him. 
But here he was. They’d somehow found their way back to each other.
Joan reached for him now, needing the physical proof of it, and Nick pulled her into his arms. She felt him draw a deep breath, arms tightening as if he needed the proof of her too. 
She wasn’t sure how long they sat like that before Nick took another breath and said, a little reluctantly, “There’s something we should talk about.” His tone was so serious that Joan felt herself stiffening. “Nothing bad,” he said quickly. “Just . . .” He shifted back a little so that he could look into her eyes. “We haven’t talked about what happens after we stop Eleanor.” 
Joan’s heart stuttered strangely. They had talked about that. He’d told her that their paths would diverge. He’d fight for humans, and she’d still be half-monster. 
His eyes were very soft. “Joan . . . if we kill Eleanor, we’ll be able to mold a new timeline. We’ll have an opportunity to make something good. The kind of world our original selves dreamed of, where monsters and humans are at peace.” 
Joan felt her mouth drop open. Some part of her had just assumed they’d revert the timeline to something as near to the previous one as they could manage. She hadn’t considered that they could actually mold it with intention. 
He was right, though, she realized. They could forge something better. 
But . . . the thought of it creeped her out to the core. “Molding the timeline to your will means molding people,” she whispered. “That’s what Eleanor did. It just seems wrong.” 
“But we could make something so much better,” Nick said, still earnest. “I can see it so clearly. We’d save so many lives, help so many people.” 
“I . . .” Her emotions were a whirlwind right now—she loved him so much. But she was so tired. It was hard to think through the implications of what he was saying. “Can we talk about this tomorrow?” 
Nick’s eyes softened more. “Of course.” He pushed her hair from her face, and Joan turned into his touch, closing her eyes as exhaustion washed over her. “Let’s sleep on it.” 
 
As tired as Joan was, though, she lingered in the library after even Nick had gone to bed.
The unbroken cipher was still nagging at her, even though she was sure Jamie and Tom were correct about Eleanor’s plans. She had a strong feeling that the message from Nick’s counterpart was critical somehow. That they had to crack it before they went up against Eleanor. 
She worked through three more shelves of books before exhaustion truly overwhelmed her. Tomorrow, she told herself. They’d crack that code tomorrow. 
Aaron had arranged separate rooms for them all. Joan had no idea when he’d done that, but she was grateful. Last night, she’d been glad to have everyone around her, but tonight she just needed some time to herself. 
The bedrooms ran along a hallway, with views to the west of the estate. Joan walked slowly down the corridor, exhaustion making her legs feel lead-weighted. As she reached her door, footsteps sounded behind her—someone else was heading to bed too. They hadn’t been in the library; they must have come in from a walk outside. 
It was Aaron. He paused for a moment when he saw her, and then continued on, avoiding her eyes as he walked past her.
Joan hesitated, a hand still raised to push open her door. For a second, she had the urge to just go into her room. To ignore the unsettled feeling that had been roiling in the pit of her stomach since Aaron had seen her and Nick on the hill. But as Aaron reached the end of the corridor, she found herself blurting, “Aaron, wait.” 
He slowed to a stop and turned to face her. Along the wall, sconce lamps spilled soft light into the hall. It was otherwise an intimidating space, the wallpaper dark green with gold edges, the carpet plush and black. Aaron often seemed out of place when they were out on the street, but not here. He matched the wealth on display, the light turning his hair to burnished gold. 
“Are you well?” he said stiffly. “Still grounded?”
Joan wished suddenly that she hadn’t stopped him. She’d wanted to clear the air, but it felt right now as if there was no air in the corridor at all. “Yes,” she said. “I guess I just needed to eat.” 
His eyes roved over her face before dropping to the carpet. “You must tell me if anything changes. Even the most subtle muting of sound, or—or of touch, could be significant.” 
Joan swallowed. He always looked out for her. It had taken her a long time to realize that. At first, it had seemed as if he was just paying off a debt, but then he’d kept looking out for her, long beyond that. 
She thought again of his expression on that hill. Do you have feelings for me? she wanted to say. That had seemed so unlikely when they’d first met. She and Aaron hadn’t gotten along. They’d come from such different backgrounds—Joan from ordinary human suburbia, Aaron from the monster world and almost unimaginable wealth. Some part of Joan still thought it was unlikely. His wealth aside, his beauty was startling. She’d never seen anyone like him, in real life or in movies. Aaron could have had anyone. 
Lately, though, she’d begun to notice how his sharp edges softened when he was with her. How he turned to her first when he entered a room. And then on the hill . . . the way he’d looked at her . . . 
“Aaron—”
“I do not wish to speak of it.”
She felt her chest spasm again, unexpectedly. “Okay.”
He shifted his weight, and she expected him to continue to his bedchamber without saying anything more. But instead he put a hand carefully on the wall as if for balance. “I am glad that you reconciled with him,” he said. His gray eyes lifted to hers again, and his expression made her heart wrench. “I heard everything that Eleanor said at the end. You and Nick were together in the zhēnshí de lìshǐ. The timeline itself will always bring you back together. And . . . I’ve seen you with him; I’ve seen how you look at him. I have no illusions. I know that, for you, it will always be Nick. Even if he turns against us after we defeat Eleanor, it will always be him for you.” 



Twenty-One
Joan paced the Olivers’ formal garden. It had rained all night, and the sky was splotchy and gray. Water dripped from the carved hedges: mermaids, swordfish, and spiraled shells. Joan’s head was still heavy with exhaustion. She took a deep breath of cold air, forcing herself to think. “If Jamie’s theory is right—that Eleanor will have to be close to the killings—” 
“I’m right,” Jamie said solidly.
Joan nodded. “Then we need to learn everything we can about the colosseum. We need a map of the building. Blueprints.” It was possible that they’d crack the cipher in time and figure out how the counterparts would have accessed Eleanor, but they couldn’t rely on that. They had to form a plan of their own. 
“The Court doesn’t leave blueprints lying around.” Tom was on a heavy stone bench, Frankie beside him, both seeming unconcerned about the wet seat. Jamie had an umbrella stem in his gloved hand, and Sylvie was tucked safely against his chest. There wasn’t a drop of water on him, or on Sylvie’s black fur. 
“We’ll have to scout it out, then,” Joan said. “We’ll need to make a map ourselves.” The two-week timeframe ahead of them was feeling tighter and tighter. 
“It won’t be easy to get in,” Tom said. “Security at the colosseum is excellent. The families take the gladiator matches seriously—they’re paranoid about their fighters being sabotaged. It’s near impossible to get into the colosseum unless you work there.” 
“Nick’s counterpart escaped,” Ruth pointed out. “Security can’t be as tight as all that.”
“He’s the only person who’s ever escaped,” Tom said. “And no one knows how he did it.”
Joan looked at Nick now. He was standing just outside the door of the conservatory. Not for the first time, she was aware of the muscled heft of him. It couldn’t have been easy for his counterpart to sneak out of the gladiator pens. 
She bit her lip. “I could infiltrate as a worker.” To Aaron, she said, “You could assign me to work with the Oliver gladiators. If you can get me in, I’ll scout out the building.” It would take maybe three of their precious days, Joan guessed, to make her way through the whole building. But it would be worth it. 
Aaron’s expression said exactly what he thought of that. “Next suggestion,” he said flatly.
“It’s worth the time! And I’d be overlooked as a human!”
“You’d be outside my protection!”
“You know . . . ,” Tom said, interrupting Joan’s next argument, “it’s actually not a bad idea.” He held up a hand as Aaron protested. “We don’t have to go in ourselves—there’s someone who used to work at the arena. Someone who’d trust Nick.” 
Nick tilted his head in question.
“Your brother,” Tom said.
“My brother?” 
“Are you talking about Robbie?” Joan saw him now in her mind’s eye, a miniature version of Nick with huge brown eyes behind glasses, a mess of black hair. “He’s just a little boy. A six-year-old.” 
“No, this is an older one,” Tom said. “Sandy blond, about thirteen . . .”
“Finn?” Nick said. Joan’s chest tightened at the look on his face. He half turned, as if he instinctively wanted to get to his brother now, to protect him. “What would he know of the arena?” 
“He used to squire for your counterpart,” Tom said. “He’s been all over the colosseum—except the battleground itself.” He hesitated, seeing Nick’s face. “He’s being trained for battle,” he admitted. “It’ll be a few years before he’s old enough to fight, but people are anticipating it already. There are rumors that he’s been very good in training.” 
“No,” Nick said. “No. I would never let my brothers anywhere near the arena. None of them.” 
A strange expression crossed Tom’s face—Joan was beginning to associate that look with their cultural differences. “Your counterpart didn’t allow it,” Tom said slowly. “He didn’t have a choice. His family lives on Oliver territory. When the Olivers ordered him into the arena, he fought in the arena. When they ordered his brother to squire, the boy squired.” 
Nick turned deliberately to Aaron, his expression dangerous.
“Well, I didn’t send them in there,” Aaron said, taking a defensive step back. “My counterpart was helping humans. Remember?” 
“Edmund Oliver made Nick’s counterpart a gladiator,” Tom said. “He had an eye for potential champions.” At their blank faces, his brow creased. “All the families compete in the arena via their vassals. All the heads of family look for suitable fighters to represent them.” 
“Really,” Nick said flatly.
“Except for the Hathaways—we’re not interested in team sports,” Tom said. He was still looking at them all as if they were alien to him. “In any case, Aaron deposed Edmund last year—around the time Nick escaped the arena.” 
Aaron opened his mouth and then closed it again. Joan could see how much he wanted to probe Tom about what had happened with his father. 
“I’ll speak to my brother, then,” Nick said. His mouth twisted, and Joan saw him realize he’d have to feign being his counterpart. He’d have to lie to his brother. 
“I’m coming with you,” Joan said. There was no way she’d let him do that alone. Nick opened his mouth to argue, as Aaron had, but he must have been dissuaded by Joan’s expression, because he closed his mouth again and nodded. 
“Just the two of you,” Tom said. “Humans here have a nose for monsters. They’re as good at picking them out as Olivers are. And no one in that house is going to talk with a monster around.” 
 
Joan and Nick set out later that morning with memorized directions to a neighborhood north of Covent Garden. Under the gray sky, Covent Garden was dreary. It was raining again, and the sun was an insipid streak behind clouds. 
Nick was a solid presence beside Joan as they walked. She was glad for the chance to be alone with him, even in these strange circumstances. They’d never been on a first date; they hadn’t even kissed in this timeline, and yet here they were—walking through Covent Garden together the morning after saying I love you, in some strange parody of how things might have been. 
Nick clearly felt it too. “Not quite how I imagined taking you home to meet the family,” he said wryly.
“I’ve met Mary,” she reminded him. “And Robbie and Alice.”
His smile turned real and sad. “That’s right. I’d almost forgotten. The day we met. The day I found your phone. . . .”
Joan reached for his hand, and he clasped back. She wished so much that they really were simply strolling around together, that they could just be together, that they could properly talk. But the focus had to be on this task ahead, she knew. 
Nick’s hand tightened around hers as they turned the next corner. Covent Garden felt dangerous even in the daytime. Most of the buildings were vacant, their dark paint peeling and windows boarded up. Joan stepped carefully over a spray of broken glass. 
Up ahead, a cheap-looking bottle shop was the only place open. A few men leaned on the wall outside it, drinking and watching Joan and Nick approach. They were all monsters—lacking pendants, but also lacking Nick’s muscled bulk. 
Nick’s hand shifted from Joan’s grasp to rest protectively on the small of her back. At the same time, he moved to put himself between her and the men up ahead. 
Joan suppressed the urge to tuck her pendant under the bodice of her dress. Tom had told them to keep the pendants visible.
Humans have to give fifty years to the monsters of their territory, he’d reminded them. That can be fifty years of labor or life—or a combination of both. 
So we only have to worry about Olivers taking life from us? Joan had said. Since we’re supposedly from Oliver territory. . . .
In theory, Tom had agreed. In practice, though, no one polices that. Any monster can and will take time from you—unless your pendant says you’re ranked high enough to be labor-only.
And where do these two rank? Aaron had said, frowning. 
Tom had swiped a hand over his mouth, half covering that strange expression from earlier. Nick was valuable when he was the gladiator, but he’s supposed to be dead, and so is Joan. They’re unregistered and unranked. Fair game to anyone, I suppose.
Now the men sized Joan and Nick up with something between contempt and an open hunger that made Joan’s skin crawl. She wasn’t even sure if it was a hunger to steal life, or to dominate and crush. Whatever it was, it made her increase her pace, head down. She was desperately glad that Nick was here with her. 
It hit her anew that this was their first time out in the world outside of Aaron’s protection. She felt almost sick with fear. How did the humans of this world make it through daily life, feeling like this all the time? 
“Is this what it feels like to be catcalled?” Nick murmured to her when they were out of earshot.
“Well . . .” Sort of. “If the catcallers were vampires. . . .”
Nick made a sound at the back of his throat that Joan guessed was amusement but sounded more like a growl. And Joan had the strange feeling that he would have almost welcomed a confrontation from those guys—the chance to put them down. That he would have preferred that to scurrying away like this. 
She imagined his counterpart, born and raised here, trained in the arena and forced to fight. He would have chafed so much against this world. 
 
Farther north, the paving ended and the streets became sticky mud. This was what Jamie had called the human end of town. Here, the buildings weren’t laid out in any kind of plan but dumped in a jumble, taking whatever open ground they could find. Together, they were a mess of crumbling brick walls and gaping windows, patched with boards and flapping rags. Birds nested in slumped roofs, and chimneys puffed dark smoke, thickening the air to acrid soup. 
Joan was reminded of the rookeries of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the slums of London had been so miserable and crowded that plagues had started here. She squelched in mud as she walked—at least she hoped it was mud. She could imagine what Aaron would have been saying if he were here. A couple of barefooted kids crouched in the street, their heavy pendants a sickening reminder of their status in this world. 
Nick stopped outside a precariously leaning building that shouldn’t have been three levels high. His shoulders dropped as he took in the broken windows above, the holes in the wooden roof. “I think this is the place.” 
If Eleanor gave me that choice again, I’d choose you again. Every time, he’d said. But, surrounded by the consequences of that choice, Joan wondered how that could be true. 
He caught her expression and lifted her hand to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “We’re going to fix this,” he said softly. “That’s why we’re here.” 
Joan nodded, trying to smile. As Nick knocked on the door, her neck prickled. She looked over her shoulder and glimpsed a man staring at them from a gap between buildings; another watching from a window. Nick tucked her closer to him. 
“Be ironic if we got attacked here,” Joan whispered. 
Before Nick could answer, the door opened, revealing a thin, long-limbed boy. He had lighter hair than Nick, but the same strong brow. “I saw you from the window!” He grabbed Nick’s arm, dragging him inside. “What are you doing here? Quickly!” He started up a wooden staircase that wobbled under his feet. 
The boy matched Tom’s description—sandy-haired and about thirteen. He must have been Finn.
Joan’s throat tightened at Nick’s shell-shocked expression. She remembered Nick pounding desperately at his own front door. He’d been ripped from his family and dragged into the monster world. It struck Joan that he hadn’t seen them since. That some part of him had never believed he’d see them again. Not until this moment. 
His family had been close, she knew. Eight of us in a two-bedroom flat, he’d told Joan once. My brothers and I all slept in the TV room until I was seven.
“Were you seen?” Finn asked now over his shoulder.
Nick took a breath, visibly pulling himself together. “I-I’m not sure. I hoped the disguise would be enough.”
“Disguise?” Finn paused on the staircase to peer at him. “Huh. You do look different. What happened to your scars? Wait . . .” A smile started at the corners of his mouth. “Are you wearing makeup?” 
“Shut up,” Nick said, his exasperation more automatic than felt.
“Who’s your friend?” Finn turned his grin on Joan. “He must like you if he’s done himself up for you.”
Joan hadn’t expected Finn to be such a little brother. She found herself smiling a little. “I’m Joan.”
“Finn. The better brother,” he said, and Joan bit back a wider smile.
Nick rolled his eyes. “Just keep walking.” As Finn turned, though, Nick’s expression shifted to something grimmer. He’d caught sight of the thick pendant at Finn’s throat. 
Like the server at the Pelican, the two numbers around his neck were the same: 8 3 27. Eight years, three months, and twenty-seven days left of life. 
Nausea hit Joan. How much time had been stolen from Finn already? Because according to that pendant, he’d never see his twenty-second birthday. 
“You all right?” Finn asked Nick as he walked up.
“Am I all right?” Nick looked his brother over. “You’re so thin.” 
“Thin?” Finn snorted and shook his head, as if Nick wasn’t making any sense.
 
The stairs grew more rickety as they ascended, and nearly every tread had gaping, rotten holes that reminded Joan uncomfortably of the tears they’d seen in the timeline. 
“Don’t worry,” Finn said to her cheerfully. “Just put your feet where I put mine.”
Joan was relieved when he finally pushed open a door on the third-floor landing. “Mary!” he called.
“Mary?” Nick breathed. 
Joan followed Finn into a tiny room. Inside, a girl with long black hair was stoking the hearth. She straightened as they entered. 
If Joan hadn’t already heard her name, she’d never have recognized her. Nick’s sister had been fresh-faced and healthy when Joan had met her. This version of her was thinner than Finn. Her gray apron dress hung off her, scarecrow-like. Joan had the feeling she was all bones underneath. 
Her pendant said 9 3 18 on both rows.
Joan could feel her own breath coming faster. She turned to Nick. She knew this was agony for him—seeing his family so unwell. Seeing those pendants and knowing that so much life had been stripped from them. Knowing that he’d put them in this circumstance. Joan felt sick with guilt. He’d done it for her. If Joan had died, none of this would be happening. 
She put a hand on his side, needing to touch him, and he drew a deep breath, leaning into her for a moment.
“What are you doing here?” Mary said softly. “You said that Lord Oliver was sending you somewhere safe. That you wouldn’t be back. . . .” 
“I . . .” Nick shook his head. Then he took a stride and pulled his sister into a hug. He was shaking—so much that Joan knew he’d thought Mary was dead in this timeline. They’d found Mary’s ring among Nick’s things. 
Except . . .
With a jolt, Joan saw that Mary was still wearing her signet ring. 
The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck. It wasn’t just similar. It was the same
ring, with the same faint white scratch at the corner. How was that possible? Had it time-traveled? Could you clone an item like that? She instinctively thought not. 
A shiver of disquiet rippled through the room, as if the timeline itself had registered something strange. None of the humans seemed to notice the disturbance, and Joan realized she’d felt it with her monster sense. 
Mary pulled back from the hug. “You shouldn’t be here!” she whispered to Nick. “It’s not safe for you!”
“I’m sorry,” Nick said. “I’m sorry to come to the house like this.”
“Don’t be silly,” Mary said. “What do you need? Money? Food?”
Nick’s eyes gleamed wetly, and he looked away for a second. He’d missed his family so much, Joan knew. And at the same time, this wasn’t
his family. This wasn’t his Mary, and he wasn’t her Nick. He’d overwritten her Nick. He’d put the family in these terrible circumstances. 
“I’m sorry,” Nick said again hoarsely, and Joan heard the guilt of it all, heavy in his voice. She took a step toward him.
Mary saw her and shook herself. “I’m sorry,” she said to Joan. She had Nick’s earnest way of speaking. “I’ve been so rude. I’m Mary.” 
“Joan,” Joan said. “I’m . . .” She looked at Nick. What was she to him? A familiar ache spread through her chest. She didn’t know. Even after they’d almost kissed last night in the garden. 
To her surprise, Nick reached for her hand and drew her close.
Mary’s face softened. “He’s never brought a girl home before. You must be special.”
“She is,” Nick said, so earnestly that Joan could feel her cheeks pinking.
She held his hand tight, wanting to be a comfort to him. And taking comfort too. Not quite how I imagined taking you home to meet the family, Nick had said, and Joan swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat. They were going to fix this, she thought again. For Mary, for Finn. For all of them. 
“Are you hungry?” Mary said to them.
“No,” Joan said. The last thing she’d have wanted was to take food away from Mary and Finn. She glanced around the room properly for the first time. It was tiny—with no kitchen or bathroom. Joan counted twelve bedrolls filling the floor space. A narrow window gaped open, huffing frosty air—for ventilation, she guessed. In spite of the fireplace, it was colder inside than out. “I— We brought you some money.” 
That wasn’t quite true—Joan hadn’t thought to bring anything deliberately. But she still had some coins from the Serpentine Inn. She scrounged in her pockets for them now, and Nick searched his own pockets. 
Joan half expected Mary to refuse, but she took the coins with clear relief.
“You’ve been all right here?” Nick asked Mary now. His voice was still hoarse. She and Finn clearly weren’t all right.
“Course,” Mary said. “They sent guards here when you escaped, but we used all the resistance tricks you taught us. We didn’t tell them a thing.” 
Nick took that in, fists tight by his sides. “And the—the others . . . ,” he managed. “Alice, Robbie, Luke . . .”
Mary was quiet for a moment, her dark eyes so much like Nick’s. “We’ve been lighting candles for them when we can afford it. Mum and Dad too.” 
From outside, sharp whistles sounded, the notes reminding Joan of the Hathaways’ secret language.
“Guards,” Mary said. She saw Joan’s face. “You don’t have to leave—it’s just a scout warning us of a sighting. They’ll warn again if they come into the rookery.” 
“We won’t stay,” Joan said. “We don’t want to put you in danger. We just need some diagrams.” She retrieved the pencil and paper they’d brought and explained to Finn what they were after. 
“I won’t ask what this is for,” Finn said, eyebrows rising. He knelt on the floor to draw up the plans. To Nick, he said, “I suppose you only ever saw the pens and the battleground itself. . . .” 
He sketched quickly and with detail, starting with the lowest level of the building.
He’d moved on to the ground level—the arena and stands—when more whistles sounded.
“The guards are in the rookery—on Phoenix Street,” Mary said tensely. “They don’t usually patrol this early in the day.”
Nick shot the window an alarmed look. “Maybe someone saw me coming in.”
He was still disguised, wearing Jamie’s carefully applied makeup and glasses. His own family had known him immediately—and Joan would have too—but she suspected he’d have been unrecognizable to most people. 
And if someone had snitched, surely she and Nick would already be in custody. Their opponents were time travelers, after all.
But—Joan thought suddenly of the previous timeline, where guards had spoken of unusual fluctuations whenever Nick had been around. They hadn’t seemed able to predict where he’d be, or what he’d do. They hadn’t been able to find him. 
Eleanor had detached Nick from the timeline so that he could kill the King, and Joan was beginning to suspect that Nick was an unpredictable point on the timeline now. On the phone call with Aaron, Eleanor had talked about the wolves’ actions being clouded from her view. 
That quality wasn’t foolproof, though, Joan knew. Nick had been captured by the Court in the end. . . . And Joan wasn’t about to risk Nick’s family on a hunch. 
“We should go,” she said now.
“Those guards are still on the outskirts,” Finn said. He hadn’t stopped sketching. “We have time.”
But there were more whistles—closer now. “They’re coming this way,” Mary said.
“We’re done,” Nick said to Finn. “Thank you. This is exactly what we needed.” 
Finn blinked up at him, face flushing a little, and Joan saw a glimpse of how much he adored and worshipped his older brother.
Joan swallowed. “Thank you,” she managed, echoing Nick. She looked over the drawings. “This is brilliant. Can you just put some crosses where the big screens will be?” She’d been thinking that if they needed a place to lie low in the stands, the space behind a large screen would be perfect. 
“Screens?” Finn said. “What screens?”
“We were told there’d be a recorded message from the Queen,” Nick said. Cassius had mentioned it at the Pelican.
“Right,” Finn said. “She’s going to open the games with a speech—just like she does at every jubilee. But the recorded speech is one of the three-dimensional ones.” 
Joan stared. “So . . . it’ll look like she’s in the stands?”
Finn nodded. “The staff had to consult these old guys who set up the imperial box for the last jubilee. They had to do all these calculations to make the projection look realistic. Funny thing is, though—the Court made the staff redo the whole box. They had to replace all the cushions and curtains with fancy silk stuff. There’s even going to be guards in there. Guarding nothing, though. . . .” 
Joan glanced at Nick; he was already looking back. They’d both come to the same conclusion.
Mary hugged Nick and then to Joan’s surprise, she hugged Joan too. “You know . . .” She tilted her head. “I’ve been thinking you looked familiar,” she said to Joan. “I just realized why.” 
Joan opened her mouth to agree that her stupid wanted poster was everywhere.
But Mary said, “There was a man who used to live up near Westminster. You look so much like him. . . .”
“I don’t think so,” Joan said slowly. Gran had occasionally lived in Westminster, but Joan looked nothing like Mum’s side of the family. 
“Ah well. He was a lovely guy. Good with numbers. Used to help people come tax time.”
Joan felt herself go still. Dad was an accountant back home. Mary couldn’t have been talking about Dad, though. He was in Milton Keynes—surely. Except . . . he had lived in London for a while before Joan was born. He’d met Mum here. 
“Haven’t seen him in a long time,” Mary added.
“The guy who did our numbers for a while?” Finn said. “I heard he was secretly married to a Grave woman.”
“Really?” Mary looked doubtful. “A human and a monster?”
“Rumor is they were both on the run together for years, but the Court found them. The guy was disappeared. And the woman . . .” Finn grimaced to indicate she was punished somehow. 
Could they be talking about Dad? About Mum? Joan’s mouth had gone bone-dry. 
“Would have been a big scandal for the Graves if it was true,” Mary said.
 
Aaron was waiting for them, arms folded, when they got back to the monster part of town. He’d parked the car by the river. “Thank God—I thought you got jumped in there.” He eyed Nick. “Find your family?” 
Nick nodded.
“And?”
“They’ve been reduced,” Nick said shortly.
“Ah,” Aaron said. Joan had the feeling he’d been about to say something sharp before Nick’s answer. He scratched the back of his neck. “And was this actually worth it, or just an exercise in misery?” His tone was almost sympathetic. 
“We got what we needed,” Nick said. He added firmly, “My brother’s involvement ends here.”
Aaron’s expression was difficult to read. But Nick nodded slightly in response. An unspoken mutual agreement had passed between them, Joan realized. Your family stays out of this now, and so does mine.
“So what do we have?” Aaron asked. 
“Plans for the building,” Joan said. “And something else.” She told Aaron what Nick’s brother had said about the imperial box, and how, in past jubilees, Eleanor had appeared as a three-dimensional recording. “I think this year, she’ll be in the stands for real.” 
“So we’re in business, then,” Aaron said.
“We’ll be ready by the jubilee,” Joan said. They’d have to be.



Twenty-Two
The jubilee was the first gloriously sunny day since they’d arrived—another reminder of Eleanor’s attention to detail. She’d never have held her jubilee on a rainy day. 
The entire Oliver household left early in the morning to join the festivities. Even humans had the day off, according to Tom—except for the prisoners and gladiators competing in the arena, of course. 
Outside, the pavement was sunbaked. A breeze pushed lazily at the trees. Flower sellers strolled by with baskets of fresh red roses, their perfume filling the air with spring. 
Above them, more roses were displayed in vases on windowsills, and petals were scattered on the pavement.
Over two weeks of planning and scouting, Joan had walked this route half a dozen times, but the growing crowd added an element of unpredictability that made her stomach churn. In a few hours, these streets would be heaving. Already, guards on horseback stalked down the middle of the road, ordering people to stay on the pavement. 
The colosseum wasn’t in sight yet, but on the map, it stretched from Cheapside almost all the way to the London Wall, far larger than the original historical version. It now accommodated fifty thousand people, at least, and Tom had said that every seat would be filled today. 
Aaron hated crowds, and the jostling was getting to him. He kept flicking looks at Joan, and even Nick—making sure their necks and throats were still covered. 
Nick himself never got jostled; the crowd parted as he walked, people’s gazes following him as if they’d sensed a charismatic presence among them. He’d often reminded Joan of an old-fashioned king, although he’d never seemed aware of that quality in himself. Joan felt it, though, when someone shoved past her. Nick shifted protectively closer to her, and she saw the path ahead miraculously clear. 
Most of the people in the crowd were human, their own pendants naked on their necks. And everyone—human and monster—wore roses, woven into buttonholes and pinned into hair and on lapels. 
“We need roses too,” Joan realized. Or they’d stand out.
“I’ll get some,” Ruth said. She was getting antsy—Joan could see it.
“Don’t steal them,” Joan whispered.
Ruth twisted her mouth in a you’re no fun way, but she dug into her pocket for some coins. Aaron’s counterpart had kept plenty of cash in his desk drawer, and they’d divvied it up between them. 
A minute later, she was back with a bunch of roses, thorns shaved from their long stems. The guys put theirs in buttonholes, and Ruth put hers in her hair. 
Joan wound her own rose into her scarf, ending with the flower against her neck. She found herself thinking, as she did, of the Grave symbol: the silver rose. 
After the King had erased the Graves, he’d forced Eleanor to wear a new sigil—a thorned rose stem without the flower. A reminder, always, of what he’d done to her family. 
Joan still hadn’t seen any of the Graves here, but she’d been thinking of them more and more. The last time she’d scouted this route, she’d considered walking a few streets farther to London Bridge. 
Maybe she’d have seen people wearing silver pins.
Maybe she’d have seen Mum—if Mum was still alive here. Would Joan have recognized her? Or had she been disappeared, like Dad maybe had? 
At the thought of Mum, a familiar pressure of emotion started. Joan pushed it down automatically, but a curling thread of sadness, of hurt persisted. She’d always been able to contain these feelings, but lately they’d begun to leak, like steam from the edges of a lidded pot. 
She had to keep containing them, though. Because the truth was, the Graves would probably be gone again in the new timeline. And if she thought about that too much, she really wouldn’t be able to bear it. 
She glanced at Nick. They’d never resolved their disagreement about what kind of world to create when they seized control of the timeline from Eleanor. Nick hadn’t wavered from his desire to intentionally mold some kind of utopia—where monsters and humans lived together in peace. 
Joan, though, hadn’t been able to reconcile that with the idea of molding people to create that world. 
The others had argued for reverting the timeline to what used to be here—or as close as they could get. It had been five against one in the end. Everyone against Nick. 
Pressed against Nick’s side now, Joan wished she were more comfortable with her own position. Maybe Nick had been right. She did want peace, desperately—a negotiated peace, where people were persuaded rather than forced. But what if that wasn’t even possible? What if Nick’s way was the only way? 
Nick must have sensed her unease, because he tucked her closer now. “It’s going to be okay,” he said—soft enough in the loud crowd that it was just for her. “We’ll be back home soon. We’ll be okay.” 
Joan nodded. That couldn’t come soon enough for her. Ahead, threads of smoke drifted above the colosseum. “Are they burning bodies?” she said. “Already?” 
Tom looked up. “Not bodies,” he said. “On jubilee days, they burn scented oils and dried flowers in the Queen’s name. Not just at the colosseum, but in homes.” 
Now that he’d mentioned it, there was a slight fug of sweet oils under the stronger scent of burning wood. And something else. “Is that incense?” Joan asked. 
“They’ll have incense burning all day,” Tom said with a nod. “To mask the smell of blood.”
Joan took that in with a shiver. She found herself giving Tom a second glance. Jamie seemed completely comfortable around him now. Joan herself still had doubts, but Tom’s growing feelings for Jamie were undeniable. No matter where he was, his gaze always turned back to Jamie. 
“Glad we didn’t bring Frankie and Sylvie,” Jamie said. “This is chaos. . . .”
They turned the corner onto the A4—the old Roman Road. Eleanor had widened and straightened the street, transforming it into a long parade route. Joan heard her breath hiss out as the now-familiar statue of Eleanor came into view at the end of the road. She was a tower of gleaming white marble, her mouth curled into a cruel smile. Rose petals flooded the road all the way to her plinth. 
“All hail the eternal Queen,” Nick said dryly.
The creepy thing was that everyone around was clearly in awe of Eleanor. Humans, wearing pendants, scattered rose petals as they made their way up the road to the colosseum—where hundreds of people would soon be killed in Eleanor’s honor. 
The humans would have to sit in the highest levels of the stadium, Tom had said. But tickets were free for them, as they were for everyone else. 
Joan dragged her eyes from her sister’s statue. Beyond it was the vast white wall of the colosseum itself. From here, it was a cliff—three levels with recessed arches running along the exterior. Just like the colosseum of Rome, each arch contained a marble figure, staring down at the people approaching. 
“Who are they?” Joan wondered.
“All the members of the Monster Court,” Tom said, and Aaron grunted, sounding surprised.
“So many of them,” Joan said.
“They don’t all rule over the same periods,” Tom said. “A hundred statues representing the Court from prehistory to the end of time.” 
“Speaking of,” Ruth said. She nodded at an entrance ahead, at the clock embedded above it. Almost eight o’clock.
 
As the crowd streamed into the stadium through its dozen gates, Joan and the others headed to a small, innocuous door where a flight of stairs led down. 
If they’d gotten everything right about today, Eleanor would enter the imperial box about three hours from now. Not a recording of her—as everyone in the crowd would believe—but Joan’s sister in the flesh. 
The box itself was its own separate building, with a single underground entrance, heavily protected by Eleanor’s most loyal guards. 
They’d needed another way in.
On Finn’s carefully drawn map, the substructure of the colosseum was a world of its own, a labyrinth of chambers and passages.
A shiver of primal fear ran down Joan’s spine as they descended now into the dim, cave-like underbelly of the colosseum. It was cold down here after the sunny street above. A gamey smell permeated: wild animals and the musk of unwashed, frightened bodies. Animals growled from the depths beneath their feet. Lions, Joan guessed. And maybe bears. 
The path was dimly lit with electric lamps along brick walls. Above, the ceiling arched over them. Joan felt like she was walking into a catacomb. And it felt incongruous that they were in an ancient building, still in use. One that wasn’t even supposed to be here anymore. 
They reached the vast first chamber, crowded with stagehands tending to a mass of platforms and electrified pulleys that would lift animals and people directly into the arena. Some were small—intended to launch a single gladiator. Others could have fit twenty people or more. 
An armed guard emerged from the mass. “Where are your credentials?” he snapped at them. “You can’t just walk in here!”
“We’re here to see— Ah!” Aaron said as a man with a rugby build hurried up to them, shooing the guard away.
“Lord Oliver!” the man said. “I’m the trainer you spoke with—Carvel. I believe you wanted to inspect the Oliver gladiators?”
Carvel was a man of about thirty. He wore a huge Dracula-like collar in black leather that protected his neck completely and made his heavy gold pendant seem redundant. He was what Tom would have called a high-ranked
human, Joan guessed. The top number of his pendant—the amount of life left—was 42 years, 3 months, 2 days. The largest number Joan had seen in her time here. The second number was 30 years, 3 months, 2 days. The years of servitude remaining. 
The trainer gestured for them to follow. “This is such an honor, my lord! We’ve missed your visits down below!”
Aaron inclined his head stiffly, back in full Lord Oliver mode. 
Carvel led them past stall after stall of wild animals: an elephant, a tiger, a bear. Joan’s stomach roiled at the thought of these animals being used for the crowd’s entertainment up above. 
And then she felt even sicker as the next stalls came into view. The gladiators were chained, just like the animals had been, their legs shackled to metal posts driven into the straw-covered floor. 
Once they’re chosen, they’re prisoners, Jamie had told them. He’d read up on gladiators in the library. They’re kept in pens—only allowed out to train and fight and eat.
Carvel wrenched open one of the doors. “Kneel to your patron!” he ordered the man inside. Joan had thought Carvel was big, but this man was a mountain, bald with powerful shoulders and no neck. He glared at Aaron for a long moment before reluctantly sinking to his knees. 
“We call him the Bull,” Carvel said to Aaron. “Strong shoulders, excellent reflexes. He’ll bring honor to the Olivers in the arena today.” 
“He’s in excellent condition,” Aaron said coolly to Carvel. “You’re to be commended.”
The words faded into background noise. Nick’s counterpart had lived like this. He’d been shackled in one of these stalls. Then he’d been forced to fight for his life over and over in front of baying crowds. 
Beside her, Nick was furious—and trying to conceal it. Trying not to draw attention. Joan touched his hand, and Nick’s fingers closed over hers in response. Just for a moment. He breathed in, and some of his rage banked. He met her eyes, and that seemed to calm him even more. 
Joan became aware then of strange sounds in the next chamber: groans and thuds and grunts. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have assumed they were animals. But she did know better. She knew that room was full of wagons. 
“Can I see—” Aaron pointed to the cave-like chamber.
“Of course.” Carvel led them through.
No, not wagons, Joan corrected herself now. They were cages on wheels, built for display, with winged lions carved from wood decorating the roof of each cage. 
Each was crammed with people, so full that they were all forced to stand. Joan counted about twenty people in each cage, dressed in ordinary clothes. 
“Let us out!” someone begged Joan and the others. The nearest cage shook as its occupants tried to tip it over. “You can’t do this!” 
A guard strolled by then, striking hard at the iron bars with a baton. Joan flinched at the crack of bone and a scream—he’d broken fingers. 
“They emptied the prisons for the spectacle today,” Carvel said. “A thousand condemned in two dozen carts. Quite the logistical nightmare, believe me.” 
Joan caught Ruth’s eye, and Ruth nodded slightly. Time for a distraction. And maybe a chance for some of the prisoners to run. 
Joan made herself turn back to Carvel. “The gladiators seem healthy,” she said. She walked back toward the gladiator chamber to draw attention from Ruth. “What have you been feeding them?” 
Most people they’d encountered in this world had been irritated when Joan spoke in Aaron’s company.
Carvel seemed pleased by her interest, though. “Oh, the usual. Mashed beans. Stews.” He produced a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket. “The Oliver gladiators will be in rounds two and three.” He smoothed the paper, revealing a program for the day. 
JUBILEE SPECTACULAR
i. A spectacle of beasts on land and at sea
Damnatio ad bestias, damnatio ad gladium
Beasts versus criminals and gladiators
ii. A reenactment of the overthrow of humanity
Damnatio ad gladium
Gladiators versus criminals
iii. A battle of families
Gladiators versus gladiators
iv. A tribute to Queen Eleanor, Semper Regina
Ruth reappeared. Behind her, something crashed to the ground. Those locks were hard to pick, Ruth said to Joan, using Hunt hand signals. From the sound of people running, she’d done it, though. People were escaping some of the cages. 
“What the hell!” Carvel turned as guards ran to the wagon chamber. “I must deal with this,” he said to Aaron apologetically. “Shall I have someone escort you to your seat?” 
“I can find my own way,” Aaron said.
They waited an excruciating minute for the chaos to peak. Joan looked at Aaron while they waited.
They’d always planned for him to split from them at this point. He hadn’t wanted to separate, but the Olivers had a whole wing of seats up above, and Aaron’s absence would be noted if he wasn’t there. They couldn’t do anything to tip Eleanor off today. 
Aaron looked torn as he mouthed Be safe to them. Nick nodded, and Joan mouthed back, You too. 
And then Jamie gave them all the nod to move, and they darted after him.
They hurried up passage after passage, trusting Jamie’s perfect memory of the labyrinthine map. He guided them on little-used paths, avoiding guards and gladiator trainers. The route gradually rose uphill until they reached a chamber with a packed-dirt floor that sat alongside the arena at ground level. Slotted openings showed the sand-covered battleground, so close that Joan could have reached through and taken a handful of sand. 
Outside, the stadium was filling. People wore roses in their hair and waved flags with family emblems. The atmosphere was festive, with music playing over a loudspeaker, the bass notes thrumming, and horns sounding in the crowd. Huge banners hung under the stands, one for each of the monster families. 
“Is Aaron in place?” Nick asked.
Joan strained, trying to get a glimpse of him. The Oliver mermaid was directly opposite them, the banner waving in the breeze: gold against green. She spotted the ripple of interest first, flowing through the stand. And there was Aaron, walking down the stairs in the wake of that interest, his blond hair unmistakable. He sat in the front row of the Oliver section, in the seat of honor. 
His counterpart must have sat in the same seat—or maybe the one beside it, back when Edmund had been the head of family. How many times had he seen Nick’s counterpart in the arena, forced to fight and kill? 
Beside her, Nick had shifted his gaze from Aaron and was watching the stands fill with grim revulsion. Joan imagined his counterpart looking up from the arena in the same way. He’d been an Oliver gladiator himself. Was that how he and Aaron had met in this timeline? 
She pictured Aaron strolling down to the gladiator stalls, listening to Carvel point out Nick’s features, just as he’d described the Bull. Strong thighs and shoulders. Good reflexes. He’ll bring honor to the Olivers.
“All right,” Jamie said, breaking through her thoughts. “Let’s do this.” He knelt quickly and used a pencil to dig a dot in the packed-dirt floor. “We’re here. And the imperial box has a chamber beneath it.” He drew an oval, ending a few inches from their dot. “Between us and the chamber, there’s a brick wall”—he nodded at the wall ahead of them—“about three feet thick. Then there’s a large cavity and another wall. We break through both walls, and we’ll be right below her.” 
Joan craned now, trying to see the visible section of the box. It was about a hundred paces from here—not as close as Jamie’s drawing implied. 
Eleanor wasn’t there yet, but the executions would start soon.
Joan’s stomach turned over at the thought. Eleanor had arranged for hundreds—maybe thousands—of people to be murdered gruesomely today. Those deaths were never supposed to happen, and each of them would weaken the timeline a little more as it tried and failed to repair itself. 
When the timeline reached the edge of collapse, Eleanor would attempt to lock it down. But even at its weakest, the timeline would fight her, and Eleanor would be completely distracted as she attempted to cage it. That would be their moment—when Eleanor would be at her most vulnerable. 
“You can do this,” Nick said to Joan softly.
Joan tried to smile at him. “All I have to do is break through the wall.” 
Nick would have the far more difficult task. He was the only one of them with the skill to fight off Eleanor’s guards. And—detached from the timeline—he was the only one who could kill her, just as he’d been the only one who could kill the King. 
One step at a time, though. Joan took a deep breath.
She was still new to her Grave power, but she’d been practicing all week on piles of bricks with the same basic makeup as the ones in front of them. She placed both hands on the brick wall now. She didn’t try to calm herself—she’d found that her power worked best when her emotions were elevated. 
Be unmade, she told the brick. 
Nothing happened.
Joan reached deep inside herself, for the well of her power. She drew a slow breath in, and then out.
Be unmade.
Power surged through her—physical and mental, a wild emotion that she couldn’t define—and under her fingers, the brick softened, her fingers sinking into the wall as the brick turned to wet clay. There was grit in it too—the mortar was crumbling to fine ash and crushed limestone and sand. Water trickled between her fingers. This was the Grave power of unmaking—she’d broken down the brick and mortar into its constituent parts. 
She shifted her hands to increase the size of the hole. It had to be big enough for them all to climb through. Then she forced another surge. 
She quickly found a rhythm with Tom, who periodically stepped forward to trowel away clay and sand and ash so that she could continue. As she worked, she wondered—not for the first time—how Aaron’s counterpart had planned to get to Eleanor today. Joan and the others hadn’t managed to break the cipher—although they’d tested it against what had seemed like every book in the city. 
You can get to her. You have what you need, Nick’s counterpart had said. 
Joan bit her lip now. Whatever Aaron’s counterpart had planned had died with him. Joan could only hope their own plan worked.
She stepped back again now, so Tom could clear more clay. She was boring through the first wall faster than she’d practiced. She’d be done in about ten minutes, she guessed. 
“You know—” Tom started to say, but he was cut off by an excited roar from the crowd that made them all jump.
Through the room’s five viewing slots, Joan could see that the stadium was packed now. As she watched, the roar died down into near-complete silence—eerie from such a huge crowd. 
Joan held her breath, unable to look away. A beat passed, and then another beat, and then a caged wagon slowly emerged from beneath the arena. It was full of people—twenty at least. 
The wagon sat in the middle of the battleground, seeming small and fragile in the huge space. The people inside moaned in fear, begging the crowd for help. Still others rattled at the bars, furious. 
Don’t look, Joan told herself. But she couldn’t force her gaze away as the caged walls of the wagon fell to the ground, the thud dampened by the sand. Around them, the noise of the crowd began to rise as more platforms ascended from below—a dozen of them, carrying lions and leopards and bears. They weren’t caged. They prowled from their platforms, snarling and growling. 
Joan put a hand over her mouth. Moments ago, the humans had been fighting the bars of the cage, but now they huddled back against each other, terrified. She winced, eyes squeezing shut as the first lion leaped. 
Nick’s voice cut through. “Joan.” It was soft—just for her.
She looked up at his dark eyes and realized that he’d positioned himself to block the window. All she could see now was him.
“We can’t help them in this timeline,” he said. “But we can make it so this never happened. We just have to get to Eleanor.”
He was right, she knew. She had to get through this wall. 
She tried to focus on the task, but for the next few minutes, she heard sounds that would never leave her. Desperate, pounding footsteps of people running for their lives. Shrieks of fear and anguish that didn’t sound human. Animals growling and grunting. The gruesome wet crunching of teeth tearing through flesh and bone, and agonized screams cutting off into horrifying silence. Coppery blood pierced the heavy incense until it was all Joan could smell. 
And maybe the worst of it was the baying of the crowd: their cheers and groans, as if they were watching a football match.
And then somehow the deafening roar rose even further, to thunder—people were cheering in delight. “Semper Regina! Semper Regina!” 
Eleanor was here.
Joan had to see her. She scrambled from the widening hole she’d been creating just in time to see Eleanor striding to her seat in the imperial box. In profile she was a queen from a fairy tale—swan-necked, in a heavy crown, her golden hair rippling down her shoulders. 
Joan peered, trying to make out if her hair was moving in the breeze. Was she really here, or was this a recording, as Cassius and Finn had believed? 
Eleanor stepped to the edge of the imperial box. She was elevated about ten feet above the grounds of the arena. Close enough that a lion could have scaled the wall to her. The colosseum of Rome had had high nets to protect emperors from the wild animals and stray spears. No such net protected Eleanor. Did that mean this was just a projection? 
No . . . There was a slight soap-bubble sheen right in front of the box. A near-invisible protective barrier between Eleanor and the arena. “I see an Ali shield,” she whispered. Ruth drew a sharp breath beside her. “She is here.” 
Nick looked at Jamie, whose eyes had gone very wide. “You were right.” 
“Welcome!” Eleanor said now, her voice crisp, almost intimate, over the loudspeaker. “Every fifty years, I appear before you—my beloved subjects—to celebrate the anniversary of my reign. Every fifty years, I gift you with a spectacle beyond all those previous. And this year, the spectacle will be the greatest yet.” 
Her golden head turned toward the Oliver stands, and Joan shivered, suddenly sure that Eleanor had just sought out and noted Aaron’s presence. He was still in the same seat, above the Oliver banner, his posture upright and stiff. 
And then Eleanor turned the other way, and Joan’s breath caught. For a second, she seemed to be looking directly at Joan. “Those who fight and die today honor us all!” she said. 
Eleanor couldn’t see inside the chamber, Joan told herself. It was too dark in here, surely. Still, she hurried back to work, unnerved by the illusion of Eleanor’s gaze. 
She was almost done with this wall in any case—the hole was nearly three feet deep already. It wouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes to get through. 
She crawled back into the cave-like space of it, sliding uncomfortably on the sticky clay, and splayed her hands against the brick. 
Her fingers sank in. She kept pushing through, trying to reach the other side—to reach clear air. But instead, her hands just stopped. She’d hit something unyielding. Something that didn’t melt or crumble. 
Something her power didn’t work on.
“What’s wrong?” Nick said.
“I—I don’t know,” Joan said. But her heart was already pounding. She grabbed the trowel from Tom and scraped away a thin layer of clay. She reached into the hole and gasped as her fingers stopped, just before the wall. “No,” she breathed. “No, no, no.” 
“What is it?” Ruth said.
“There’s a barrier here.” An invisible one with no temperature or texture—it felt more like magnetic resistance than an object. Joan squeezed her eyes shut, frustration and desperation rising in her throat. 
If she couldn’t get through to Eleanor . . .
Nick reached in, hand beside Joan’s, and hit the same obstruction. He looked at Joan, eyes huge and alarmed.
“I think it’s Eleanor’s Ali shield,” Joan said hoarsely. She’d thought that the shield only enclosed Eleanor herself, but now Joan pictured it surrounding the imperial box completely. “What are we going to do? We have to stop her!” 
“I can break it,” Ruth said. She’d broken through Ali seals before.
 
But Ruth and Joan both worked on the barrier for more than an hour—Ruth using the Hunt power, and Joan the Grave one. Whoever had made this barrier had been far stronger than they were. Joan could hear Ruth starting to breathe harshly. Her own heart was pounding harder and harder—from the exertion of it, but also from fear. None of them knew how many deaths it would take before Eleanor could lock the timeline. It could be an hour away or five minutes away. 
“You have to stop,” Nick interjected finally.
“No,” Joan said.
“Yes,” Nick said. His face was drawn with concern, and Joan realized he wasn’t just worried about reaching Eleanor; he was worried about her. “You’re already depleted, and this isn’t working.” 
“We have to get through!” Joan said. They all knew the stakes.
“Joan . . .”
Joan felt a surge of pure despair. She looked out at the carnage in the arena for the first time since the battles had started.
Blood darkened the sand. People lay dead and dying with injuries beyond anything Joan had imagined. Some were being eaten alive. . . . And the smell . . . Bile rose. She squeezed her eyes shut, but that only brought the stink of incense and blood to the forefront. For one terrible moment, all she could see was Gran bleeding out under her hands. 
A warm touch on her shoulder. Joan blinked up and found Nick looking down at her.
“Look!”
Jamie said. 
Joan followed his pointing finger to the empty air above the arena. Only it wasn’t empty. A lone, thread-thin glimmer of silver floated in the air above the stadium. A hairline fracture in the timeline. The beginning of a new tear. It was proof that they were right about Eleanor’s plan—and that the plan was working. She was weakening the timeline right in front of them. 
“We’re almost out of time,” Tom said.
Jamie frowned at the Ali barrier inside the wall. “Eleanor will have to drop that shield when she locks the timeline. You can break the wall down then.” 
“There won’t be time,” Tom said. “There’s two walls between us and the chamber. It took Joan nearly an hour to get through the first one. Even with the shield gone, it’ll take the same again to get through the second wall. Eleanor will have locked the timeline by then.” 
“We need to try something else,” Nick said. “We have to get to her.” 
Think, Joan told herself fiercely. Don’t give up. Think. How could they get to Eleanor if not from below? 
She searched the crowd for her sister. Eleanor wasn’t visible now—she’d stepped back into the recess of the imperial box. Only people directly in front of her had a view of her. 
“There is no way to get to her,” Ruth said flatly. “This timeline will be the final timeline. Eleanor’s won.” 
“No,” Joan said, realizing. There was a way. Jamie had said that Eleanor would need to drop her shield when she locked the timeline. She’d be vulnerable to someone positioned directly in front of her. 
She’d be vulnerable from the arena.



Twenty-Three
“If we go in there, we’ll die,” Ruth said. “Everything in that arena wants to kill people—animals, gladiators, the patrolling guards. . . .” 
“I can survive it,” Nick said, and Joan closed her eyes. When she’d suggested this plan, she’d pictured herself in the arena. But, of course, Nick would end up going in. 
Even with their entire world—all their worlds—on the line, she suddenly wished she hadn’t spoken.
“I can go in as a gladiator,” Nick continued. “I just need clothes and weapons—and a mask.”
“No,” Joan whispered. 
“I still have abilities.” Nick was trying to reassure her. “I can do this.” He anticipated what she was about to say. “Just me. I’m the only one who can kill her. The only one who can survive in there long enough to get anywhere near her.” 
Joan shook her head. She knew that this had always been the plan—to use Nick’s remnant abilities in the fight against Eleanor. But he couldn’t go into the arena alone. He wasn’t a gladiator. He hadn’t been trained. 
“You can’t—” she started, but as she spoke, patrolling footsteps sounded from the hallway running alongside the chamber.
She and the others ducked back as guards marched past. Joan held her breath. One glance in, and they’d see the huge hole Joan had made in the wall—large enough for even Tom to crawl inside. They’d see the pile of mud and rubble beneath it. 
They seemed preoccupied, though. And a moment later, Joan learned why.
A terrible, hoarse sound reverberated through the stadium. It might have been a horn, but it was far more eerie—as if from a god of death. 
It apparently signaled that a new round was beginning, because the crowd bellowed in delight.
And then everything darkened, and there was a collective gasp.
Joan turned. Outside, the arena had transformed into an ocean. Water rose to the height of the open windows—somehow without encroaching into the room. It sloshed and moved, seemingly contained by an invisible barrier at the perimeter of the arena. 
“How is that possible?” Ruth breathed.
Joan shook her head. The impression of being underwater was so strong that she found herself holding her breath.
And then a dark shape passed by them, as long as the chamber itself. It was a creature with a spear-like head. It turned, unexpectedly nimble—like nothing Joan had ever seen. 
“How did they get that into the arena?” Ruth wondered. “How did they even flood the space so quickly?” 
“They didn’t,” Jamie said a little shakily. “That’s an ichthyosaur. I think we’re looking at the primeval ocean. When all of this was sea . . .” 
Joan stared, her understanding reframing. Dappled light played at the top of the water; they were looking at the clear blue shallows of an ancient ocean. She could feel the immense power involved now—like the shock of heat when an oven door was opened. “Eleanor’s doing this,” she realized. Eleanor had brought forth this piece of the primitive world and had contained it in a bubble. 
It hit her—viscerally then—what exactly they were up against. Eleanor truly wasn’t her sister anymore. She was more like the goddess people saw her as now. 
As Joan thought that, dozens of people fell, like thrown stones, into the water, thrashing and terrified—Eleanor had sent them in for the entertainment of the crowd. 
Some of them tried to surface, but many were already drowning, weighed down by their heavy tweed clothes, their shoes. The water frothed as huge creatures swam toward them, slashing with spear-like snouts. Joan flinched as blood bloomed through the water. One of the monstrous creatures had bitten into flesh. 
Joan turned back to Nick and realized that he hadn’t been watching the horrors beside them. His eyes were on Joan.
“No one can survive that,” she said to him. It came out hoarse and pleading. He couldn’t go into that ocean.
Nick’s gaze roved over her face, as if trying to memorize her. “We’re still in the first act of the program,” he said. “A spectacle of beasts on land and at sea. The next round is gladiators versus criminals. I’ll go in as soon as it starts.” He touched her hand, and for a strange moment, it felt almost like they were here on their own. “It has to be done,” he said. “And I’m the only one who can do it.” 
Joan swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat.
“I can feel the timeline weakening,” Jamie said, a little shakily.
“I can too,” Tom confirmed. “I can feel the damage. These deaths are breaking it down.”
“We need to go,” Nick said.
Jamie led them all to another chamber.
“Oh God,” Ruth said, and Joan started back in horror. 
Dead gladiators were piled on the floor like bags of rubbish, most of them stripped to their underclothes. Their armor and weapons were neatly stored on shelves, treated with more respect than their bodies. 
“The spoliarium,” Jamie murmured. “They’ll burn these bodies later.”
Outside, the crowd roared and roared, and Joan just wished they’d stop. Unable to help herself, she glanced over and saw that the people in the water were gone now, likely sunk from view into the depths of that ancient ocean. 
Joan saw again in her mind’s eye how they’d thrashed in terror.
The gladiators’ bodies had been dragged from the arena because their weapons and clothes could be reused. But it seemed that the people in the water would be left where they’d died, millions of years from home. 
She set her jaw and stepped carefully around the dead gladiators to grab a short sword and scabbard, belting it around her waist. Then she helped Nick find clothes and sandals as the others took daggers and nets and shields—they could sort through what they had later. 
As they finished, that eerie horn sounded again, and the room brightened with a snap, as if someone had switched on a light.
Joan heard Ruth gasp. Outside, the ancient sea had vanished in a blink, as if it had never existed. In its place, the arena was again a smooth, blank slate of clean, dry sand—ready for the next battle. 
Joan felt a wave of dread. The second act of the program was about to begin—the one Nick would enter.
The crowd was shouting now. Gladiators, gladiators! Joan made out names of individual competitors among the calls. Bull! Bull! Priscus! Verus!
With the sea gone, Aaron was visible again—much farther away than he’d been before. He didn’t seem as composed as earlier; he was restless, blond head turning searchingly. 
Eleanor was even more distant—just a shadow inside the imperial box on the other side of the stadium. From here, she seemed statue-still. Was she enjoying the spectacle? Joan wondered. Or just waiting, coldly, for her plans to fall into place, for the deaths in the arena to weaken the timeline enough that she could act? 
And she’d be able to act soon. In the air above the stadium, the tear in the timeline had increased in size. It had been a thin crack when Joan had last seen it, but now it had opened, like a jagged maw. From here, it seemed the size of a football, but it had to be bigger than that. 
Couldn’t the crowd see it? Couldn’t they feel the horror of it? Or were the horrors of the day enough to cover the feeling, like the smell of incense over blood? 
The loudspeaker crackled. “Our next spectacle will be a re-creation of the overthrow of humanity! Gladiators and criminals will act out the great monster families overcoming humans!” 
As the announcer spoke, theatrical scenery began to rise from below—enormous, sturdy props the height of two-story buildings. They were being elevated into the arena on platforms, just like the caged people and animals had been raised in the first battle. 
“It’s London,” Nick said. “A re-creation of London. They’re going to stage the battle inside it.”
It was a tourist’s version of London—scaled-down landmarks squeezed into a maze of streets. Here was London Bridge with its quaint houses, and over there the Palace of Westminster and Big Ben. 
And now a winding ditch sank into the sand, several yards deep. It was supposed to represent the Thames, Joan realized, as it slowly flooded with murky brown water. 
Her stomach churned. The fights against the beasts earlier had hardly been fights at all. But this setting had clearly been designed to make the battles last longer, with twisting streets and places for people to hide. 
“We have to go!” Nick said. “We have what we need. And this room is about to be swarming with people.” It took Joan a second to understand what he meant—that pretty soon more gladiators’ bodies would be dragged in from the arena. 
“What’s the best way into the arena?” Tom wondered. “Just line up with the other gladiators?”
“Too late for that,” Ruth said, nodding at the view through the windows.
Gladiators were already being elevated to the surface, to the renewed roar of the crowd. They wore the emblems of the families in elaborate, colorful breastplates and necklaces that incorporated their pendants. Joan spotted the mermaid of the Olivers, the burnt elm of the Argents, the serpent of the Portellis. She guessed there were about three dozen of them. 
The gladiators were far more used to fighting than the humans from the wagons. Some leaped from their platforms and played to the crowd, strutting back and forth, showing off their biceps and pounding their chests. Others ignored the audience completely, stalking with swords raised into the streets of the re-created city. 
And now more wagons rose into the arena. As they settled, the cages fell, and the humans inside sprinted, trying to find places to hide among the buildings. There must have been a hundred people, at least. 
A gladiator threw a spear, striking one of the running humans in the leg. The victim screamed and fell, scrabbling backward as the gladiator came to finish him off. 
Another gladiator sprinted down a street and dragged out an elderly man trying to find shelter within a building. He stabbed him with a short sword, and the man slumped. As he did, though, the gladiator himself was struck in the leg by a thrown knife. Apparently, some of these humans were armed. 
Nick twitched, clearly wanting to intervene. But he couldn’t do anything from in here. “I have to get into the arena.” He hadn’t put the gladiator clothes on yet, but he already looked like one—he had the same dangerous strength. 
“If we keep going around this curve”—Jamie pointed left—“we’ll reach some big open arches in about a minute. That’s where they drag the bodies in from the field.” 
“Too visible,” Tom said. “And he’d have no shelter.”
“And we’re too far from Eleanor,” Joan added. Fear was high in her throat, but she forced herself to consider the options. She turned to Nick. “If you go in that way, you’d have to fight through that whole battlefield to get to her.” He’d have to make it through all that scenery and the river obstacle. “The chamber we were in earlier . . .” It had been much closer. “I can use my power to break open the wall into the arena there.” 
“Still too visible,” Tom said.
“We don’t have time for the Grave power!” Ruth said. “Look.” She pointed at the jagged-edged tear in the air. It seemed to be growing even as they watched—more with every new death. 
“Wait—” Jamie interrupted them. “I have an idea.”
He darted out, and they hurried after him as he navigated the maze of chambers with ease. Within a couple of minutes, he’d brought them to an empty chamber off an obscure corridor. It was the level below the arena—windowless and dim. 
There was a platform here—one of the large ones—with a wagon still on it, the caged sides lying on the ground. Together, they dragged the wagon from the platform, clearing it. 
“This is the closest launching room to the imperial box,” Jamie said. “You’ll come up among the scenery, north of their model Thames. You need to go now,” he added. “I can feel the tear even from here. I think the timeline’s about to hit the tipping point. If we don’t—” 
Joan held up a hand to stop him. She’d heard something close by.
Jamie mouthed a question, and then his eyes widened as he heard it too. People were walking this way.
Joan tiptoed to the chamber door and risked a quick look. She pulled back. Guards, she mouthed. She held up eight fingers to the others. There was nowhere to hide but behind the door, and they wouldn’t all fit. 
Tom squared his shoulders.
“No!” Jamie breathed as Tom walked out into the corridor. Before anyone could stop him, he scrambled after Tom. 
And now there was room behind the door. Joan, Ruth, and Nick shuffled into the small space. Joan’s heart was in her throat. 
After a minute, a guard said, “Hey!”, sounding startled. “Where did you two come from? Where are your credentials?” 
I’ll handle it! Ruth mouthed to Joan. As Joan moved to stop her, Ruth whispered into Joan’s ear, as stern as Joan had ever heard her: “Stay here! If they catch you, they might kill you—you’re human!” Ruth peered around the door and slipped out of the room too—presumably choosing a moment when the guards weren’t looking. She marched up the corridor. “Where’s the bathroom?” she said loudly. “That guy just sent three of us down here, and we’ve been walking for ages.” She sounded so irritated that none of the guards replied immediately. 
Joan clenched her hands into fists, wishing it were her out there. She and Nick were still crammed behind the door, Nick a solid wall at her back. 
“Who sent you down here?” the first guard said. 
“Oh, just escort them out.” Joan could almost hear the second guard’s eye roll.
“But what are they doing down here? No one should be down here!”
“Who cares?”
“I’ll escort them,” the more sympathetic guard said.
Joan tensed. A long beat went by, and another beat. When there was no more conversation, she risked a quick look around the door. The corridor was empty. They’d all left. Now it was just her and Nick. 
“All clear,” she whispered to him.
He visibly released the breath he’d been holding. “Let’s do this, then,” he whispered back.
He sorted through the gladiator clothes he’d retrieved: a short leather skirt and tunic. Joan glimpsed his trousers coming off, and quickly turned to the elevator controls, heat rising to her face. 
They still hadn’t kissed in this timeline, but ever since that night in the garden, it had been coming. Joan felt electricity rush through her every time he looked at her. Every time they touched. 
It hit her now that this might be their last moment alone together. She swallowed hard, tears burning the backs of her eyes as she tightened the scabbard around her waist and looked over the levers and buttons next to the platform. 
She felt rather than heard Nick moving closer, and turned. “Oh,” she heard herself say stupidly. Her mouth was suddenly dry.
He stood in front of her, dark hair tousled, a short sword buckled to his own side. The gladiator outfit should have seemed like a costume, but it didn’t. The leather was slightly worn, and the whole thing fit him like a glove. He looked like a hero of old. 
He took another step, and they were breathing the same air, his hands cupping her waist. Joan tilted her face up, heart pattering. She could sense Nick’s desperation—as strong as hers. His eyes burned into hers as she tilted her face up for the kiss. 
His hands tightened around her waist, but instead of kissing her as she knew they both wanted, he gave her an odd, apologetic smile—just a twist of his mouth—and he moved her gently backward, as if guiding her in a dance, steadying her as she tripped and stumbled over something. 
“Nick?” she said uncertainly.
He touched something close to the ground and jumped back. Joan lunged after him instinctively, but not fast enough. She gasped in fright as caged walls sprang up around her, as a low ceiling shut her in. He’d put her in the wagon. In the cage. 
“What are you doing?” She grabbed the cage bars, shaking them as the other humans had, but they wouldn’t budge for her either. 
Nick’s eyes were gentle on hers. “I know what you were planning. You were going to come up with me.” He gestured to the sword at her waist. “I couldn’t let you do that.” 
Joan could taste unshed tears at the back of her throat. She hadn’t said a word about that, but it was true. Her plan had been to join him up there. “Let me help you,” she whispered. “Please.” 
His hands folded over hers where she was clutching at the bars, and he leaned his head against the cage as if needing to be closer to her. “I’m the only one who can kill her. And I can. I can do this. But not if you’re up there with me. I wouldn’t be able to think of anything else but protecting you.” 
She felt a tear fall. “I don’t want you to be alone.”
“We’ll be together soon,” Nick said hoarsely. “We’ll take the timeline back, and then we’ll have all the time in the world together. After this.” 
Then he did kiss her—through the bars, urgently and passionately, as if he wanted to do nothing else. Joan kissed him back just as desperately. As she’d wanted to kiss him in the garden. 
Joan couldn’t breathe—she didn’t want to. She didn’t want anything but to feel the slide of his mouth against hers. She could hear her own soft sounds as the kiss sent sparks through her whole body. Could hear his uneven breaths in response. 
“I love you,” she whispered against his lips.
A sound tore from his throat, and he deepened the kiss for just a moment before shifting, reluctantly, back. He didn’t take his dark eyes off her as he stepped onto the platform and pulled the lever to make it rise. “I love you,” he said. 
He tugged on a metal mask to conceal his face, and then he was gone, sealed from view by the platform.



Twenty-Four
Joan wanted to scream. Instead, she pulled the pins from her hair, trying to still her shaking hands. Nick had known she’d be able to pick the lock—but not fast enough to stop him. 
She got the lock open and shoved through the cage door, then dove toward the panel, trying to call back the platform. But Nick had jammed it somehow. The controls wouldn’t move. Joan slammed her hand down, frustrated and sick to her soul. She could still feel his mouth on hers, as if he were still here. 
She needed to see what was going on.
She scrambled up to the ground level above. The first chamber with a view showed a nightmare. Against a backdrop of scaled-down skyscrapers and gray London streets, dozens of gladiators and prisoners were fighting for their lives with swords and spears and axes. People were strewn on the ground, some dead, some groaning in agony. 
The crowd was a roar, the noise drowning out screams of pain when weapons struck flesh.
Joan put a hand over her mouth. Where was Nick? He should have been right here—he couldn’t have landed more than a few paces away. Was he already dead? She felt like she was going to be sick. 
No, there— Relief flooded her. He was darting between buildings, trying to get closer to the imperial box, about a hundred yards away. He ducked a thrown knife, picked it up, and then he was out of sight behind one of the skyscrapers. 
As Joan looked, iron spikes shot up from the ground, thick as fence posts, the tips lethally sharp. The gladiator they’d seen earlier—Bull—was caught in the foot. He swore and then cried out as the spike retracted into the ground, pulling flesh with it. 
Joan squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, trying not to picture Nick being stabbed like that. She had to know, though. She opened her eyes, searching desperately again. 
She spotted him running back toward the wounded Bull. He’d found a piece of cloth—someone’s shirt, Joan guessed. He wrapped the gladiator’s foot with quick, sure movements, seeming unafraid that the man might kill him. Joan didn’t know why he was so confident of that. Plenty of gladiators were killing gladiators. When he was done, he shoved the man into one of the buildings, steadying the knife in the man’s hand. 
Okay? Joan saw him say. 
There was no helping the other people who’d been skewered. Most of them had been injured already, had been lying on the street when the spikes had come up. 
As Joan thought that, she realized the crowd’s attention was shifting, and so were the sounds. One by one, heads were tilting up. 
Above, the tear in the timeline had grown. A short time ago, it had been the size of a football. Now it filled about a third of the visible sky, the wide mouth of it like the jaws of a snarling animal. And inside . . . Joan shuddered. Inside the tear, the shadows of the void writhed. 
More screams sounded—not from the fighters now, but the crowd itself. The audience was terrified.
The fighters had stopped too. Everyone was staring up at the sky. The people on the battleground were all human, and couldn’t sense what the monsters in the crowd could sense. But the horror of the tear—and the shadows inside it—was undeniable. 
Joan could feel it—the unnatural wrongness of the exposed void, the endless emptiness that lay beyond the timeline. For a dizzying moment, she could almost sense a strange hunger from the shadows. As if something might crawl out of the tear, eager to consume them all. 
Whispers and cries flew across the stadium as people tried to make sense of what was happening.
Eleanor stood then, hushing the crowd. She raised her hands to the sky. The sheen of her shield vanished, and Joan knew that the real battle of the day was about to begin. The battle between Eleanor and the timeline. 
And it was a battle. Joan could feel the sheer force of Eleanor’s will, the weight of her new godlike power, as Eleanor fought the impossible might of the timeline, dragging it toward her like someone roping a wild horse. In return, the great beast wrenched back, fighting its leash, refusing to be caged. Eleanor might have wounded it, but it was still strong enough to fight. 
As Eleanor’s beautiful face contorted with effort, her full attention on the battle, Joan saw movement in the arena.
A lone figure sprinted toward the imperial box. Joan gasped, her heart in her throat. It was Nick.
Without changing pace, Nick threw a spear at Eleanor’s chest.
Joan followed its path, hope rising. Could this be it? Could this be the moment they took back the timeline?
But Eleanor’s personal shield shot back up just in time to divert the blade. Joan gasped. The shield hadn’t manifested all at once. The diverted spear had managed to graze Eleanor’s arm, and blood streaked her pale skin. 
The crowd exclaimed in mixed shock and horror; until this moment, they’d still believed Eleanor to be a hologram. But now the blood on her arm made it clear to everyone that she was here in the flesh. 
And someone had managed to wound her—a supposedly all-powerful goddess.
Eleanor stumbled back, searching for the source of the attack. She fixed on Nick at the base of the box, breathing fast. He’d scared her. 
Nick took his silver mask off, revealing his face, and Eleanor took another step back, visibly shaken.
Rumblings sounded across the stadium. The audience had recognized him. Even from down here, Joan could hear the words. “Nick Ward! The Gladiator!” 
“You—” Eleanor sounded out of breath. “You’re supposed to be dead!”
“I was dead!” Nick had raised his voice, and it rang now around the stadium, unexpectedly clear. The arena must have been built with acoustics in mind. Perhaps gladiators gave speeches when they won, or when they begged for mercy. “I came back to stop you!” 
He’s popular among the humans, Eleanor had told Aaron. Joan hadn’t understood how popular Nick had been until this moment. He was gaining a shield of his own now. 
From the battleground, people were running and limping toward him. Gladiators and criminals. Humans. Joan spotted the injured Bull among them. They clustered around Nick, protecting him. 
The stadium was pin-drop silent. Joan had the feeling that if Nick said the word, all the humans in the stadium would riot—everyone in the arena, on the uppermost levels of the stands. Every worker in the building. 
Eleanor seemed aware of that too, because she didn’t give the guards the order to seize him. She turned again, seeking Aaron this time. 
In the Oliver stands, Aaron’s posture was the picture of confusion, and Joan saw Eleanor tilt her head; she wasn’t sure if that confusion was feigned or real. 
“We seem to be at a stalemate,” Nick called to Eleanor—Joan had the feeling he was deliberately pulling her attention back from Aaron. “You need to lock down the timeline. And you can’t do it from behind that barrier.” 
“Perhaps,” Eleanor said.
“I don’t think you have long to decide,” Nick added, “because that”—he gestured at the jagged tear in the timeline above them—“doesn’t look very stable to me.” The killings in the arena had stopped, but the tear was still visibly widening. “My bet is that it’ll keep growing until you lock the timeline.” 
“We are at a stalemate, then,” Eleanor agreed. “Because I don’t think you want the world to end any more than I do.”
Nick didn’t answer. Instead, he took a step back and then ran at the wall, scaling it and the overhanging balcony of the imperial box as easily as climbing a ladder. There was a collective gasp from the crowd as he landed in front of Eleanor. It was a superhuman feat—the wall had to be fifty feet high at least. Nick really did still have his abilities. 
A guard came at him, gun raised, and Nick disarmed him like a magic trick. One second the gun was in the man’s hand, and the next it was in Nick’s, and the man was on the ground. 
Nick dealt with three more guards just as quickly. When he was done, it was just him and Eleanor on the balcony. He aimed the gun at Eleanor’s chest. 
A dozen guards rushed up into the box behind Eleanor, stopped by Eleanor’s raised hand. They couldn’t get to Nick unless she dropped the shield. 
“No scars,” Eleanor said to Nick slowly. “You’re not the Nick of this timeline.” She looked around. “Where’s my sister?”
Joan stepped closer to the window, wanting to answer her. I’m here. Fight me.
Nick answered. “She didn’t make it,” he lied. “I was the only one who arrived here.” His voice was still clear. Joan wasn’t sure if it was the acoustics of the stadium, or if he was close enough to Eleanor that her microphone was picking up his voice. 
“How terribly sad,” Eleanor said. “Because she died here as an infant.” 
Nick’s answer was a low growl of warning. “I won’t discuss her with you.”
Frustration and terror surged through Joan. Was there anything she could do from here? Create a distraction? Get into the arena herself? She couldn’t think of anything that would help and not make things worse. . . . 
Nick shifted his weight. Eleanor’s mention of Joan seemed to have gotten to him. Joan’s chest tightened. Standing up there, alone with Eleanor, he looked so much like the Nick she’d first met in the Holland House library. The boy with the dark eyes and solemn smile. Joan hadn’t known then that they were soul mates of a kind—that they’d been together in the true timeline. 
“You were with her in the original timeline,” Eleanor said, echoing Joan’s thoughts now.
Joan shivered at the malicious note in her voice. She was starting to feel unnerved. Eleanor had made no move to drop the shield, and the writhing shadows of the void above were moving faster, as if getting restless. 
“Every timeline since that first one has yearned for that original shape,” Eleanor said. “That’s why you and Joan kept meeting each other, in timeline after timeline.” Her tone was almost intimate now, as if she’d forgotten their audience. “But all that will change when I lock down this timeline. The timeline will lose all memory of its previous iterations. It won’t yearn for anything but the shape I make of it. This will be the first and last—the only—timeline, and all resonances of the true timeline will be lost. I wonder if you’ll still feel the same toward her then? Will you still care for her?” 
“Nothing you do will ever change how I feel,” Nick said. Joan hadn’t been eager to kill Eleanor, but Nick tilted the gun slightly now, drawing attention to it again. “Go on,” he said to her. “Lower the barrier. Try to lock the timeline.” 
For some reason, Eleanor smiled at that. Joan felt a wave of deep unease. Why was she smiling?
“I ask whether you’ll feel the same,” Eleanor said, “but the truth is you won’t feel anything at all.” 
“No!” Joan heard herself say. She didn’t know what Eleanor was up to, but she felt a thrill of fear. What had she meant by that ? 
“I made and remade you,” Eleanor said to Nick. “Until the timeline held no power over you. I needed you to kill the King. And you did. You did such a good job for me. And I don’t know who told you that I had to remove the barrier to lock the timeline, but it really isn’t true.” 
Joan’s stomach dropped. Jamie had theorized that the seal would have to come down, but it had only been a guess. If it wasn’t true, then this was already over. 
Nick was already reacting. He shot at the barrier. The bullet stopped in midair, as if caught in a gel, and Nick made a frustrated sound. He pulled the short sword from his scabbard instead. With both hands on the hilt, he shoved it into the barrier. And—Joan gasped—the blade started to penetrate. It was slow—as if Nick was pushing through thick rubber—but the sword was moving. 
Eleanor backed up farther, eyes on the sword.
“You have no power over me,” Nick said to Eleanor. “And neither does any time magic.”
“I detached you from the timeline,” Eleanor agreed. “You’re a free agent. A catalyst of change. And you’re right—I don’t have any power over you. But I have power over the rest of the world.” 
She snapped her fingers, and Joan started back. A whole swath of the audience was gone—at least ten thousand people in the upper stands. The humans. They’d all vanished from their seats. 
Joan felt a chill go through her. She had the sense that Eleanor had sent them into another time. Easy as breathing.
“The truth is, I can’t lock the timeline while there’s a free agent in it,” Eleanor said. Another snap of her fingers, and iron spikes rose again in the arena, sharp and lethal as sharks’ teeth. 
Horror rushed through Joan as she understood Eleanor’s intention. “No!” she shouted. 
“You shouldn’t have come here, Nick,” Eleanor said. “Because I couldn’t lock the timeline while you were still alive. I need you dead.” This time, Eleanor didn’t snap her fingers. The balcony under Nick’s feet was just gone—like the people in the stadium. Pushed into another time. 
A scream started in the back of Joan’s throat, and then there was suddenly a hand over her mouth, muffling her as Nick fell. An impossible distance—an unsurvivable distance—to the arena below, where the metal spikes were waiting. 
Something gritty and sharp crumbled under Joan’s fingers. Her power was coming out. She’d been touching the stone wall, and her power was instinctively trying to get her to Nick. 
For a moment, the crowd was near silent—seemingly in disbelief. And then a roar started, rising and rising and rising until the sound felt like a physical thing, thrumming through Joan’s body. The monsters were cheering, Joan realized. They’d seen all this as a show. As entertainment. 
Sick to her stomach, Joan fought, trying to see Nick’s body on the ground, but the surviving humans in the arena were still clustered around him. She couldn’t see where he’d fallen. 
She didn’t need to see his body, though, to know that he was gone. She could feel the timeline shifting as the great beast quieted on its leash. 
Above, the sky swallowed up the jagged hole, as if it had never been there. Eleanor’s timeline was cementing into place. Nick’s death had sealed it. 
Joan’s throat ached, and she realized she was still screaming into someone’s cupped hand. That same someone pulled her bodily now, turning her away from the arena. 
Joan blinked up. It was Aaron, his beautiful face tight and shaken. His lips moved, the sound consumed by the crowd: We have to go!
She killed him, Joan screamed. The words ground in her throat like shards of glass, but she still couldn’t hear herself over the roar of the crowd. He’s dead!
A sudden, horrifying image flashed into her mind—of Nick’s head, dark with tar, spiked on a turret. She turned blindly back. They had to get him out of there. They had to protect his body from whatever sick indignities Eleanor might still inflict on him. 
Aaron clasped Joan’s waist, tugging at her. She resisted. We have to get to him! she shouted. But Aaron was stronger than she was. He dragged her into his arms, and then pushed her toward the open door. 



Twenty-Five
Joan was barely aware of how they made it through the crowds.
Moments of clarity came to her like snapshots out of a blur: horses and guards parading down a road-blocked street. Rose petals in the air in a blood-like spray. The Oliver house, dour against the clouded sky; it wasn’t sunny anymore. 
Joan’s brain wasn’t working properly. Because otherwise, all she could see was Nick. Falling and falling and dying. Over and over. 
A strange, animal sound wrenched from deep inside her. She’d always believed that she and Nick would end up together. They’d belonged together in the true timeline, and they’d found each other in every timeline since. 
She’d thought that the next timeline would be a new chance for them; a new beginning. They’d overcome so much to find their way back to each other, and in the next timeline, they’d have had the time and space to finally be together. 
But there were no more timelines left. This was the last one, and Nick was dead.
In her mind’s eye, he fell and fell, and she was falling too, as if they’d tumbled into the void itself. Maybe she’d fall with Nick forever. 
 
“Joan.” The shake in Aaron’s voice was so real—so uncharacteristic—that it drew Joan out of her daze. They were somehow in the opulent foyer of the Oliver house, marble busts of Olivers staring down. Above, the painted mermaids on the ceiling reached out clawingly, mouths twisted like they were drowning. 
Joan felt like she’d been crying for hours; her eyes were swollen, her throat tight. But when she touched her face, it was dry. There’d been no tears; the whirl of emotion was all inside her. 
Aaron released an uneven breath and waved someone away—one of the servants, Joan guessed. His other hand was clasped tightly around Joan’s, and she felt him shiver. He was trying to keep it together in front of the staff. 
Are you okay? she wanted to ask him, absurdly. Because of course he wasn’t okay. And neither was she. They were in this sick, corrupted world, and now there was no way out of it. 
Aaron led Joan through the beautiful rooms of the Oliver mansion, the carpet lush as grass under her feet. Joan ran her hand over the silky wood of the banister as she climbed the stairs. This is real, she told herself. She must have said it aloud because Aaron’s hand tightened around hers, pace increasing. 
And then they were in his bedroom suite. Aaron leaned against the heavy wooden door and pulled Joan toward him. And finally—finally—it felt safe enough to cry. She pressed her face against the clean cotton of his shirt and sobbed. His arms tightened around her. He was saying something—Joan could distantly hear it—but she couldn’t make out the words. 
After a time, she felt Aaron shift them so that her back was against the door. He started to pull away, and Joan reached for him. “Don’t!” She was suddenly desperate to keep touching him. There was a whirlwind of misery inside her, chaotic and unbearable, and Aaron was the only thing anchoring her to reality. “Please,” she whispered. “I keep getting lost in my head! Please take me out of my head!” She didn’t even know what she was asking for. Only, this felt worse than any fade-out—she was so lost—and Aaron had always been able to bring her back. 
Aaron seemed to understand what she was trying to say. He tugged her close again, into the curl of his arms.
She lifted her chin. “Aaron,” she whispered. His gray eyes darkened to slate as he focused on her.
A fine tremor ran through him, and then Joan leaned up, and they were suddenly kissing.
Warmth flooded through her as he deepened the kiss. For one perfect second, she was consumed by the furnace of his mouth, by how good he felt. And then he was pulling back, clearly shocked by what they’d just done. 
“Joan—” His voice cracked. “You don’t want this. You’re not in your right mind!”
“I—” Joan heard her own voice crack. “Please.” There was too much space between them, and it was unbearable. If he left her right now, she really would be lost. She surged to find his mouth again, but he stopped her, his hands firm on her waist. 
“You don’t want this,” Aaron said again. He sounded raw. “I would give you anything you wished for. Anything
in my power. But you don’t want me. You want him.” 
Joan’s mouth crumpled, and then she was crying again, everything rushing back. Nick was dead, speared through with iron stakes. Eleanor was going to cut off his head and display him on the turrets. 
Aaron thumbed tears from Joan’s face. She hadn’t known his expression could be so achingly gentle.
He was right about Nick, but wrong about himself. Joan took a shaky breath. She always had a bad habit of suppressing difficult emotions. It’s not the right time to feel this yet, she’d told herself. But the horrors of today seemed to have torn her wide open. Every emotion she’d ever tried to push down had been forced to the forefront. Everything she’d ever suppressed. 
She had feelings for Aaron. If she was truthful with herself, she’d had feelings for him for what seemed like forever.
“I do want this,” she whispered to him. “I want you. I—I have for a long time.” 
Aaron was still cupping her face, still stroking her cheek with his thumb. He searched her eyes. “You’re hurting so much right now. I couldn’t bear to be the cause of more hurt.” 
“You’re the only thing that doesn’t hurt,” she said honestly. It was like Nick’s death had made her understand what both of them had meant to her all this time. Then she found herself hesitating, uncertain suddenly. Maybe he didn’t feel the same way. “I don’t know if you want me. . . .” 
Something dark flickered in his gaze then—a glimpse of his own feelings. Joan’s breath caught at the depth of emotion in that glimpse. The intensity of it. He was still searching her face, though, his own feelings set aside, as if he needed to be sure of her clarity of mind. 
After a long moment, he seemed to see what he was looking for. He tugged her toward him, away from the door, and into another kiss. 
 
Joan could feel herself shaking with how much she needed this. She couldn’t have even said why there was such an urgency inside her. Aaron’s kisses, though, were deliberate and unhurried and deep, and Joan started to calm, her breaths finding a rhythm again. He made a soft, encouraging sound as she relaxed into him. 
Outside, the afternoon was reaching its end. The trees cast shadows in long black lines. The only sounds came from their kisses, and the crackle and hiss of the hearth. The lamps inside hadn’t been lit, and the room was getting darker. 
Aaron lifted his mouth, and Joan blinked up at him a little hazily. They’d been moving deeper into the room, and they stood now by his huge bed, the fireplace oven-warm against Joan’s back. Aaron pushed her hair from her face. “Have you done this before?” 
Joan swallowed. “Only kissing.” And only with Nick.
His gaze was very soft as he bent to kiss her again. “We could just do this,” he murmured.
Joan, though, wanted more than that. She tugged at his gray jacket. He deepened the kiss in response, sending a warm shiver through her. 
He shucked off the jacket and threw it onto the armchair, and then he helped her onto the bed. Underneath her, the blue silk cover, embroidered with mermaids, was buttery soft. 
She reached for him, but for a long moment, he just stared down at her, gaze roaming over her with detailed attention, as if committing her to heart. As if he thought this might be his only chance to look at her like this. Shadows from the hearth flickered warmly over his face. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, and Joan felt heat rise to her cheeks. “Sometimes, I look at you, and I forget to breathe.” 
He was one to talk. He was so heartbreakingly, arrestingly handsome that he made the world around him seem unreal in comparison. When they went out, people were always staring at him. 
Her thoughts must have been on her face, because Aaron’s mouth curled wryly. “I don’t like the way strangers look at me,” he said. “But I like the way you look at me.” 
This time, he let her pull him down beside her. Joan shifted back, a little nervously, to undo the top button of her dress. Aaron bit his lip, his eyes dark, and touched the next button, watching her face. When she nodded, he slipped it open, and then the next one and the next, with a kind of careful awe—as if he were opening a gift wrapped in paper that he didn’t want to tear. When he was done, he spread her bodice open, baring her. 
He swallowed visibly. “Beautiful,” he murmured. He ran a finger along the top of her bra, and Joan’s breath stuttered as his finger dipped between her breasts. 
And then he just stopped.
Joan blinked up at him. His gaze had fallen on the pendant with its numbers, heavy against her throat. It occurred to her that he’d been covering it up every chance he’d had—with scarves and high collars. Joan felt a shudder of anger run through him. 
“The numbers don’t mean anything,” she reminded him. They’d never calibrated it.
He bent to lean his forehead against hers. “I can’t stand the thought of you living in this world,” he whispered hoarsely. And they would have to live here. Eleanor had won. This was the only timeline left now. 
Joan touched his hair, tinted gold in the firelight. The strands ran between her fingers, softer than the silk of the bed. “Why don’t we pretend—just for now—that there’s nothing outside this room?” she suggested. 
Aaron’s eyes were sad as he cupped her face and kissed her again, his mouth moving to the edge of her jaw, her neck, her collarbone. He unclasped the pendant’s chain, careful not to chafe her skin as he slid it from her neck. And then all his gentleness was abruptly gone. He threw it hard against the wall, and Joan heard a snap. 
“I think you broke it,” she said.
He bent to kiss the hollow of her throat, where the pendant had been. “Good.”
They didn’t say much after that.
Except that later . . . when they were both moving together and gasping . . . there was a moment when Aaron gazed down at Joan, pupils blown. “I love you,” he breathed. It was so soft that Joan wasn’t sure if he’d meant to say it. If he even knew he’d said it. 
 
Night had fallen by the time they drifted back to themselves. The view outside was black. At some point, Aaron had gotten them both under the sheets, and they were still pressed against each other, his skin warm against hers. She turned in the cradle of his arms, and he tucked her closer, stroking her hair. 
“Where are the others?” Joan whispered.
“I don’t know. At the Chimera Inn, I assume.” That had been their rendezvous. “I couldn’t get through the crowds, so I came here.” He sighed. “I wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have brought you back here—it isn’t safe.” 
Oh. Joan swallowed. She hadn’t been thinking either, but he was right. At the arena, Eleanor had realized Nick was from another timeline. Now she’d watch Aaron with even more suspicion. She’d search harder for the rest of them. 
Then again . . . “If the Court hasn’t come for us yet, maybe they won’t,” she said. “Maybe Eleanor’s best revenge will be forcing us to live in this world.” 
Aaron ran his hand down Joan’s side, as if reassuring himself that she was still here. Still whole. “I suppose if she wants us, she’ll have us. There’ll be nowhere to run. Nick’s not here to protect us anymore.” 
That hadn’t occurred to Joan. She’d explained her theory to Aaron and the others—that the timeline fluctuated strangely around Nick, making him difficult for time travelers to capture. While they’d been with him, Joan and anyone in his proximity might have been protected. But they wouldn’t be anymore. 
Could the timeline even fluctuate anymore, now that it was locked? 
Whatever the case, Aaron was right. If Eleanor wanted them, she’d have them.
Joan reached up thoughtlessly and pushed Aaron’s hair from his eyes. It was so strange to be able to do that; Aaron had always seemed so untouchable. He didn’t right now, though. There was a line on his cheek from the edge of the pillow, and his hair and shirt were rumpled. They’d unbuttoned his shirt, Joan realized, but hadn’t taken it off. 
She frowned. A smear of red marred the white cotton of his collar. “Are you bleeding?” She sat up. “Aaron, is that blood?” Panic rushed through her, an echo of how she’d felt watching Nick fall. “Are you hurt?” 
“What?” He looked down at himself, surprised. He hadn’t seen the marks. “No . . . I think it’s clay,” he said. He touched her forearm. 
Joan stared down at herself, bewildered. There were faint red streaks on her arms. It was from earlier in the day, she realized. From when she’d tried to unmake the brick wall. She’d washed her hands since, but had missed some of the marks on her arms. 
“Hey,” Aaron whispered. He sat up and guided Joan out of bed—leaning over to sweep a silk robe with a mermaid motif from the armchair. He settled it around Joan’s shoulders, and they went into the fancy bathroom en suite. 
He turned on the water in the sink, warming it, and ran his hands over her arms with soap. “See?” he said as the water ran red and then clear. “No one’s bleeding. Not you or me.” 
Joan felt a strange wave of déjà vu. She’d washed Gran’s blood from her hands like this after the massacre at Holland House. Aaron had been in the bedroom—that was the night she’d met him. 
His gray eyes met hers in the mirror. She seemed pale in the cold bathroom light, and her own eyes were red-rimmed. “I keep losing people,” she heard herself say. Her family in the massacre. Nick. Aaron, when she’d changed the timeline last time. 
“You haven’t lost me. I’m here,” he murmured.
“Aaron—”
“I love you,” he said.
Joan heard her breath catch. He’d said that when he’d been inside her, but so softly she’d thought he hadn’t intended to. This time, there was a hint of misery in his expression that made her chest clench painfully. He didn’t think she felt the same about him. 
She did, though. The events of the day had torn open her heart; had shown her the truth of what had been inside her for so long. “I love you,” she whispered. 
His gaze was steady on hers, but Joan could tell he didn’t believe her. It’ll always be him for you, he’d told her the night that she and Nick had almost kissed. Even standing here with her, Aaron believed he’d always come second in her heart. 
Joan’s chest spasmed again, and she closed her eyes. She felt Aaron’s hand cover hers. He pressed their hands firmly against her breastbone, and something eased slightly inside her. “You do this sometimes,” he whispered. “When you’re feeling anxious. You press here.” 
Joan blinked up at him. How had he noticed? She’d barely known that about herself.
Aaron dropped a kiss to her temple. “The Court Guards still aren’t here.”
“Maybe you were right,” Joan said. “Maybe they’re not coming at all.” Maybe Eleanor really was going to make them live here.
For the first time, Joan tried to picture a future in this world. Would she live here in this house, with Aaron? Would she ever be able to safely walk the streets without a monster chaperone? 
And what about Aaron? His counterpart had had a reputation as the cruel ruler of Oliver territory. Would Aaron try to maintain his counterpart’s pretense so that they could survive here? Joan shivered. She knew him; that would break him. Exactly the kind of psychological punishment that Eleanor liked to dole out. . . . 
“It’s getting colder,” Aaron said. “I’ll warm the room.”
Joan didn’t feel the chill, though, until he left. She tried to counter it with a quick hot shower, scrubbing off the last of the clay, the last of this horrendous day. 
When she came back out, wrapped in a towel, Aaron had drawn the curtains. He’d hung up his suit and Joan’s dress, and he was straightening up the room. 
Aaron looked a little sheepish when he saw Joan watching. “Just habit,” he said. “I’m not used to having a cleaning service.” He seemed to realize that that might sound strange in a house like this. “It’s hard to explain.” 
There was nothing to explain. “I saw your room in the last timeline,” Joan admitted. “Near the kitchen. Where he put you.”
Aaron went still. Joan saw it cross his mind to say she’d gotten it wrong; to say something cutting. That would have been his usual reaction. Instead, he said, “I suppose in one way, this timeline is better than the last. He isn’t here.” 
He went over to stoke the fire, his back to her. Joan swayed toward him, wanting to touch him. She didn’t have to push away that feeling, she remembered. She went over to him and put her arms around him. He tucked her close, turning her slightly so that the fire wouldn’t be too hot on her bare skin. 
He said haltingly, “I know this timeline has its advantages for me. Monsters reign over humans. And I rule over Oliver territory, with my father exiled. But . . . I’d never want you in a place like this. I don’t want to be in a place like this.” 
“I know,” Joan said. “You’re not the guy your counterpart was pretending to be. Your counterpart wasn’t either.”
Joan could see the edge of his face. She’d seen that expression before, when she’d defended him in front of other people. It was closer to confusion than anything—like he had no reference for it. His arms tightened around her, and he lifted her chin to kiss her. His eyes were as honest suddenly as she’d ever seen them. “This thing between us,” he whispered. “Between you and me. I’ve never felt like this before. I didn’t know I could feel like this.” 
 
Later, Joan was curled up in Aaron’s bed again. He’d gone down to the kitchen to fetch some food. As she shifted, one of the pillows fell to the floor. She pushed aside the canopy curtain to grab it, and something caught her eye. A book. The Riverside Chaucer. It had been pushed between the mattress and the canopy’s frame. 
Joan reached for it curiously. At her touch, the room seemed to ripple around her. The timeline had stirred—for the first time since Eleanor had locked it. The feeling reminded Joan of when she’d touched Nick’s signet ring. As if the timeline was interested in what Joan was doing. 
She opened the book on her lap, searching through the table of contents—mostly out of habit. She knew the cipher numbers from Nick’s ring by heart now. 
9 1894 1, 9 1671 6, 7 161 7, 12 108 6, 2 2229 4, 14 56 6, 11 2141 5, 3 3199 6
She found the ninth chapter: “The Summoner’s Tale.” Each line was numbered, and she flipped pages until she reached: 1894.
The first word hit her with a jolt. Aaron.
She sat up straighter in the bed. His name couldn’t be here by coincidence. This was the book they’d been looking for—she was suddenly sure of it. 
It was too late to be any use now, she knew. They’d already fought Eleanor and lost. And yet, she turned more pages, looking for the next word. . . . 



Twenty-Six
Joan worked her way through the numbers. When she was done, the decoded message was one simple line.
Aaron my love. Evere myne. Evere thyne. Nicholas.
Joan stared at her penciled letters, at the Middle English spellings. For a long, strange moment, the words didn’t make sense. Not separately, and not together. Aaron, my love.
Then she drew a sharp breath as the meaning jolted through her in a belated shock wave.
Joan and the others had been poring over these numbers for weeks, believing they held the key to stopping Eleanor. But the cipher wasn’t about Eleanor at all. It was a love letter from the Nick of this timeline to his Aaron. 
Joan read the message again, trying to take it in. Aaron and Nick had been together in this timeline. . . .
She was stunned. She’d guessed that Aaron was into guys as well as girls. She hadn’t guessed the same for Nick. But beyond that, Aaron and Nick were from two very different worlds—from Joan’s two worlds, monster and human—and they couldn’t have been further apart. 
I can’t imagine our counterparts working together, Aaron had said to Nick. They’d clashed so much since they’d arrived here that Joan could barely picture it either. They had different backgrounds, different value systems, different visions for the world. . . . 
If anything, Joan had imagined them in a future battle between humans and monsters—with Aaron on one side and Nick on the other. And Joan torn between. 
And yet, this short note—just eight words—was like a glimpse of another story.
The bedroom door rattled and opened. Aaron had returned with a tray of food. He stopped when he saw Joan. She didn’t know what her expression was, but he said softly, “What is it?” 
Joan hesitated, and then held up The Riverside Chaucer. “I found the book Nick used for the cipher.” 
Aaron tilted his head as if there was a strange note in her voice. “You solved it?” He put the tray carefully onto a chest of drawers and came over. “I should have guessed it was Chaucer,” he said slowly. “He’s always been a favorite of mine.” 
The bed dipped under his weight as he sat beside her. He’d pulled on a black velvet robe to go downstairs. He elevated everything he wore, and it was luxurious on him—soft and touchable. He accepted the piece of paper from Joan and read what she’d penciled above the numbers. 
Joan looked up at him. His long, pale lashes brushed his cheeks as he read over the message again. Joan saw a flare of surprise in his gray eyes. “They were together,” he said. His expression was unreadable now. 
Joan waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t. “How do you feel about that?” she asked him. These last few hours with Aaron had felt like a light in the darkness in the wake of Nick’s death. What if this changed things between them? 
He gave her an unexpectedly tentative look. “How do you feel?” 
“I—I don’t know,” she admitted. She bit her lip, thinking about Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts: the gladiator and the head of the Oliver family. 
Aaron’s counterpart had helped Nick escape the arena, and then they’d worked together to free other humans. They’d been born into this terrible world, and they’d imagined something better. They’d tried to make something better. 
Joan swallowed hard. In the back of her mind, she’d always associated Nick and Aaron—her love for them—with the two halves of herself, monster and human. With the feeling of forever being wrenched apart. She’d always seen her two worlds as unreconcilable, but, somehow, Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts had found a way. Their love would have been illegal here—monsters and humans weren’t permitted to be together in this world—and they’d still found a way. 
And then they’d been erased. Wiped from the world, with only remnants left of them.
And that made her feel . . . No, she didn’t know how she felt. All she knew was that they were dead. And Nick was dead. Another wave of grief hit her, strong enough to steal her breath. 
She sought to untangle her thoughts into words for Aaron. “I’m so sad and so sorry that we erased them.” Her voice hoarsened as she spoke. “And I’m sorry that they had to live in this terrible world. I’m glad they had each other, though.” 
To her surprise, Aaron bent to kiss her head, his breath warm in her hair. “I love you.” It was heartfelt, like when he’d first said it. Joan turned toward him, and he drew her closer. Lips still pressed to her hair, he murmured, “This world is so diverged from ours that we barely seem to be the same people.” 
Joan wished she could see his face. There’d been a heavy note in his voice that she didn’t understand. “Aaron—” she started, but he hushed her. 
“You want to know what I think about my counterpart and Nick’s?” he said. “I think you were dead in this timeline.”
“What do you mean?”
He lifted his head finally, letting her see his face. His expression was achingly open now. “If your counterpart had lived, it would have been you and Nick in this timeline. You two were together in the vera historia, and the timeline would have brought you back together here too.” He was silent for a moment. “I suppose I would still have known you both, with Nick as an Oliver gladiator. . . .” His eyes were distant, as if he was imagining watching them from afar. “You would have made sense together, like you did in every timeline.” 
Joan didn’t know what to say. She pressed her forehead to his chest, and his arms tightened around her. He always smelled good. Right now, he smelled like himself, but also, faintly, of an expensive cologne with notes of bergamot and crisp winter air. The scent was from his robe, Joan realized. The slightest trace of his counterpart. 
There was nothing left to say. She held him closer and shut her eyes.
 
Aaron took a long time to fall asleep. When he did, it was fitful at first. He woke in jolts, reaching for Joan, as if he thought she’d vanished. As if he thought the Court Guards had come to take her away from him. Eventually, though, his breathing evened out, and his arm around Joan’s waist grew heavy. 
The hearth fire flickered over his face. His beautiful features were soft with sleep, a pre-Raphaelite painting. Joan couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d said. You would have made sense together. As if Aaron wouldn’t have made sense in the same way. 
“I love you,” she whispered to him. He hadn’t believed it when she’d said it to him awake. Maybe his subconscious would hear it and know it was true. 
She must have fallen asleep herself after that.
She woke again, disoriented, in the darkness, and with a feeling that something was very wrong; something terrible was going to happen. 
And then she remembered. The terrible thing had already happened. Nick was dead.
Pain flooded through her, choking her, and she wrenched out a near-silent sob. Nick was dead. 
A second later, strong arms were around her. Aaron. He held her, and Joan turned toward him, breathing him in. 
“It doesn’t feel real,” she whispered to him. She couldn’t understand it. There were no more chances. No more timelines. “How can he be dead?” 
Aaron didn’t answer. There was no answer. He kissed her forehead. “Do you feel up to coming somewhere with me?” he whispered.



Twenty-Seven
An hour later, Aaron parked his car near the colosseum. The clock on the dashboard read 2:17 a.m.
Joan stepped out. Behind her, the click of the car door seemed overly loud. Rose petals still littered the path, but otherwise, the street was empty. She drew a shaky breath as she looked up at the white statues of the Curia Monstrorum. Aaron had known what she’d needed, without her even knowing it herself. 
“My mother was executed at the Oliver house,” Aaron whispered. “In the Lily Garden—you haven’t seen it. It’s at the far west of the estate. I never did like the smell of lilies, and I really can’t stand them now, but . . . the night she died, I sat in that garden for hours. I don’t even know why. I just needed to.” 
Tears stung Joan’s eyes. Aaron never talked about his mother, and especially not her death. She reached for his hand, and he took it. 
It was shockingly easy to get into the colosseum this time. The building was as empty and unguarded as the street, and eerily quiet. They walked through the cave-like space beneath the arena. The lamps had been dimmed, and it was barely bright enough for them to see their own feet. 
Joan’s breath caught as they ascended a stone staircase into the arena. The sand was concrete-pale in the moonlight, and it looked untouched now—bloodless and clean and neatly raked. 
They walked over to the spot where Nick had died. Joan didn’t know what she’d expected to find—perhaps his ring. Perhaps a scrap of clothing. There was no sign of him, though. Other than the lingering scent of incense, there was no sign that anything had happened here. 
She knelt on the raked sand, smoothing it. “You know . . . I think I flattened him in my mind,” she said. “When he was alive.” She’d imagined Nick in black and white, like he was a character from an old-fashioned movie. The hero from a story. 
Sometimes I catch you looking at me, Nick had said to her in the garden, like you’re comparing yourself to me. Like you’re ashamed of what you are. But I don’t see myself like that. I don’t see you like that.
She’d smoothed him out like she was smoothing the sand—from the real, complicated person he’d been. He’d been so much more than the picture she’d made of him. And maybe she’d done that to herself too, forced herself and Nick into a false dichotomy of monster and human. 
“I didn’t see him as clearly as I should have,” Joan said, “but I want to remember him as he really was. I don’t have anything left of him now but memories, and I want those memories to be true.” 
“He loved you,” Aaron said softly. “I saw it in his eyes every time he looked at you.”
Joan nodded and felt a tear slide down her cheek. It was the last thing Nick had said to her before he’d risen into the arena. She’d loved him too. She’d loved him desperately. “I know you didn’t like him very much.” 
She looked up at Aaron and couldn’t help but bite back a smile at his soft gray tracksuit—not at all his usual style. Joan wouldn’t have even guessed he owned comfortable clothes—not any version of him—but Aaron had found a set for himself and for her with unerring instinct, at the back of a drawer in his counterpart’s dressing room. His counterpart seemed to love a motif—even these had the Oliver mermaid stitched lovingly on the trouser pockets. 
Aaron gave her a small, wry smile back. “He didn’t like me.” 
“He didn’t know you.”
“Perhaps.”
Joan swiped at her face. It hadn’t been that way in this timeline. Nick’s counterpart had loved Aaron’s, and Aaron’s counterpart had clearly loved him back—so much that he’d overthrown his own father to keep Nick safe. Strange to think that, in this universe, it might have been Aaron crying here in the empty arena over Nick. 
She remembered again the message from Nick’s counterpart to Aaron’s. Before the numbers of the cipher, Nick’s counterpart had told Aaron: You can get to her. You have what you need. How had they been planning to kill Eleanor? She’d never figured it out. 
Joan supposed that it didn’t really matter now. Eleanor had won, and they’d lost. There was nothing more they could do.
 
They sat there in the sand until the chill started to seep in. And then a little longer after that. I sat in that garden for hours, Aaron had said. Joan understood the impulse. 
She was deep in her thoughts when a voice punctured the stillness of the night, startling her. She stood, pulling Aaron up, before she’d even really registered the red uniform of a Court Guard walking across the arena. 
“You can’t be here! You’re trespassing!” The guard was in her mid-thirties, with severe eyebrows and a bob of hair the color of dead grass. She started to frown as she got closer. “Lord Oliver?” she said uncertainly. “What are you doing here?” She didn’t sound nearly as deferential toward Aaron as everyone else in this world had been. She was suspicious, Joan realized slowly. Aaron had supposedly executed Nick Ward, and yet Nick had shown up in the arena this afternoon. Everyone had seen him. 
At the same time, it was becoming clear that Eleanor hadn’t put out an arrest warrant for Aaron. And she hadn’t publicly repudiated him. In fact, she’d implied in front of the whole crowd that Nick hadn’t quite been Nick. 
The guard seemed to conclude that all this was above her pay grade. She straightened into a more formal posture. “Lord Oliver,” she said again, in a marginally thawed tone. “May I help you with something?” She glanced at Joan—or tried to. Aaron had put Joan a little behind him, keeping her concealed. Joan still had a wanted poster with her face on it. 
Aaron’s head tilted arrogantly now as he pulled on the cloak of his counterpart again. Joan could see it was beginning to fit him more and more uncomfortably, though. “What was done with Nick Ward’s body?” he asked, voice hard. 
Joan had the feeling he was trying to draw the guard’s attention back to him, but she suppressed a sharp breath. She hadn’t realized how much she’d wanted that information until Aaron had asked for it. 
The guard must have thought it a strange question in the middle of the night, in the middle of the empty arena, but she answered. “The colosseum is on Argent territory, my lord. I assume the Argents took custody of the body.” 
“Nick was an Oliver gladiator,” Aaron said coldly. “His body is Oliver property.”
“My lord.” The guard shifted her weight. She definitely thought this was all above her pay grade now. “Lord Cassius Argent mentioned a plan to display him in the Argent house. . . .” 
Cassius Argent’s leering face came back to Joan. At the Pelican, he’d told Aaron, If we’d caught the gladiator, we’d have put him in our trophy room. 
Joan shuddered. Was Nick’s body going to be displayed among stuffed lions and stags, for monsters to gawk at and mock? She couldn’t bear the thought. 
Behind their backs, Aaron squeezed her hand comfortingly. “That will be all,” he said, waving dismissively, as if the guard was one of his own servants. 
The guard was irritated—Joan could see it—but she only nodded and trekked back across the sand.
“Cassius Argent has a trophy room,” Joan said, as soon as the guard was out of earshot. Every time she thought she’d seen the worst of this world, she was shocked anew. “He’s going to put Nick in it like a stag on a wall.” 
Aaron’s breath hissed out. “I’ll speak to the Argents tomorrow morning.”
“Do you think your standing’s changed here since this afternoon? The guard seemed suspicious. . . .”
“I think I can brazen it out. In societies like this, people tend to mind their own business when it comes to people in positions of authority. If I’m walking around free, then as far as they’re concerned . . .” 
“It’s above their pay grade.”
“Right.”
Joan could tell Aaron was worried despite his words, and so was she. Eleanor was unpredictable. For all they knew, there’d be guards waiting for them as soon as they left the stadium. 
 
They took a different route out, just in case—a curving path around the arena. Joan’s breath hitched as she realized that they were going to pass the viewing room where she’d seen Nick die. 
She found herself stopping in the corridor just outside the room. There were still marks on the packed-dirt floor where Aaron had dragged her from the window. Through the viewing slots, the sand was bright white under the moonlight. The arena seemed smaller from this angle. 
“A part of me can’t believe he’s gone,” she admitted to Aaron. “I think I saw him as some kind of superhero. As if a fall like that couldn’t have killed him.” 
She took a step into the room without really intending to. As she did, an oddity caught her eye—a smear of reflected light on the brick wall beside the window. She glanced over her shoulder. Aaron was standing in the dark doorway, watching the corridor for guards. The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck. There was no source to the light. 
She walked slowly toward it. There was an odd depth to it, as though it was inside the wall. As she reached it, a shadow moved inside that depth. Joan recoiled. And then she drew a sharp breath as she finally realized what she was looking at. 
“What is that?” Aaron said. He joined her at the wall, peering at the thing. 
“It’s . . .” Joan shook her head. There was a hole in the wall about the size of her own hand. And inside—instead of the arena—she could see an illuminated room. Far inside, where the arena’s stands should have been, there was a stone wall, eaten away by the elements and by time. Joan stared. She knew that wall. She’d been in that room a couple of years ago, on a walking tour of London’s Roman ruins. “It’s the basement of the Guildhall Art Gallery,” she said to Aaron. “It’s their exhibit of Londinium’s amphitheater.” 
“What?”
Joan swallowed. “This is a tear in the timeline. It’s showing us our timeline.” 
Aaron’s mouth opened and closed. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t know, but I can feel the tear,” Joan said. The familiar sense of corruption and decay. And she could see the jagged edges of it now, faintly in the moonlight. 
Aaron shuddered as if her words had made him aware of his own sense of it. “But Eleanor closed all the tears when she locked down the timeline. I saw the one above the stadium close. I felt it close.” 
Something disturbing occurred to Joan then. She toed at the marks on the ground. She’d dug in her shoes when Aaron had tugged her to safety. She took a step to the left so that she was standing on that mark. Then she reached for the wall. 
Aaron stopped her with a hand to her arm. “What are you doing?” he said, alarmed. 
“It’s all right,” Joan reassured him. She hadn’t intended to touch the thing. Only to check its position. She knew for sure now, though. She’d been standing right here when Nick had died. She’d been touching the wall right here. 
“Joan?”
Joan swallowed, looking up at him. He was so beautiful, even with the lack of sleep and all the stress he’d been under. “There’s something I haven’t told you.” She’d never told anyone but Ying Liu. A reflexive wave of fear ran through her, even though she knew Aaron would never hurt her. 
He saw the shiver and took her hand, shifting her away from the tear and into his arms. “What’s going on?”
Joan searched for the words. “There’s something wrong with my power.”
“In what way?” he said softly.
“I—I think I made this tear in the timeline. I’ve done it before. I mean, I was never certain it was me. But seeing this here . . .” This was where she’d been when Nick had died. Her power often came out in moments of desperate emotion. It had to have been her. 
Aaron peered down at her, searching her face, his own expression a mixture of doubt and confusion.
“Sometimes, my power comes out of its own volition,” Joan explained. “Sometimes I unmake things I don’t mean to unmake.”
“You mean it’s unreliable?” Aaron said.
“It’s worse than that.” So much worse. “The Grave power allows me to unmake objects. But sometimes my power goes beyond that. It tears holes in the timeline—like I’m unmaking the world itself.” 
She didn’t know what she’d expected to see on Aaron’s face—repulsion, maybe, or horror—but to her relief, he just seemed troubled. “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” he said. 
“I made this tear when I saw Nick die,” Joan said. “I did the same thing at Holland House when I unmade him. I did it at the café near Covent Garden. And I think in the Oliver garden, when we spoke to my grandmother . . . I don’t have any control over it.” 
Aaron must have been able to feel her tension, because his hand smoothed over her back comfortingly. “It doesn’t make sense, though,” he murmured. “Even if this has happened before, it shouldn’t be possible now. Eleanor said that when she locked the timeline, every other timeline would be wiped away as if they’d never existed. And yet . . .” He nodded at the tear Joan had made, with its view of the ruins. 
The tear was such a small thing—the size of Joan’s hand. “So what are we saying?” she said slowly. She couldn’t have called the feeling inside her hope—it wasn’t strong enough to be hope. “That maybe Eleanor didn’t lock the timeline as she thought? Maybe we can still repair it?” 
And then the full implications hit her like a storm. I couldn’t lock the timeline while you were still alive, Eleanor had said to Nick. I need you dead.
She heard Aaron’s breath hitch. His beautiful features were frozen, pale as the sand outside. He clutched at her, almost reflexively, just like he’d reached for her in sleep. Then he released her. 
“He can’t be alive,” Joan heard herself say. “He couldn’t have survived that fall.”
“Then how is this tear here?”
“I don’t know,” Joan said.



Twenty-Eight
Aaron drove them from the stadium along dark roads still strewn with rose petals. Joan could sense roiling emotion under his usual ice-cold surface. 
“I’m here,” she said to him. “With you.” She couldn’t bring herself to say even if he’s alive. Nick wasn’t alive. “Whatever happens, I choose you.” 
Aaron’s elegant fingers tapped at the wheel. He stopped at the lights, waiting for no one—the street was dead. “I hope he is alive,” he said to Joan. “Please don’t think I wish otherwise.” The grind in his voice, though, made Joan’s chest tighten, and when the lights turned green again, the car jumped as if he’d pushed too hard on the gas. 
Outside, the dark streets of Eleanor’s London rolled by. It was an airless evening. The burnt-elm banners of the Argents were limp on their posts, and the leaves of the plane trees were still. 
Joan shut her eyes. This speculation was too painful. Nick was dead. She’d seen him die. She’d seen him fall with her own eyes. He was dead. 
Aaron was quiet beside her. Joan could feel his tension, even with her eyes closed. It’ll always be him for you. Whatever happened, Joan had the terrible, sinking feeling that Aaron would forever view himself as her second choice, and she didn’t know how to change that. She’d met Nick first. She’d loved him first, and Aaron knew it. But she loved Aaron too. And it was the same desperate, wrenching love. 
“The thing is . . . ,” Aaron said softly. “Even if he is dead now, we might have the chance to bring him back. If the timeline isn’t locked, we might still be able to repair it. He’d be alive again in the new iteration.” Joan turned to stare at him. For some reason, that hadn’t occurred to her. “The timeline would bring the two of you back together as it always does,” Aaron said. “But as for you and me . . .” He hesitated. “We’ll likely forget each other.” 
He was watching the road, his knuckles white on the wheel, and Joan realized that he’d been turning the prospect over in his mind ever since they’d seen the tear at the colosseum. 
“I—I didn’t forget you last time.” She didn’t even know how to address the idea of Nick returning in the next timeline.
Aaron flicked her an oddly gentle look. He didn’t answer, but Joan heard his unsaid response. He’d forgotten her. 
“I’ll create a bubble around us like when Eleanor attacked us. We’ll both remember.”
“You might not have the chance or choice,” he said softly.
“I love you,” Joan said. “When you forgot me last time—” The word caught behind the sudden lump in her throat. It had been worse than she’d imagined. She couldn’t let that happen again. 
Aaron seemed to hear the new distress in her voice. He glanced at her and shifted his grip on the gearstick to take her hand. “I’m sorry,” he said gently. “Sometimes my mind jumps ahead too far. It’s probably not worth speculating about— We don’t even know if we can still fix the timeline.” 
Joan swallowed. He’d stopped at another set of lights. Outside, a slight breeze had started, lifting the leaves and rippling through the territory banners. They were still surrounded by the withered elms of the Argents, but Joan saw that the next street to the north had flags with dragonara serpents. The Chimera Inn had been in Portelli territory, she remembered. 
Aaron hadn’t been able to get through the crowds to the rendezvous earlier in the day, but the roads were empty now.
“We should find the others,” she said. “They’ll be wondering where we are.”
Aaron sighed. “If your cousin says one word about what I’m wearing . . .” But he signaled right, and turned.
 
It was still dark when they arrived at the Chimera Inn, an old-fashioned pub with bright blue paint that stood out from its dour neighbors like a tropical bird among crows. There was no name on the building, just a sign hanging from a wrought-iron bracket with elaborate curls. It displayed a beautifully hand-painted creature with a dragon’s hind and a lion’s head, breathing a puff of fire. 
Joan pushed open the door, and a bell jangled from above, announcing their entrance. The room was small, with oak paneling. A few tables and chairs were clustered around a blazing hearth and a hanging pot that smelled pleasantly of a smoky stew. Stacked bowls and a pile of spoons suggested that people could help themselves to food. 
Just one of the tables was occupied. The man there barely glanced up as Joan and Aaron walked in. Tom had suggested the Chimera Inn because its customers minded their own business—much like those at the Serpentine. 
The lamps were unlit along the walls; the room, though, was afternoon-bright. Joan realized why when she glanced over her shoulder. Instead of the evening street they’d left, the windows showed a daytime view of Shakespearean buildings on a cobbled street. The window was Portelli glass. A one-way view of another time. 
Joan drew a wondering breath as a woman walked past carrying a basket full of carrots and onions. Her gray-streaked hair was pulled into a bun, with ringlets framing her lined face. The monster world was so strange sometimes—this woman was long, long dead and couldn’t have known that monsters were watching her from a window that didn’t even exist in her time. 
“Looks like 1665, or maybe 1666. Just before the fire,” Aaron murmured, and Joan stared at the scene with new eyes. That street was less than a year from destruction, and the whole city was in the grip of the Great Plague. One in five Londoners would die of it. “It looks just like our 1600s,” Aaron added, forehead creasing. “No changes from Eleanor yet.” 
“Jamie said that our timeline didn’t really diverge from this one until the 1800s.”
“She must have had a hand in this timeline earlier than that,” Aaron said. “By this period”—he nodded at the window—“the spire of St. Paul’s had already fallen to fire. The dome we know should have been built a couple of years after this.” 
The image of Eleanor secretly and slowly changing the skyline to suit her own tastes creeped Joan out. More than that, she felt a tingle of primal warning at the tip of her spine. Eleanor always played the longest games, and Joan had the unsettling feeling she was still playing now somehow. That her plans weren’t over yet. 
Joan folded her arms around herself, pushing Eleanor from her mind. Eleanor had hurt them all enough. Joan didn’t even want to think about her unless she had to. 
 
A flight of dark stairs at the back of the room led to a short corridor with numbered doors on both sides. At the third door on the left, there was an unobtrusive mark in chalk on the floor—a circle with a dot inside it. The Hunt sign for Safe. Joan released the breath she’d been holding. If the others had been captured, Ruth would have done her best to scrub off that mark as she’d been dragged away. 
Joan scratched at the door rather than knocking—not wanting to make too much noise in the middle of the night. After a moment, it opened a crack, and Tom’s crooked nose appeared, along with the tip of a knife. 
“Did you get lost?” he hissed, pulling Joan and Aaron inside. He gave the corridor a sweeping look, then closed the door again, locking it behind them. 
Two small windows showed the seventeenth-century street they’d seen downstairs. Disconcertingly, the view up here was evening rather than afternoon—with no street lighting. Joan peered out and saw a flame bobbing up and down in the middle of the road. The small figure of a child was holding a torch, guiding a group of people to the pub across the street. 
The rest of the room was basic. It was a single space with built-in bunks along the walls, each with a privacy curtain. Opposite the windows was a small countertop, just large enough for a sink with taps and a kettle. There was no bathroom—Joan guessed there was a shared one at the end of the hall outside. 
Ruth rolled out of the nearest bed. She’d been snuggled up with Frankie and Sylvie.
“You’re late!” she scolded, pulling Joan into a hug. “Where have you been?”
“Sorry,” Joan said. “We . . . Well . . .” A flush crept up her neck. She and Aaron had been in his bed.
“We couldn’t get here earlier,” Aaron said coolly. “We had to wait for the crowds to die down.” His face seemed harder than it had been even a few minutes ago. He’d pulled his mask on again. Not his counterpart’s, but the one Joan had always known him to wear; the one that made people think he was superior and cold. Joan hadn’t realized he’d removed it for her these last few hours. Not until this moment. 
Jamie sighed. “Took us ages to get here too.” He was sitting on the bunk above Ruth’s, and he hopped down now, using a couple of steps on the ladder. 
Ruth squeezed Joan harder. “I’m sorry about Nick,” she said softly.
Joan swallowed hard and nodded. She glanced at the bunks again—there were six of them. Two stacks of three. One for each of them, plus Nick. Her chest constricted. Nick should have been here with them. He was supposed to be here. 
Ruth’s gaze tracked from Joan to Aaron, and Joan saw her register the Oliver logos. The fact that Joan and Aaron were matching. “Where did you get those clothes?” 
“We went back to the Oliver house,” Joan admitted.
“Well, that was unwise,” Tom said. 
Joan felt defensive of Aaron. She’d been a deadweight. “I don’t even know how he got me out of the colosseum—I wasn’t helping at all.” 
“No, it was unwise,” Aaron said to Joan heavily. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
Jamie sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter where we go. We’re all outside Nick’s protection now. If Eleanor wants to send guards for us, she’ll find us wherever we are. We’re just waiting her out at this point.” 
“Who monograms their tracksuits anyway?” Ruth said to Aaron.
Aaron glared at her. “Some of us are proud of our families.” He plucked a box of value-brand tea bags from beside the kettle. “Tell me this isn’t the only tea in the room.” 
“It’s not that bad,” Tom said.
“It is that bad,” Jamie said. “And there’s no milk or sugar.” 
Aaron dropped the box and wiped his hands as if he’d been touching dirt.
We’re just waiting her out. Jamie had made it sound like all was lost. 
Joan felt the breath leave her lungs as she thought again of the tear they’d seen in the colosseum wall.
She looked at Aaron. He nodded at her slightly, encouraging her to tell them. Joan swallowed. She already missed the intimacy they’d had when it had just been the two of them. 
“I need to tell you something,” she said.
She told the others about the tear she and Aaron had seen in the colosseum wall. About her suspicion that she’d caused it. About the other tears she’d made in the world. 
“That shouldn’t be possible—whether it was you or not,” Jamie said slowly. “Once the timeline is locked into place, there shouldn’t be any more tears.” 
Tom had already jumped ahead. “Unless the timeline isn’t locked. . . .”
“You think Eleanor got it wrong?” Ruth said. The hope in her voice was countered by a note of doubt. “As in . . . we still have a chance to fix this timeline?” 
“I don’t know,” Joan said.
“But only Nick could have killed Eleanor,” Jamie said. “He was the only one free of the timeline’s constraints.”
“Aaron has a theory.” Joan folded her arms around herself, and Aaron’s weight shifted toward her, as if he wanted to touch her. Joan opened her mouth, and then couldn’t bring herself to voice it. 
Aaron stepped in. “What if Nick isn’t dead? What if that’s why the tear opened up?”
“Not to be crass,” Tom said softly, “but we were in the stands when he fell. He’s dead.”
Nick was dead. Joan knew it. She could sense it. He wasn’t in the world anymore. She stared at the floor, feeling hollowed out—she’d cried so much today, and now she was starting to feel numb. She found herself taking a couple of steps to sink down onto Ruth’s bed. Sylvie blinked up at her from the pillow and yawned. 
Aaron went over and offered her a mug. “It’s just hot water,” he said apologetically.
Joan shook her head. “I’m all right.”
He settled beside her, a comforting warmth. It was so like how they’d sat on his bed just a few hours before that Joan found herself thinking again of the message they’d found in the ring. 
The love note, and also the note that had come before it. You have what you need.
When Joan had touched the ring, there’d been a jolt, as if the timeline had taken notice. As if there’d been something important about that ring. Now she wondered . . . Could the message have been about the ring itself? There’d been something inside it—something other than the message. A piece of bloodstained cloth. What had that been? 
And where was the ring now? The last Joan had seen of it, Nick had been wearing it on a chain around his neck.
Aloud, she said slowly, “I know people can’t be in the same time twice. Is that true for objects too?”
Jamie seemed puzzled by Joan’s non sequitur. “It depends. Why?”
“I don’t know,” Joan said. But she felt like she almost did know. Like there was something on the tip of her tongue. “When we went to the rookery, Nick’s sister was wearing the same ring as Nick. The exact same ring, with the same flaws. Hers was on her finger, and Nick’s was around his neck.” 
“That is odd,” Jamie conceded. He gave Joan a strange look, and she realized that she’d been so deep in her thoughts that she was barely making sense to the others. 
She tried to explain the feeling. “Nick was wearing that ring when I first met him—when he was a monster slayer. And when I first touched it here in this world, it was like the timeline—” She searched for the right words. “It was like the timeline sat up and paid attention. Like it was interested in the ring. Or in me touching the ring.” 
“Have you slept at all?” Ruth said to her, frowning. “You look exhausted.”
“No, I felt it too,” Aaron said. “I felt it when you picked up the ring, Joan. Like there was something strange about it.”
“I don’t understand,” Jamie said.
“I don’t either,” Joan admitted. “But . . . do you remember the message inside it? Nick clearly expected Aaron’s counterpart to stop Eleanor. He said: You have what you need. We thought it was a reference to the cipher, but what if it was talking about the ring itself? The actual object?” As she said it, she had the strange feeling that she was right. 
Tom looked doubtful. “We’ll never know. We couldn’t decode the cipher.”
Joan looked at Aaron. Did he want to tell them?
Aaron shrugged slightly. “Joan solved it a few hours ago.”
“You did?” Ruth said, surprised.
“The cipher had nothing to do with Eleanor or the mission,” Aaron said. “It was a private message from Nick’s counterpart to mine. It seems—” He hesitated. “It seems they were together.” 
“Together?” Ruth said, puzzled. “What do you mean, together?” And then her face cleared. “Oh. Oh.” 
“Huh,” Jamie said.
“I really wouldn’t have guessed that,” Tom said to Aaron. “You and the gladiator. . . .”
“To be honest, he seemed out of your league,” Ruth said.
Aaron glared. “I was a head of family!”
“He was a gladiator. Do you know how hot they are?” Ruth looked thoughtful. “I wonder how they even got together. They must have met at the colosseum. Your counterpart must have watched
him in the colosseum. . . .” 
Aaron cleared his throat. “Let’s not get sidetracked.” That didn’t stop the curious looks from the others, but Aaron ignored them. To Joan, he said: “You think my counterpart was going to use that ring for something?” 
Joan spread her hands. “We never did figure out their plan. But maybe we need to, if there’s still a chance to reset the timeline.”
“You know . . . ,” Tom said slowly, “that message implied that Aaron’s counterpart would stop Eleanor without Nick’s help.” He turned to Jamie. “What exactly did he say?” 
“I wish I could help you, but you’re alone in this now,” Jamie recited slowly. “If you’re right, then maybe we can stop Eleanor without Nick. . . .” 
“We need to have another look at that ring,” Joan said.
“But . . . Nick was wearing it when he died,” Jamie said gently. “He’ll be on the turrets by now. That’s where they put traitors.”
Joan heard her breath hitch. For a terrible moment, all she could see was Nick as one of those rotting horrors on the turrets, a spike protruding from his skull. She pushed the image away, feeling sick. He wasn’t on the turrets. “We spoke to someone at the colosseum,” she managed. “Nick died on Argent land, and they claimed him as their property.” 
“The Argents are displaying him in their trophy room?” Tom asked.
“Do you know it?”
“I know it.” Tom’s mouth was downturned with disgust, and Joan shuddered.
“We can’t leave him in there,” Joan said. “We can’t—like a stag on a wall. It’s sick.” 
“I’ve never liked the Argents.” Tom scrubbed a hand over his chin; he hadn’t shaved, and the bristles made a scratching sound. “The ring is one thing. You can steal that. But they won’t release his body—they wouldn’t even sell a high-value trophy like that.” 
“I always wanted to break into the Argent house,” Ruth mused.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Jamie said. “The Argents are dangerous.” 
“I know they can control human minds,” Joan said.
“Not just humans,” Tom said. “The strongest of the Argents can control monsters too.”
The words lingered in the room. An Argent had once controlled Nick’s mind. It had been sickening—even from the outside: Nick’s face had slackened, and he’d obediently echoed the Argent’s orders. 
“How sure are you about the ring?” Tom asked Joan.
“Not sure at all,” Joan said. “It’s just a feeling.” It was such a strong feeling, though. And . . . You have what you need. . . . What else could Nick’s counterpart have been referencing—now that they knew it wasn’t the cipher? 
“The trophy room is open to the public on weekdays,” Tom said, thinking. “That’s tomorrow. A couple of us can go out to Argent territory. Early, to avoid the rush.” To Joan’s unspoken question, he said, “It’s a popular attraction. And it will be more popular with the gladiator in it.” 
“What?” Joan breathed. She couldn’t take that in. People had watched Nick’s counterpart fight for his life in the arena as a gladiator. Now they were going to keep exploiting him in death. 
Tom sighed. “We can try to get the ring back at least. As for Nick himself . . .” He gave Joan a sympathetic look. “I don’t think we should try to retrieve him. The guards will be on alert after his attack on Eleanor. It’d be too dangerous to invite more scrutiny.” 
 
In the end, they didn’t have to worry about the rush. Aaron called his valet, Geoffrey. Five minutes later, Geoffrey rang back to say that he’d arranged a private viewing early in the morning. 
“Just me and Aaron,” Joan said. “The rest of you need to keep lying low.” She could see that Ruth wanted to argue. “This is the first time that Aaron’s going out in public with a known appointment,” Joan said to her. “If he’s going to get arrested and questioned, it will be there.” 
“Then I should go on my own,” Aaron said.
“I need to see him,” Joan said. “Or at least where they’ve put him.”
Aaron searched her face at that. “All right,” he said softly.
It was almost morning now. The others crawled into their bunks, clearly exhausted. Joan couldn’t sleep, though. She sat by the window, watching the seventeenth-century view below. The link-boys, who guided people with torches in the evenings, were still working. 
She wasn’t sure how long she sat there. Long enough for everyone’s breathing to even out. For all the others to fall asleep.
No, not quite all of them. She heard the slide of someone leaving their bed, and then Aaron joined her at the window.
He hesitated. Joan could tell that he wanted to touch her. His face was soft and maskless again; he only ever seemed to look like that around her. She crawled into his arms, and he gasped softly, as if he’d been underwater until he’d had her close again. 
Joan must have fallen asleep in his arms because when she opened her eyes again, she was in a bunk, alone, the privacy curtain closed. Aaron must have put her in there. The pillow smelled of his expensive soap. 
She opened the curtain and found him up and making tea with proper tea leaves and a strainer. Outside, the view was a dawn sky. From the even breaths around them, the others were still asleep. 
“Where did you get that tea?” she whispered.
“At the inn’s market. Got some toiletries and clothes too.” He gestured at Joan’s tracksuit and his. “We can’t wear this to the Argent house.” 
Joan padded across the cold floor to him, and he tugged her close.
“Are you okay?” he whispered.
Joan looked up at him. His beautiful face was watchful. The question had felt layered. He still wasn’t sure if he should have slept with her last night. 
“With this,” she said, gesturing between them. “Yes. It’s the only thing that happened yesterday that made any kind of sense. Everything else . . .” She shook her head. 
He kissed the top of her head. “I think today will be a trial too,” he murmured.
 
“Getting in before the crowds?” Cassius Argent said. Like last time, he reminded Joan of a frog with his overlarge goggling eyes. The boorish boom of his voice echoed as he accompanied them through the Argent house, his ill-fitting jacket flapping as he walked. 
They were in Westminster. Outside, the not quite Victorian building had been bleak: charcoal-colored brick and tiny windows. Inside, the aesthetic was pure Gothic. The walls were black wood, covered in trophies: stags and bears. Joan was afraid to look too closely, in case any of the heads were human. 
“You’re expecting crowds?” Aaron said.
“The trophy room’s a nice little earner,” Cassius said with a smirk. “Of course, most visitors don’t get personalized tours. And the humans”—he said the word with rough contempt—“are asked to use the outside
staircase. They don’t come into the main house at all.” 
Aaron stared at him. Joan could almost feel him holding back the strength of his glare. He disliked Cassius so intensely that Joan was surprised Cassius hadn’t picked up on it. But then, Cassius did seem self-absorbed. 
Cassius glanced at Joan, his gaze tracking down to the scarf around her neck—supposedly hiding her pendant. In truth, they hadn’t replaced the one that Aaron had broken last night. “That’s the girl you had at Execution Dock . . . ,” he said to Aaron. “She’s pretty. When you tire of her, send her my way. I’ll trade you a good worker for her.” 
A muscle jumped in Aaron’s jaw. He’d lost his battle with his glare, and his expression was now more dangerous than Joan had ever seen it. He fought to maintain an even tone. “I will not.” 
Cassius hadn’t registered Aaron’s tone. His attention was still on Joan. “You’ll be better off with me,” he said to her. “Lord Oliver likes humans, but he doesn’t keep them around for long. He’ll tire of you soon enough. And then . . .” He touched the back of his own neck almost mockingly. 
Joan swallowed down her own contempt of Cassius. She wanted to insult him back, but she was aware that he was more dangerous than he seemed. Tom had said he was powerful enough to control monster minds as well as human ones. 
“Ah,” Cassius said as he reached the top of the stairs. He strode to the end of the corridor and gestured extravagantly at the room beyond. “Here we are! The famous Argent trophy room!” 
Joan followed him into a large room that must have once been a ballroom. As she crossed the threshold, she stumbled to a stop. She didn’t know what she’d expected—maybe a casket, maybe something far more horrifying, like Nick’s tarred head on a stake—but she’d never imagined this. 
It was a frozen zoo. Around the room, lifelike animals were in postures of attack: bears roared, lions and wolves clawed at the air, stags bucked. Some of the animals were long extinct—Joan spotted a snarling saber-toothed cat, a huge auroch, a mammoth. The walls were covered with more animal heads: wolves, tigers, deer. There had to have been hundreds of them. 
“The heads on the walls are stuffed, but the ones on the floor are all in stasis,” Cassius explained. “It’s a facet of the Patel power—they can freeze things in a moment in time. We paid them rather a lot to set this up. But it was worth it. It preserves the bodies without damaging them. These trophies will be like this forever.” He gestured. “And here’s what you came for.” 
Joan followed his gaze, and the room tunneled into a sickening swirl. The centerpiece of the room was a re-creation of the colosseum arena, set up like a diorama in a museum. 
In the middle of it was Nick. He stood, blank-faced and lifeless as a waxwork, in his gladiator costume. Two lions and a bear had been posed in a semicircle around him, as if attacking him. 
A wave of nausea rolled over Joan as she realized strangers had had their hands on him. He’d been cleaned up—someone had washed off the blood and sweat and dirt from the arena. They’d posed him in this disgusting room, manipulating his arms and legs to make this obscene display. Even in death, he was being humiliated. Joan put her hand over her mouth. Was she going to be sick? 
Aaron touched her waist gently, and Joan took a deep breath. From here, she could see the thin chain that had held Nick’s signet ring. The ring itself wasn’t visible—it must have been tucked under his tunic. 
Cassius beamed. “Better than a waxwork!” He walked into the diorama, toward Nick. “I really thought you’d executed him a couple of weeks ago. It was most confusing when he returned to the arena yesterday.” 
Aaron exchanged a look with Joan. She could see him calculating how to answer. “I thought so too,” he said carefully. “I killed someone. Maybe a lookalike.” 
“Or maybe this is the lookalike.” Cassius gestured at Nick. He seemed displeased by the possibility that he might not have the real Nick Ward in his trophy room. “We’ve been speculating that the boy in the arena was just part of the show. He doesn’t quite look like the gladiator, does he? No scars.” 
“The guy I killed had scars,” Aaron said. “Joan, careful—” he added as Joan took a step toward Nick. 
For a second, Joan had no idea why he’d said that. She drew a breath to ask, and then a small fly swooped in front of her and stuck in midair, unmoving. 
“Spoilsport,” Cassius said to Aaron, chuckling. To Joan, he said: “Yes, do be careful where you step, or you’ll be stuck in the stasis too. You’ll be part of my zoo.” 
Joan stared at him. He must have walked into the diorama along an invisible safe path.
Cassius added to Aaron, “Fun thing is, some of the animals are actually alive in there. At least, the lions are. Not sure about the bears.” He turned back to Joan. “Well, come on, sweetheart. Can you guess how to get in? Were you watching me?” 
He’d swiped away his footprints as he’d walked in. Joan couldn’t see them. But there was a solution right here: sand covered the floor—to mimic the arena, Joan supposed. She bent to pick up a handful and tossed it toward the diorama. Some of the sand stuck in the air, like the bug had. But more of it fell, revealing the beginning of the path. 
A flash of irritation from Cassius. “Do you know how expensive that will be to clean up?” He strode back, grabbing Joan’s arm, his other hand rising to strike her. She shook him off, and then Aaron was there, standing between them. 
“If you touch her again . . . ,” Aaron said. It was soft, but Joan suddenly realized that Aaron—usually ice cold—was struggling to control his temper. 
Even Cassius heard the dangerous note this time, and he seemed thrown by Aaron’s reaction. He clearly hadn’t expected the cruel head of the Oliver family to defend a human from correction. “Well . . . ,” he said slowly. “I hope you don’t mind if I leave you. I have rather a busy morning. We’ll be opening the doors to the public in about an hour. I suppose”—he looked at the suspended sand with distaste—“that I’ll have to send in someone to clean this up first. Please excuse me.” 
And then he strode out and was gone, and it was just Aaron and Joan in here with Nick.
Joan released a breath as soon as he was out of sight. “Probably should have waited till he left to do the sand thing,” she admitted. 
“Oh, fuck Cassius.” Aaron craned, looking into the diorama. “Is Nick wearing the ring?”
“I can see the chain.” At least they hadn’t stripped Nick of his things.
 
Joan and Aaron worked together to reveal the full path through the stasis. When they were done, they’d managed to get within three paces of Nick. He stood there inside the stasis, unnaturally still behind the veil of suspended sand. He’d been posed as if he was fighting, his short sword raised, and his shield tight against his body. 
Joan swallowed. He was close—touchably close—but there was no way to get to him without being trapped by the stasis.
“There must be a way to turn off the stasis,” Aaron said. “Like a button in here . . .”
“Cassius said the lions were alive,” Joan said. She glanced over her shoulder; their open, snarling mouths were barely three feet away. If they turned the stasis off, she and Aaron would be lunch. 
“Maybe you can try unmaking it,” Aaron said. “Just the section where Nick is.”
“I don’t know if I can just do a section.” Joan glanced over her shoulder again.
“Well . . . if all the sand drops at once, run.” 
Joan reached out a little nervously—thinking not only of the lions but of the bug that had hit the stasis and been trapped there. What if her hand got stuck? Don’t think like that, she told herself. She reached farther, picturing the stasis vanishing under her touch. 
She felt it when it gave way—sand poured over her hand, pooling on the ground.
“It worked,” Aaron said. “And the lions are still in their stasis. Each creature must be individually frozen.” 
Nick was still upright, so some of the stasis around him was still intact, Joan guessed. She pictured him frozen in an ice block that she’d half melted away. 
There was no sign of injury on him—the tunic must have been covering his wounds. He was clearly dead, though. He stood there, utterly and unnaturally still, expression absent of everything that had made him Nick. 
Tears stung Joan’s eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she said to him. “I’m so sorry this happened. I miss you so much.” She felt Aaron’s hand warm on her back, and she took a shaky breath. “We can’t leave him here to be stared at,” she whispered to Aaron. He needed to be buried properly. To be able to rest in peace. If she couldn’t give him anything else, she had to give him that. 
“We can’t take him with us,” Aaron said gently. “Not today. The Argents would know it was us. We can give him some dignity, though.” He reached for Nick’s neck, as gently as he’d spoken to Joan. To Joan’s surprise, he removed not the necklace that held the ring but the numbered pendant at his throat. Aaron pocketed it with a slight grimace. He’d hated those pendants from the moment they’d arrived here. 
Nick looked better without the numbers—marginally more himself. Joan swallowed hard. She stood on tiptoes to take off the finer chain that held the signet ring. She was careful not to touch his skin—some part of her just didn’t want to know for a fact that he was cold. 
She unclasped the chain and then tugged the ring from under Nick’s tunic. As the black metal brushed her fingers, the timeline seemed to shudder, as if a gust of wind had blown into the room. 
“What was that?” Aaron whispered. 
“I—I don’t know,” Joan said. “But it happened last time I touched the ring too.” She pulled the ring from Nick’s neck now, dropping it into her palm. 
And then, to her shock, Nick shuddered. 
Aaron startled back, and Joan steadied him before he fell into the stasis behind him. Or maybe she was steadying herself. She could feel herself shaking. 
Had that really happened? Had she imagined it? Did she just want Nick to be alive so badly that she’d hallucinated movement?
Nick’s chest inflated with a gasping breath.
“Nick!” Joan put her hand on his chest. His heart thumped under her palm, and a sob of relief and shock tore from her throat. She turned to Aaron, shaken. “You were right!” 
Nick was alive.
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Joan kept her hand pressed to Nick’s chest as color returned slowly to his face. She needed to feel the continuing beat of his heart; needed the proof that he was alive. 
He groaned, the sound pained and confused, and Joan’s own chest tightened.
“Nick?” she whispered.
Under her hand, his heart sped up. Joan. Her name was on his lips as he found her gaze. 
His fogged expression bloomed to fear as he spotted the lions and bears behind her, poised to strike. He reached for her—to pull her behind him, Joan guessed. His breath quickened as he realized he couldn’t move his legs—he was still frozen in stasis. And then he was really panicking, gasping for air. 
“Nick, it’s okay! You’re okay!” Joan said, desperate to comfort him. She bent, with shaking hands, to unmake the stasis.
Freed, he staggered, knees buckling. Aaron swore and caught him before he could fall, supporting him with Joan’s help. Even with both of them, it was a struggle to hold him up. Nick wasn’t much taller than Aaron, but his muscled build made him a heavy weight. 
“Where . . .” Nick’s voice rasped. He wet his dry lips and tried again. “Where am I? What’s going on?” Joan’s heart wrenched at the fear and confusion in his voice. 
Did he remember what had happened? How had he survived? Joan shook off her own questions. Nothing was going to be answered right now. 
“It’s all right,” she reassured him again. “We’re in a—a—” She couldn’t bring herself to say trophy room. God, she hated the Argents. “We’re in the Argent house. All those animals are in a stasis. They can’t attack us.” 
“We need to go,” Aaron said tightly, glancing toward the door. “There’ll be people here soon, and they can’t see Nick like this.” His voice was strained from Nick’s weight, but there was a more pained note in there too. 
Joan turned to him. While Nick had gained color, Aaron had lost it. The full implications hit Joan then, all at once. She and Aaron had slept together last night. And now Nick was alive. 
“Aaron—” she started, needing to reassure him. But he shook his head. Joan swallowed. She had to talk to him, but they couldn’t have a conversation right now, she knew. Cassius had said he was sending in cleaners. They had to get out of here. 
“See me like what?” Nick said. He was responding to Aaron’s comment, slightly delayed.
Alive. Neither Joan nor Aaron wanted to say it. Nick was clearly too confused to process it. He was still trying to focus on their surroundings, trying to bear his own weight. He’d realized that they were in danger and was anticipating having to fight. 
Cassius had mentioned an external entrance that humans used. Joan spotted a cord hanging from the ceiling, and the outline of a door up there. She pointed at it, and Aaron nodded. 
“Go,” Aaron said. “I can hold him.”
Nick seemed to be regaining his strength, though. When Joan released him, he stayed upright, hardly leaning on Aaron at all.
Joan ran over and pulled the cord. A ladder came down, and she peered up. A square hole above showed the clouded sky. “I think this goes up to the roof.” 
“Wait,” Aaron said. “Let me check it out first.” While Joan had been working on the door, he’d gotten Nick out of the invisible maze of the stasis. Nick was recovering fast—but he still seemed dazed as he stared at the stag heads and time-suspended animals around them. 
Aaron climbed quickly. He was gone for a minute, and then his head reappeared, looking down at them. “I’m on the roof,” he confirmed. “We can get out this way—there’s a ladder down to the street.” 
“Do you think you can make it up?” Joan asked Nick.
Nick focused on her. He was still clearly confused, but he’d heard the urgency in her voice. He nodded.
He was wobbly as he put his foot on the bottom rung, but he steadied as he climbed, one foot after the other, glancing back down at Joan every now and then. 
He was about halfway up when Joan heard footsteps and the trundle of a trolley.
From the roof, Aaron cursed. “Is that the cleaner?”
“I’ll delay them!” Joan said. To Nick, she added, “Keep going—I’m right behind you!”
Cassius had said that the lions had been frozen alive, and perhaps the bears too. Joan hoped he’d been telling the truth. She ran back to the stasis and quickly unmade as much as she could of it—lions, bears, the saber-toothed tiger, the mammoth. She backed up as suspended sand fell away. This close, the animals were huge—the lions’ fangs were dagger sharp. 
She was still backing up when the first lion began to stir, breath inflating its chest. She didn’t wait for it to wake properly. She sprinted back to the ladder and was halfway up when the cleaner opened the door. 
Joan shouted, “The stasis failed! Get help! The animals are on the loose!”
The shout attracted the attention of the lion. It shook its head and roared. Beside it, a bear blinked, confused, as if coming out of hibernation. 
The cleaner had a direct line of sight. “Oh God!” she shouted. The door slammed shut again, and Joan heard the thump of the trolley as she shoved it out of the way, and then her running steps in the corridor. 
Joan scrambled up the ladder, not looking back. Nick was recovering fast, and she was sure the animals would too. Above her, Nick had reached the roof, and he leaned down now to help her, his gaze sharper than it had been since he’d woken. He took her hand and tugged her up onto the roof. 
“What the hell is going on?” he said.
“I’ll explain later,” Joan promised.
She yanked the door shut behind her, bringing the pull cord with it so that no one would be able to follow them up. Then she tied the cord to a vent on the roof to make a crude lock. Aaron hurried over. He’d been lying flat at the edge of the roof, scouting the route out. Now his eyes roved over Joan, checking that she was all right. Joan swallowed. She wanted so much to touch him. “Aaron—” 
“Later,” he said a little hoarsely. Joan hesitated, and then nodded. He was right, she knew. This wasn’t the time. “Cassius was right,” Aaron whispered. “The trophy room seems to be an attraction. There are people lining up at the front of the house. Humans, I assume.” 
That made sense. Monsters wouldn’t need to line up—they could just travel to a quieter time.
“An attraction?” Nick’s forehead creased. 
Aaron dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. “The important thing is that there’s a ladder at this side of the house—” He pointed. “It leads to an alley.” 
Joan peered down. The alley below was empty. The ladder was telescopic, tucked against the brick wall. It seemed to be electric. Joan looked around for a button, trying to figure out how to extend it to the ground. Finding nothing, she pushed hard at the top rung. To her relief, that seemed to activate a mechanism, and the ladder slid down with a whirring grind. 
Aaron went first again, and then Nick, who winced in pain as he climbed. In the bright morning light, Joan could see pink blotches on his bare arms and legs that hadn’t been evident in the trophy room. Fresh bruises that would have been purpling by now if he hadn’t been suspended by the stasis. They looked fist- and boot-sized. Joan suspected they’d all come from the fight in the arena before he’d fallen. 
She hated seeing him in pain like this, and at the same time she was relieved that he was here. She couldn’t understand it. How had he avoided the metal spikes when he’d fallen? How had he survived the fall? 
And why had he seemed dead to everyone watching from the stands? Why had he seemed dead when Joan had first taken him out of the stasis? She’d looked into his eyes and seen nothing. 
She bit her lip, trying to push the questions aside again. Right now, they had to focus on getting out of here.
She skipped the last rung, jumping to the ground, and then pushed at the ladder again. It returned to the roof, removing another easy access point into the trophy room. 
A commotion was already starting at the house. Guards rushed past along the main road, radios crackling.
“Did you say lions?” one of them said. 
“This way,” Aaron whispered, leading them to the other end of the alley. “I saw a route out when I was on the roof. . . .”
They walked for about ten minutes before Joan realized that Nick was breathing carefully, concentrating on each step.
“We need to stop,” she said, worried. She hadn’t seen blood—or any sign of broken bones—so she’d assumed he could walk. But what if he had internal injuries? “Where does it hurt?” she asked him. 
“Where doesn’t it?” Nick said wryly.
Aaron frowned, looking him over. “Can I touch you?” he asked. Nick nodded, and Aaron pressed carefully against his abdomen, against his sides. “Is that painful?” 
“It’s fine. I’m fine.” Nick glanced over his shoulder. “There are guards back there—let’s just keep moving.”
“Don’t be stoic,” Aaron said, sounding almost annoyed. “Does it hurt to breathe?”
Nick rolled his eyes but took a slow, testing breath. He shook his head. “I remember taking some hits in the arena, but I’m not that injured.” 
Aaron closed his eyes for a moment, trying to gather himself. Joan felt it too. The last few days had been a lot. “You’re still in that damn gladiator outfit . . . ,” Aaron ground out. He slid off his own posh jacket and helped Nick into it. It was too small for him, but Nick was clearly grateful to be more covered up. 
“I don’t understand,” Nick said. “How did I end up in that room?”
“What’s the last thing you remember?” Joan asked.
Nick tilted his head as if he wasn’t quite sure. “I went up against Eleanor, and then . . .” His forehead creased. “The ground under my feet vanished. I—I fell . . .” 
“You fell,” Joan echoed shakily. She saw him falling again in her mind’s eye, the sharp stakes below. She hadn’t actually seen the moment of his death—human prisoners and gladiators had occluded his landing. 
But Tom had seen him after the scrum had cleared. Nick had been lying on the ground, eyes open and lifeless. Dead.
“I thought I was going to die,” Nick said, “but I don’t even remember landing. I was falling, and then I was in that room with you.” 
Joan bit her lip. “We thought you had died,” she admitted. 
“You thought what?” 
She shouldn’t have said it so bluntly. “Everyone thought you died,” she said, more gently. “I—I can’t explain it.”
Nick was beginning to look overwhelmed again. The shock of everything was catching up to him. Joan caught his hand, needing to comfort him. Nick seemed grateful for that too. But Joan was overly aware that Aaron was standing right here. Was it still okay to touch Nick? Everything felt so fraught suddenly. She let go of his hand again. 
Aaron barely seemed to have noticed. He was looking around, expression troubled. “We need to find somewhere safe to stop.”
“Somewhere nearby,” Joan said. Nick was still weak. “I don’t think we should risk a cab.” And Aaron’s own car was out of reach. He’d parked it on the main road outside the Argent house, and, last they’d seen, that street had been full of guards. 
“I saw a place from the roof,” Aaron said. “We can lie low there for an hour or so. As soon as he’s strong enough, we can get back to the Chimera Inn.” 
 
There were guards everywhere, though. They milled around as if they weren’t quite sure what they were supposed to be doing. The Argents must have realized that Nick was missing, Joan guessed. 
Aaron took the lead, dodging guards with surprising skill—although once, as he turned a corner, Joan had to tug him back. Guards were walking away from them, just a few paces ahead. 
“—strangest thing,” Joan heard one of them say. “They’re saying that someone stole the gladiator’s body. We tried to intercept the thief, but we arrived at the wrong time—just after it happened.” 
“There’ve been weird fluctuations for weeks,” the other said. “I’ve heard guards keep mis-jumping in the vicinity of this time.” 
Joan glanced at Nick. It had to be him. This was just confirmation of her suspicions that the timeline was fluctuating strangely around him. 
The first guard spoke again. “I thought locking the timeline was supposed to stop all these fluctuations.” His companion didn’t respond, and he coughed as he realized he might be perilously close to criticizing the Queen. “Not that I know anything,” he added quickly. 
Joan bit her lip. Despite what the guards had said, she knew that they had to be careful. Fluctuations or not, Joan had been arrested by Nick’s side before. 
As soon as the guards were out of sight, Aaron pointed out a door across the street. There was a wordless sign hanging from the eave—an illustrated jack of spades card. It was a pub, Joan guessed. Maybe one for humans, because the jack wore a numbered pendant saying 10, 10, 10. 
“It’ll be shut,” she whispered. “It’s still early morning.”
Aaron shook his head. “I saw people going in and out.”
As soon as the road was clear, they jogged across and ducked inside. Aaron had been right—the pub was open, but only just. Half the room still had chairs stacked onto tables. 
The space inside was very dark, and the furnishings were rougher than any of the monster inns they’d been in. Joan ordered chips just to have something on the table. The server glanced at her scarf and then at Aaron and Nick, whose throats were bare. He didn’t say anything, though—just took her coins and gave her change. 
Joan led the others to a quiet booth at the back of the room with a view of the main road and the exits. As they sat, another pair of guards passed by along the road. Joan withdrew instinctively. It wasn’t safe here, but she guessed they were marginally safer than they’d been on the street. Most of the other patrons seemed to be human, and uninterested in anything but their own company. 
Aaron poured water into glasses. His fine features were tight with worry. Opposite them, Nick put his head in his hands for a long moment. He took a breath, and then he forced himself to lift it again. “I’ll be back in a second.” He pointed to the bathroom sign above a flight of stairs leading down. 
“You can’t go alone!” Joan blurted, and he raised his eyebrows.
“I promise I’m not that injured.” 
“We don’t know that,” Aaron said. It was his flattest voice. “And you’re still off-balance.”
“I’m fine,” Nick said. “If I’m not back in five minutes, you can come and find me. But to be honest, I need a second to myself. I need to take all this in. . . .” 
Joan swallowed. “Okay,” she said softly. She watched him, though, as he made his way downstairs. He used the rail to balance, but he was moving more and more smoothly now. He seemed stronger than even a few minutes ago. 
She released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, and the situation hit her hard again.
Nick was alive. She’d loved him from the moment they’d met. She’d thought she’d lost him, and then he’d told her he still loved her. She still loved him. 
And then he’d died.
And she’d slept with Aaron. She’d realized she loved Aaron too.
And now Nick was alive again.
She swallowed hard. She’d never wanted to hurt Nick. She’d never want to hurt Aaron. She’d rather have hurt herself. She felt suddenly on the verge of tears. “I’ll tell him when he gets back.” 
Aaron didn’t reply, and Joan reached for his hand, needing to be closer to him. But Aaron pulled away before she could touch him. 
Joan looked up at him, confused. The withdrawal had felt like a rejection. Aaron’s expression was closed off, and Joan tried to push away the tendril of fear in her chest. She knew from last night that he’d felt second to Nick, even when Nick had been dead. 
“This doesn’t change anything for me,” she said. “I love you. I choose you.” 
“You told me that last night,” he said. “I won’t hold you to it.”
Joan searched his face, trying to read his expression. His mask was back on. He was showing her his public face, not the private one she’d been gifted last night. And somehow that felt worse than when he’d pulled away from her touch. 
He met her gaze, his gray eyes as opaque as the sea in a storm. “I think we should pretend that last night didn’t happen.”
“Didn’t happen?” Joan repeated. She couldn’t keep the hurt from her voice. They’d slept together. It had been her first time. She’d never been intimate like that with anyone before; she’d opened herself up to him completely. 
“Last night shouldn’t have happened.” His voice was gentler than his words. “We never have to speak of it again. He doesn’t need to know.” 
“I love you.” He’d said he’d felt the same. Hadn’t that been true? Had she done something since that had made him change his mind? “Did—Did I do something wrong?” she whispered. “I’ve never really been in a relationship before. If I’ve done something wrong—” 
His mask did drop then, and Joan saw a glimpse of his feelings for her. She saw again the depth of them. “No,” he said, voice gentling. “You haven’t done anything wrong.” 
Joan wanted to feel relieved, but her throat felt painfully tight. Why was he looking at her like he was saying goodbye? “Whatever you’re about to say, please don’t,” she whispered. She’d lost him once before, and it had been like losing herself. At least last time, it hadn’t been his choice. 
“Joan . . .” He said her name carefully, as if it was a fragile thing that he’d been tasked with caring for. The mask was still off—she could see everything he was feeling. He did love her. “I would be with you if there were any chance that I could make you happy. But I can’t. Not while he was dead, and certainly not now he’s alive. You can say that you choose me, but if you kept to that pledge, you’d never stop yearning for him. It would kill you knowing that he’s alive and that he loves you back, and that you weren’t with him. You wouldn’t be able to bear it, and I couldn’t bear that.” 
“I didn’t get over you when I lost you last time.” She’d thought of Aaron constantly; she’d woken to thoughts of him, fallen asleep with his face in her mind. 
Aaron did touch her then, his hand closing over hers with a kind of painful reverence—as if he was trying to lock in his mind how it felt to touch her. “I saw your face when you realized he was alive. I saw you. I heard the way you said his name. The way he said yours.” He was quiet for a moment. “Tell me that you wouldn’t think of him if you were with me.” 
Joan swallowed. Last night, it had felt like Aaron was constantly thinking of Nick. 
“Tell me you wouldn’t wish to be with him now that he’s alive,” Aaron said. “Tell me nothing I said was true. Tell me I’m completely wrong.” 
Joan didn’t want to lie to him. She fought back tears.
A terrible knowing look flickered in Aaron’s gaze, and then the mask was back up.
Joan loved Aaron. She loved him. And she loved Nick too. It was like her heart had been torn into two halves, stamped with both their names. Losing one of them would be like losing half of herself. “If I was with him, I’d think of you,” she said. “That’s the truth too. I need you. Aaron, please!” 
Aaron’s eyes shone slightly in the low light. “We’re going to stop Eleanor,” he said softly. “We’re going to change the timeline, and then you and I will both forget each other, and everything will go back to the way it was always supposed to be.” 
He said it with finality, as if it was a true vision of the future. We should act as if it didn’t happen, he’d said. 
And if they corrected the timeline, then maybe it would come true. Last night would be erased, as if it had never happened. 
Joan felt more than heard Nick’s heavy tread. She turned fast. He was walking up to the table and was almost upon them. She and Aaron had been so engrossed in their conversation that they hadn’t heard him coming back. 
Had he overheard what they’d said? As soon as Joan saw his face, she knew it didn’t matter. His eyes were fixed on their clasped hands on the table, how close they were sitting together. And his fogged confusion from earlier was gone now; his expression was blooming into realization and hurt. 
“Don’t overreact,” Aaron said to Nick.
“I haven’t reacted at all yet,” Nick said, the words too even. He wasn’t looking at Aaron. His eyes were on Joan like he thought he’d known her; like he didn’t know her anymore. 
It’s not what you think. I reached out for him in grief, Joan thought. But she couldn’t say that. It wouldn’t be fair to Aaron; it wouldn’t be fair to the truth. She’d reached for Aaron because she loved him. She met Nick’s eyes. “I wanted to talk to you,” she managed. 
“Well, now you don’t have to,” Nick said. And still, his voice was horribly even, horribly devoid of emotion. The terrible hurt was there, though—it was all over his face. 
“Nick.” All of this felt unreal suddenly. Joan gripped the edge of the table, needing to feel something solid. But under her fingers, even the wood felt strange. “Please.” 
Nick was already backing up, though. He was going to leave.
“Don’t be an idiot,” Aaron told him sharply. “You’re still weak, and there are guards out there looking for you!”
As he said it, there was a startled exclamation from the direction of the bar.
Joan turned toward the voice—one of the waiters was staring at their table, eyes wide with horror and shock. Joan followed his gaze and jerked back. 
Under her hands, a tear was opening up in the timeline—a sickening thing, jagged edges surrounding an abyss. Joan felt like she was standing at the top of a cliff at the edge of the world, looking down into nothing. 
“What the hell is that?” someone shouted.
“It’s a tear in the timeline!”
“It’s her!” someone shouted. “She’s doing it. She’s tearing into the timeline!” 
“Someone call the guards! Now!” 
“Shit!” Aaron scrambled up, dragging Joan with him, but the tear kept opening as Joan moved, as if the world itself was tissue under her hands. 
“Stop!” Aaron said to her urgently. “You have to stop!”
“I don’t know how!” Joan said. She was terrified. The tear was larger than the table itself now, and within the hole, the shadows of the void coiled and shifted like snakes. 
And then she heard a step behind her, and Nick was standing there, reassuring and solid, a hand on her back. “Take a breath,” he said softly, and Joan did—gulping in air. “You’re okay. Just breathe. Just be calm.” Joan took another breath. He tugged her gently back a step, moving back with her. This time, to her relief, the tear didn’t rend further. 
“Guards!” Aaron exclaimed. “We need to go!” 
The guards were swarming into the pub, their red coats distinct and bright. Someone must have hailed them from the street.
“Over there!” It was the same person who’d shouted earlier. “It’s her! That’s the girl!”
“Did you see an exit when you went to the bathroom?” Aaron asked Nick.
“Dead end,” Nick said shortly. His eyes darted; he was looking for a way out too.
“The kitchen!” Joan said. There was an open door behind the bar, showing a cooking space. “They should have a door for deliveries!”
She felt a wave of déjà vu as they sprinted for it. She and Nick had been caught like this once before—in a courtyard outside the café where she’d worked. 
This time, they didn’t even make it out of the dining area. Guards were suddenly surrounding them.
“Travel out!” Nick told Aaron and Joan.
“We can’t!” Aaron said tensely. “Westminster’s on a mire!” He snapped at the nearest guard, “This is a mistake! Don’t you know who I am?” 
“Tell it to the courthouse,” the guard said as Court cuffs were burned onto their wrists. “You’re under arrest.” He gave Joan a nasty smile. “The Queen has been looking for you.” 



Thirty
Joan worked vainly to unmake the golden tattoo on her wrist: a lion, snarling, its mouth open in a roar.
“Hands behind your back!” the guard snapped at her, and Joan swore as the cuff forced her wrists to the small of her back.
Nick and Aaron were fighting the puppet-on-strings manipulation too, but not even Nick could break it. All three of them were forced to stumble onto the street as gawkers looked on. 
“They’re saying she tore a hole in the timeline! That girl!” 
“Is that Lord Oliver with her?”
“Can’t be!”
They didn’t seem to recognize Nick at all. With Aaron’s jacket buttoned over his tunic, he didn’t look much like a gladiator.
Outside the pub, a van waited, hearse-black with a coat of arms on the door in gold. Joan glimpsed the seal of the Monster Court: Eleanor’s rose, the fanned feathers of a peacock, and the winged lion. And then she and the others were thrown into the back, the doors slamming shut behind them. 
Nick scrambled up, hands still stuck at his tailbone. He kicked at the closed doors—hard enough that daylight showed through the crack, then kicked again as the van started. 
“Stop that!” There was just one guard in the van—a woman in the driver’s seat, with dark hair scraped back into a bun, shiny as lacquer. She fumbled open an object that looked like an arcane pocket watch: the controller for the cuffs. 
Nick turned. He judged the weight of the clear screen between them and the guard, but before he could kick at that, the guard ordered, “Sit!
Stay!” as if they were dogs, and they were flung onto the van’s benches, forced to sit. 
Joan couldn’t shift in the seat. Her hands were still stuck behind her back, and her shoulders seemed glued to the wall. She’d ended up next to Aaron—close enough that their upper arms brushed as the van moved. 
Nick had been tossed onto the bench opposite them, and he gritted his teeth now, fighting to free his hands.
Joan strained to get a finger on the tattoo, but her wrists were crossed. She tried to reach Aaron’s, but the angle was wrong. “Do you have your controller?” she murmured to Aaron under her breath. He’d brought one with him from the previous timeline. Was it on him now? 
He shook his head, clearly annoyed with himself. “Back at the house,” he gritted out.
“Where are you taking us?” Nick demanded to the guard.
The woman glanced at him in the rearview mirror. She was younger than Joan had first thought—in her early twenties at most. Her slash of red lipstick reminded Joan of Ruth. “London Bridge,” she said shortly. 
Joan exchanged a look with Nick, a shot of horror running through her. They’d passed the London Bridge guardhouse when they’d first arrived in this timeline—it had been the building crowned with spiked heads on turrets. If they were being taken there, they’d likely be interrogated and then executed. 
Now that Joan had been arrested, Eleanor would know they’d all replaced their counterparts. She’d figure out that Nick was alive, and then she’d go after Jamie, Tom, Ruth. . . . She’d kill them all. 
The guard flicked a knob on the dashboard, and a violin-heavy classical piece started.
Aaron scowled. “Vivaldi.” His voice was strained, though; the reference to the London Bridge guardhouse had scared him too.
“Are you disparaging my taste in music?” the guard called through the screen.
“I’m disparaging your judgment.” Aaron forced a note of arrogance into his words. “Do you know who you just arrested? I’m the head of the Oliver family—I could have you dismissed for this! I could have you thrown into the arena!” 
“Dismissed and thrown to the lions?” the guard said mildly. “Perish the thought.” She had an odd, arch way of talking; everything came out mildly sarcastic. Joan had no idea if she believed Aaron or not. “Well, if I were you, Lord Oliver, I’d keep your mouth shut. You were found in the company of a dangerous fugitive—this girl just tore a hole in the Queen’s timeline, and her wanted poster is plastered all over the city.” She flicked a look at Joan. “The warrant says you’re wanted for high treason against Queen and Court. What exactly did you do?” 
Joan shrugged—as much as she could with her shoulders pinned. Was there some way to get Aaron and Nick out of this? “Don’t know anything about that,” she said. “Don’t know these two guys either. They just got caught up with me when I was arrested. . . .” 
The guard rolled her eyes. “If you say so.” She pressed a button, and a second screen came down. This one was opaque, and must have been soundproof, because the music abruptly stopped. 
And that meant Joan, Aaron, and Nick were effectively alone again, in a silence that suddenly felt far too thick.
In the chaos of the tear, and then the arrest, Joan had almost forgotten the conversation between them all. Now it all came flooding back—every terrible word. 
Last night shouldn’t have happened, Aaron had said. 
And Nick had looked at Joan like she’d torn his heart out. Like he’d never imagined she’d hurt him like that.
Outside, the van windows showed the buildings of Westminster, pale as gravestones. The withered tree of the Argents rippled on flagpoles. 
“So who wants to go first?” Aaron said dryly.
Nick ducked his head, his dark hair falling over his eyes. “Do you really want to spend our last hours talking about this?”
Joan swallowed. It occurred to her belatedly that Nick didn’t even know all of it. She and Aaron had slept together last night—just hours after Nick’s supposed death. “I’m sorry,” she said. It came out hoarse. She’d never wanted to hurt anyone—let alone Nick. 
Nick lifted his eyes to hers, and Joan’s throat tightened at the pain in them.
Aaron growled deep in his throat. “For God’s sake,” he said to Nick. “She loves you. It’s always been you! If you’d seen her last night—the state of her . . . She thought you were dead  !” 
“The state of her?” Nick said to him slowly, something dark entering his voice. “What are you saying? You took advantage of her?” 
Aaron paled. Some part of him did think that—he’d suggested it himself. Nick’s expression turned dangerous.
“No,” Joan said. “He didn’t take advantage.” That wasn’t what had happened. She thought again of Aaron’s expression in the mirror last night, and she swallowed. She’d told him she loved him, and he hadn’t believed her. He still didn’t. 
Nick gave Joan a long look and seemed to see the truth in her face. His shoulders loosened slightly and the danger left his eyes. It was replaced by new hurt as the implication of last night clicked for him. He’d figured it out himself. He’d realized they’d slept together. 
Behind her back, Joan clenched her fists and opened them. She didn’t know what to say. Everything that came to mind would only make things worse. Just like back at the pub, the world felt half-unreal. Her chest spasmed. Yesterday, she’d thought she’d lost Nick. Today, she was sure she was losing him and Aaron. Maybe she’d lost them already—Aaron had been pulling away from her since they’d found Nick alive. And Nick . . . Her throat felt tight. 
“Joan!” Aaron said urgently. 
Joan turned and saw a spark in the air—the beginning of a tear. She gasped as it vanished—left behind by the van.
Nick looked shaken. He’d seen it too.
Joan swore. At least the tear had been tiny this time. Barely noticeable.
“There’s an emotional trigger,” Aaron said, realizing. He’d always been sharp.
Joan had had the same suspicion—she’d been deep in her feelings when she’d torn a hole at the colosseum, and again at the pub. And now here. “I—I think so. I don’t know how to control it.” 
“An emotional trigger?” Nick tilted his head, frowning.
“She tore a hole in the timeline when you died,” Aaron said tightly. “At the colosseum.”
Nick’s mouth opened slightly; he hadn’t expected Aaron to say that. He turned to Joan, searching her face. There was something buried in his expression that she couldn’t read. 
For a long moment, only the grinding engine of the van filled the silence.
Aaron spoke first. “Listen,” he said heavily. “We need to figure out how to get out of here. If we don’t, we’re all going to die today.” 
Nick’s shoulders dropped. “At least we wouldn’t have to finish this conversation,” he said wryly, and Aaron acknowledged that with a soft huff of breath. 
Joan thought again of their counterparts—they’d been together, despite the horrors of this world; they’d been in love. What would they think if they could see themselves like this? 
She took a deep breath, trying to push away her stiff misery enough to think. Aaron was right. If they didn’t escape, they wouldn’t survive the night. “We need to get these cuffs off,” she said. 
“Can you unmake them?” Nick asked her.
“I tried. It didn’t work.”
“It wouldn’t,” Aaron said. “Court tools are resistant to family powers.”
“How do the cuffs work, then?” Nick asked him. Like Joan, he’d forced himself into a thinking headspace—he’d always been practical. She knew him, though. All his feelings were still roiling underneath. 
“There’s a mental component—the controller responds to the wielder’s thoughts. It’s not easy, and the farther away the captive, the more difficult it is to maintain contact.” 
“So if we can get far enough away, we can run?” Nick said.
“If we can get far enough away. There’s no particular proximity limit, though. It depends on the wielder’s strength of will. And that guard driving us has to be very strong-willed to control all three of us at once.” 
“So it requires focus?” Joan said.
“A lot
of focus. I honestly didn’t think it was possible to control more than one person at a time.” 
“What if we break that focus, then?” Joan said. “What if we divide her attention? Would she lose control of us?”
“Perhaps.” 
“We need to make a distraction,” Nick said.
Aaron looked thoughtful. “We might not need much of one. Right now, she’s expending energy by forcing us to sit here. She’ll be strained by the time she has to walk us into the guardhouse. I think any single external distraction might be enough. Even splitting her line of sight could do it. It might be as simple as making sure she can’t see us all at the same time.” 
“All right,” Joan said. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was something.
 
Joan felt Aaron’s breathing quicken as the van made its way inexorably to London Bridge. She was scared too. More than that, though, her chest was still tight from their unresolved conversation. Nick hadn’t met her eyes since they’d finished fine-tuning the plan to escape. 
They passed through Covent Garden, then Blackfriars and the City. After that, the funereal buildings of the new skyline gave way. Joan drew a breath as London Bridge appeared. On the far side of the bridge, spiked heads swayed on the turrets of the guardhouse, a macabre field of flowers. Joan shivered, forcing her gaze from the horror of it. 
Instead, she found herself seeking out another building, one that she’d avoided for weeks. She’d deliberately looked away from it when they’d first arrived in this timeline and crossed the bridge. Now, though, she turned toward it, searching for it. The home she’d once lived in with Eleanor and their family. The home she didn’t remember. 
She heard herself make a soft sound at her first sight of it. The Grave house was a tiny, exuberant mansion in the middle of the bridge—a child’s idea of a castle, with square turrets and cupolas shaped like piped meringue, all in crayon colors of yellow and red and green, gilded to catch the light. 
A pressure of emotion rose now. This timeline existed because of the people in that house. The Graves had been erased from the timeline by the King, and Eleanor had been ruthless in her mission to bring them back. Eleanor had created this timeline where monsters reigned so that her family would be safe, forever. 
Joan felt rather than saw Aaron follow her line of sight. She whispered to him, “I don’t remember the original timeline. I don’t remember being Eleanor’s sister.” The King had taken those memories from her. And yet . . . the sight of that bright house stirred something bone-deep within her. 
Aaron’s arm pressed against hers; it was as close as he could get to reaching for her—their hands were still stuck behind their backs. 
On the other side of the van, Nick met Joan’s eyes. He had that same dark, unreadable expression from earlier—when Aaron had told him about the hole she’d torn when he’d died. 
A blast of violin music made them all jump. The guard was lifting the opaque screen.
“Comfy back there?” she called to them cheerfully. If she was tired from using the cuffs, she didn’t show it.
She turned onto the bridge, stopping to allow a checkpoint officer to examine her ID. The man peered at Joan and the others through the window, and then waved them into a side road that dipped down into what seemed to be a basement level of the bridge. 
The guard drove for just a few more minutes before pulling into a small parking area nearly empty of cars. No one else seemed to be about. Nick found Joan’s eyes again and then Aaron’s as they braced themselves for the van doors to open. Joan tensed, ready to bite, kick—whatever it took—to distract the guard. 
To her frustration, though, the guard stepped well back from attacking distance before she forced them out of their seats.
“That way.” She indicated an unobtrusive door.
Joan’s legs began to move of their own accord—as if there were ropes wound around each of her joints. She was forced to follow Aaron and Nick through the door and up a narrow flight of stairs. 
The guard was keeping them all on a short leash, and none of them seemed able to break it—not even enough to stumble or pretend to fall. They walked up the staircase, their steps as even and regimented as a march: Nick, then Aaron, then Joan, then the guard. 
As they reached a landing, Nick managed to glance back, eyes lifting. Joan blinked to show she understood. He wanted to do something before they reached the next level. Joan cleared her throat. Aaron and Nick both nodded slightly. They still had their voices. A shout might be enough of a distraction to break the guard’s focus. Best to do it before the next floor, which would likely have more guards. 
Behind his back, with almost invisibly subtle movements, Nick counted down with his fingers: five, four, three—
The guard spoke abruptly before Nick reached one. “Stop!” she said. “Turn around and face me!” 
Joan caught puzzled looks from Nick and Aaron as they were all forced to turn on the staircase.
At some point, without Joan noticing, the concrete staircase had become a wooden one, the treads so old and well-trodden that they were balding at their edges with dips at their center. The walls here were wood too, scuffed where people and objects had bumped into them over time. Joan breathed in a pleasant, strangely familiar scent of rose water and polish. 
“Give me your hands,” the guard instructed, and Joan was forced to present her hands, palms up.
The guard pulled out the controller and flicked it open. That was all the warning Joan had before a scalding pain struck her wrist. She gasped as the winged lion tattoo sizzled to molten metal. 
The guard plucked the cuff from Joan’s skin, and then Joan was just staring at her bare wrist. The feeling of ropes around her body had vanished. She was free. 
The guard did the same for Aaron and Nick, and they grimaced with pain as their cuffs boiled away from their skin too.
“You—You freed us,” Joan said stupidly.
“Aren’t you a quick one,” the guard said in her dry way. “Come on—” She nodded toward the stairs. “Let’s get up there. I really need a cup of tea.” Joan didn’t move, and neither did the others. “Oh God, you’re not going to attack me, are you?” she asked. “I’m not in the mood.” 
“What’s going on?” Joan said. “Are we under arrest or not?”
“Well, I just uncuffed you—what do you think?” 
Nick stepped down a tread. “You’re not a guard,” he said slowly. “And this isn’t the guardhouse, is it? We didn’t travel far enough along the bridge. I’d say we’re in the middle somewhere . . .” 
The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck. She’d thought this staircase felt familiar. She knew then exactly where they were—even before the guard confirmed it. 
“We’re in the Grave house.” The guard opened her jacket, revealing a silver rose pin inside. The sigil of the Graves. “I am a guard, but I’m a Grave first.” 
Joan stared at her. Aside from Eleanor, this woman was the first member of the Graves Joan had met. And for a second, Joan almost recognized her. She could feel the woman’s name on her tongue. 
As she drew a breath to say it, though, the name faded like a dream on waking, and the woman’s face was unfamiliar again.
Joan drew a breath, deeply unsettled. “Why did you free us?”
The guard gazed back with clear blue eyes. “Eleanor isn’t the only one who’s been searching for you.”
What? “Why?” Joan said. “What do you want from me?” 
Above, on the staircase, a tread creaked. Joan looked up. A new woman was standing at the top of the stairs, silhouetted against bright afternoon light from an open doorway. “We don’t want anything from you,” the woman said. “We want to help you.” 
Joan’s breath stopped in her throat. It was Gran’s silhouette, Gran’s voice—slightly distorted by the space so that it sounded more resonant than usual. 
Then the woman took a step down, and the light hit her face. And Joan’s heart was suddenly thundering. The woman’s features were almost Gran’s, but her cheekbones were higher, and she had soft freckles over her nose that reminded Joan of her own. Her dark hair fell in curls around her jaw. 
And Joan had never met her before, but she knew her. She’d seen that face in photographs every day growing up. Dad had filled the house with them. Joan had learned every feature of her in two dimensions. 
Joan opened her mouth. For a second, she couldn’t speak. When she found her voice, it was breathless. “Mum?” she said.
“Hello, Joan,” her mother said. “I’ve been looking for you for a very long time. I’m so glad to have found you.” 



Thirty-One
Joan stared up at her mother, haloed by the light at the top of the stairs. She’d lived in her mother’s house all her life, among her mother’s photographs, her mother’s things. Dad had talked about her all the time. But, standing in front of her, Joan realized that she’d only ever known her filtered through other people’s perceptions and stories, through the photographs other people had taken. Joan had never even seen a video of her mother; had never seen her move or heard her speak. 
The woman above her was nearly twenty years older than she’d been in any photograph Joan had seen, with new strands of silver in her hair and creases at the corners of her eyes. Joan’s chest spasmed out of nowhere. Mum had had so much life left when the King had killed her. Joan could have had so many years with her. 
Mum searched Joan’s face, her expression echoing the ache inside Joan. Her own Joan had died as an infant, and Joan knew she was looking for her baby in Joan’s features. 
“Shall we go up?” her mother asked. Her voice sounded so much like Gran’s that Joan’s throat tightened. “I can make us some tea.” 
The guard had wanted tea, Joan remembered. But when Joan turned back to her, the guard shook her head. “I really should go,” she said—it was soft, as if she didn’t want to intrude on the moment. “No one knows I was driving that van; I made sure of that. And the tear in the timeline was already closing by the time I got to you, Joan. Only a few people actually saw it. With luck, no one will connect it with your wanted poster.” 
“Thank
you,” Joan said to her. The guard was risking her life, and Joan didn’t even know her name. She hesitated. “I feel like I almost know you. . . .” 
The guard glanced up at Joan’s mother, a hint of sadness in her eyes. “My name’s Fern. Our mothers are sisters.”
“We’re cousins . . .” Joan had an aunt on her mother’s side. A cousin named Fern. In the true timeline, she must have known them both. And from the feeling of familiarity—the warmth that came with it—they’d all been close. It was another glimpse of what the King had stolen when he’d murdered the Graves. 
“Thank you, Fern,” Mum echoed. “For everything. Just please be careful when you return the van. My other daughter will be on alert after the assassination attempt. And she’s smart.” 
The mention of Eleanor sent a chill through Joan. They were all in danger, even here.
 
Joan followed her mother up the stairs. There was so much that she wanted to know about her. But, at the same time, this wasn’t really her mother—any more than Marguerite had been Aaron’s. This was Mum’s counterpart. 
Aaron’s hand brushed against Joan’s comfortingly. He, more than anyone, knew how strange this felt. Joan wished she could still reach for him properly. She wanted to step into his arms like she had last night. But that didn’t seem possible now. 
Her stomach churned at the thought of the unfinished conversation. She was sure this was just a moment of respite before things ended between them all for good. 
They emerged into a wood-paneled grand hall smelling sweetly of rose water and warm with natural light. They could have been on a boat again; there were sweeping views of the river to the east and west. 
A grand four-story mansion made completely of wood—not an iron nail in it, Eleanor had said once. The wood had been softened by mist-gray rugs embroidered with silver roses, and soft sofas set out in small groups of twos and threes, where people could eat and talk. 
And at the center of the room was a single table that could have seated fifteen people or more.
Joan didn’t consciously remember ever walking into this room, and yet this space was achingly familiar. She touched a support beam, running her thumb over the hand-hewn tool marks. She didn’t just know this room, she knew the house. Knew the size and scope of its interior like she knew the shape of her own mouth. There were nearly twenty bedrooms across four floors, three halls, three kitchens, and two cellars. 
“Listen to that water,” Nick murmured.
Joan pictured rapids rushing through the bridge’s arches below. The daring and the drunk used to fly through the rapids in rowboats, Eleanor had said, surfing the rising tide. The never-ending rush of water was like a hundred waterfalls.
Here, protected inside the hall, the sound wasn’t as loud as Eleanor had described. It was more like a constant white noise, and Joan found it soothing—a lullaby to fall asleep to. 
“This room is usually full of people,” she said slowly.
“I cleared the room,” Mum said. “I didn’t want to overwhelm you.” She went over to a freestanding counter at the north of the room. The area was a small kitchen, really. There was a sink, a dishwasher, a microwave. When Mum switched on the kettle, it began to boil immediately, and Joan imagined her boiling the kettle before they’d arrived. Pacing nervously and needing to do something. 
Now Mum poured hot water into a teapot and put a little jug of milk and a bowl of sugar cubes on a tray. She gestured to the balcony at the west of the room. “Why don’t we sit outside?” 
On the balcony, the wind blew over the river, making their clothes flutter and the lid of the sugar bowl rattle. This was the very heart of London, Joan thought—where the city’s first bridge had been built by the Romans. 
“How do you take your tea?” Mum asked her. There was a note of aching curiosity in her voice. As if any information about Joan would be interesting to her—even something as small as this. 
Joan understood. She wanted to know everything about Mum too. “Milk with one. What about you?”
“Just milk.” Mum smiled a little crookedly. Her eyes glinted with unshed tears. “Your father liked sugar in his tea too.”
“He does,” Joan agreed. Did. She couldn’t use the past tense like Mum had. Dad was surely alive somewhere in this world, despite what Mary Ward had said. Joan couldn’t bear any other alternative. 
“I miss him so much,” Mum said. “I miss both of you.”
What happened to him here?
What happened to me? Joan couldn’t bring herself to ask. “He missed you,” she managed. “Every day. He told me so many stories about you when I was growing up. Our house is full of photos of you.” 
Mum took a sharp breath. “I can hardly believe you’re here. I used to sit on this balcony after you died. I couldn’t sleep, so I’d just sit here, looking at the city lights, wishing you were still with me. . . .” 
Joan swallowed hard. She felt weirdly guilty. Her own grief hadn’t manifested like that. She didn’t remember Mum at all. She’d been a baby when Mum had died, and had grown up with her death as a foundational fact of her life; one that she’d known before she could count or read. Something that was just true and evident, like the sun in the sky. 
And yet . . . there’d been a hollow place inside Joan for as long as she could remember. Mum’s presence was everywhere at home; Dad talked about her all the time. Gran never did, but Gran’s avoidance had created a kind of presence too. A different kind of grief from Dad’s, but grief all the same. 
Nick caught Joan’s eye. Sometimes, it was like she could read his mind. He was worried about her. Even after the revelations in the pub, he was worried about her. 
“We should . . .” Aaron gestured at the room they’d just left. “Me and Nick can go back inside. You two will want to catch up.” 
“No,” Mum said heavily. “There are things you need to hear, Aaron. And you too, Nick.”
Joan felt her eyes widen. “You know who they are?”
Mum searched Joan’s face. “What do you know about your family power?”
Joan was thrown by the change of subject. She hesitated, even though Mum already knew she’d been tearing holes in the timeline. It was how Fern had found her. 
“You can trust me. I would never do anything to hurt you,” Mum said.
Joan swallowed. She’d been betrayed by family before—by Gran’s younger self—but something inside her knew she could trust Mum. It wasn’t what Mum had said; Joan just knew it, like she knew this house. 
She gathered her thoughts. “I only discovered the Grave power a few months ago,” she said. “It’s . . . It’s malfunctioning. I can unmake things, but sometimes I tear holes in the world without meaning to. I don’t know why.” 
Something flitted over Mum’s face. Joan knew that if she’d grown up with her, she’d have been able to read it. “You grew up in a world without any Graves in it,” Mum said. “You were never trained in how to use our power.” 
Joan had had questions before, and she had so many more now. “How do you know that? How did you know I was me? That I was here?” Mum had said she’d been looking for her. . . . 
“They began putting up your wanted posters around the city some years ago,” Mum said. “Joan Chang-Hunt . . . Your name here was Joan Chang-Grave, but I knew it was you. I recognized you. And I knew from that poster that you’d arrive someday.” 
“Recognized me?” Joan was confused. “Because I look like Dad?”
Mum’s smile was sad. “You do look like your dad. But I recognized you because I have the true Grave power. Not many of us do. Not even your sister. Right now, in this house, only you and I do.” 
Nick’s breath stuttered, as if he’d realized what Mum meant. But Joan still didn’t understand. “Me?”
“It’s how we found you,” Mum said. She stood, carefully pushing away her chair. “The true Grave power,” she said. “With training, it looks like this—” 
She was facing the open doors leading back into the Graves’ great hall. She raised a hand and made a peeling motion, tearing open the world as easily as someone might peel away the film from a screen. 
Joan gasped as a new scene became visible. Instead of the house, there was clear air, and Tower Bridge beyond. This was a view of the previous timeline. 
“You asked how I recognized you,” Mum said. “I used to take the train to Milton Keynes and make windows like this one. I don’t know how many times I watched you walk home from school. Watched you and your dad make dinner. Watched your birthday parties. . . .” 
“You came to see me?” Joan said. A familiar pressure of emotion rose, trying to be felt. Ever since she’d learned that Mum was a time traveler, she’d had questions: Why didn’t you ever try to meet me? Why didn’t you come and find me after you died? Now it seemed her mother—one version of her, at least—had come to her. And maybe Joan would never know why her own mother had never tried to meet her, but this seemed to hint that she would have if she could. 
“It was as close to you as I could get,” Mum said. Her voice cracked. “I was so glad to see you and your dad—alive and free, far away from monster rule.” 
Joan closed her eyes, trying to take it all in. “I thought something was wrong with my power.” Deep down, Joan had been wondering if there was something wrong with her. If she was an abomination, as Edmund Oliver had once called her. She hesitated, and then confessed in a rush, “We saw tears in the sky here—hundreds of them. I thought I might have made them.” 
“Oh, Joan . . .” Mum reached across the table, and Joan took her hand. “Those holes were here from this world’s conception. Eleanor stretched the timeline too far from its original form. It couldn’t hold its shape. That’s why she needed to lock the timeline. To make this its true shape.” 
“I haven’t been damaging the timeline?”
Mum squeezed Joan’s hand. “No. If you were trained in your power, you’d be able to open and close windows at will. As it is, any windows that you’ve made and left open will just shrink and close on their own, in time. They cause no harm to the timeline.” 
Joan took a deep breath, a thread of relief seeping in. Jamie’s father had been right—the Grave power was benign. 
“If anything,” Mum said, “your untrained power could be causing harm to you. People with a strong, untrained Grave power sometimes have terrible fade-outs.” 
Joan looked at Aaron.
Mum saw Joan’s face and squeezed her hand. “There’s something I want to show you. All of you.” She released Joan’s hand gently and made the peeling motion again. And then one more time. 
At that final gesture, Joan stared. The house was visible again through the new window, but it had changed. The walls were cream, and the rugs were the soft green of olive leaves. 
“This is the original timeline,” Mum said.
Inside the tear Mum had made, two figures emerged from the staircase. It took Joan a second to recognize herself with Nick. Their haircuts were different—Joan’s a shoulder-length bob, and Nick’s long enough to curl. They were holding hands, smiling at each other, excitement and nerves exuding from them, as if something important was about to happen. 
Beside Joan now, Nick’s breath hitched. The love between their original selves was undeniable. They were looking at each other as if there was no one else in the world. 
And the thing was, Joan realized, Nick still looked at her like that. He still loved her. And she still loved him. She still turned toward him when he entered a room like he was the sun itself. 
“The happy couple,” Aaron said roughly, and Joan felt again like her heart was being wrenched apart. Because she loved Aaron too, desperately, helplessly. 
Joan jumped at the sound of her own voice. Somehow, she hadn’t expected to hear it.
I know my family’s on board, she was saying to Nick.
All we have to do is persuade everyone else, Nick replied. 
Outside the tear, Nick frowned. “What exactly are we watching?”
“This is the day of the peace talks,” Mum said softly. “The last day before the King erased my family from existence.”
“The peace talks . . . ,” Joan echoed. She stared with new eyes. This was the moment it had all begun. Joan and Nick had sought peace between humans and monsters, and Eleanor had informed on them to the King. 
Later, Eleanor would blame Joan and Nick for the Graves’ erasure. She’d punish them by turning them against each other. They’d tried to seek peace, so she’d turned Nick into a monster slayer. Someone who’d hurt you—who you’d hurt, she’d told Joan. Until neither of you could bear it anymore. She’d seen it as poetic justice. 
Inside the tear, Joan said, We have the Hunts,
and the Olivers too.
The word Olivers seemed to echo. 
“The Olivers?” Aaron said, shock in his voice. Joan was surprised too. “The Olivers were part of the peace talks?” 
“They were involved even before the Graves,” Mum said. “They were the first family to agree to stop taking time.”
Aaron shook his head. “No.” It was flat, like that wasn’t possible. “My father hates humans. He always has. He’d never agree to that.” 
As he spoke, though, a third person entered the room, back visible first, as if they’d come in from the balcony.
Joan was the first to recognize who it was. “It’s you,” she said to Aaron.
Of the three of them, Aaron was most recognizable, his clothes the same sharp cut, his elfin beauty unchanged. Only his hair was different: short and neat, and almost military in style. 
A shiver of recognition hit Joan. It’s always about Nick with you, isn’t it? Eleanor had said to her once. And that blond boy.
In the tear, Nick poured water into tall glasses and brought one over to Aaron, who took it with a grateful look.
You’re worried, Nick said to him softly. 
Aaron drank the water, hand shaking slightly. My uncle Lucien is still resisting, but they’ll all do as I say.
My cousin Geoffrey has been calming nerves. He tried to drink again, but his hand wasn’t behaving. 
Joan’s other self came over and put a hand on Aaron’s arm, steadying him. The gesture was casually intimate, and so was Aaron’s small smile at her. 
“You were the head of the Oliver family in the original timeline,” Mum explained to Aaron now. “Joan and Nick came to you first—even before they spoke to the Graves. You brought the powerful Oliver family to the table.” 
“I agreed to stop taking human life?” Aaron said. It was quiet, though, as if he were asking himself.
Inside the tear, their original selves sat, Joan at the head of the table, and Aaron and Nick on either side of her. They made an unexpectedly imposing team. 
A few moments later, they were joined by a fourth person. Joan recognized her at once.
Eleanor looked exactly as she had in the stadium. A fairy-tale princess with luminous eyes and ripples of golden hair. 
To Joan’s surprise, her original self went straight to Eleanor and threw her arms around her. I didn’t think you’d be here!
I’m begging you not to go through with this, Eleanor said in return. 
Joan’s original self pulled back. I know you don’t agree, but we took a vote—the whole family.
I don’t care about the vote! You’re talking about ending time travel, forever! Ending our birthright! Eleanor’s voice was hoarse with emotion. It’s not like we’re killing people—we’re just taking a few days here and there.
A few days of life. Of human life. Imagine it was my life being taken.
Obviously, I’d never take life from you,
Eleanor said. God, Joan. It was her turn to hug Joan, anger and love warring on her face. 
Outside the tear, Joan was surprised anew. The emotions in the scene were raw, but it was clear to her that Eleanor had loved Joan once upon a time. And her other self had loved Eleanor back—fiercely. They really had been sisters. 
As the thought occurred, Joan almost felt it—just for a moment. A sharp tug in her chest. An echo of love for a sister she didn’t remember. 
Mum’s expression now was heavy. She leaned up and closed the tear—as easily as zipping up a tent. When she was done, there was no evidence of it. 
Joan stared at the space where they’d all been, her heart beating too fast. She’d taken a few steps toward the tear, she realized now. As if she could have walked in there and stopped what was coming. 
Maybe she couldn’t have, though. She had a feeling that Eleanor would have stuck to her beliefs—love or not. Maybe everything that had unfolded had been inevitable. 
And it struck Joan now, with sick dismay, that Aaron had also been part of Eleanor’s revenge. Eleanor had pitted him against Joan and Nick, just like she’d pitted them against each other. Maybe she’d done more than that. . . . Aaron had been the head of the Oliver family in the original timeline, and not his father. His downfall in the subsequent timelines had to have been Eleanor’s doing too. 
Joan closed her eyes. She felt utterly shaken by everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. She’d lost Nick; she’d realized she loved Aaron; she’d slept with him; and Nick had returned to her, alive. And now she’d found Mum, and learned that her own power wasn’t the abomination she’d imagined. She’d seen herself and Nick and Aaron in the original timeline. Together,
impossibly intertwined. 
It was too much. She felt overwhelmed. “What are we going to do?” she heard herself say.
Mum took a step toward her, put her arms around her. “You don’t have to do anything, my love. There’s nothing to be done. You just need to stay alive.” 
Joan felt exhausted. She and Aaron had barely slept, and Nick . . . God, Nick had been in that stasis. He’d essentially just come out of the arena, still banged up and bruised. 
But Mum’s words made her realize that they couldn’t just rest. Joan pulled back. “We need to talk about how to fix the timeline. We need another way to get to Eleanor.” The stadium gambit hadn’t worked. 
“Joan . . .” Mum’s expression flared with something between sorrow and sympathy, and Joan felt a sick swoop of doubt. “I was in the stands,” Mum said. “I felt the damage to the timeline being sealed away. Eleanor locked the timeline. There’s no way to change it now.” 
“But Eleanor said she was wiping away all memory of the previous timelines. If she succeeded, then how did you just show us a vision of the true timeline?” Joan asked. 
“And I didn’t die,” Nick said. “Eleanor said it herself—she told everyone—she couldn’t lock the timeline while I was alive. And I’m not dead.” 
There was still doubt in Mum’s expression, but she looked at Nick curiously. “How did you survive? We all saw you fall.” 
“I . . .” Nick shook his head. “I don’t even remember landing.”
Joan swallowed hard, remembering how dead he’d seemed in the stasis. She’d thought he was dead. 
“The thing is, though,” Nick said, “if she didn’t lock the timeline, then she didn’t repair it either.” 
“I felt the damage being sealed,” Mum said again, but her eyes were troubled.
“Sealed.” The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck. That was how it had felt to her too. “What if . . . ,” she said, feeling out the thought. “What if Nick’s right? What if she didn’t repair the tears in the sky, and the one we saw above the stadium? What if she’s still hiding the damage behind Ali seals?” 
“But that would mean the world is still on the cusp of collapse,” Aaron said, frowning.
Mum looked even more troubled now. “I can make some discreet inquiries. I have a close friend high up among the Alis. If the tears are still being concealed by the Ali power, my friend will know.” 
“We have a friend with Ali contacts too,” Joan said. She told Mum about Tom and the others—still at the Chimera Inn. About the place on the Thames where the Ali seals had failed, showing the true state of the world. 
“I’ll find out what’s going on,” Mum promised. She gestured for them all to go back inside.
As the guys walked back into the house, though, Mum lingered on the balcony, and Joan found herself lingering too. Wanting just a moment alone with her mother. 
Mum sighed. “I’m sorry, Joan, but I think you’re wrong. I think the timeline truly is locked. I believe this is
the last timeline, and that you won’t be able to change it.” 
Joan’s chest tightened. Maybe Mum was right. Maybe Joan just wanted to believe there was another chance to fix everything that had gone wrong. 
Mum’s eyes roved over Joan’s face, taking her in. “If this timeline truly is locked, you’ll have to live in this world permanently. I’ll need to organize a safe house for you. It won’t be safe for you to stay here.” 
“We’d have to leave?” Joan blurted. “When?” She’d only just found Mum. 
Mum’s eyes shone with tears. “I wish you could stay. You have no idea how much I wish it. But . . . if I learn from the Alis that the timeline is truly locked, then I’ll need to send you away today.” 
“Today?” 
“I’m sorry,” Mum whispered.
Joan found herself looking over at Nick and Aaron. They’d retreated into the hall, far from the balcony, to give Joan and her mother some privacy. What if Mum was right? What if this was life from now on? This tangled mess Joan had made of it. 
“Mum . . .” The word felt strange in her mouth. It was only the second time in her life that she’d addressed Mum directly, rather than talking about her to someone else. “I don’t know what to do.” She barely knew what she meant. 
Mum followed Joan’s line of sight.
“I trust them,” Joan said.
Mum gave her a look that Joan associated with Gran—no-nonsense but affectionate. “Is that what we’re calling it?”
Joan felt herself flush. She didn’t really talk to Dad about stuff like this—or Gran, for that matter. She’d never had a mother to talk to, though. “I don’t know what to do,” she said again. And this time she knew what she’d been trying to say. How could she make a choice like this? They both loved her, and she loved them. 
Mum’s eyes softened. “Your heart will tell you,” she promised.
“It’s giving me a lot of mixed messages at the moment,” Joan said. She tried to smile, but she couldn’t.
Mum tugged Joan into her arms again, and Joan hugged her back, tight. This wasn’t goodbye, she told herself, but it felt like it. 
“You’ll know which choice is right,” Mum said softly. “When the time comes, you’ll know.”
“How can you be sure?”
Mum pulled back and tucked Joan’s hair behind her ear. “I’ve watched you your whole life, my beloved Joan. You always make the right choice in the end—even when it’s hard.” 
 
Joan walked back slowly into the hall. Mum headed up the stairs—she needed to speak to her Ali friend. Joan guessed she was going to call them. 
Mum had implied that there were other people in the house, and Joan could faintly hear footsteps on the levels above. No one else had come in, though. Maybe this was another way Mum was trying to keep them safe—by limiting who knew that they were here. 
Nick took a step toward her as she came in, and Joan’s throat tightened as his eyes swept over her— Even after everything that had happened, he was concerned about her well-being. Aaron clearly was too. They both knew what it was like to speak to someone you’d thought you’d lost forever. 
But, at the same time, Joan’s stomach churned. Despite what she’d said to Mum, she wasn’t even sure there was still a choice to make. At the pub, and in the van, she’d felt like she’d lost them both . . . and as soon as they all had a chance to talk properly, that would surely be confirmed. 
“My mother thinks we’re wrong about the timeline,” she said aloud.
“Maybe we are,” Nick said. “But I don’t believe so.” He went over to the side table, and Joan was hit with déjà vu as he poured three glasses of water—just like in the vision they’d seen. He gestured at a set of overstuffed chairs around a low table. “Let’s sit down. I don’t know about you two, but I’m exhausted.” 
He looked exhausted—dead on his feet. The bruises from the arena were beginning to bloom. 
The unfinished conversation was waiting for them, and the tension of it made Joan’s heart stutter.
She sank into the chair. It was so comfortable that tiredness washed over her too. She hadn’t slept much last night. None of them had. 
“You know . . . ,” Nick said. Joan braced herself, but he only said, “We should have figured out our counterparts’ plan. I think that’s where we went wrong in the arena. If we get another chance at Eleanor, we have to figure out what they were going to do.” 
There was a pause before Aaron spoke. He’d been anticipating something different from Nick too. “My bet is that they had no idea about the correct course either. They probably would have failed, like we did.” 
“There’s something about that ring, though . . . ,” Joan said. She thought again of the jolt she’d felt when she’d touched it. She’d slipped it from Nick’s neck, and he’d woken, as if from death. 
“I wish we’d figured out the cipher inside it,” Nick said. “If we’d solved it, we might have stood a chance at the stadium. I think it was the key to it all. A road map of what to do.” 
“Uh . . .” Joan hesitated. In the whirlwind of Nick coming back to life, she’d forgotten that there was something they still needed to tell him. 
Aaron had opened his mouth as if to say something too. “A road map?” he said. “A road map of what to do?” He blurted out a half-hysterical laugh. And then he was really laughing, gasping with it, his beautiful face crinkling. 
“What’s so funny?” Nick said to Aaron, clearly bewildered.
“Oh my God, tell him,” Aaron gasped to Joan. “No, no, show him! Show him the road map! Show him what we were supposed to do to stop Eleanor!” 
“Are you telling me you solved the cipher?” Nick said.
Aaron was still laughing. “Joan found a book we’d overlooked in, uh—” He stopped himself before saying in my bed. He coughed. “She found it in the house.” 
“It wasn’t about Eleanor,” Joan said to Nick. “It wasn’t about the plan at all.” She took the slip of paper from her pocket, and then hesitated. “It says—” 
“No, show him,” Aaron said. His voice was still shaky from laughing. 
Nick blinked at him owlishly. He really did look exhausted.
Joan handed over the slip of paper with her handwritten letters. She had no idea what Nick would think of it.
It seemed to take a long time for Nick to read it. Aaron my love. Evere myne. Evere thyne. Nicholas. Joan saw his eyes flick to the start of the message and then back again. 
“Well, are you going to react?” Aaron asked after a minute. He’d stopped laughing, but the shake of it still lingered in his voice. He was starting to look wary. 
“Give me a second. I’m taking it in.”
“It’s one line!”
“I’ve had a big day!” Nick said defensively.
“I mean . . .” Aaron sounded a little defensive himself now. “It’s nothing, really. It doesn’t have anything to do with us. It’s because Joan was dead in this timeline. If she’d lived, it would have been you and her.” 
He’d said something like that to Joan too, when he’d first read the note himself. She hadn’t liked it when he’d said it then, and she didn’t like it now. The way he made himself sound like everyone’s second choice. 
“You know . . . ,” Aaron added now to Nick, “I wouldn’t have picked you as liking guys.”
“Why not?” Nick sounded tired.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, I do. I like both.”
“So do I.”
“Yeah, I kind of guessed that,” Nick said, with a hint of irritation, “when you slept with the girl I’m in love with.”
Joan flushed. She couldn’t help but note the present tense, though. I’m in love with. “Okay . . . ,” she said. “So we are talking about it.” As she said that, though, she was interrupted by a creak on the staircase. Someone was coming down. 
“Nope—still not,” Aaron said. He and Nick both looked as relieved as Joan felt.
After a few minutes, Mum appeared, seeming startled when she realized they were all sitting there silently, staring at her. “Did I interrupt something?” 
Joan shook her head and saw, in her peripheral vision, the guys shaking their heads too, emphatically.
“Well . . . ,” Mum said. She came over to them, and Joan saw, with a swirl of unease, that her expression was grim. “You were right. My Ali friend said that Eleanor forced them to seal up that huge hole above the stadium yesterday. And they’re still concealing tears in the sky. The timeline isn’t locked or repaired.” 
Joan’s stomach dropped, horror running through her alongside relief. That meant there was a chance to change the timeline; but it also meant the timeline was still falling apart. 
She found herself looking at the window, as if there might already be signs of collapse. The view, though, was eerily normal. Jamie had told her a monster fairy tale once, about the end of the world. In the story, a boy had torn through the timeline, trying to find his lost parents. Instead, he’d torn the timeline apart. He’d fallen into the void, and so had everyone else—every moment in history, every person who’d ever lived had been lost, forever, in the nothingness that lay beyond. 
Was that how the world was going to end? With everything and everyone falling into the horror of the void?
“We have to stop this,” Aaron said shakily. Joan had the feeling that he was forcing himself to focus, and Nick too. Their prior conversation had messed with all their heads. 
“We need to seize the timeline back from Eleanor,” Nick agreed. “But how do we get to her? We already failed at the jubilee—and that was her only known appearance in public.” 
“I don’t think we have much time left,” Joan said. “Eleanor pushed the timeline to the edge of collapse yesterday.”
How much longer did they have before the void swallowed them all? She turned to Mum and realized that Mum was on the edge of tears; she was looking at the balcony view, raw grief in her eyes, as if her heart was about to break. “Do you . . .” Joan hesitated. “Do you know how to find her?” she asked Mum. 
“She rarely comes out into the world, but she has in the past,” Mum said. “All those visits, though, are sealed away. We’re blocked from traveling anywhere near them.” 
The blocks in traveling. Joan and the others had felt them when they’d first arrived here. Certain times weren’t accessible to travelers. Eleanor had been protecting herself. 
Mum’s gaze was still on the view she’d spent so long staring at when Joan’s counterpart had died. “I need you to make me a promise,” Mum whispered. She met Joan’s eyes, and Joan knew what she was going to say. Joan was already shaking her head when Mum said it: “Promise me that you won’t kill your sister.” 
Joan felt a sick thrum of guilt—and a bone-deep hurt too. Didn’t Mum know what Eleanor had done to them? Joan glanced at Nick, and a flash of defiance crossed his face before his expression shuttered. “The things she did to us . . . ,” she said to Mum, throat tightening as she spoke. “The things she’s doing now—” 
Mum looked agonized. “She’s done unforgivable things,” she said. “To you, to the world. And I’ll never forgive her for how she hurt you and your father in this timeline. But she’s still my daughter. Still your sister. And I can’t—I just can’t—send you to her, knowing you’ll try to kill her. Knowing she’ll try to kill you. I’m not just thinking of her. I’m thinking of you. If you succeed, that’ll do something to you.” 
Joan had killed people before. Indirectly. When she’d unmade Nick, everyone he’d saved as the hero had been missing in the subsequent timeline. Dead because of Joan. 
And maybe she’d killed someone directly once too. . . . Just before she fell asleep, she sometimes saw the bloodied face of the man she’d struck in the maze of Holland House. At the time, she’d assumed she’d just knocked him out, but on restless nights her mind’s eye showed her his caved-in face. She’d hit him with a heavy candlestick as hard as she could. And afterward, Aaron hadn’t tried to steal time from the guy. They’d been fleeing for their lives, and Aaron had just left a human lying there, untouched. 
Did I kill that man in the maze? Joan wanted to ask Aaron sometimes. But this Aaron didn’t remember it. He wouldn’t know. 
Joan ducked her head. “Eleanor killed the King to take control of the timeline,” she said shakily. “There might not be another way to detach her from it. And we have to fix this timeline—you know we do.” 
Mum closed her eyes in pained acknowledgment. “Then promise me . . .” Her breath shuddered. “Promise me you won’t kill her unless there’s no other way.” 
Joan wanted to say no. Eleanor was too dangerous. If she lived, she’d be back with a new plan, causing new pain. But almost against her will, Joan also remembered the way her original self had embraced Eleanor. That Joan had loved her sister. 
“Please, Joan,” Mum said softly.
Joan swallowed hard. “Only if there’s no other way,” she promised. 
Mum looked at Aaron and Nick.
“As you wish,” Aaron said. There was a lie in his eyes, though. Joan knew that if he had the chance to kill Eleanor, he’d take it. 
Nick considered it for a long beat, and then sighed. “I don’t think there is another way to fix this timeline,” he said to Mum. “To fix it and to protect all the people she’s been harming, now and in the future. To stop her from killing Joan and the rest of us.” 
Mum took that in with a pained breath.
“I can promise that I’ll do it if I can.” Nick’s gaze was steady. “That if it’s in my power, it won’t be by Joan’s hand.” 
Mum bowed her head. For a long moment, it seemed like she might not say anything more. Then she spoke again. “I do know how to get to her. But it will mean breaking into the Monster Court itself.” 



Thirty-Two
“The Monster Court?” Aaron said slowly. The Court was a mythical and perilous place at the very heart of the monster world—it sat outside time itself. 
Aaron didn’t remember going there, but Joan did. She’d stepped through a gate into a palace surrounded by the endless nothingness of the void. She’d felt like a rowboat, floating in an ocean of shadows. If she’d taken a single step outside the palace, she’d have been lost. 
The people of the Court had been as dangerous as the place itself, powerful and cruel; people who’d cut your throat for the pleasure of watching you bleed. Joan had never wanted to go back there. 
“The public centerpiece of the jubilee celebration this year was the massacre at the arena,” Mum said. “But the jubilee isn’t over until the twelfth strike of midnight tonight. I have reason to believe that the gates of the Monster Court will open on the first strike.” 
“Tonight?” Joan said. She’d known they’d need to move quickly—the timeline was in a dire state. But tonight was so soon. 
“At the end of every jubilee, Eleanor hosts a celebration at the Court itself. She sends invitations to a select few on that very night. They’re told never to speak of it.” 
“So we could have multiple chances at her,” Aaron said. “If there’s a celebration every fifty years—”
“No,” Mum interjected. “Every jubilee, the gates open to invited guests. But they always open onto the same celebration. The same night at the Court.” 
Joan folded her arms around herself, feeling cold suddenly. “Who gets an invitation?”
“All of the Curia Monstrorum attend,” Mum said. “The hundred people who control the breadth of the timeline, under Eleanor.” 
Joan had only ever encountered two members of the Court: One had been Eleanor herself, before she’d ascended to the throne. The other had been a man named Conrad. Joan had only seen him from afar, but he’d had so much power that she’d almost been able to taste it, like snow on the wind. 
“There are courtiers too,” Mum said. “People who live permanently at Court. They’re almost as deadly as the Curia Monstrorum themselves. As for ordinary people . . . only a handful receive invitations every fifty years. And they only receive one invitation in their lives. No one can attend the celebration twice. I have no idea who’ll be invited tonight—most people are never invited, not even heads of family. I never have been.” 
“I think we can assume we’re all off the guest list this year,” Aaron said dryly. “So how do we get through the gates?”
“I don’t know,” Mum said. “All I know is that it’s impossible to cross into the Court without an invitation or an escort. It’s rumored that a few people have tried to break in, but they all fell into the void.” 
Joan shivered at that.
Nick saw the shiver, and his jaw tightened. “What is the void?” he said. “I mean, I’ve seen it, but I don’t understand what it is.” 
“It’s the nothingness that surrounds the timeline,” Mum said. “Our minds can’t really comprehend it. When we look into it, our brains add things: shadows, images. But the truth is, there’s nothing there at all. If you fell into the void, you’d cease to exist—not just the current version of you, but every version that ever could be again. You’d be lost to the void forever.” 
Joan suppressed another shiver. She tried not to think how close they’d come to falling in when they’d escaped the Court last time. They had done it, though. They’d gotten in and they’d gotten out. 
“We’ve broken into the Court before,” she said. “All of us broke in.” It hit her again that she was the only one who remembered that. 
“What?” For all the windows Mum had made into other timelines, she hadn’t known that. She looked appalled now, as if she wanted to scold Joan for something that hadn’t even happened in this lifetime. 
“We gate-crashed a party that time too,” Joan said. It had been the timeline when Nick had been a monster slayer; they’d gone in trying to undo his massacre of the Hunts and Olivers. “It wasn’t as exclusive as this one—there were hundreds of people waiting at the gate with us. We couldn’t forge the invitations, but we acquired other people’s chops.” The monster form of ID. “We stamped them next to similar ones in the invitation book to look like we’d been invited.” 
“That won’t work this time,” Mum said, frowning thoughtfully. “There won’t be enough guests at the gate to confuse the guards.”
“There was another way in,” Joan remembered now. “Gran gave me a key to the Court.” She glanced at Nick, who tilted his head. Nick had taken it from Joan; he didn’t remember that either. 
“A key?” Mum said. She was really frowning now. “My mother had a key to the Court?”
“Maybe she has it in this timeline too,” Joan said. “It almost looked like a family chop.” She closed her eyes, trying to recall what it had looked like. I’ve never seen this sigil, Ruth had said. “There were words on it—Not for self, but for King. And the sigil was a chimera of some kind, with knots in the tail.” 
Mum tilted her head, as if that description was familiar. “We can’t go to your grandmother for help here, though,” she said, a little apologetically. “My mother isn’t the woman you know here—she can’t be trusted in this timeline.” 
Gran had said as much when they’d spoken to her in the tear, but Joan’s heart sank. “Then we’ll need another way in.”
“I’m afraid so,” Mum said.
“Can we find someone who’s been before? Getting in isn’t the only problem. We need to know about the event itself.”
“No one knows that,” Mum said. 
“What do you mean?”
“No one remembers anything from that party,” Mum said. “Very few people even admit that they’ve attended—they’re not supposed to speak of it. The few who remember anything say that they recall walking through the gates and then leaving again, with nothing in between.” 
“Nothing at all?” Joan said. The unease from earlier increased. Assuming they could get in, they’d walk in utterly unprepared. Eleanor had bested them in almost every confrontation they’d had with her, and the stakes now were so high. Joan put her head in her hands and felt her mother’s touch briefly on her shoulder. 
“I think you should all have a rest,” Mum said. “When did you last sleep?”
Joan had slept a little at the inn, but Aaron hadn’t really, and Nick was fresh out of the arena. But still . . .
“There is time,” Mum said firmly, anticipating their protests. “Just an hour or so. Your friends are on their way here from the Chimera Inn. I think you should lie down for a bit—just until they get here. It’s still morning, and—as I said—the gates won’t open until midnight.” 
 
Mum led them to three guest rooms in the attic before leaving them. The rooms were small, but cozy and private, smelling of fresh linen and sun-warmed wood. Joan knew she should lie down, but she found herself turning to the view of the river. This side of the building looked out onto the Tower of London. It was high up enough that Joan felt like she was in the Tower herself. 
A soft knock at the door made her turn. Nick was in the hallway. Behind him, Aaron’s door opened.
Aaron saw Nick and began to close his door again, but Joan beckoned them both. She was dreading their unfinished conversation, but at the same time the tension was becoming unbearable. 
“Well . . . ,” Aaron said, trailing into Joan’s room after Nick. He shut the door behind him. “This is wonderfully awkward, isn’t it?” 
“I think this was my bedroom in the original timeline,” Joan said. “It’s so familiar. . . .” The smell, most of all. There was a touch of rose water in the air, mixed with fresh laundry and the brine of the river. 
“It reminds me of my actual room,” Aaron said. “Just the size of it,” he clarified. “Everything else about it is much more pleasant.” He sank onto the little bed, and after a moment Joan sat beside him. There was room for Nick on her other side, but he sat on the floor under the window, his back against the wall, and stretched out his legs along the length of the bed. 
“Imagine,” Aaron said to Joan. “If this was your room in the true timeline, the two of you probably spent a lot of time getting it on in here.” 
Joan felt herself redden. A flush rose on Nick’s neck too.
“You’re really making it less awkward,” Nick said dryly. He was silent for a beat. “Why do you say it’s the size of your actual room? We spent the last three weeks in a mansion bigger than all of Yorkshire.” 
“Did I say room? I meant the shoe nook in my closet.”
Nick shot him a sharp look, and Aaron shrugged.
“Where do we start?” Joan asked.
“Honestly”—Nick’s eyes dropped to his shoes—“I’d be just as happy if we never talked about it. If we just saved the world and never talked about it again.” 
“And I thought I hated talking about my feelings,” Aaron said. 
“I think all three of us have that in common,” Joan said. She picked a bit of lint from the quilt. The fabric was blue with white stripes, adding to the nautical feeling from the view. “I mean, as a plan, I don’t mind it. . . . I like the part where we save the world.” 
“Yeah, and I love that we can just exist in an awful fug of misery before that,” Aaron said. 
“Is that how you feel?” Nick asked him. He’d been eyeing Aaron since the comment about his room size.
Aaron opened his mouth to say something flippant, but his true feelings flitted across his face, and he closed his mouth again.
Joan’s chest felt heavy. “That’s how I feel,” she admitted. She sensed more than saw their gazes turn to her. She swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat. “This is my fault,” she said. “I know. I’ve made all of us so unhappy.” 
“I don’t think,” Nick said, “that’s an accurate characterization at all.”
Aaron stretched his leg slightly, until his foot was almost touching Joan’s. And that was horrible too—none of them could even touch each other anymore. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.” His voice always softened when he was talking to her. “It wasn’t like this in the true timeline.” 
“Eleanor took revenge on you too.” Joan heard the sober note in her own voice. “You were always supposed to be the head of the Oliver family, and instead your mother was murdered and you were . . . well . . .” Aaron didn’t like to talk about his father’s treatment of him, she knew. 
“You were what?” Nick said to Aaron.
Aaron was still blinking at Joan, as if he hadn’t quite made that connection. Now he looked at Nick, a little wide-eyed. “Are you going to react to that stuff from earlier?” His tone was half a dare. “Are you going to say anything at all?” 
“About which part? The part where you slept with Joan, or the part where you apparently slept with me?”
It was Aaron’s turn to flush red. “I don’t know.”
Despite Aaron’s I dare you tone, he was scared of Nick, Joan realized. Not just because Nick had been the legendary monster slayer from his childhood stories, but because Nick was big and dangerous and difficult to read, and because it was so complicated between them all. 
But Nick had never laid a finger on Joan, and she knew—she didn’t know how, but she knew—he’d never hurt Aaron either. She found herself remembering when they’d captured Aaron to interrogate him. The others had pushed him around, but Nick had been almost gentle with him. And was that some remnant feeling from the true timeline? From when they’d all been allies? 
“Both,” Aaron said now. “Either.”
“What does it even matter to you what I think?” Nick said. 
Aaron opened his mouth to say something, and then stopped, as if he wasn’t sure why, but it did matter to him. He wanted to know what Nick was thinking and feeling. 
For some reason, the look on his face made Nick frown thoughtfully, as if he hadn’t delved into his own feelings. As if he might not have if Aaron hadn’t kept asking. “I—I don’t know how I feel,” he said slowly. “Pretty fucked up, to be honest. It’s not just all the stuff between us. I think I actually did die yesterday. And that’s really messing with me.” 
Joan swallowed. She still could barely believe Nick was actually alive. She wanted desperately to touch him, to comfort him, but she didn’t have the right anymore. “I’ve never felt relief like that,” she said to him shakily. “When you took that first breath after being in the stasis . . .” Even now, she could have just sat here and watched him breathe forever. She felt Aaron react to the emotion in her voice, and she swallowed again, her throat tighter this time. 
Nick met her gaze, and Joan’s breath hitched just at the eye contact. If he ended things after this conversation, she’d never get over it. She’d never get over him. She’d felt the same when Aaron had pushed her away at the pub. 
Nick’s gaze turned to Aaron. “You and me in another lifetime, huh?” It was a bit shaky.
“Hard to believe, I know,” Aaron said tightly. He’d gone tense again.
“A little,” Nick admitted. The silence was filled by the rush of water through the bridge’s supports. Even here, in the attic above the fourth floor, it was as loud as a storm. 
“I don’t understand it,” Aaron said. “Your counterpart and mine couldn’t have been from more different worlds. And . . .” He hesitated. “You’re you. The mythical hero from my childhood stories—the one who kills my kind.” 
“That’s not Nick anymore,” Joan said. “That wasn’t who he was. Eleanor turned him into that.” And Joan had undone her work. She’d turned him back into something like the guy he’d have been in the true timeline. 
“But I must have still been me,” Aaron said. His tone said: a piece of shit. 
Did Aaron really think of himself like that? Every now and then, he hinted that he did. But Joan had seen the heart of him. She knew what his sharp edges concealed. “Haven’t you seen the pattern?” she said to him. 
“The pattern?”
“You and Nick are so similar. You were both part of the peace talks in the original timeline. And in this timeline, you were working together to rescue humans. And now you’re both about to break into the Monster Court—to try to save the world again.” 
Aaron’s mouth opened slightly. He hadn’t seen it like that at all. He started to speak and then frowned, as if trying to think it through. “I wouldn’t just do that, though. I know myself. I would have fallen in love first, and then wanted to do right by them.” 
“You weren’t in love with either of us in the true timeline,” Joan said. “And you still agreed to stop taking human life.”
“I think I was,” Aaron said, almost to himself. “I saw the way I looked at you, Joan—in that scene in the true timeline. I don’t look at people like that.” His eyes widened as if he’d just realized something else. He flicked a look at Nick. 
Joan stared at him. Aaron hadn’t said it, but she could guess at his thoughts. You would have made sense together, like you did in every timeline, he’d said last night, and his eyes had gone distant as if he’d been watching Joan and Nick from afar. And now he suspected that he’d had feelings for Joan and Nick in the original timeline. He believed that they’d been unrequited. 
He always thought that. He’d thought he and Nick must have been together in this timeline because Joan was dead. That he and Joan had gotten together because Nick was dead. 
Joan swallowed. She was beginning to suspect that there was something more to the story for Aaron. She remembered his pained disbelief when she’d told him she loved him. The way he’d dismissed the love note from Nick’s counterpart. And then she thought of how his father had publicly mocked him every time Joan had seen them together. Of his stark little room in the servants’ quarters, far away from the rest of the family. 
Was there something in Aaron that made him feel inherently less than? Joan’s chest hurt at the thought. Didn’t he know that he could have had anyone he wanted? Anyone but you, she imagined him saying now to her. But he was the one who’d pushed her away at the pub. She’d told him she’d chosen him, and he’d told her: I won’t hold you to it. We should pretend that last night didn’t happen. She’d begged him—I need you! Aaron, please!—and he’d told her that it would be Nick again in the next timeline. That she and Aaron would forget each other. 
Nick was searching Aaron’s face too now, as if he’d heard some of the same unsaid words that Joan had.
“We’re all tangled up together . . . ,” Joan said softly.
Aaron looked away. “You’re tangled up together. And I’m . . . I don’t know . . . The timeline makes sure you find each other in every iteration. You and Nick belong together.” 
Jamie had once described the way that the timeline worked. The Lius believe that our timeline still tries to return to its true shape—still yearns for the shape of the true timeline. We believe that if people belonged together in the true timeline, then our timeline tries to repair itself by bringing them together. Over and over and over. Until the rift is healed.
Eleanor had used that mechanism in her revenge on Joan and Nick. She’d made Nick into a monster slayer, knowing that the timeline would push him toward Joan again, but that instead of loving her, he’d try to kill her. It hadn’t quite worked. They’d still fallen in love. 
Outside, the river seemed to stretch forever—to the horizon and beyond. Joan bit her lip, remembering the night they’d all met. She and Nick had been at Holland House when the Olivers had arrived, appearing from thin air as if they’d stepped from invisible doors. It was the first time Joan had ever seen anyone time-travel. It had seemed a strange coincidence at the time that the Olivers had appeared on the very night that Joan had learned she was a monster. But now Joan wondered if something more had been going on. 
Because in the next timeline, Aaron had found Joan and Nick again. He’d forgotten them, but he’d found them. Even in the timeline where Joan had been dead, Aaron and Nick had come together. 
The timeline makes sure you find each other in every iteration.
“Have you ever noticed,” Joan said, “that we all keep finding each other? In every timeline since the first one, we’ve ended up in the same place.” 
Aaron’s eyes widened at that, and Nick’s too. Why hadn’t any of them realized that until now?
“It’s more than that,” Nick said slowly. “You’ve fallen for Aaron in multiple timelines now.”
Joan felt her mouth fall open. She hadn’t put that together. “Yes,” she said. And Aaron was really staring now, as if he didn’t think that could possibly be true. 
“You’re still in love with him now,” Nick said. It was a flat statement. He knew it.
“Yes,” Joan said, and she heard Aaron’s breath hitch.
“You’re still in love with me,” Nick said to Joan. 
“Yes,” Joan said again. She felt Aaron react beside her again, and she clenched her hands into fists.
“And we’re both in love with her,” Nick said to Aaron. 
Joan took a shaky breath. She hadn’t been sure that was still true. But Nick had said he loved her earlier. And now Aaron nodded. He still loved her too. 
Joan was hit with an emotion she couldn’t even define. It wasn’t relief, exactly. But she’d been sure that she was going to lose them both today. That she’d already lost them. And maybe she had—everything felt so tangled between them—but there was something warmer in the room; something less sad than there’d been even a moment ago. 
Outside, the sun was rising in the sky. From this angle, the river seemed almost blue. It felt like a whole day had passed since they’d found Nick alive again, but it was still morning. 
Nick’s words were still echoing between them, loud in the silence. And in that echo, a possibility dawned on Joan.
She wasn’t the only one who’d had the thought. Nick’s eyes darkened as she looked at him, and Aaron swallowed visibly, his throat moving as she turned to him. As they looked at each other, Joan felt a flutter of warmth run through her and her heartbeat quickened. The air between them all felt charged suddenly with something that hadn’t been there before. Something like the first glimpse of a new day. 
“Knock knock!” someone said outside the door, and Joan jumped. Beside her, Aaron swore under his breath.
Ruth pushed the door open, Jamie and Tom following her in. Their gazes flew to Nick, where he sat on the floor, alive and breathing. “So . . . ,” Ruth said. “What did we miss?” 
Aaron cleared his throat. His cheeks were flushed. And when had that happened? “Uh . . .” He ran a hand through his hair. The gesture ruffled it, making an uncharacteristic mess. He looked at Nick, a little wide-eyed, silently asking for help. 
Nick gathered himself with visible effort. “Seems like our next stop is the Monster Court. We’re breaking in. Tonight.” 
Joan wet her dry lips. “I think you might
be
breaking in,” she said apologetically to Ruth. Ruth had broken them out last time. Hopefully, the process was reversible. 
“Well,” Tom said, looking between them all, “sounds like we have a lot to talk about.”



Thirty-Three
Mum parked the car on a balding patch of dirt at the edge of a field in Kensington around eleven p.m.
Joan stepped out. It was a cold, black night. Even with the headlights on, she could barely make out the field’s sea of overgrown grass and the pale glint of wildflowers. The other side of the road was a line of cypress trees, with another road beyond it. 
Joan felt disoriented. She knew Kensington well. She’d volunteered at a museum here over the summer holidays; it was where she’d met Nick and Aaron. But this empty stretch of land was unknown to her. 
She shuffled back as Aaron drew up in a borrowed car. With seven of them—plus Frankie and Sylvie—they’d had to take two vehicles. Aaron parked beside Mum and climbed out with Jamie and Tom. “Where on earth are we?” he said. 
Ruth peered over the low wooden fence separating the road from the field. “Why is the Court manifesting here? I thought it always manifested in old buildings.” 
“There was a castle here once,” Mum said. “It burned down in the 1800s, and this has been a field ever since.”
“A castle?” Aaron said, puzzled. “Here?”
But Joan saw it then—lines of raised grass in the field, the remnants of a once-formidable foundation. They stretched on and on; this estate must have been huge in its heyday. 
“You know . . .” Mum pulled out a pocket watch. “I thought there’d be guests here waiting by now. . . .”
It was cold enough that their breaths came out in white puffs. They were all wearing long black coats to stay hidden in the darkness, and Joan pulled her lapels tighter, trying to ignore her unease. “I guess we’re early.” 
But an hour later, and several degrees colder, they all knew they’d gotten this wrong. Midnight had struck, and the gate to the Court hadn’t opened. They were still alone here. 
“Damn it,” Mum breathed. “Eleanor’s not opening the gates this year. The assassination attempt must have rattled her.”
“It’s okay,” Aaron said. “There are more opportunities, aren’t there? You said the gates always open onto the same party. So we just need to go to a time when they are open.” 
“They opened fifty years ago,” Mum said, “but . . .” She shook her head. “That jubilee isn’t accessible via time travel. It’s blocked off—you’d have to reach it the slow way, by living. The only way to travel directly to the gate is by invitation to the jubilee party. The invitation allows you to bypass the block, and travel to the time when it opens.” 
Joan looked up at the clouded sky. The tears were still up there, she knew. She pictured them growing and growing until they breached the containment of their seals and consumed the whole timeline. 
Would Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts have fixed all this if they’d been here? Had they really intended to reach Eleanor at the arena? What if they’d actually planned to come to this party instead? 
How would they have gotten through the gate?
The words in the ring came to Joan again. You have what you need.
In all the chaos and relief of Nick’s return from death, Joan had forgotten they’d originally gone to the Argent house for the ring. 
She retrieved it from her pocket now, remembering how she’d found it, wrapped up with Nick’s faked execution notice, in Aaron’s bedchambers. It was a plain thing—chunky and black, with a square signet, the hidden compartment completely invisible. 
“You know,” she said to Nick, “you used to be able to time travel—when you were a monster slayer. I never learned how.”
Nick looked both curious and puzzled by the non sequitur. To be honest, Joan was too. She wasn’t quite sure why she’d said that. 
She remembered him appearing unexpectedly in a café in 1993. Only monsters can travel, Joan had said to him. And Nick had said, Only monsters and me. And I travel in a different way. I don’t steal time.
“Humans can’t travel unless they’re cuffed by a guard of the Court and dragged,” Ruth said.
“The strongest of the Hathaways can transport humans,” Tom said. “Like pets.”
“What?” Nick said to Tom, disconcerted.
Tom waved a hand. Don’t worry about it. “I don’t have that power myself, but I’ve seen it. So maybe that’s how you did it,” he said to Nick. “Maybe you had a Hathaway friend.” 
“I don’t think he had any monster friends,” Joan said. Except for Astrid Liu. Joan bit her lip. She wished Astrid were here. Astrid would have known how Nick had traveled. She might even have known how to get to the gate. But the Lius were missing from this timeline. Only Jamie was left of them here. 
Joan had imagined Nick using a scientific gadget, but now, looking at this ring, she wondered . . . She rubbed her thumb over the scratches at the edge of the signet. They seemed deliberate—an etched number: 317. And that was why she’d asked about time travel, she realized. This ring looked like a travel token. 
“When you were a monster slayer,” she said to Nick, “you wore a ring just like this—on a chain around your neck.”
“Did I?” Nick said with a frown. “I’ve only ever known it to belong to my sister.”
Joan swallowed. In that timeline, his sister had been murdered by Eleanor, along with the rest of his family. Nick had been forced to watch. 
“There are two versions of this ring in this timeline,” she said slowly. “When we visited your family, your sister was wearing it. But we had an identical ring in our possession—this one we’d found in Aaron’s bedchambers. There were two versions of the same ring in the same room that day.” 
“What are you getting at?” Mum asked gently.
“I don’t know,” Joan said. “But Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts had a plan to get to Eleanor. And Nick’s message to Aaron was, You have what you need. And . . . the timeline reacted when I touched the ring—the first time, and then again when I took it from Nick’s neck at the Argent house.” The timeline had jolted as if it had been surprised by this ring somehow. As if it wasn’t supposed to be here. 
Joan had felt that same jolt when she’d touched the book used in the cipher—The Riverside Chaucer. 
And how could that book even exist in this timeline? she wondered suddenly. Hadn’t Aaron been reading that exact edition in the previous timeline too? She’d seen it in his bedroom. . . . It didn’t make any sense for the same exact book to exist here, the same publisher in this diverged world, printing that same book, with the same cover. . . . 
The hairs rose on the back of her neck as a thought occurred to her. “This is going to sound mad, but . . . Could this ring be Nick’s ring—from the timeline when he was a monster slayer?” 
“No,” Jamie said. “Objects can’t traverse timelines.”
“I don’t know if that’s true,” Mum said to Jamie, and Jamie blinked at her, surprised. “The Graves have stories of objects passing through windows in the timeline. Not people,” she said, anticipating Jamie’s next question. “Just objects.” She started to frown then, as if something disturbing had occurred to her.
“May I see that?” she asked Joan. 
Joan passed the ring to her, disquieted by her tone.
Mum squinted at it in the darkness. She spotted the secret compartment almost immediately and slid it open, finding the tiny scrap of bloodied cloth. She gasped, and—even in the insipid light—it was clear that she’d gone pale. 
“What’s wrong?” Joan said.
“Nothing’s wrong,” Mum said, but she looked at Nick with a kind of horrified sympathy that made Joan’s stomach drop. Why was she looking at him like that? 
“What is it?” Aaron said.
Mum returned the ring now not to Joan but to Nick, handling it so carefully that Joan’s disquiet increased. “It’s a travel token,” Mum said. 
So Joan’s instinct had been right. Or had it? Because Mum was still staring at Nick as if she’d realized something terrible.
“A travel token that humans can use,” Mum clarified.
“But . . . humans can’t travel of their own volition,” Tom said.
“That’s not quite true,” Mum said. “In our very oldest myths—our most secret myths—there’s a way.”
Jamie made a soft sound; he’d realized what Mum was talking about. He’d gone pale too—so much so that Tom put an arm around him. 
At everyone’s unspoken questions, Mum said to Nick, “When you were a monster slayer, Eleanor had an underling murder your family.” She hesitated. “You have a large family, I believe. . . .” 
Nick swallowed visibly. He was disturbed by how Mum was looking at him; Joan was too. “Seven of us,” he said.
He didn’t remember those murders, but some part of him still carried them inside, Joan knew.
Mum said gently, “The monster who killed them stole all the remaining years of their lives from them. And when he did, he carried that life in his blood.” She hesitated again, as if she didn’t want to say the next part. “In the myths, if a close human relative kills a monster before that monster travels again, the human can create a special kind of travel token using the monster’s blood. With that token, they can travel on their family’s lost time. They can travel until they use it up.” 
Horrified, Joan pictured the blood-soaked scrap of cloth in the ring. It was blood from the monster who’d killed Nick’s family?
Nick looked like he wanted to be sick. “That ring has my family’s life in it?” 
“I believe so,” Mum said, still gently.
Joan thought of the original Nick she’d known. I travel in a different way, he’d said. Joan had had no idea he was traveling on his own family’s time. That his ability to travel would have been limited by his family’s lifespans. 
He’d come back to see her at the end, she remembered. He’d used decades from that ring to come and see her. “Nick . . . ,” she breathed, and his expression, when he looked at her, was so raw that she wished he wasn’t having to process all this out in the open, in front of everyone. 
“But why would our counterparts have wanted it?” Nick said. “If it’s just a travel token?”
“Human-made travel tokens aren’t like monster ones,” Mum said. “They’re more responsive to the user—as if the blood knows it’s being used by a loved one. If I’m right, and I think I am, you could use this ring to travel back fifty years—to when the Court gate last opened. Even though that period can’t usually be accessed.” 
“Maybe that’s what our counterparts planned all along,” Aaron said.
Nick shook his head slightly. Not denying it, but as if the thought was so sickening to him that it was impossible to accept the premise. 
Joan brushed her hand with his, and he took a deep breath.
“How do I even use it?” he said with some effort. “I mean . . . we don’t even know how much time is left in it.”
“There’s a number etched onto it—three hundred and seventeen,” Joan said.
“We need to go back fifty years,” Aaron said. He turned to Jamie. “What’s three hundred and seventeen divided by fifty?”
“Uh . . . I’m actually not great with numbers,” Jamie said. “Unless it’s rote stuff. I just do memory.”
“It’s about six point three,” Tom said.
“There are seven of us here,” Aaron said. “That means only six of us can go to the gate.”
Joan looked at Mum, who was already shaking her head. She’d guessed what Joan was about to say. “It can’t be you,” Joan said to her. It came out in a shudder like her body already knew that meant goodbye. 
“It can’t be you,” Mum said hoarsely back, staring at Joan. Her eyes were the green of trees at night—darker than they’d seemed in the photos Joan had grown up with. 
“You won’t be able to kill her,” Joan said. It was a terrible thing to have to say to her mother about her own daughter. “And if it comes down to it, we will need to kill her.” 
Mum swallowed visibly. Joan could see she desperately wanted to lie and deny it. To be there to control the outcome. But there was no way to control what would happen tonight, and the stakes were too high for hesitation at a crucial moment. The whole world was at risk. 
Impulsively, Joan threw her arms around Mum. She could feel tears burning the backs of her eyes.
Mum hugged her back, squeezing her tightly. “I’d rather go myself.”
“I know,” Joan whispered.
“I wish I could stay with you.”
Joan swallowed. She’d only just met Mum, and she was already having to leave her. She could hardly bear the thought. She breathed in Mum’s perfume. She’d remember this smell, she told herself. If she never saw her again, she’d remember how it felt to be held by her; she’d remember. 
“Wait. Wait,” Mum said when Joan started, reluctantly, to pull away. “Just give me an extra moment with you.” 
“This token might not even work for us,” Joan said. “Won’t we feel stupid then.” But she had a feeling, in the pit of her stomach, that it would work. That this was what the other Nick and Aaron had planned all along. 
Mum’s arm tightened for a moment. She thought it would work too. “When you get there . . . ,” she said. Joan felt a shudder go through her, as if she were in pain. “When you see her, don’t hesitate.” 
“Mum—”
“No, listen. . . . There’s something I should have told you earlier. I had a daughter named Eleanor here. Before the other one came.” 
It took Joan a long moment to understand what she was saying. Eleanor had had a counterpart here too? She shifted back so that she could look at Mum’s face. “But . . . Eleanor created this timeline. How could she have had a counterpart?” 
“I don’t know,” Mum said simply. “I assume it was because she stood outside the timeline when she created it—just like you were outside this timeline when it was made. But inside the timeline, there was another Eleanor. My Eleanor.” 
Joan stared at her. She could feel the others staring too.
“Your dad helped me to raise her here,” Mum said.
“Dad?” Joan breathed.
“Maybe it was his doing. Maybe that’s why she was so different here.” Tears shone in Mum’s eyes. “And she was different. She was smart and sharp-tongued like your gran. But she was kind too. She helped keep your dad safe from the guards. And . . . we always knew she’d be Queen. But we didn’t know how or why or when. But then one day, I came home, and she wasn’t herself anymore. She’d been replaced by an identical version of herself who cried when she saw me. Cried when she saw every member of our family. A girl with hard eyes and a heart that beat only for the Graves. My Eleanor had always loved your father, but this new Eleanor hated humans with a passion.” 
The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck. “Eleanor overwrote your daughter. . . .”
Mum blinked away her tears. “I don’t know what I’m trying to say,” she said. “Except . . . I know what she could have been in different circumstances. But I also know that circumstances aren’t everything. Eleanor made choices that she didn’t have to make. That she should never have made.” She sighed, looking at Aaron and Nick, and then back at Joan. “I release you from the promise I asked you to make earlier. I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have asked it of you. When you get there, do what you need to do. Do it without hesitation.” 
Joan took a deep breath. Her mind was whirling. She didn’t know what to say. Nick nodded, though, and Aaron did too.
“We should go,” Jamie said apologetically. “We don’t know how much time we’ll have.”
Mum swiped at her face, nodding. “Yes, of course.”
Joan squeezed Mum one last time before she stepped back.
“It’s your token,” Mum said to Nick. “So you’ll need to jump.”
Nick looked down at the ring still in the center of his palm. He had no idea what to do.
“Can I have your hand?” Joan asked him.
Nick met her eyes. Joan tried the ring on his fourth finger, but it was too small. It just fit on his pinky. 
“I think you’re married now,” Aaron said. Nick rolled his eyes at him, but it was gentler than the way he’d looked at Aaron before the conversation in the attic, and Aaron’s comment seemed to have focused him somewhat. 
“Now what?” Nick said.
“You jump,” Aaron said to Nick, “and I’ll steer.”
“We should hold hands,” Jamie said. “If all goes well, we’ll land together.”
Joan felt a wave of déjà vu as she took Nick’s hand on one side and Aaron’s on the other. Then Ruth, Jamie, and Tom down the chain. The first time she’d time-traveled deliberately, Aaron had guided her through it. They’d been on the run from Nick at the time. “It’s not a literal jump,” she said to Nick. She bit back a rueful smile. “I jumped in the air the first time I tried.” 
“What, really?” Mum said. She took another step back. She tried to smile. 
“Literally, in the air,” Joan said. It had been more scary than funny at the time, though. Nick had been trying to kill them. So much had changed since then. She explained to Nick, “To travel in time, you have to desire it.” And how surreal was this—tutoring a former monster slayer in how to time-travel? “You have to yearn for the other time.” 
Nick’s gaze went distant, and his face tightened with concentration. A beat went by, and then another beat, and another. He whispered, “I don’t think this is working.” 
“Don’t think about it; feel it,” Joan said. “Feel it here.” She dropped Aaron’s hand for a second to touch her chest, before reaching for him again. “You want to go back. You need to go back so we can fix what we’ve done.” 
“Fix what I’ve done. . . .”
Joan saw the moment his eyes focused with the desire to jump. She turned, searching for Mum’s face—for one last glimpse of her. 
But the world had already shifted, and they were somewhere else. Somewhen else. 
 
The night they landed in was even colder than the one they’d left. Joan shivered hard, aching from leaving Mum behind. She was surprised when Aaron put an arm around her, drawing her into the shelter of his body. Her chest fluttered at the almost absent-minded gesture, and she resisted the urge to press closer—they hadn’t actually resolved anything in the conversation in the attic. Something had shifted between them, though. Nick’s eyes darkened slightly at seeing them touch, but he didn’t seem jealous exactly. 
Joan looked around. The field was still empty. There were no cars here now, and no indication of what time it was. It could have been nine p.m. or twelve a.m. 
“Is this the right date?” Tom asked.
“Of course it is,” Aaron said. “I was steering.” He turned to Nick, who was staring into the darkness now. “All right?” he murmured. 
Nick blinked, as if Aaron had drawn him out of his head. “Yeah.” He ran a hand over his face. “I don’t remember their deaths, but I could feel them with me when I jumped.” 
“We might end up saving the world because of them,” Joan whispered, reaching to brush his hand again. “We won’t let them have died in vain.” 
Nick took a deep breath and nodded, squeezing her hand back for a second.
“And now,” Aaron said, “we’re going find the person who’s actually responsible. The person who ordered your family’s murders in the first place. Who’s been fucking with us all for lifetime after lifetime now.” It was his coldest tone—his father’s tone—and for the first time, Joan was glad she’d never get on the wrong side of him. 
“Look!” Jamie whispered. He pointed at a pair of lights in the distance. A car was approaching. 
“Back!” Joan whispered to them all. “Back behind the trees!” The tree line was thinner here, fifty years earlier, but the night was still dark enough that the shadows should shield them. 
Aaron and Joan quickly found a tree to hide beyond. Ruth and Nick settled behind the next tree, and Jamie and Tom, with their pets, just beyond, with Tom crouched at Jamie’s feet. None of the trees were thick enough to conceal his giant frame, but, low to the ground, he seemed less visible. 
An old-fashioned, bulky car crawled onto the road and drew to a stop right in front of them—so close that Joan held her breath, afraid to move, as the driver’s door opened. 
A tall man got out. He wore a wool frock coat with polished brass buttons. In his hand was a black top hat with the soft sheen of silk. There was a gold pin on his lapel: a winged lion. He was followed from the car by a woman, very tall and thin, with a bolt of shining hair that fell almost to her feet. 
“I do believe,” the man said, with an air of distaste, “that we are early.” His accent was formal, with a hint of something that made Joan think of howling winds; of winter nights. 
She felt Aaron go very still beside her, as if he were a mouse that had been caught in front of a cat. He’d recognized that voice, just as Joan had. It belonged to Conrad, one of the members of the Curia Monstrorum—the Monster Court. This was definitely the right time and place. 
We call him the King’s Reach, Aaron had told Joan once. His face had been pale as he’d whispered that he’d met Conrad when he’d been younger. Ruth had been disbelieving. You actually saw a member of the Monster Court?, Ruth had said. One of the Curia Monstrorum?
Conrad turned now to face the trees, and Joan stopped breathing completely. Conrad was just as she’d remembered—a man of about twenty with hair the color of the moon, and so much power that he made the hairs on her arms stand on end. He was handsome—but like a statue was handsome, cold and unsmiling. His eyes were a strange pale blue. 
“Where will the gates manifest?” the woman asked. She had the same accent as Conrad.
To Joan’s relief, Conrad turned from the trees. “This way,” he said, leading the woman to the edge of the field.
Over the next hour, two dozen more people arrived, none as powerful as Conrad, but all monsters, dressed in silks and velvet for the Court. 
Joan’s teeth were starting to chatter harder now. Aaron pressed closer.
As he did, a murmur of excitement spread among the thin crowd. It was almost midnight. Someone raised their voice: “Ten! Nine! Eight! . . . Three. Two . . .” 
On one, the whole world seemed to stop. The field had been quiet, but now every background sound ceased: distant cars, wind, the buzz of insects. Joan would have thought she was fading out again, but she still could hear the soft rustle of her own dress as she breathed and Aaron shifting his weight beside her. They hadn’t frozen; the rest of the world had. 
This had happened last time too, when the Court had manifested in Horse Guards Avenue, in Whitehall. On the stroke of midnight, every human, every animal, every insect in the vicinity had been frozen in time. And then the gate had appeared. 
Joan looked over at Nick. Unlike the humans last time, he hadn’t frozen. Maybe it was because Eleanor had detached him from the timeline; it had no power over him anymore. 
He saw Joan looking at him and smiled reassuringly. Joan tried to smile back. She was getting more and more scared, though.
A new murmur rose among the crowd, louder this time.
“Something’s happening,” Aaron whispered to Joan. “In the field. . . .”
Joan saw it then too. About twenty paces from the road, shadows were moving like smoke under the moonlight. Joan stared as the shadows rose in two columns, solidifying slowly into thick gate piers, each crowned with lamps full of flickering flames. 
Joan peered into the dark. There was something familiar about those piers. Where had she seen them before?
Between the piers, the top edge of the gate emerged. It was wrought iron, but the shapes were organic: scalloped tendrils of climbing vines. Then rods flowed to the ground, shot through with gilded flourishes and curls. 
I know that gate, Joan thought. She’d walked through that gate a hundred times or more, in timeline after timeline. She’d have known it anywhere. 
“That’s the gate to Holland House,” she breathed.
But why was it here, in an empty field? It should have been part of a huge estate with gardens.
Her gaze found the overgrown lines in the grass again. The foundation of a once-great house. She took a sharp breath. There was a castle here, Mum had said. It burned down in the 1800s. 
“Holland House?” Aaron murmured slowly now. “Weren’t we all here in the last timeline as well?”
The hairs rose at the back of Joan’s neck. After their conversation in the attic, she was sure that the timeline had been manipulating events to bring Nick, Joan, and Aaron together. Now it occurred to her that they kept coming here—three timelines in a row now. 
Joan had met Nick here when they’d volunteered at Holland House. He’d been her first kiss in the library upstairs. Barely hours later, she’d met Aaron for the first time, and then Nick had revealed himself to be the human hero of legend. A monster slayer. He’d massacred Joan’s and Aaron’s families, forcing them on the run. Later, Joan had unmade him in the same library where they’d kissed. 
In the next timeline, Aaron had forgotten Joan, and had been working on behalf of the Court. He’d arrested Joan and Nick and brought them both here again. 
And now, even though the house was gone, a bare field in its place, they’d still been drawn back.
Joan had the feeling suddenly of great cogs moving into place. As if some giant hand had drawn them all to this house. Not Eleanor, but the timeline itself. 
A breath of wind ran through the field, displacing nothing—the force of the timeline. Joan was hit with the cold wash of dread. The timeline had been repeating itself, but every time they’d come together at Holland House, terrible things had happened: the Hunts and Olivers had been massacred here, Joan and Nick had been imprisoned. . . . 
We can’t go into that place again. The thought came to Joan’s mind like a premonition. It’ll be the end for us all.
But they had to go. Eleanor would be there, and this would be their last chance to stop her. 
Over in the field, the gate opened, the movement slow and utterly silent. A woman appeared out of nowhere behind the gate, dressed all in black. 
“These are the gates of the Monster Court!” The woman’s voice was sweet but hollow, as if she was standing much farther away than she seemed. The effect was eerie. “Cross them at your peril. Those with invitations will find entry. Those without will find the void.” 



Thirty-Four
“How long will those gates stay open?” Tom whispered.
“I don’t know,” Joan breathed. They’d watched all the guests walk through the gates and vanish as they entered the Monster Court. “Time inside the Court might not reflect time outside it, though.” For all they knew, an all-night party would seem to last just a few minutes from the perspective of people outside. “We might not have long at all.” 
She gestured at the field. Keeping to the darkest shadows, they crept noiselessly across the road. The world around them was still frozen—eerily empty of the usual background sounds of cars and planes and insects and birds. It was possible that guards were monitoring the area around the gate, and if they were, then any sound would draw their attention. 
Holding her breath, Joan stepped over the low wooden fence into the field. Long grass brushed her ankles as she examined the lines of raised welts in the ground, where the foundations of the estate had been. She beckoned the others deeper into the field, until—she hoped—they’d be out of earshot of anyone watching and listening. 
“See that line?” she breathed. She pointed at the welt closest to the wooden fence, and then traced the air with a finger. “It aligns perfectly with the Holland House gate piers. That must have been the wall around the estate. If we follow it around the grounds, we should be able to find breaks in the wall. Places where other gates used to be. And then . . .” 
“I’ll do my thing,” Ruth said.
It took Joan about twenty minutes to find a break in the line of raised earth—a break big enough to be the width of a gate. So if this was the outer wall . . . She judged the distance from this spot to the earthworks deep in the field—the remains of the house itself. With luck, she and the others would arrive in one of the gardens. Far enough from the house that they wouldn’t be seen. 
She nodded at Nick, and he shrugged off his backpack, digging to retrieve the telescoping metal poles they’d brought. When Joan had described what she’d needed, Mum had found a portable clothes rack for hanging long dresses. With the dresses removed, it was a simple rectangular frame, taller than it was wide, and able to stand up on its own. 
Still trying to keep quiet, Joan helped Nick reassemble the frame, and they fitted it into the gap where the gate would have been, adjusting the width until it was just right. When they were done, they’d made a crude gate of their own, standing in the middle of nowhere. If someone had walked past, they’d have thought it a strange sight. Then again, very few people could walk past right now with the world frozen. 
Ruth stepped forward and put a hand on the frame.
She’d opened a portal out of the Court last time, and Joan hoped she could do the reverse now. They’d discovered that the Hunt power allowed her to hold an object in two times simultaneously—hence the need for the frame. If Ruth could hold one side of the frame in this time, and the other side in the Court, she’d make a portal. 
“Open it in bursts,” Joan whispered. “Don’t try to keep it open continuously.”
“Has anyone ever broken into the Court?” Aaron whispered. “How do we even know this is possible?”
“Shut up,” Ruth said, closing her eyes. “I’m concentrating.”
“I’m just saying—”
“You’re still talking. Just—” Ruth’s next word was cut off by Jamie and Nick making startled sounds. Something had flashed inside the frame like a lightning strike. “Was that it?” Ruth said. “Did I do it?” 
“Too fast to see,” Tom said.
“No, I saw it,” Jamie said. “I saw two
things. A dead cedar in the middle of an empty lawn. It looked like it had been struck by lightning.” 
“Yes,” Joan whispered. That lawn was on the northern side of Holland House. “That’s where we want to go.” This was going to work. 
“And the second thing I saw was the void,” Jamie said grimly.
“Aaand that’s where we don’t want to go,” Aaron said. 
Joan tried not to imagine crawling shadows inside the door they’d made. “It’s okay,” she whispered to Ruth. “Just try again. Try to hold it open longer this time.” 
Ruth looked unnerved. Joan would have been too if she’d
opened a portal into the void. “What if I send you all into oblivion?” Ruth whispered. 
Aaron pushed his hair from his eyes, looking more annoyed than Joan knew he felt. “Then we’ll all haunt you.”
“You won’t exist anymore,” Ruth said, but arguing with Aaron always seemed to make her feel better. “All right, shut up for real now.” 
In the frame, the scene appeared again in a flash—long enough this time for Joan to see it. The garden was adorned for the celebration, fairy lights hanging in the cedar, the lawn covered with snow. It was only there for a second before the view was swallowed by a brief flash of the shadows. A glimpse of the void. 
“I didn’t dress us for winter,” Aaron whispered.
“I think that’s the least of our problems,” Tom muttered. “We can’t cross in that split-second opening,” he said to Ruth. “We won’t make it. You need to hold it open longer.” 
Ruth stepped back, breathing fast. “I’ll try—it’s not easy.” She didn’t seem as desperately drained as last time, though. The repeated practice seemed to be strengthening her Hunt ability. “Get ready,” she said to Nick. She put her hand on the frame again. 
Joan felt a sudden wave of trepidation. Nick had died yesterday; she couldn’t bear to lose him again.
They’d already discussed this, though. Nick was the fastest and strongest of them, and his training as a monster slayer had lingered into this timeline. If an attack was waiting just out of view, he’d be the best placed to neutralize it before the rest of them came in. 
“I’m going to count you down,” Ruth said. “On go, okay?” 
Nick gave Joan a reassuring look, and then turned to Aaron, his expression less readable. Aaron seemed to understand perfectly, though. He nodded at Nick. 
Nick squared up in front of the frame, shoulders set and determined, and Joan couldn’t breathe.
“Three,” Ruth said, “two, one, go!” 
Nick leaped as the portal flashed into life, and then he was gone.
“Did he make it?” Joan could hear the fear in her voice, and Aaron put a hand on her arm.
“Yes,” Jamie said. “I saw him in the garden.” 
Joan gasped out a relieved breath.
“All right,” Ruth said. She sounded a little shaky too. “Tom, you’re up next.”
Tom jumped through, and then Aaron followed.
“They’ve all made it,” Jamie reassured Joan. And then he jumped and was gone too.
“We’re going together.” Joan squeezed Ruth’s hand again. “Just catch your breath.”
Ruth shook her head. “We don’t know if time passes differently in there. We shouldn’t leave big gaps between jumps.” She straightened. “Ready? Three, two, one—” 
The frame flashed up an image, and Joan leaped, dragging Ruth with her through the frame. For a horrifying split second, her vision was full of utter nothingness, and then she and Ruth were stumbling out into a snow-sprinkled lawn, the lightning-struck cedar stark and black ahead of them. Joan had an impression of biting cold, of snow hanging in the air, and then Nick pulled her and Ruth down behind a hedge a few paces from the gate. He put a finger to his lips as Tom leaned over and swiped away their footprints from the path with the sleeve of his coat. 
They’d all arrived safely, Joan saw, relieved—Jamie and Aaron were crouching behind the hedge too, and Frankie and Sylvie were snug in their backpacks. Snow stood in the air around them, eerily unmoving, although when Joan touched the nearest crystals, they melted under her fingers. In the distance, footsteps crunched over the snow—the reason Nick had pulled her and Ruth down, Joan guessed. 
Two guards came into view from the direction of the house, walking across the snowy lawn. Joan held her breath as they drew closer and closer, until they were right alongside her and the others, barely twenty paces away. Was this just a patrol, or had something raised their suspicions? Did they have any clue that six people had just broken into the Court without invitation? 
To her horror, one of the guards glanced in their direction. “Is that gate supposed to be open?” he asked his partner.
She chuckled. “What are you worried about? You think someone jumped in here from the void?”
The first guard rolled his eyes. “Go and close it.”
“You close it. There’s no way I’m getting that close to the edge.” 
Joan exchanged a look with Nick. She and the others were on a walking path that ran past the gate. The protective hedge bordered the path, but it wasn’t nearly high enough to truly hide them. If the guards came over to close the gate, they’d see them crouching here. 
Joan turned slightly, wanting to see what the guards were so afraid of. Then she wished she hadn’t. The open gate showed a shadowed world of trees and a row of Georgian houses beyond. But some lizard part of Joan’s brain knew that the view was an illusion—created by her own brain to mitigate the true horror beyond the door. In actuality, she was crouched at the edge of nothing. Of annihilation. If she fell out of that gate, she’d fall for eternity, without even the eventual comfort of death. 
“I thought I heard something when we were walking up here,” the first guard said.
His partner laughed again. “Maybe a creature crawled out of the void. Maybe it’s lurking.” 
“You’re not funny.”
“Are you actually scared? Don’t be daft—nothing can come out of the void. There’s nothing in the void.” 
To Joan’s relief, they kept walking, their bickering fading into the distance as they headed into the outer gardens. A few minutes later, they were out of sight, out of earshot. 
Joan stood slowly, and the others followed. “We should get to the house,” she whispered. “Before that patrol comes back.”
 
They stuck to the edge of the wall, behind the hedge line, to conceal their footprints.
Joan shivered, even in her coat. Tom had told her once that when the Court manifested, it stole houses like this for a frozen moment in time. For tonight’s party, it seemed that Eleanor had chosen a moment during London’s Little Ice Age—one of the winters before 1850. Joan guessed that the cold weather was a small power play from Eleanor—a way to make her guests feel off-balance and uncomfortable. Most people would have dressed for a warmer night. 
“I never imagined I’d see the Court itself,” Tom said, looking around wonderingly at the snow suspended, unmoving, in the air. 
“It’s creepy,” Ruth whispered. 
“Feels like we’re cut off from everything,” Aaron agreed. “There’s nothing outside these garden walls, not even time. Those bricks are the only thing separating us from oblivion.” 
Joan looked up, half expecting to be able to see some line in the sky where the Court ended and the void started, but the whole sky was full of bright stars. Her internal monster sense had never been as strong as Ruth’s and Aaron’s, but she was disturbed too—even more than when the Court had manifested at Whitehall Palace. Because she knew these grounds—she’d worked here for months. She could have navigated this whole estate blindfolded. And at the same time, this didn’t quite feel like Holland House. It was more like the Court was possessing it, wearing it like a costume. Joan had the unsettling feeling that the true entity underneath had a different shape entirely. 
“Can you hear that?” Nick whispered.
Joan strained and faintly heard thready flutes and strings. A high wall had come into view—the one that separated the lawn from the house and inner gardens. She pictured a small group of musicians on the other side. 
As they walked, a spray of light rose above the wall, making them all start back. It formed the shape of a dragon, and then exploded in midair. It was a firework display, but not made of fire and sparks; it seemed bioluminescent. More fantastic creatures appeared now—a unicorn, the winged lion of the Monster Court—rising and falling without sound, glowing in eerie blues and whites against the dark sky. 
The shapes were slightly distorted from this angle; this was the back view of the jubilee celebrations, Joan guessed. The display wasn’t supposed to be seen from this side of the wall. 
“How do we get in?” Ruth murmured.
“There’s a path around,” Joan whispered. Not so much a path, really—more a stretch of cobwebby bushes that led around the gardener’s shed. When she’d worked here, she’d often used it as a shortcut. 
“We need to dump our stuff,” Aaron said.
“I know a place.”
When they reached the shed, Joan pointed to where they could hide their bags in the bushes. Even this part of the estate was spooky; the leaves here usually rustled with birds and mice, but right now everything was silent. No crickets chirped; no moths fluttered around the path’s lights. 
Joan smoothed down her dress. Aaron and Ruth had put together all the outfits, quizzing Mum about what people wore to formal parties in this timeline, and borrowing clothes from the Graves. 
Joan’s dress was a rich plum color; she was beginning to think that Aaron liked how she looked in jewel tones, because he tended to favor them for her. It was sleeveless and backless, and it fit her perfectly, the satin gleaming like moonlight on water. Her hair was half-down, protecting her neck. The half that was up was pinned into a braid, wreathed in flowers the same shade as her dress. 
She caught Aaron looking at her now, and her face warmed, despite the cold, at the yearning in his gaze. He met her eyes and blushed slightly too, as if he hadn’t realized he’d been staring. 
“I—I should have chosen something with sleeves,” Aaron said. The guys all had jackets, and so did Ruth, who’d found a long silver piece that made her look like a queen. He started to shrug out of his own jacket to give it to her, but Joan stopped him. 
“I think you guessed right on the clothes,” she said, thinking of what they’d seen of the guests entering through the gate. “And it’ll be warmer inside.” It really would be best not to stand out when they first arrived. 
Aaron had dressed Nick all in black with piping that had seemed white back at the Grave house, but now, at night, seemed to have a faint luminescent glow—echoing the fireworks from earlier. “Not bright enough to catch the eye in the dark,” Aaron reassured Nick now, “but interesting enough that I think you’ll match everyone else.” Like Joan’s dress, Nick’s suit fit perfectly, the cling of his shirt hinting at his muscled chest and making him seem dangerous. 
Aaron himself was in a gray suit and cream vest that should have looked dull, but somehow enhanced his angelic beauty.
Joan dragged her gaze from them, and then realized Aaron was watching her again, and so was Nick. Joan felt her breath stutter, and then stutter again as Aaron met Nick’s eyes. Something seemed to pass between them; something Joan couldn’t quite read. 
Joan swallowed hard. She wished that the conversation in the Grave house hadn’t been interrupted. A few hours ago, she’d thought she’d lost them both, and now . . . 
Well, now wasn’t the time to think about it, she knew. They had to keep their heads in the game.
 
Joan had been worried that someone would see them walking in from the wrong side of the estate, but no one even glanced at them as they stepped into the Dutch Garden, joining the other guests of the party. Aaron and Ruth had calibrated the clothing perfectly. 
The Dutch Garden was the most formal of all the house’s gardens. The shaped flower beds were usually full of tulips and dahlias. Tonight, though, the usual blooms had been replaced. Ghostly flowers grew on icy stems, their crystal petals glowing with the same eerie light as the silent fireworks above. 
The guests themselves were dancing, as if in a ballroom, in the paths between the flowers. It was a Regency-like dance, partners twirling and sliding, hands meeting hands. 
“They’re not just party guests; some of them are courtiers,” Jamie murmured to Joan. “Those who live at Court, among the Curia Monstrorum.” Joan knew his body language. He’d already been uneasy, and now he was tense too. Eleanor had once held him prisoner at the Monster Court; he knew more about it than any of them. “They have a look to them.” 
It took Joan a second to understand what he meant. At first glance all the dancers seemed relaxed, but some were sharper eyed than others. One man flicked a look at her now, animalistic and watchful, as if he’d sensed her attention. Joan had the impression of hunger and vigilance from him. 
“Only the most clever and ruthless of opportunists survive at the Court,” Jamie whispered to her under his breath.
Joan tried to relax. Behind her back, she flicked one hand in a horizontal motion—a message for Ruth to convey to the others. Don’t interact with anyone.
Joan led them all as quickly as she dared past the dancers. When they were clear, she whispered quickly, “We need to find Eleanor.” 
“She’s likely not here yet,” Jamie whispered. “When I was at Court, she used to make appearances toward the end of the night, make a speech, and leave. I doubt things have changed now that she’s queen.” 
“So what are we looking for?” Ruth said.
“I think it’ll be pretty obvious,” Jamie said. “A pavilion or balcony separated from the rest of the party, surrounded by guards. Or possibly an interior space staged as a throne room. A location where she can hold court and control the space.” 
Joan nodded. “Let’s get an idea of the security in the house and meet back up.” She divided the grounds between them: the South Garden, the main floors of the house. 
 
Fifteen minutes later, Joan had finished her own sweep of the house’s ground floor, carefully following the secret passages once used by servants. Through the servants’ spyholes, she’d seen no sign of Eleanor, but she’d spotted more of those cutthroat courtiers, drinking from long-stemmed glasses and eating tiny elaborate canapés from silver trays. 
Among them, circling like sharks, were members of the Curia Monstrorum.
They wore no insignia or uniform, but the monster in Joan recognized them for what they were. Like Conrad and Eleanor, they radiated power, making her skin prickle as if from needles. And the guests—even the courtiers—made space for them, their monster senses screaming that there were predators in the room far more dangerous than themselves. 
Joan tiptoed up the servants’ staircase now. Aaron and Nick would be finishing their own search of the floor above and the attic. The three of them had agreed to meet in the library—if it was safe. 
Joan got there first and was relieved—but not wholly surprised—to find it empty. It was on the other side of the house from the main staircase. She breathed in the familiar smell of leather and paper. She’d been experiencing waves of déjà vu since they’d arrived on the estate, and another one hit her now. 
The last time she’d been here, the library had been stripped, its walls bare. Now all the shelves and books were back, along with the oil paintings of former owners of the house squeezed in between the bookcases. The room looked just like it had when Joan had worked here. 
She looked up. She’d always loved this ceiling—evening blue, speckled with gold stars. She’d missed this house. Terrible things had happened in this place, but good things had as well. She’d met Nick and Aaron here. She’d had her first kiss in this room—with Nick—under the window at the far end of this gallery. 
Footsteps sounded behind her. Joan turned. Some part of her knew it would be Aaron and Nick before she even saw them—both of them here together with her again. 
“Any luck?” she asked them. “I didn’t see any sign of her on the ground floor. But there were courtiers and a few members of the Curia Monstrorum.” 
“There were courtiers in the attic rooms too,” Nick said.
“Just ordinary guests and creepy courtiers on this level,” Aaron said. “Not even many guards.” 
Nick closed his eyes, shoulders tense, and adjusted his jacket collar. All the powerful monsters around them had clearly been getting to him. Being in this room was a moment of respite. “We should get back to the others.” 
“You can take a second,” Aaron said to him.
Nick’s chest hitched as if he’d needed the permission. He took a slow breath, and Joan could see him trying to force himself into the right mindset. As he turned back to the door, Aaron stopped him again. 
“Wait,” Aaron said. “Since it’s just us here. And I might not get another chance to say it . . .”
Joan knew what Aaron meant. Either they’d confront Eleanor and win—and usher in a new, healthier timeline—or they’d die. Her stomach dropped at the thought. This was really happening. This might be the last time they’d ever be in a room alone together. 
“What do you want to say?” Nick asked Aaron quietly.
Aaron hesitated, glancing at the window. Outside, blue and white light flared and died; the library had a view of the Dutch Garden and its luminescent display. “I don’t know if you felt what I felt back at the Grave house, but it seemed to me that we all had the same thought.” 
Joan felt breathless suddenly. She turned to Nick, who was staring between them, his eyes dark and difficult to read.
Joan had been talking about choices earlier—choosing between Aaron and Nick. But there was a third choice that she hadn’t considered before then. One that wouldn’t end with her heart in two pieces. She wasn’t one thing—monster or human—she was both. And something inside her loved them both. Wanted to be with them both. 
Could that really be possible?
“I—I mean . . .” Aaron ducked his head. “If we don’t die tonight, I suppose you two would find each other again in the new timeline.” 
He’d said that before. “Aaron . . . ,” Joan said.
“I just know where I stand,” Aaron said simply. “You two were together in the zhēnshí de lìshǐ and you’ll always be fated to return to each other. So maybe it doesn’t matter what I want. Or what any of us wants. I—I don’t even know what you two
want. I just—” 
“I felt it,” Nick said, interrupting the rising uncertainty in Aaron’s voice. His own tone was solid. Aaron’s mouth snapped shut. He seemed a little stunned that Nick had confirmed it. “I’m not saying it would work,” Nick said honestly, “but I felt it when we spoke this morning. The possibility of it. I feel it now.” 
“And you’d want that?” Aaron said, uncertainty still in his voice.
Nick searched his face. “You and I are still getting to know each other in this timeline,” he said, and Aaron nodded quickly, face falling slightly, as if he hadn’t expected to hear anything else. “But I want to know you,” Nick said. “And I—I do feel something. I don’t know if it’s some echo from our counterparts, but I feel it.” 
A faint emotion flared inside Joan then. For a strange second, she didn’t know what it was. Hope, she realized belatedly. She’d become so used to anticipating pain that she’d forgotten hope was possible too. 
“What do you want?” she asked Aaron. The moment still felt so precarious. So much had happened between them all that this seemed half-impossible. Could they really all want the same thing? 
“I just . . .” Aaron swallowed visibly, and Joan’s heart clenched. “I just think that it doesn’t matter what I want. You two are fated, and . . .” And I’m not. 
Joan opened her mouth to remind him that she’d fallen for him in multiple timelines now; that Nick had fallen for him in the last timeline. That maybe they were all soul mates in a way. 
But the thing was, she’d always hated the idea of fate. Aaron had been raised as a monster; he’d always viewed the future as something written in a book. But as soon as Joan had learned about time travel, she’d fought against the prospect of an unchangeable future. She’d fought until she had changed it. 
Circumstances aren’t everything, Mum had said about Eleanor.
And Joan believed it was true for the three of them here too. Hadn’t they all broken out of their supposedly fated roles—as monsters and humans—in every timeline now? 
She looked up at Aaron, struck as always by his beauty. They were all standing by the window, and in the glowing light of the fireworks, he seemed otherworldly and untouchable. He wasn’t, though. She knew that now. She knew how breakable his heart really was. 
“I don’t know what the new timeline will bring,” she said to him truthfully, “but we’ll have choices next time. And we have choices in this timeline. You can choose what you want, right here, right now.” She bit her lip. “What do you want?” she asked again. 
Aaron’s long, pale lashes fanned down. He took Joan’s hand, his thumb swiping over her palm gently. Then he drew a breath as if he was about to jump off a cliff and wasn’t sure if the water would be deep enough to hold him. He reached for Nick’s jaw and kissed him, slowly and deliberately. Nick’s eyes darkened, just like when he and Joan had kissed. 
Aaron turned then, and kissed Joan too, the taste of Nick still on his lips. Joan’s breath shuddered out when he pulled back. She wasn’t sure whether she was feeling relief or hope. 
“What was that?” Nick asked Aaron, sounding a little breathless. “A trial run?”
Aaron hesitated. The kiss had been half-bravado. Joan could see that he still felt on the outside, looking in. But he gathered himself. “Let’s call it a to-be-continued,” he said, gray eyes searching Nick’s face. “If we make it out of here, maybe we can see what happens next.” 
“An incentive to get out, then,” Nick said.
Aaron blinked, and then smiled back—it was small but genuine. One of the smiles that Joan only ever saw in private.
Outside, the fireworks bloomed again. “You know what I just realized?” Joan said wonderingly. “We haven’t been on a first date.” None of them had, in any configuration. 
Aaron blinked. “A first date,” he said slowly. A hint of confidence returned to his face then, as if he already had some thoughts about what they could do. 
“Do you have something in mind?” Nick said to him.
“I’ll tell you when we make it out,” Aaron said.
Joan bit back a smile of her own. “It’s a plan.”
As she said it, sparks of light rained down again from the sky. A wave of trepidation hit her, strong as a premonition. She took a breath, trying to shake the feeling off. 
They were going to make it out, she told herself. All of them. They had to.
 
Joan cracked open the door and peered out. The passage at the top of the stairs was clear. They all slipped out of the library, and Nick and Aaron headed downstairs. Before Joan could follow, though, something caught her eye. 
From here, at the top of the stairs, she had a clear view through the drawing room into the Gilt Room beyond.
Eleanor stood there in profile, her golden hair cascading down her back. She started to turn, and Joan flew down the stairs as silently as she could, heart pounding. 
As she reached the bottom, her expression must have been grim, because Aaron and Nick both gave her alarmed looks.
“She’s here,” Joan said.



Thirty-Five
They regathered the others, strategizing on the run as they collected the weapons that they’d stashed behind the shed.
“She ambushed us last time,” Joan said. “Our turn now.” She pictured the house and its most defendable rooms. They needed to corral Eleanor into a controllable space. “I want her in the Breakfast Room.” 
“That room has three exits,” Jamie argued. He had maps of everything in his head. “Too easy for her to escape. And we could end up surrounded by guards.” 
“But one of those exits goes to the China Room,” Joan said. Where all the crockery was kept. “That’s small and difficult to move around in—and if someone barges through, we’ll hear smashing plates. The second exit can be blocked off completely.” It had a movable wall that could be locked into place. “And the third comes out onto a landing on the principal staircase. Not much room for people to maneuver there either.” 
Ruth chewed her lip, considering that. “Eleanor will think like you did, Jamie. That there are three ways out. She won’t expect to be trapped.” 
“How do we get her in there?” Nick asked. “We need her to come more or less alone.”
“We lure her in,” Joan said.
 
Joan had been worried about how to clear the Breakfast Room, but Ruth just swept in with a Gran-like glare and barked, “Out!” She’d channeled some of Gran’s formidable presence, and the few chattering guests in the room must have concluded that she was someone with real clout. Who else would dare dismiss such powerful people like that? 
As soon as the room was empty, Joan and the others worked quickly. The Breakfast Room was a small, hall-like space that had once been the front entrance of the house. There was still a huge recessed bay window to the south—a miniature sunroom—where the door and porch had been. The view outside showed the terrace and South Garden. Snow stood in the air, unmoving, in the moonlight. 
The room’s interior was exactly as Joan had remembered—richly decorated, the walls shimmering with Genoese silk and velvet brocade in crimson and gold, with floor-to-ceiling panels depicting Roman gods. The exits were great marble arches with heavy wooden doors. 
Ruth and Aaron guarded two of the exits now, while Jamie and Joan blocked off the third, sliding the movable wall into place and driving its heavy metal bolts into the floor, locking it. Then they went to help Nick and Tom carry the large dining table and chairs to the far end of the room to clear the space of obstacles. 
After that, Joan and Jamie set up the bait.
Jamie drew from his pocket the device that had been used to record the message from Nick’s counterpart. It was a tiny thing in his palm—a piece of white plastic the size of Joan’s thumbnail. 
Jamie’s brow furrowed as he recorded something new on it—one of his perfect memories. Joan felt a strange pang at the thought that they were overwriting the original message with the love note; it had been one of the last remnants of the counterparts. 
She busied herself with rearranging the recessed sunroom, placing chairs and lamps at the edges of the glass walls, making a stage for Jamie’s recording. When she was done, she found the others watching. They’d all been working in semidarkness—most of the curtains closed—so that no one outside could see in. Now, in the silence, the sounds of the house around them seemed loud. Joan could hear people walking in the Gilt Room above; people moving up and down the stairs. 
“Are we ready?” she asked softly. Nerves prickled through her as she spoke. Eleanor had always been ten steps ahead every time they’d confronted her. Would she anticipate this too, or would Joan and the others finally get the jump on her? 
“Not quite.” Nick went over to the fireplace. A large, decorative sword had been set above it. He took it down now and tested the blade against his finger. The gleam of red said that it was sharp. 
He held it almost casually as he strode to his position by the door. A shiver ran through Joan at the sight of him. He’d once wielded a sword just like that one, in the room directly above them. He’d saved Joan’s life with it. And then he’d killed Aaron’s father, and countless other Olivers. 
He pushed a sweep of dark hair from his eyes. With that sword in hand, he looked exactly like his former self, the version that Joan had first fallen in love with. 
As Joan thought that, she felt it again—the great cogs of the timeline turning and turning, like screws tightening. The premonition from the library hit her once more—hard enough to steal her breath. Something awful is going to happen tonight. She pushed away the feeling, the thought. That was just her own fear talking. 
She checked their positions one last time. They’d locked the door to the China Room, but Ruth and Aaron were guarding it, just in case. Tom and Nick stood by the door leading to the principal staircase. This one was unlocked; they were gambling on Eleanor coming through the main entrance. In the corner, Sylvie and Frankie were in their little backpacks, protected by a ring of heavy chairs. 
“Ready?” Joan asked again, and the others nodded.
“Let’s get this done,” Nick said.
 
Jamie placed the device with his recorded memory on the floor.
He stepped back, and then—between one blink and another—a man appeared in the sunroom, looking so real that unease roiled inside Joan. He wasn’t actually here, she reminded herself; he was just an illusion that Jamie had created. She could hear the others shifting in place nervously too, though. 
This was the King. Eleanor’s old nemesis, and theirs. The man who’d erased the Grave family. He was the reason Joan had never known her own mother. The reason why Aaron’s mother had been executed. 
And he’d once been the most powerful and terrifying figure in the world.
The last time Joan had seen him, he’d been so brilliant with radiance that she’d had to look away, her eyes watering. It had been Jamie’s idea to record him without that radiance; Jamie had once been the Royal Archive for the King, and he remembered fragments of the man himself. He’ll appear weak without all that light, Jamie had said. 
So this was the first time Joan had seen the King’s face, up close and clear. She stared at him now. She’d only been able to snatch glimpses of him last time, but he’d seemed familiar somehow. He still did—a little—although she couldn’t place why. She guessed that he was about thirty years old. He had mousy brown hair in a messy style, a little more boyish than really suited him. His face was thin, his nose sharp, and his lips so pale that they seemed to disappear into his face. It was hard to imagine that he’d once wielded near-complete control of the timeline. 
Joan flicked on the lamp, illuminating the King in the sunroom window. Then she slipped back into the darkness with Jamie.
With the light on, Jamie’s illusion was even more perfect. It looked exactly like the King was here, talking animatedly with someone just out of sight. Jamie hadn’t bothered to record his voice, and so he spoke without sound. 
What would Eleanor think when she saw him? Would she believe her old nemesis was back—weak now, and vulnerable, without all the power he’d once had? 
Joan was getting to know her sister; she was almost sure that Eleanor would come in without much backup, her emotions high and her thoughts clouded. Eleanor would want to hurt this man, to punish him—even if he didn’t remember who he’d once been. 
 
They waited in nervous silence in the dark.
Joan strained, searching for Eleanor through the window. Was she out there? Was this going to work?
Outside, the trees of the South Garden were strung with fairy lights that matched the fireworks from earlier: eerie whites and blues. Clusters of people stood under the trees, talking and drinking. Every now and then, one of them glanced toward the sunroom, and then away again, uninterested. Only one person at this party would know who this man was. 
“Maybe she’s not coming,” Jamie whispered after a while.
Joan had begun to fear that too. But then they all heard it—footsteps on the staircase. Not the plod of people planning to walk all the way up to the next level, but faster steps, heading for the first landing, where the Breakfast Room was. 
More than one person, Joan realized. A group. Nick held up a hand. Five people. 
Would one of them be Eleanor?
The door cracked, and then everything happened all at once.
Nick yanked the door open, and a guard came with it—a large man stumbling into the room. Nick knocked him out with a fist, weighted with the handle of the sword. He kicked the man out of the way, and Tom handled the next guy with an elbow to the throat. 
An Argent was next. He stared, openmouthed—he hadn’t expected the sudden attack. But he spluttered a command now: “Turn against your friends! Kill them!” He was using his mind-controlling power. And he was strong. 
Joan fought the powerful compulsion of it, but she found herself turning, reaching to shove Jamie down, to put her hands around his throat. She had just enough time to realize that Jamie was turning too—to attack her—and then the compulsion abruptly ended. 
Nick had knocked the man out—the Argent powers hadn’t worked on him. He was already turning to the next person, a powerful member of the Ali family. Joan recognized her from the last time they’d fought Eleanor: Mariam. 
Mariam threw an invisible Ali shield out, making them stumble back as if hit by an immense gust of wind. Joan caught Ruth’s hand, helping her keep her feet. Nick held his ground, though, the blow rippling harmlessly through him. 
“Don’t kill her!” Tom gasped to him. His sister was an Ali, and he had a soft spot for them.
Nick acknowledged that by knocking Mariam out too with a sharp punch to the side of her head.
And then it was Eleanor. She stood in the doorway, eyes blazing with fury. She hadn’t expected this attack either, but she’d had a few moments to grasp the situation. 
Now she strode in, the faint sheen around her hinting at a personal Ali shield. Her sheer power was so immense now that the air crackled with it. Eleanor locked eyes on Joan, her hands rising, and Joan felt a rush of cold fear. 
“Get down!” Nick called out sharply.
Joan flung herself to the floor, and so did the others as a blast rocked the room—far stronger than Mariam’s. Mirrors exploded; wood splintered. Aaron swore and pulled Joan close, into the shelter of his body as chairs and lamps flew through the air, just missing their heads, and smashed against the walls. 
Faint screams sounded from upstairs, and then there were running steps as guests fled the house. Joan risked a quick look around. Jamie and Tom were clustered on the floor with Ruth, arms over her head, protecting her, looking scared but uninjured. Frankie and Sylvie were still safe behind their little fort. 
Only Nick was on his feet—the huge wave of power had washed through him as if it hadn’t been there.
“Nick!” Joan said. 
Mum had told them not to hesitate, and Nick didn’t. As Eleanor raised her hands again, he lunged with his sword, striking hard. At the arena, he’d struggled to push a blade through Eleanor’s shield, but this time he threw the full force of his weight behind it, and the sword speared past the obstruction. 
Joan had the impression that Nick had aimed for Eleanor’s heart—and that the shield had deflected the blow slightly. Eleanor cried out in agony and shock as the blade impaled her shoulder with a horrible crunching sound. 
Blood bloomed around the wound. Nick gripped the sword’s pommel with both hands and shoved the blade right through Eleanor’s body to the other side, pinning her to the wall. 
Joan gasped at the shocking brevity of it all. Nick had stopped all those monsters—with Tom’s help—in less than a minute. This was how he’d killed monsters when he’d been the hero, she realized. He’d been immune to their powers, and almost superhumanly fast and strong. And now he had Eleanor at his mercy. 
Nick drew a knife to finish the job.
Joan wanted to turn away. Eleanor was her sister. Aaron seemed to know how she felt. He took her hand. “It ends now,” he murmured, and Joan nodded. All these lifetimes, all the pain caused by Eleanor, and it was going to end right now, right here. She gripped Aaron’s hand and forced herself to watch. To see it. 
Nick thrust the knife at Eleanor—aiming at her heart. This time, though, the blade bounced off the shield. Nick tried again and it bounced again. He grunted in frustration, and Aaron cursed loudly in the silence. 
Eleanor’s laugh was tight and pained. “You should have had better aim the first time,” she gritted out to Nick. “You caught me off guard, but I’ve bolstered the shield now.” She raised a hand again. 
Aaron covered Joan’s head again, all of them anticipating another earthquake-like blast. This time, though, the room barely rattled. 
Eleanor swore and tried again. Picture frames shook and chair legs wobbled. Eleanor let her head fall back against the wall and panted, trying to catch her breath. 
They seemed to be at an impasse. Nick couldn’t break through the shield, and Eleanor was clearly struggling with the pain of being impaled, sucking in air in tight, fast sips. 
Joan got warily to her feet, helping Aaron up, and the others stood too. Joan’s legs felt shaky as she hurried to the door, shutting it and sliding the bolt home; Tom and Jamie closed the curtains and turned on lamps. 
“Stop playback!” Joan said when they were done. The King froze in the sunroom, the recording paused.
Eleanor glared at him in the newly bright room. “I can’t believe I fell for that.”
“I guess it’s your turn to be predictable.” Joan walked over to face her sister.
Even in agony, with blood dripping down her side, Eleanor looked like a fairy-tale queen. Her white medieval-style gown hung in heavy folds, and her golden hair rippled down her back. In her shoulder, the sword was a gruesome thing. It seemed half-unreal. A Halloween special effect. 
“We’ve had some experience in how much you love revenge,” Joan said. She glanced at the King. “What would you have done to him if he’d been real?” 
“You should be worried about what I’ll do to you!” Eleanor tried again to use her power, but this time, nothing moved at all. Blood was seeping steadily from her wound. She squeezed her eyes shut, frustrated. “People are going to come looking for me,” she gritted out. “People much more powerful than any of you.” 
“We need to dismantle that shield,” Joan said to Ruth urgently.
They approached with caution. Joan felt like she was walking into the stasis again, past snarling lions and huge bears.
When she was close enough, she reached toward Eleanor, hitting resistance about a hand’s width from Eleanor’s good shoulder. The shield felt as it had last time—like a strong magnetic repulsion. As if the air itself had thickened to rubber. Joan took a deep breath, trying not to think of the stakes; about what would happen if she failed. 
Be unmade, she told the shield. She imagined it disintegrating under her hand. Nothing happened. She set her jaw. Be unmade. Beside her, she could hear Ruth trying to break through with the Hunt power too. 
“You can do this,” Nick said steadily. Joan could feel him and Aaron behind her, like a solid wall.
Eleanor’s pain-dulled eyes turned to Nick, a shark sensing movement. “How are you even alive?” she managed. “You should be dead. I thought you were dead.” Her gaze dropped to his ring then, and her mouth twisted. 
Joan felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck. She’d suspected for some time that Nick’s survival had been linked to the ring. 
“Where did you get that?” Eleanor read the answer on Nick’s face. “You didn’t—your counterpart did.” She sounded irritated. “I suppose he found some way to speak to the slayer himself, through a tear in the timeline. Well, isn’t that a team-up?” 
“What?” Joan couldn’t imagine it. But she found herself remembering how Nick—the monster slayer version of him—had returned to her at the very end. He’d seemed so changed since the last time she’d seen him. Could he have had a conversation with his counterpart in the interim? Had they somehow managed to transfer the ring between them—through a tear in the timeline, as Mum had suggested? Joan shook her head at herself. She supposed she’d never know. “Are you saying that ring saved his life?” 
Eleanor shifted and then winced as the blade pulled at her shoulder, frustrated and pained. “Obviously.” At their confused expressions, she looked even more irritated. “When he fell, his thoughts were focused on his imminent landing—just as if he were jumping in time. That triggered his travel token. But then he didn’t steer the jump. He just cried out, No.” She said it mockingly, and Joan ground her teeth. “If he were a monster, with an ordinary travel token, he’d have hit the ground and died. But he had a human token with an affinity for him. It tried to obey him. He asked it to take him nowhere, and it did. It sent him nowhere. It froze him in time. To everyone in that arena—myself included—he appeared to be dead, but in truth, the ring had put him in an unchangeable state. Not even those metal spikes could impale him.” 
Nick looked shaken as he took that in, and Joan saw again in her mind’s eye Nick falling from the stands. He’d been stiff and unmoving even as he’d fallen, she realized. The ring had already frozen him. 
Then he’d seemed dead in every way—not moving, not breathing—until Joan had lifted the ring from his neck, and air had inflated his lungs. 
Joan had thought he was dead. She’d been so relieved when he’d drawn that breath. More relieved than she’d ever been in her life. And it had been sheer luck that he’d even worn the ring in the arena. It had been sheer luck that . . . Her hands were suddenly shaking as she worked on unmaking the shield. 
Eleanor noticed, pouncing on the weakness. “Look at you,” she said to Joan. “Struggling with the Grave power like a child. Who would have thought you could be so diminished?” 
Joan looked up at her. Even after everything Eleanor had done to them, this act of dismantling her shield, of preparing to kill her, was making Joan feel sick. “It doesn’t have to be like this!” she said, frustrated. “Just fix the timeline yourself—we shouldn’t have to force you!” 
“I did fix it!” Eleanor snapped. “I brought our family back! I fixed your mistakes!” 
Joan swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat. Eleanor blamed her for the erasure of their family, she knew.
“Remind me,” Aaron said to Eleanor, sounding ice cold. “Why did you need to bring your family back to life?” 
“The King erased them because of her! Because of the three of you,” Eleanor said. 
“Because of you,” Aaron said. Anger flared in Eleanor’s eyes. “Oh, you don’t like hearing that?” Aaron said. “Did you forget that you
informed on your own family to the King?” 
“It’s a monster’s birthright to travel!” Eleanor said. “You were all trying to take that away!”
“And so you made this beautiful world where monsters could travel with impunity . . . ,” Nick said, jaw tight.
“I made a world where my family would always be safe,” Eleanor snapped. She raised her good hand; she must have regained some strength, because this time she managed a true blast. Standing directly in front of her, Joan was hit full in the chest. The impact was bruising, and she stumbled back. She would have fallen, but strong arms caught her before she could. Nick. For a long, terrible beat, she couldn’t draw a breath. 
“All right?” he said worriedly.
Joan’s lungs started working again, and she painfully sucked in air. “Yeah,” she reassured him.
Inside the shield, Eleanor was panting again, eyes closed, as if she’d hurt herself as much as Joan with that blast. Her already pale face was sickly white now, with a sheen of sweat. How much blood had she lost? Her dress was soaked with it. 
“How do you think this is going to end?” Joan asked her. “This world can’t hold itself together. You made it wrong.” 
“It’ll end when I kill him.” Eleanor nodded weakly at Nick. “I’m going to rip that ring off you and kill you,” she snarled at him. “That’ll fix those tears!” 
Fear thudded through Joan. “If you dare touch him—” she blurted.
“You’re going to do that pinned to the wall?” Aaron said at the same time. Joan felt a little sick every time she looked at the blood dripping down, but she had a feeling that some part of Aaron was relishing the sight. “This ends when we kill you,” Aaron said to Eleanor. He looked at Joan. “You have to break through that shield.” 
Joan nodded. Her hands shook even more as she concentrated on unmaking the barrier. How did Eleanor even have a shield, she wondered suddenly. Mariam was still knocked out cold. “I thought you needed an Ali to maintain this thing,” she said. 
“That was before I took the power of the timeline!” Eleanor said. “You have no idea what I can do now.”
She raised her hand and power rolled toward Joan again, distorting the air like a summer haze. Joan flinched, throwing up her own hand instinctively, bracing herself for another bruising impact. 
But to Joan’s shock, the blast melted at her touch. She stared.
“Did you just unmake that blast?” Ruth asked her, eyes widening.
“Seems like some of those old powers are coming back after all,” Eleanor said warily. Her hand was still raised. Joan waited, half flinching, for the next blast, but it didn’t come. Eleanor was just staring at her, expression distant, as if she wasn’t quite seeing her. As if she was seeing her actual sister; the one she’d been raised with. The Joan of the original timeline. 
Joan thought again of the scene at the Grave house. There’d been a genuine love between Eleanor and Joan’s original self. How had it come to this? 
“That wound looks really bad,” she said to Eleanor. She was reminded of Gran’s blood-soaked clothes when she’d died in this very house. “I think it might kill you.” 
Eleanor’s gaze focused slightly. “What do you care? You want me dead.” 
“I want you dead,” Aaron muttered. 
Joan’s feelings toward Eleanor were so complicated that she barely knew how she felt about her. She was pretty sure that Eleanor would have to die. And a large part of Joan wanted that—Eleanor had just threatened Nick; she’d threatened all of them. And yet . . . 
Promise me that you won’t kill your sister, Mum had said. She’d released them all from that promise, but Joan still felt the weight of it. “Mum asked us not to kill you,” she said to Eleanor. “She begged us not to—she wanted us to persuade you to fix the timeline yourself.” Joan could hear the pleading note in her own voice. “Why won’t you fix it?” She couldn’t understand it. “Mum believed you would.” 
Eleanor’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of Mum, and for one tentative second, Joan thought that she’d gotten through to her. But then Eleanor’s gaze focused, hardening again. “Because I don’t want to change this timeline. I want to lock it down. This is the world I always wanted to make.” 
“A world where humans are suffering?” Joan said disbelievingly. “Where the Lius are gone? Where I died as a baby?”
Eleanor was silent at that. A sick look flittered over her face, but she shrugged it off. “Those were necessities. Sacrifices that had to be made.” 
“So many necessities,” Joan said. “So many deaths and sacrifices to create this timeline.” She felt sick, thinking of all the people she’d loved who’d died in lifetime after lifetime. “And . . . people told us you’re never even seen in the world. You did all this to bring our family back—do you spend any time with them at all?” 
Another flicker crossed Eleanor’s face, this time closer to pain. “Shut up.”
Joan wondered what it had been like for Eleanor to come home to the family she’d missed so much. Mum had said Eleanor had cried as she’d seen each member of the Graves. But as for the Graves themselves . . . Joan bet they’d been afraid of the new Eleanor, just like everyone else in this world was. Had Eleanor sensed that? “Mum said you erased another Eleanor when you arrived in this timeline. Mum said she wasn’t like you at all.” 
“Oh, shut up!” Eleanor threw another burst of power at Joan. This one was strong enough to make tables and chairs thud against the back wall, to make Ruth stumble back, but Joan herself just seemed to absorb it. She’d unmade it again without even thinking. 
And now, as Joan concentrated on dissolving the shield, she felt the barrier shiver. She stared at the glass-like shine of it, breathless suddenly. Be unmade, she told it, and it shivered again. She could vaguely feel Eleanor trying to throw more blasts at her, but none of them reached her. Be unmade, Joan told the shield. For God’s sake, be unmade!
After a minute, Eleanor physically shoved Joan back with her free hand. It was weak, though. Eleanor didn’t have much reach, pinned to the wall. “God, you’re bad at the Grave power!” Eleanor snapped at her. “You should have practiced!” 
“I guess I was too busy running for my life,” Joan said, exasperated. “From you!”
“That’s a stupid excuse!”
“You’re a stupid excuse!” Joan blurted.
Joan had always seen Ruth as a sister, but the truth was, she’d never spoken to Ruth like this. Eleanor seemed to bring out something childish in her; maybe this was a remnant of the true timeline. 
“Be unmade!” she said aloud, letting her anger toward Eleanor, toward the shield, rush out with the words. As she said it, the resistance under her hand shivered again. Joan felt a surge of power rise from inside. “Be unmade!” 
The shield shivered away as she said it, vanishing like smoke. Joan stared, almost too surprised to grasp what she’d done.
When you get there, do what you need to do, Mum had said at the end. Do it without hesitation.
Aaron echoed those words now. “Do it!” he barked at Nick.
Nick didn’t need to be instructed. He’d already drawn the dagger again, and he thrust it now into Eleanor’s heart.



Thirty-Six
Joan stumbled back, remembering how the radiance of the timeline had left the King when he’d died; it had streamed into Eleanor, filling her with unthinkable power. Would that happen now? Would the timeline flow toward one of them? 
But to Joan’s shock, Eleanor just pulled the knife from her chest with a pained grunt.
“Fuck!” Eleanor said to the ceiling. “Oh fuck  ! That really hurt!” 
“You should be dead,” Joan blurted. She stared at Eleanor disbelievingly. All their plans had been geared toward giving Nick this opportunity. Eleanor had detached Nick from the timeline—she’d made him immune to its immense power. And he was supposed to be able to kill Eleanor like he’d killed the King. 
“Do you really think I’d allow my own creation to kill me?” Eleanor said, mouth curling down. “You have no idea what I am now. I bound the timeline to me so tightly that we’re essentially the same being. I have its strengths, and it has mine. And I’m so much stronger than the King ever was.” She grimaced at the sword still sticking from her shoulder and gripped the handle. With gritted teeth, she jerked hard to pull the blade from the wall. “Ah!” she grunted. Then she drew it painstakingly from her body. “Next person who stabs me gets tortured to death.” 
“Just like old times, then,” Nick said tightly beside Joan.
Jamie cursed under his breath. Beside him, Tom’s freckles stood out in his pale face. It was dawning on all of them that they’d played their only card. 
Eleanor smoothed down her ruined dress. Her shield was back—the pallid light of it veiling her expression. “I can’t be killed.” She dropped the sword in front of Nick with contempt. “But I’ll kill all of you. And then I’ll lock this timeline, and you’ll never bother me again. No more timelines. No more chances.” 
Through the torn holes in her dress, her wounds were healing, sinew and skin knitting back together. Eleanor saw Joan staring. “I have abilities the King never had,” she said, and Joan imagined Eleanor using her own unmaking powers to heal herself, bolstered by the power of the timeline itself. 
Nick swayed toward her, wanting to attack again, and Joan focused on the shield, desperate to do something too, even though it seemed pointless now. Eleanor was already making a sweeping gesture at them. 
Joan winced, expecting another blast. Instead, her feet were suddenly fused in her shoes, sticking to the carpet. She swayed, trying to wriggle out some movement, but she couldn’t budge. She felt a shot of horror. The King had done this too. It had been terrifying then, and it was terrifying now. Eleanor had been weakened earlier by the sword, but it was clear that her strength was coming back, along with all her powers. 
For a long minute, the only sound was Eleanor’s padding footsteps as she strolled past Nick, past Joan. She had the air of an ancient goddess, considering what kind of deaths to grant. 
Everyone but Nick was fixed in place. Joan, Aaron, and Nick had ended up near Eleanor, and the others were clustered to Joan’s right, closer to the sunroom. 
Joan tried to brace herself, but her knees were shaking. Eleanor was capable of horrors; she’d orchestrated massacres. What would she do to people who’d just tried to assassinate her? 
Joan’s breath stopped as Eleanor’s gaze drifted to the ring still on Nick’s hand. Eleanor had promised to rip the ring from him and kill him. To lock down this timeline. If Joan’s feet hadn’t been glued to the floor, she’d have lunged at Eleanor right here. As it was, though, she was stuck about ten paces from her. 
A beat passed, and then another beat. And then Eleanor was pacing again.
Joan glanced at the others. They’d clearly been expecting an attack too. It struck Joan that maybe Eleanor couldn’t take the ring—not easily. Eleanor was no match for Nick physically, even with her shield, and he was still immune to her powers. 
“I could do so many things to you,” Eleanor said softly to them all. “I could banish your heads from your bodies. I could decapitate you where you stand.” 
Joan swallowed. Eleanor might not be able to hurt Nick directly, but she could do anything she wanted to the rest of them. Nick caught Joan’s eye, and Aaron’s. He looked furious and helpless. 
Aaron gave them both a small, strained smile, trying to hide his own fear. He checked to make sure that Eleanor wasn’t watching. Then he mouthed to Joan, You can stop her.
Joan tilted her head, confused. She didn’t understand. How could she stop Eleanor? Not even Nick could do that now. Nick looked just as puzzled. 
You can unmake the bond, Aaron mouthed to Joan. 
Joan drew a sharp breath. Eleanor had bound herself to the timeline, absorbing its power. But if Aaron was right—if the bond could be unmade—Eleanor would lose all that power. And then Joan or one of the others could seize control of the timeline for themselves. Was that possible? 
Even as Joan thought that, though, Eleanor raised her arms again. Joan lifted her own hand to fend off whatever Eleanor was about to throw at them. She sought Nick’s and Aaron’s gazes, terrified suddenly that these would be their last moments together. 
“What are you going to do to us?” Jamie’s voice shook. Tom reached for his hand, and he clutched at it. 
“I’m going to kill you.” Eleanor sounded matter-of-fact. “But, to be honest, I’ve never been one to get my hands dirty.” She raised her voice slightly. “I summon you! Members of the Curia Monstrorum! I summon you to me! Answer your vows!” 
The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck as power poured from Eleanor—not in a damaging blast, but with the slow seep of smoke. A broken lamp, lying on its side, flickered to life. Joan found herself holding her breath. She’d barely glimpsed the Curia Monstrorum at the party, but even from afar their power had made her skin crawl. 
She twisted, wishing she could move her feet. How many people were coming? Would there be too many for even Nick to fight? Her heart was abruptly pounding. They’d chosen this room because the doors at each side had narrow approaches. Attackers would have to come in one by one. . . . 
As she thought that, the whole room started to shake.
And then the wall opposite exploded.
Members of the Court strode in, stepping over jagged plaster and broken wood. There were dozens of them, Joan saw, horrified—in clothes from across the timeline. Medieval gowns, Georgian suits and coats, Iron Age dresses and torcs. The air crackled with static from their sheer power. 
“Kill them!” Eleanor commanded.
Before she’d finished speaking, Nick was moving. He snatched up the sword from the floor, along with the dagger he’d used to stab Eleanor. 
One of the members of the Court raised a hand, and a huge blast of power shook the room. Chairs and tables splintered; mirrors shattered. Stuck to the floor, Joan and the others could only cry out as the lethal force of it rippled toward them. 
Joan threw her own hand up. Maybe it was terror, or a pure desperate need to protect the people she loved, but power roared out of her as it never had before, sweeping across the room and unmaking the blast. 
She stumbled back, and realized her feet were unglued. She hadn’t just unmade the attack; she’d freed herself. She darted a quick look back. Ruth, Jamie, Tom, and Aaron were moving again too. They seemed
mostly uninjured, except for cuts from flying wood and glass. 
For a second, Joan could only hear her own shuddering breaths. And then she shouted at the others, “Stay behind me!”
She was vaguely aware of Nick fighting at the destroyed wall—trying to keep the attackers from coming any closer. There were shouts of pain as his blades dug in and out of flesh. Two or three monsters had already fallen to him, but Joan was terrified for him—for all his skill, he was human. It would only take one hand on his neck to kill him. 
For a long minute, there was only panic and chaos as power shook the room, cracking walls and smashing furniture. Joan countered the blasts as best she could, stopping them in their tracks as Nick continued to fight. 
The others cowered behind her, Jamie and Ruth protecting Frankie and Sylvie in their little fort; Tom in front of them like a wall. Aaron, though, scrambled to Joan, one arm protecting his head from flying wood and glass. 
“Keep back!” Joan said to him urgently.
But Aaron joined her side, his face set and serious. He lowered his voice beneath the shaking and rattling of the house. “You have to break that bond.” 
Joan risked a glance at Eleanor and found her near the wall where Nick had pinned her earlier. In the chaos, Eleanor had let herself slump slightly, and Joan had the feeling she was still in some pain. Eleanor had said that she and the timeline were a single being now, but Joan still had the impression of two separate entities. If she concentrated, she could faintly see a ghostly ribbon of light wrapped around Eleanor’s body as she paced. The bond. 
“I see it,” Joan said shakily. She pictured herself tearing that ribbon off. Could she do that? She’d torn holes in the timeline before. Just never on purpose. 
She felt the pressure of another incoming blast and turned back fast. But her focus on the bond had made her a moment too slow to react. The windows of the sunroom exploded behind her, and Ruth screamed. Fury and fear ripped through Joan, and her power roared out again. She threw a shield over the others—just in time. Sharp shards of flying glass melted to sand as they hit the barrier she’d made. 
There was a distinctive ping then. A bullet zoomed past, through the now-gaping window onto the gardens beyond. 
“No!” Joan gasped. Her power couldn’t stop bullets—an unmade bullet was still a lethal projectile of rock. She couldn’t shield the others from that. And Nick couldn’t stop bullets either. He was immune to monster powers, but not guns. And he was still fighting to hold the line with just a dagger and a sword. “They’re going to kill us!” Joan blurted to Aaron. 
There was another ping. But before Joan could even flinch away, the bullet vanished midair. 
Joan gasped as Ruth sprinted into place beside her, a hand outstretched. She felt her mouth drop open. “Did you . . . ?” Had Ruth just used the Hunt power on that bullet? Had she pushed it into another moment in time? 
“Who knew I could? Not me.” There was a shaky smile in Ruth’s voice. Her hair had fallen out of its pretty braid, her curls in tendrils around her face. There was a streak of blood on her cheek—a cut from flying glass. “Wait till I tell the rest of the family.” The smile fell away, and Joan knew why. 
Even with Ruth stopping bullets and Joan and Nick holding back this attack, it wasn’t likely they’d ever see the Hunts again. They weren’t going to be able to keep this up. 
More blasts followed then—one after the other, and for a long moment, Joan couldn’t concentrate on anything but stopping them. She felt a wave of despair. Maybe Aaron was right—maybe she could unmake the bond between Eleanor and the timeline. But she couldn’t do that and counter the attacks. “Aaron, I—I can’t break that bond. I can’t do that and protect us.” 
“Then unmake everything you can. All at once,” Aaron said. He saw the doubt in her face. “You can do this. Don’t hold back. Feel it.” 
There’s an emotional component, he’d told Joan in the van. And Joan had known for some time that her power came out in moments of strong emotion. She’d torn holes in the timeline when she’d unmade Nick, and again when she’d thought that Nick had died. 
“Feel it,” Aaron said again. “Just feel it.”
Joan had a bad habit of suppressing difficult emotions. Even now, she could feel her body trying to push down her true fear and anger. 
A memory came to her—of Aaron looking at her in the bathroom mirror, pressing a hand to her chest, easing the pressure. That pressure was still there right now, behind her breastbone—bottled-up feelings trying to be felt. 
Aaron was right. If she was going to break the bond, she needed to tear a hole in the timeline. And to do that, she needed to feel all the terrible things she’d been suppressing. 
She drew a deep breath and let her mind turn to how much she missed Dad and her ordinary life. Let herself think of the unfairness of growing up without Mum. Of Mum, here in this timeline, losing both her children. And Nick’s and Aaron’s counterparts and their painful lives. All her family and friends here. Nick’s family. She thought of the glimpse she’d had of the true timeline. Of what their lives would have been—should have been. 
She took another breath, raising her hands. And then she let her feelings consume her.
Power roared from her in an unbroken blaze, and the effect was instant. The attacking blasts halted as Joan’s power stopped them at the source. She could vaguely hear murmurs of confusion and consternation—maybe even fear—from the members of the Court. 
Eleanor’s eyes flew to her. “How did you do that?” She seemed shocked. Joan couldn’t answer. She barely knew how she’d done it. “Are your old powers coming back?” Eleanor murmured. She answered herself before Joan could. “It doesn’t matter if they are. You’d still be no match for me.” 
Joan swallowed. The ribbon around Eleanor’s body hadn’t budged. She needed to dig deeper, she knew.
She let her mind turn to herself and Aaron and Nick—to the precious moment they’d had together in the library. To everything that had been taken from them. That might still be taken. 
Sadness and pain ripping through her, she ordered the bond: “Be unmade!”
The Grave power answered her as it never had before, rolling out in waves that shook the whole house—far more violently than the earlier attacks. 
Around the room, velvet hangings exploded into silken threads and then curled up again into cocoons. Brick melted to clay, smearing down the walls like blood. Wood panels turned green and sprouted leaves. To Joan’s frustration, though, Eleanor’s bond with the timeline remained stubbornly intact. 
She dug deeper, pouring out power. By the wall, Eleanor gestured with her hands. Nothing happened. The murmurs from the Court rose to true fear as they realized that even Eleanor was being neutralized. 
Everything seemed affected—except for the people themselves. Underfoot, rugs fluffed up into unspun wool and puffs of flossy cotton. Leather wallpaper sprouted fur. 
Water dripped from the ceiling as the plaster was unmade too, until—with a terrifying crash—the ceiling fell, and then the roof beyond that. Everyone stumbled back from the falling furniture and raining dust. Joan looked up and felt a snapping sensation—a thousand elastics breaking. And suddenly, the sky was full of writhing shadows. 
Behind her, Jamie gasped. “You broke the Ali seals!”
She had. She’d torn open the seals that had been hiding Eleanor’s broken timeline. And they hadn’t only been in the sky. She’d broken one at the far end of the room—shadows whirled there, by the fireplace. Joan shuddered at the sight of them. This world really was falling apart. 
But still Eleanor’s bond with the timeline hadn’t torn. Everything else was unraveling, but not that. 
“Why are you even fighting?” Eleanor said hoarsely. “You have to know it’s pointless! Just give up!”
“You give up!” Joan snarled back. She was starting to shake. Why couldn’t she tear away that bond? She had the capacity to break it—she could feel it inside her. She just couldn’t access the deepest well of her power. 
Eleanor attacked her again, and again her power fizzled at the source. “Don’t just stand there!” she screamed at the Court. “Stop her! Kill her! Do whatever it takes!” 
Joan pushed harder and harder. She felt the timeline thinning around her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to find something more inside her. 
Eleanor made a sudden shocked sound, and Joan’s eyes flew open. Had she done it?
No. To her disappointment, the ghostly bond was still tight around Eleanor’s waist.
The room seemed oddly lit, though, as if someone had opened a curtain, spilling in sunshine.
Joan followed Eleanor’s gaze.
To her confusion, the sunroom behind her was completely intact again—the glass whole, with morning sun shining sweetly through an open curtain. It took Joan a long second to understand that she wasn’t seeing this room. The last blast of her power had created a window showing another timeline—just like the one Mum had created at the Grave house. 
And in that window, there was another Joan.
The other Joan sat in an overstuffed chair in the sunroom, a book folded around itself. She had shoulder-length hair and a serene expression that changed to confusion as she caught sight of Joan and the devastated house around her. 
With a jolt, Joan realized that the counterpart could see them, just like they could see her. 
Joan’s counterpart spotted Eleanor then, and her expression shifted from confusion to pure, shaken horror. “Eleanor! What’s happened!” She scrambled up, dropping the book. “Is that your blood?” 
Eleanor’s mouth dropped open. From her shock, this had to be Joan’s original self. Eleanor’s actual sister. And once again, Joan felt the cogs of the timeline turning. It seemed she’d been in this house in the true timeline too. She always came back to this house. 
“I need to get you to a hospital!” Joan’s counterpart said. “Don’t worry, I’ll—” But as she took a step toward her sister, she vanished—as abruptly as she’d appeared—as if she’d been nothing more than a soap bubble all along. 
Eleanor’s mouth was still open, as though she’d been about to reply. She stared in the direction of the sunroom, her expression raw. 
Mum had told Joan that Eleanor had never been able to create windows like this. It struck Joan then that this might have been the first time Eleanor had seen her actual sister since the King had erased the Grave family. 
As Joan wondered that, Nick gasped out, “Joan!” 
Someone had finally made it past his defense line. Joan stumbled back, taken by complete surprise. She had a split second to see that it was Conrad, his face and hair moonlight-pale, his strange, glass-like eyes trained on her. He had a gun, already pointing toward her. 
Conrad shot at Joan before she could react. The split second seemed to stretch and stretch. Joan could see Nick’s hand reaching, desperately trying to stop Conrad. She could feel Ruth, turning a moment too late. 
There wasn’t time to stop the bullet. There wasn’t even time for Joan to scream.
Even as she thought that, though, she realized that someone else was screaming. 
“No!” The word was thick with emotion. And the voice was Eleanor’s. 
Before Joan could even process that, the bullet vanished from in front of her face.



Thirty-Seven
The whole thing—from the moment of Conrad’s shot—had happened so quickly that Joan was still turning, still flinching from the bullet that hadn’t come. 
Now she stumbled back, and nearly tripped over a tuft of overgrown grass. She stared, taking in slowly that they weren’t in the Breakfast Room anymore. This was the field where they’d started, where the ruins of Holland House had been. 
It was still the middle of the night here—as if no time had passed at all. Joan’s breath came out in a cold white puff as she looked around. 
Conrad was gone, and so were the Curia Monstrorum. Everyone else was here, though—Ruth, Nick, Aaron, Jamie, and Tom. 
And Eleanor.
The others seemed just as stunned as Joan was. Nick was on his knees—he’d been reaching out as Conrad had shot at her. Aaron’s hand was still outstretched too; he blinked now, and a shudder of relief ran through him as he realized Joan had survived. 
And how had Joan survived? What had just happened? Had Eleanor saved them? It didn’t seem possible, and yet no one else in that room had had the power to do it. Joan turned to Eleanor. “Was that you? Why?” 
Eleanor stood a few paces from the rest of them, her white dress still stained with blood. She shook her head slightly as if she didn’t know why herself. 
Joan replayed the scene again in her head. The way the original Joan had locked immediately onto Eleanor; she’d glimpsed her sister, bloodied and scared, and she’d scrambled up, desperate to get to her. 
And Eleanor had looked at her in return like . . .
“You still love her,” Joan said slowly. “You love her so much that you love me.” 
“And you don’t remember me at all.” Eleanor sounded a little hoarse. “You only know me like this.” 
That was true. Joan only knew her as a villain—it had been her only role in Joan’s remembered life.
She wondered suddenly if Eleanor had been bluffing at the end of the last timeline. She’d made Nick choose between Joan’s life and the King’s, but would she really have killed her? Joan wasn’t so sure now. 
But Eleanor had killed Joan as an infant here. She’d arranged for the Hunts to die at Nick’s hand in another timeline. Unconscionable choices, and so many of them. Necessities, she’d called them. 
Mum had thought that Eleanor would be persuadable. Joan hadn’t believed it. But now . . . She looked up at the sky. The tears in Eleanor’s broken timeline were all visible. Instead of stars, there were only shadows. 
“Why don’t you fix the timeline?” she asked Eleanor. She really couldn’t understand it. “Why are you being so stubborn? Everyone’s going to die—including the Graves. You did all this to save them, and they’re going to die anyway.” 
“You never shut up, do you?” Eleanor said. There was an odd, flat note in her voice.
“Eleanor . . .”
“You think I haven’t tried?” Eleanor’s last word cracked. “You were right, okay? I made a timeline too far from true, and I can’t revert it to how it was! I’ve tried!” 
“If you can’t fix the timeline, then just detach yourself from it!” Nick said. “Let someone else have that power. Maybe they can fix it.” 
Eleanor made a sound of frustration, of desolation. “I can’t! I leashed it too tightly to myself! I can’t detach it! And I can’t die while it’s leashed to me! And before you do something stupidly heroic,” she added derisively to Nick, “your death won’t help either. The truth is, you did effectively die when the ring put you in that stasis. And I still couldn’t lock down the timeline. I wasn’t strong enough.” She shook her head. “It fights me all the time. I don’t know if it ever fought the King like this. . . .” 
Joan felt a wave of despair roll over her. She’d unmade the house, the Ali seals in the sky. She’d even made a window into the true timeline. But the bond between Eleanor and the timeline had just been too strong to break. 
“The void is going to eat us all up,” Eleanor said. “Just like in the stories.”
“Because of you,” Joan said. The anger in her voice petered out by the end of the sentence. She was tired, and she ached all over. She could tell Eleanor’s shoulder was still hurting too. 
Eleanor opened her mouth and started to say something, and then stopped herself. “Yeah,” she said heavily. “Because of me.”
Joan hadn’t expected her to say that. “And because of the King . . . ,” she acknowledged.
Eleanor closed her eyes for a second. “You know, I almost did it. I almost won. I beat him. If I could have just subjugated the timeline too, everything would have worked out.” 
Joan ran a hand over her face, a shudder running through her. Every time she had a little feeling for her sister, Eleanor horrified her anew. “Yeah, you made a real winner of a timeline.” She closed her eyes, sick of her suddenly. Sick of dealing with everything Eleanor had put them through. “How long do you think we have? Before the world falls into the void?” 
“I don’t know,” Eleanor said. “Days. Weeks, maybe.”
 
Joan left her there and went over to check on the others. They had cuts and bruises, but nothing worse. To her relief, Frankie and Sylvie were still safe in their padded bags—they hadn’t been injured at all. 
Joan found herself looking around again. Was it her imagination, or did the sky seem lower than it had before? Was the void closer? 
She followed the line of the house’s foundations. They seemed so sad to her now: that beautiful house reduced to ridges in the ground. 
Near the wall line, the tear that had been in the Breakfast Room was a creepy black spot in the field. How many more holes were speckled in ordinary places like this, visible now without their Ali seals? 
And soon, the whole world would be lost. There wouldn’t even be remnants like this.
A wave of homesickness hit Joan then. If only she could have seen Dad, one last time. She suddenly wanted desperately to walk through the front door of her own home and hug him. 
She blinked back tears, walking deeper into the field. After a minute, she heard footsteps. She knew before she turned that it would be Aaron and Nick. 
“Can I see that cut?” Nick asked her gently.
“Cut?” Joan twisted and found a thin cut in her side—maybe from flying glass. “Oh.” Disturbingly, it was in the same spot where Lucien Oliver had cut into her with a sword. 
“Let me see,” Aaron said, frowning.
“It’s fine,” Joan said, but she let them look. Warmth rushed through her as Aaron parted her sliced dress with his thumb.
“Hmm,” Aaron said, and it really must have been fine, because he just smoothed down her dress again.
He and Nick stood between Joan and the others. And it was strange, but here in the darkness—out of earshot of the others—it almost felt like the three of them were alone again. 
Joan swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat. “I wish we’d had more time together,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t break the bond.” 
“It sounds like Eleanor reinforced it,” Nick said, his voice a reassuring rumble. “It probably wasn’t possible.”
“I suppose. But . . .” Joan looked down at her feet, frustrated. “I know I made a window back there—I revealed the true timeline. But I’ve made deeper tears than that before. I know I have. I’ve made tears that showed the void itself. I tore real holes at the colosseum, at the pub, even in the van. There’s more power inside me. I can feel it. I can almost access it. I just . . .” She just couldn’t quite get to it now—when she needed to the most. 
“Joan . . . ,” Aaron started, and then he stopped as if he’d realized something.
“What is it?” Nick asked.
Aaron blinked at him, and then at Joan, an expression passing over his face that Joan couldn’t quite read. “I think I understand,” he said to her slowly. “I understand why you couldn’t access your full power at the Court.” 
Joan tilted her head in question.
“You’re right,” he said. “You have torn deeper holes before. Real holes. You do have it in you to break that bond.” 
“But I couldn’t,” Joan said.
Aaron smiled at her, small and a little fragile. “I know. Because you didn’t have the right trigger. But I see it now. I see the pattern. You can tear holes in the fabric of the timeline itself, revealing the void. Your mother couldn’t do that. Not even the King did that. But you can. I know what triggers your full power to come out.” 
The odd note was still in his voice, and Joan felt a tug of unease out of nowhere. “What causes it?”
Aaron took a few steps back, glancing over at the ruins of the Breakfast Room before returning his gaze to her. “There was a tear in the Holland House bedroom—where your grandmother died. One in the library where you unmade Nick and lost him, and at the arena where you saw him die. You tore a hole in the pub when you thought you’d lost him too.” 
“In the bedroom at Holland House?” Joan hadn’t seen a tear in the bedroom.
“I saw it tonight,” Aaron said. “It was small, but I saw it on my way upstairs.” His eyes roved over her face, as if he was mapping her. “You told me you loved me yesterday. I didn’t believe you.” 
“I do,” Joan assured him. “I love you.” 
“I know.” Aaron’s face was full of everything he felt—his own love right there on the surface, like an offering. “I know that now. And I know what triggers your power. It comes out when you’re losing someone you love.” 
“Aaron,” Nick said sharply. “You’re too close to that tear! Come toward me!” 
Aaron was, Joan saw, with a shot of fear. He’d been walking backward as he talked, and he’d ended up right at the edge of the tear from the Breakfast Room. It seemed unnervingly large suddenly—the size of a standing mirror. 
“Come forward!” Joan said. “You’re really close!” 
Aaron glanced over his shoulder at it. He didn’t move, though, and Joan’s stomach dropped.
“Aaron, move away from it!” she said. She could hear the fear, suddenly, high in her voice. 
“I love you,” Aaron said. “I adore you.” He took one more step back, and for a moment he stood there, poised at the very lip of the abyss. Cold horror washed over Joan. “Who’d have thought it would be me saving the world at the end?” he added, with a shaky smile. 
“Aaron!” Joan screamed. “No!” She lunged for him. 
Beside her, Nick was already hurling himself forward too—and he almost caught him. His fingers brushed Aaron’s as Aaron jumped. But it was too late. They’d both been too late. Aaron had already fallen into the shadows of the void. 
For a second, Joan’s lungs locked up. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t believe what Aaron had just done. She was still reaching for him, as if he wasn’t already gone. As if every future version of him hadn’t been obliterated. 
A scream tore from her throat, the sound harsh and agonized. She felt her legs give, and then she was on the ground, her throat raw, Nick beside her. She had a feeling he’d caught her and eased her down. That he was holding her. 
Under her hands, the strands of grass felt unreal. The entire world felt unreal. Sobs wrenched from her, making her whole body shudder. Aaron was dead. Joan couldn’t bear to believe it. It couldn’t be true. 
She was vaguely aware of shouts from the others; of the earth beginning to shake like she was shaking. Back at the house, she hadn’t been able to access the deepest well of her power, but now she could feel it inside her, vast and terrifying as a rising flood. This time, she welcomed it. 
Rage and grief washed over her, and the grass began to twist and turn like worms under her hands, wriggling back into the earth. At the edge of the field, the tree line shrank and shriveled to saplings, and then vanished to seed. The road melted and steamed, the stink of hot asphalt cutting through the wind. Beyond it, houses were being flayed to bare frames and then sinking back to their foundations. 
“Joan!” Nick sounded a little afraid. 
Joan looked up and saw—with shock—that the whole field was rolling like the sea. “What’s happening?”
“It’s you,” Nick said. He held her tighter. “Your power!” 
Joan gasped, fear mingling with her grief. She could feel it now—her power surging from her in a torrent, violent and wild.
You have to break that bond, Aaron had said, and another racking sob shuddered out of her. Aaron was dead. 
“He jumped,” Joan choked out. “He did it to save us all!” 
Nick’s expression was achingly gentle in response, his eyes full of pain. “I know.”
Joan gasped for breath. Aaron was gone. He was gone. Not for one timeline—forever. A fog of horror had descended on her, but even within it, Joan knew that Aaron had asked her for one thing. She had to do it—for him. 
She forced herself to her feet and walked over to Eleanor across the shaking field.
Her sister stared back, wide-eyed, as houses and trees unraveled around them. In the moonlight, the bond around her waist was an eerie glow that reminded Joan of the luminescent display at the Court. 
Joan reached out, throat tight, half expecting Eleanor to stop her. But Eleanor just watched as Joan took hold of the bond at her waist. It didn’t feel like anything at all, but it crumpled like fabric under her hand. 
Joan folded her fist around it and wrenched. Earlier, at the house, she hadn’t come close to breaking the bond, but now it tore away like a delicate gauze. 
Eleanor’s breath hitched. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Joan. “You did it,” she breathed. And then her face creased, and she groaned in shocked pain as the bond began to unwind itself from her. She tottered back, and then her knees gave, and she fell on her hands and knees to the ground. 
Joan stumbled back too, shaken, as the bond ribboned into the air, its curling movements reminding her of the shadows of the void. Unlike the shadows, though, it shone in unearthly colors as it twisted and writhed. 
Joan felt another stab of debilitating grief as she watched it rise. There was something alien about it, but it was beautiful too. Like a cold flame. Like an aurora come to life. She wished Aaron could have seen it. 
The eerie coil of it floated above Eleanor, and Joan could feel it searching for someone in the vicinity strong enough to take the leash—to wield control over the timeline itself. 
Then to Joan’s shock, it leaped toward her. 
It hovered before her, offering itself, and Joan’s breath stopped. If we kill Eleanor, Nick had said, we’ll be able to mold a new timeline.
Joan could. She could feel it—the possibility of it. She could make a better world—a good world, where people were happy and at peace. Where monsters and humans weren’t in conflict. She could forge the kind of peace that her original self had wanted. No talks or persuasion needed. She could make that happen. 
She could almost hear the timeline speaking now. A vast intelligence, asking her the question: Are you going to take the leash?
Joan took a step forward. Behind the glow of offered power, she could see another shape—just a silhouette in the darkness. She drew a sharp breath. It was the great beast of the timeline itself. There was something cruelly confining knotted around its neck, and it took Joan a long moment to understand that she was looking at the collar on the other end of the leash. 
She turned, searching for Nick. He was just a few paces from her—he’d followed her over to Eleanor—and he gazed back at her steadily now. 
Molding the timeline to your will means molding people, she’d said to him in the library that night. 
And she could. That was the power on offer. She could take hold of the leash and create a new timeline, forcing her will on everyone—humans and monsters. She could force everyone to be as she wished them to be. 
But . . . “It wouldn’t be right,” she said to Nick. And who was even to say that Joan would make a good timeline? Eleanor and the King had both believed that they were doing that. 
“I know.” Nick’s eyes were very soft. “I’ve thought a lot about what you said that night.” His mouth curled up wryly. “I guess we’ll have to do a bunch of talking instead.” 
“Just like we did in the original timeline,” Joan murmured. Except that this time, they’d be without Aaron. Grief rolled over her again, so consuming and overwhelming that she could hardly breathe. Aaron would never be with them again. 
She turned back to the glowing light before her. Are you going to take the leash? the timeline asked again. 
In answer, Joan
stretched out her hand. She reached beyond the leash with her power—right across the field to the beast itself, until she could almost feel the rough rope of the collar against her hand. 
Then she tugged hard, ripping the collar from the beast’s neck. The rope fell away, and there was a snap all around them as the timeline was freed. 
Eleanor gasped again in agony—as if a few last threads of the leash had still been attached to her. Her eyes sought Joan’s as she died, her pained expression easing to something closer to relief as her breath stopped. She’d bound the timeline so tightly to herself, she couldn’t survive without it. 
Joan swallowed. Had there been an apology in Eleanor’s eyes in those last moments? She wasn’t sure.
Above, the light of the timeline was filling the holes in the sky, and the field was beginning to change.
Nick cried out a warning as a wall shot up near Joan. The house was returning. The timeline was already re-forming into something new. 
Nick grabbed Joan’s hand, and they ran together with the others—into where the garden had once been. Then, with the last of her strength, Joan threw up a shield, protecting herself and the others from the changing timeline. 
They’d done it, she realized. They’d saved the world. And as soon as she thought that, she was suddenly sobbing uncontrollably.
Eleanor had died, and some part of Joan wished she had too. Because Aaron had stepped into the void. He’d saved them all—but he wouldn’t be there to see it. He wouldn’t be in the new timeline, or any other. He was lost to them. 
When the darkness came, it was a relief.



Thirty-Eight
Joan woke slowly, her cheek pressed against patchy grass. She groaned, and a shadow passed over her as Nick knelt beside her worriedly. 
He pushed her hair gently from her eyes. “Are you all right?”
Joan opened her mouth and then remembered everything that had just happened. They’d defeated Eleanor, but . . . “He’s gone,” Joan choked out. “Aaron’s gone.” Nick drew her into his arms. Joan hugged him back, desperately tight. “Are the others—?” She turned, searching. 
She spotted Jamie first, kneeling on the grass. He groaned, and Tom crawled over to check on him.
“You’re still here!” Jamie said hoarsely, tears of relief in his voice. He threw his arms around Tom’s neck.
“Not just me,” Tom said. He pointed at Frankie and Sylvie, who were still nestled safely in their backpacks, their little furry heads peeking curiously out. 
Ruth was here too, her dark curls rumpled. Joan released Nick to hug her too, and Ruth’s arms folded around Joan’s back, squeezing. “Do you think we’re home?” Ruth whispered shakily. 
Joan pulled back. They’d landed on a cold autumn morning. Browning leaves littered the grass, and the air smelled damp and botanical. Ahead of them, Holland House was just as it had been in the timeline before Eleanor’s: a beautiful, ruined facade. “We’d need to see the street to know.” Even as she said it, her throat tightened. How could they be home when Aaron was gone? The shock of it hit her again. She couldn’t bear it. 
“I’ll go and check,” Nick said softly.
Joan suddenly needed to move. She couldn’t just kneel here in the place where Aaron had vanished. “I’ll come with you.”
Nick put an arm around her, tugging her close, as they walked up the path by the lawn, making their way to the main road. Fallen leaves crunched underfoot, and Joan blinked through tears at the thinning trees, at the sky. 
At the gate, she stared at the familiar busy intersection of Kensington High Street, at the cars and people and shops. The architecture and fashion were familiar again. No one was wearing a numbered pendant. 
“It looks like home,” Nick said softly.
It wasn’t home. Aaron had jumped into the void, and there was no coming back from that. He’d been consumed by the nothingness between worlds, and now it was as if he’d never existed. He’d never be reborn, not if there were a thousand more lifetimes after this. 
Joan had been so homesick. She’d imagined coming back so many times. Now that she was here, though, she just felt empty. “What are we going to do?” Her voice came out hollow. 
A familiar voice sounded nearby then, all posh, clipped vowels. “Well . . . I don’t know about you, but I need a hot shower and a change of clothes. And then—I think we had plans for a date?” 
Joan turned fast and stared.
Aaron was walking toward them across the lawn, beautiful and perfect and put together as ever, his gray eyes softer than Joan had ever seen them. 
He was alive. He was alive. 
His pace sped up, but Joan was already moving too. She heard herself sob as she threw herself into his arms. He hugged her back fiercely, his own relief evident, despite his casual tone. Joan felt his other arm open as Nick joined them. 
“How?” Joan managed. She never wanted to let him go. “You jumped into the void!” 
“I know,” Aaron said, voice breaking a little—not quite a laugh or a sob. “It was like jumping into the gap between stars—I thought I’d never stop falling.” 
Nick pulled them both closer, instinctively protective.
“We thought we’d lost you.” Joan heard her voice crack.
Aaron shook his head slightly. “This is going to sound strange, but I think the timeline spoke to me. Not in words, but . . . It knew that we’d freed it, and it was grateful. It wanted to give me a gift. To give you a gift. To thank us.” He looked shy suddenly. “So here I am.” 



Epilogue
Joan shielded her eyes. She lay on a sun-warmed picnic blanket, her head in Aaron’s lap and Nick propped up against her crooked knees. It had been a year since they’d arrived back home, and Aaron had suggested they do something on the anniversary. To celebrate, he’d said. To remember.
“Aren’t you worried about grass stains?” Joan asked Aaron now. He was in a heather-gray suit—some things never changed—with his back against a tree. 
Aaron seemed amused by the question. He bent to kiss her forehead. “No.”
Nick made a soft sound of contentment. “Are we actually going to eat this picnic?”
“I mean . . . ,” Aaron murmured, a smile warming his voice. He looked at Nick, who gave him a thoughtful look back.
Joan’s face was already pink from the sun, but she could feel herself reddening more. “We’re outside,” she said, laughing.
Aaron looked down at her, his expression so soft that Joan’s breath caught. He’d never looked at her like that in any other timeline. He ran his thumb along the flush at her cheekbone. He liked making her blush, Joan had learned. “On my estate,” he pointed out. “My very large, very private estate.” 
“We invited people to lunch,” Joan reminded him.
“Whose idea was that?”
“Yours.”
“Terrible idea. Awful.” Aaron kissed her with each statement. “I’ll have to make it up to you later.”
“I think I hear the boat,” Nick said, a smile in his voice now too.
Joan tilted her head and heard it too—the insect buzz of an engine on the river.
 
It was Ruth who arrived first, though, with a huge basket. “I brought so much food.” She flopped onto the blanket with a groan. “Everyone has to eat it; that basket was heavy.” 
“We will,” Joan promised. She started unpacking it—six different kinds of sandwiches and little savory tarts. Scones, jam, cream, cherries, strawberries, raspberries. “How did you carry all this?” 
On the river, Jamie and Tom’s narrowboat was drawing into the Olivers’ private dock. Frankie and Sylvie jumped off first and came over to investigate the food. 
Ruth retrieved a container of cold chicken from the basket and stripped pieces off the bone for each of the animals. “You’re late!” she called to the boat. 
“Sorry,” Jamie said cheerfully, tying the rope to the dock. “It’s a lot harder to be on time when you can’t time-travel to the exact moment.” 
A year, Joan thought. A year since anyone had been able to time-travel. 
“There are things I miss,” Aaron said, pushing his pale hair from his forehead. 
“Being able to choose the weather?” Ruth suggested.
“Garum and silphium,” Tom said.
“Always having access to perfectly ripe fruit,” Jamie said.
“The 2380s,” Tom said. “Those are going to be some good years.”
“You’re saying too many things,” Nick grumbled, and Aaron looked over at him, expression softening, like it only ever did with Joan and Nick. 
“The cost was too high,” Aaron murmured to him.
“Far too high,” Joan agreed.
They all missed being able to travel, though, she knew. Aaron dreamed, sometimes, that he was in Londinium. That he was in the Victorian era. In the future. Sometimes, he woke with yearning in his eyes. 
I’d rather be here, he said sometimes afterward. I might miss it, but I’d far rather be here with you.
Joan dreamed too. She dreamed of Holland House before it had burned. Of St. James’s Park in the 1990s. Of Limehouse in the 1800s. But most of all, she missed the ripple and shift of the timeline itself. She hadn’t known how comforting it had been until it was gone. 
“We gained more than we lost,” Aaron said now, seriously.
That was true. This was a brand-new timeline; not the original, and not any that they’d lived in before. And it was good. Joan’s mother was alive here, and so was Aaron’s. Joan’s dad was here. Nick’s family. The Lius. The Hunts. The Graves . . . Even the time that Joan and Nick had taken from themselves to travel seemed to have been returned. The families still had their individual powers, and Aaron’s mother had used hers to check; she’d looked them over carefully, and promised that they both had a whole lifetime of years left. 
And there was this precious, wonderful thing between Joan and Aaron and Nick. Joan had never imagined they could be happy like this. 
Eleanor, though, was truly gone. Maybe she’d been swallowed by the void. Or maybe the timeline had erased her completely. Not even their own mother remembered her now. Not even Gran. Only Joan, and the people here today. . . . 
“Shall we?” Joan asked the others now.
She’d brought a little wax-paper boat with a candle that Nick lit now with a match. Joan put the boat on the river, and they watched it float slowly downstream, the spark of light already spluttering out. 
It was strange, perhaps, to want to remember someone who’d done so much harm to her and to the people she loved. But Eleanor had been Joan’s sister once upon a time. 
 
Later in the afternoon—so late that the sun had begun to dip—they all dozed in comfortable silence. Sylvie had warmed to Frankie over the months, and she lay now with her head on Frankie’s back, purring. 
“That better not be the last strawberry,” Tom murmured as Joan reached for the almost-empty punnet.
“Too slow,” Joan said.
“You know . . . you still owe the Lius two favors,” Jamie said to her lazily.
“I brought your whole family back to life!” Joan complained. But she passed the strawberry to Jamie, who passed it to Tom, who popped it into his mouth with a smug look at Joan. 
“There’s more in the basket,” Ruth said, eyes blissfully closed against the heat of the sun.
As Joan reached for the wicker basket, a gust of air rippled from across the river. It had been warm all week, and the breeze was a pleasant change. She searched for the strawberries for a few moments before it occurred to her that the grass around the basket was still—not a blade was moving in the wind. 
It wasn’t a physical sensation, she realized slowly. It was the timeline itself. The first time she’d sensed it in a year.
She turned to the others. None of them seemed to have felt it, but Aaron saw Joan’s reaction. His head tilted in question, and that made Nick turn to them both. 
Joan held her breath, feeling the force of the timeline ripple across the river.
For the first time since they’d arrived in this new timeline, she found herself wondering if one day they might all be able to travel again—maybe this time without the heavy cost. 
And then her mind drifted further. She imagined a day when even Eleanor might get another chance. Might have the opportunity to be redeemed. Would that ever be possible? 
Another breath of wind came then—along with a feeling as clear as words—as if the timeline was answering her question.
Maybe someday.
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